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Jacob’s Injury: a Neurological Mystery 
Within the last hundred years, there have been 
groundbreaking advances in neuroradiology, as well as in 
neuropathology. However, the Torah, written thousands 
of years ago, provides extensive insight into modern 
neurology. Jacob’s battle with Esav’s guardian angel, 
recounted in Bereishit (32:25-33), is much more than just 
an inspiring story of courage. Our inability to conduct a 
proper neurological examination of Jacob’s injury opens 
up a variety of possibilities in the differential diagnosis of 
it , as reflected by the century-long debates among some of 
the most esteemed traditional Torah commentators [1]. In 
describing the struggle between Jacob and the angel, the 
text (Bereishit 32:26) reads, “Then he (i.e., the angel) 
perceived that he could not overcome him (i.e., Jacob), he 
touched the ”כף ” of his thighbone, and the  כףof Jacob’s 
thighbone dislocated as he wrestled with him.” Rashi 
translates the word “כף ” as “hollow,” the convexity of the 
gluteus, as formed by hip musculature. “Touched,” as used 
by the Bible, always implies an indecorous contact [2]. In 
this case it refers to the violent gripping of Jacob’s hip by 
the angel so to rip its ligaments from it. Since ligaments 
help control the movement of the leg, Jacob’s gross motor 
skills of his lower extremity (whether it was the right or left 
is not known) were impaired, rendering Jacob with a 
temporary limp. The Bereishit Rabbah states (32:25-33), 
that his miraculous full recovery was noted as a solar 
healing process, which occurred during the sunrise the 
following day [3].  

The lack of detailed descriptions in Biblical and Talmudic 
writings regarding the nature of Jacob’s limp made later 
scholarship on the topic riveting. The 14th century Jewish 
scholar Rabbi Bahya ben Asher believed that the angel 
targeted Jacob’s sole moral wrongdoing, his marriage of 
two sisters, Leah and Rachel. [3]. As such, the angel injured 
Jacob near his genitalia as a punishment for this sexual 
offense. Trauma to Jacob’s posterior resulted in damage to 
the sciatic nerve, which was “flattened” against his hip 
capsule. Jacob’s limping gait is a textbook example of 
substantial neurological damage to the sciatic nerve causing 
neurapraxia, a disorder of the peripheral nervous system in 
which there is a temporary loss of motor and sensory 
function due to blockage of nerve conduction. Had the 
damage been any more severe, (for instance, if the wound 
had been deeper,) Jacob’s disability would have been 
permanent, contradicting his full recovery, as hypothesized 
in Bereishit Rabbah (32:25) [4]. 

However, Jacob’s radicular back pain, leg weakness, and 
temporary limping gait could have been symptomatic of a 
herniated lumbar disc resulting from spinal degeneration 
and damage, which would apply pressure to the inner core 
of intervertebral disc. Other neurological damage 
possibilities can be attributed to local trauma-induced 
meralgia paresthetica or lateral femoral cutaneous nerve 
injury, which cause pain, numbness and paresthesias of the 
anterolateral thigh [1]. In contrast to current medicinal 
theories, the Talmudic text (Hulin 89b) seems to assume 
direct severing of his sciatic nerve as opposed to 
radiculopathy and meralgia paresthetica [3]. Alternatively, 
the Rambam, a Jewish scholar and physician of the Middle 
Ages, proposes the angel’s lack of physicality, which 
implies that Jacob did not really have a battle, rather, he 
experienced an intense musculoskeletal reaction to a 
prophetic vision [5]. In addition, he may also have suffered 
peripheral nerve damage [4]. The sciatic nerve is referred 
to as “gid ha-nasheh” (translated as “sinew of the thigh 
vein”). Based on the Talmud (Hulin 91a) the hip slipped 
away (nashah,from the root of nasheh ) or was dislocated 
from its place, as explained by Rabbi Joshua ben Levi, a 
Talmudic scholar of the third century. A differential 
musculoskeletal diagnosis of the injury can also indicate a 
femoral fracture, soft tissue trauma, and articular 
problems. Assuming osteonecrosis occurred, which is the 
reduction of blood flow to bones in the joints, the 
aforementioned theories are unlikely. Such injuries would 
have left Jacob permanently immobilized or may have even 
threatened his life due to the high risk of infectious 
complications with no available treatment in Biblical times 
[3]. 

The priceless life lessons and morals of the Torah are 
meant to be internalized. Through the intense medical 
analyses of Jacob’s infamous limp,we arrive at an enhanced 
understanding of our forefather's struggle. As a reminder 
of his defying bravery, consumption of the sciatic nerve is 
prohibited under Jewish dietary laws (Bereishit 32:33) [6]. 
Jewish tradition holds Jacob’s survival and triumph over 
the angel as an example of Divine Providence, guiding him 
and his descendants through the adversities of the Jewish 
people’s tragic yet majestic history.  
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