
The Mitzvah of Achilat Matzah 
 The Torah, in referring to the holiday of Pesach as Chag HaMatzot, highlights the 
centrality of the mitzvah of eating matzah on Pesach.  Although the laws of preparing 
matzah are intricate, the laws of eating it are not.  Rambam, Hilchot Chametz UMatzah 
6:1, states that if one eats a k'zayit (an amount equivalent to the volume of an olive) of 
matzah, he has fulfilled the mitzvah.  However, Rambam's statement only describes the 
minimum requirement in order to fulfill the mitzvah of eating matzah.  When one 
incorporates the mitzvah of matzah into the seder, numerous complexities arise. 
 

The Need for Three Matzahs 
 Most families have the tradition of placing three matzahs on the seder plate.  
What is the need for three matzahs?  The Gemara, Pesachim 116a, derives from a verse 
(Devarim 16:3) referring to matzah as lechem oni, bread of poverty, that just as a poor 
person eats bread that is not whole, so too the matzah should be broken and not whole.  
R. Yitzchak Alfasi, Pesachim 25b, rules that because of this, the seder night serves as an 
exception to the rule of lechem mishneh that requires one to use two whole loaves for 
Shabbat and Festival meals.  At the seder, one uses two matzahs, but one of them should 
be broken in order to fulfill the requirement of lechem oni.  Rambam, Hilchot Chametz 
UMatzah 8:6, also concludes that only two matzahs are used, one whole and one broken. 
 However, Tosafot, Pesachim 116a, note that the requirement of lechem oni, does 
not impinge on the regular requirement to have two whole loaves at a Yom Tov meal.  
Therefore, there is a requirement to have three matzahs, two of which are used for lechem 
mishneh, and the third for lechem oni. 
 Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 473:4, rules in accordance with the opinion of 
Tosafot, that three matzahs are required at the seder.  However, the Vilna Gaon, Biur 
HaGra, ad loc, rules in accordance with the opinion of Rambam that only two matzahs 
are required.  Furthermore, the Vilna Gaon adds that by using three matzahs, one no 
longer fulfills the requirement of lechem oni.  This is because the purpose of lechem oni 
is to have an inferior set of lechem mishneh.  By having two whole matzahs plus a broken 
matzah, the set of lechem mishneh becomes superior to that of an ordinary Yom Tov 
meal.  According to the logic of the Vilna Gaon, using three matzahs in order to fulfill 
both opinions is not an option, because by doing so one undermines the requirement of 
lechem oni according to Rambam.  Most families have the tradition of using three 
matzahs.  Nevertheless, some families use only two matzahs as per Rambam and the 
Vilna Gaon. 
 

Which Matzah is Used to Fulfill the Mitzvah? 
 For those who use three matzahs, another issue arises.  Rosh, Pesachim 10:30, 
writes that since there is a requirement to have two whole matzahs, the beracha of 
hamotzi is recited on the two whole matzahs.  However, since the beracha of al achilat 



matzah is recited on the broken matzah, one would have to eat a k'zayit from the whole 
matzah as well as another k'zayit from the broken matzah.  As Mishna Berurah, Sha'ar 
HaTziun 475:6, (based on Bach 475) explains, the requirement to eat lechem oni demands 
that one should fulfill the mitzvah using the broken matzah.  However, since the whole 
matzah is on top, it is improper to bypass the whole matzah in order to eat the broken 
matzah.  Therefore, one should eat both matzahs together and fulfill the mitzvah on both 
matzahs simultaneously. 
 Tur, Orach Chaim 475, quotes that there is an opinion that is the reverse of Rosh's 
opinion.  This opinion maintains that the hamotzi is recited on the broken matzah, and al 
achilat matzah is recited on the whole matzah.  Tur writes that in order to satisfy both 
opinions, one should eat both the whole matzah and the broken matzah together.  Perisha 
475:1, explains that ideally one should eat the matzah upon which the beracha of al 
achilat matzah was recited immediately after recitation of the beracha.  Since there is a 
dispute as to which matzah that is, one should eat a k'zayit of each one at the same time. 
 R. Yechezkel Landau, Tzelach, Pesachim 115b, notes that the items that we use to 
base our measurements on have gotten smaller since the times of the Talmud.  Therefore, 
one should assume that the k'zayit is twice the size of a normal olive.  Mishna Berura 
486:1, rules that one should follow this stringency for biblical mitzvot.  Despite this 
stringency, many Poskim (see R. Shlomo Z. Grossman, Siddur Pesach K'Hilchato 8:3) 
note that one who eats two k'zaytim of matzah in order to eat the whole matzah and the 
broken matzah together, does not have to eat the larger size k'zayit but rather the smaller 
size, and inevitably will fulfill the stringency of R. Landau. 
   

The Mitzvah of Afikoman 
 The Mishna, Pesachim 119b, states that one may not eat after eating the korban 
peasch.  As Rashbam, ad loc., s.v. k'gon, explains, the korban pesach must be eaten by 
one who is satiated.  Therefore, it is eaten at the end of the meal.  The Mishna is teaching 
that not only must one eat the korban pesach at the end of the meal, but one may not eat 
afterwards in order that the taste of the korban pesach remain in one's mouth.  This 
principle is known as afikoman. 
 The Gemara, ad loc., further states that the principle of afikoman applies to 
matzah as well, and therefore one may not eat anything after eating the matzah at the end 
of the meal (known colloquially as the afikoman).  Rashi, ad loc., s.v. Ain, notes that the 
afikoman is the primary matzah and serves as the matzah in which one fulfills the biblical 
obligation to eat matzah.  However, Rosh, Pesachim 10:34, maintains that the mitzvah of 
matzah is fulfilled with the matzahs upon which one recites the berachot. 
 The most significant difference between Rashi's opinion and Rosh's opinion is the 
time in which one must eat the afikoman.  The Gemara, Pesachim 120b, quotes a dispute 
between R. Elazar Ben Azariah and R. Akiva regarding the final time to eat the korban 
pesach.  R. Elazar Ben Azariah is of the opinion that the final time is midnight.  R. Akiva 
is of the opinion that the final time is dawn.  The Gemara then quotes Rava who states 
that according to R. Elazar Ben Azariah, one who does not eat matzah until after 
midnight does not fulfill the mitzvah of matzah.  Tosafot, ad loc., s.v. Amar, question 
whether the halacha follows R. Elazar Ben Azariah or R. Akiva.  Rosh, Pesachim 10:38, 
notes that if one assumes that the fulfillment of the mitzvah of matzah is performed 
through eating of the afikoman, one should be stringent as this is a matter of Torah law.  



He then writes that for this reason, Rabbeinu Tam was particularly careful to eat the 
afikoman before midnight. 
 R. Avraham Borenstein, Teshuvot Avnei Nezer, Orach Chaim 381, provides a 
novel approach to the concept of afikoman.  R. Elazar Ben Azariah's opinion that one 
must eat the korban pesach before midnight is derived from makkat bechorot, the 
slaughter of the Egyptian first-born, which was exactly at midnight.  Avnei Nezer 
suggests that according to R. Elazar Ben Azariah, one should ideally eat the korban 
pesach exactly at midnight.  However, since it is impossible to perform such a feat, the 
formulation of the mitzvah was such that at midnight, the korban pesach should be the 
dominant food item in one's digestive system.  Therefore, one must eat the korban pesach 
before midnight, and one may not eat anything else after eating the korban pesach.  By 
refraining from eating after the korban pesach, the korban pesach becomes the dominant 
food as the taste of the korban pesach remains in one's mouth. 
 Based on this understanding of R. Elazar Ben Azariah's opinion, Avnei Nezer 
provides a simple solution for those who cannot finish the seder before midnight.  Since 
the time of midnight is only significant in that the afikoman must play the dominant role 
in one's digestive system at midnight, one can simply eat matzah immediately prior to 
midnight and refrain from eating until midnight.  In this way, the opinion of R. Elazar 
Ben Azariah is satisfied and one has fulfilled the mitzvah of matzah.  Once midnight 
arrives, even R. Elazar Ben Azariah agrees that one may continue eating as the only 
critical time is midnight itself.  After one finishes the meal, one then eats matzah again to 
satisfy the opinion of R. Akiva that one may eat the afikoman until dawn.  One should not 
eat anything else after eating this second afikoman.  [See Ran, Pesachim 27b, s.v. 
Garsinan, who notes that there are some who are meticulous to finish the fourth cup of 
wine before midnight.]   
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