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Chapter XVIII: Mishpatim (Ex. 21:1–24:18) 
 
Essay 12. “They beheld G-d” 

  

.  אִם־אַיִן לאֹ יִהְיֶה""וִיהִי נָא פִּי־שְׁנַיִם בְּרוּחֲ˃ אֵלָי" וְכוּ' "הִקְשִׁיתָ לִשְׁאוֹל אִם־תִּרְאֶה אֹתִי לֻקָּח מֵאִתָּ˂ יְהִי־לְ˃ כֵן וְ   פָּסוּק

   מֵרָבּוֹ כָּ˂, וּמָה עִנְיָן זֶה לְאִם יִרְאֶה אוֹתוֹ לוֹקֵחַ וְכוּ'.לִשְׁאוֹל הַפְּסוּקִים הָאֵלּוּ הֵם תְּמוּהִים, דְּאֵי˂ אֱלִישָׁע הֵעִיז פָּנָיו 

  

There are verse[s]: “Elijah said to Elisha, ‘Tell me, what can I do for you before I am taken 

from you?’ Elisha answered, ‘Please let a double portion of your spirit pass on to me.’ And he 

said: ‘You have asked a difficult thing; if you see me being taken from you, this will be 

granted to you; if not, it will not.’ ”1 

These verses are strange, for how did Elisha brazenly ask his teacher this, and what 

relevance is there if he will see him being taken, etc.  

 

ן בָּלִים שֶׁנִּשְׁמַת נָדָב וַאֲבִיהוּא בָּאוּ לְהִתַּקֵּן בְּפִנְחָס כְּשֶׁעָשָׂה אוֹתוֹ מַעֲשֶׂה שֶׁהָרַג אֶת זִמְרִי, וְלָכֵ וּוּבַמְּק  ה דְּאִיתָא בְּזֹהַרוְיָדוּעַ מַ 

כְּלוֹמַר שֶׁפִּנְחָס בֶּן אֶלְעָזָר חָזַר לִהְיוֹת בֶּן אַהֲרֹן    ,"פִּינְחָס בֶּן־אֶלְעָזָר בֶּן־אַהֲרֹן הַכֹּהֵן"שָׁם בְּאוֹתוֹ מַעֲשֶׂה הִזְכִּירוּ תָּמִיד הַכָּתוּב 

וּלְפִי שֶׁהִקְרִיבוּ    .נָּה לְפִי שֶׁנַּעֲשֶׂה בֶּן אַהֲרֹןוּהַכֹּהֵן עַל יְדֵי נִשְׁמוֹת נָדָב וַאֲבִיהוּא שֶׁהָיוּ בָּנָיו שֶׁל אַהֲרֹן. וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הִרְוִיחַ אָז הַכְּה

  . שׁ ה' בָּאֵשׁ כְּנוֹדָעדֵּ בְּהַר הַכַּרְמֶל קִ  אֵלִיָּהוּאֵשׁ זָרָה לִפְנֵי ה' מִשּׁוּם הָכִי 

 

It is known what is brought in the Zohar2 and by the Kabbalists that the souls of 

Nadav and Abihu, the sons of Aaron who died after offering strange fire,3 came to be corrected 

in Pinchas, i.e., their souls joining his soul, when he acted in killing Zimri. Thus, there in that 

incident of killing Zimri,4 Scripture always refers to “Pinchas the son of Elazar, the son of the 

priest Aaron.”5 This is as if to say that Pinchas the son of Elazar essentially changed to be the 

son of the priest Aaron. Aaron and his sons were elevated to the priesthood, which included 

descendants born after that time. However, that excluded Pinchas, who had been born prior to the 

elevation of his father and grandfather to the priesthood. It was only after the incident with Zimri 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 II Kings 2:9–10. 
2 Zohar, Pinchas, III:217a. 
3 Lev. 10:1–2. 
4 Num. 25:6–8. 
5 Num. 25:7 and 25:11. 
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that Pinchas was rewarded with the priesthood.6 That was thanks to the sons of Nadav and 

Abihu, who were sons of Aaron, whose souls had joined his soul. Because of this, he gained the 

priesthood, as he was made a direct son of Aaron instead of only being a grandson. 

Furthermore, the Zohar teaches that Elijah was Pinchas.7 Thus, Elijah also carried within 

him the souls of Nadav and Abihu. Because [Nadav and Abihu] brought strange fire before 

G-d, because of this, at Mount Carmel, Elijah sanctified G-d with fire, as is known.8 

 

קּוּנָם בּוֹ בְּעַצְמוֹ כֹּל מָה שֶׁלּאֹ נִגְמָר בֶּאֵלִיָּהוּ, וְעַל זֶה שָׁאַל "וִיהִי־נָא פִּי־ יוּמֵעַתָּה אֱלִישָׁע הָיָה רוֹצֶה שֶׁאֵלּוּ הַנְּשָׁמוֹת יִגְמְרוּ תִּ 

וֶאֵלִיָּהוּ הֵשִׁיב לוֹ "הִקְשִׁיתָ לִשְׁאוֹל", כְּלוֹמַר אֵי˂ סָלְקָא דַּעְתָּ˂ לִהְיוֹת אַתָּה    "א נָ'דָב אֲ'בִיהוּא.נָ שְׁנַיִם", כְּלוֹמַר רָאשֵׁי תֵּבוֹת  

    .יוֹתֵר חָשׁוּב מִמֶּנִּי שֶׁיִּגְמְרוּ בְּ˃ מַה שֶׁלּאֹ גָּמְרוּ אֶצְלִי

 

Now, Elisha desired that these souls would complete correcting themselves within 

him, to the extent they had not completed the correction within Elijah. For this reason, he 

requested of his master, Elijah, “Please let a double portion of your spirit pass on to me,” as if 

to say the letters of the word please [נָא] [na], viz, nun and aleph, are representative of the initial 

letters of Nadav and Abihu. 

Elijah answered him, “You have asked a difficult thing,” as if to say, “How does it 

enter your mind that you are more important than me, that what has not been completed 

within me will be completed within you.” 

  

קֶת אִם הָאֶרֶץ וֹוּבְזֶה תָּלוּי הַמַּחֲל  אִם הַצַּדִּיקִים גְּדוֹלִים יוֹתֵר מֵהַמַּלְאָכִים אוֹ הַמַּלְאָכִים גְּדוֹלִים מֵהַצַּדִּיקִים,  קֶתוֹוְהָיִינוּ דְּיֵשׁ מַחֲל

גְּדוֹלִים    וְהֲגַם שֶׁרַזַ"ל אָמְרוּ  נוּ הַמַּלְאָכִים.ינוּ הַצַּדִּיקִים גְּדוֹלִים אוֹ שָׁמַיִם נִבְרְאוּ תְּחִלָּה דְּהַיְ ינִבְרֵאת תְּחִלָּה וְאַחַר כָּ˂ שָׁמַיִם דְּהַיְ 

פֶ˂, שֶׁהֲרֵי יְהוֹשֻׁעַ שֶׁהָיָה נָבִיא כְּשֶׁרָאָה מַלְאָ˂ נָפַל עַל  צַדִּיקִים יוֹתֵר מִמַּלְאָכֵי הַשָּׁרֵת, עִם כֹּל זֶה מְפַשֵּׁט הַכְּתוּבִים נִרְאֶה בְּהֶ 

שֶׁנָדָב וַאֲבִיהוּא הֵצִיצוּ בַּשְּׁכִינָה   וְרַבִּים כְּאֵלָה, וְעוֹד אָמְרוּ זַ"ל   " וַאדֹנִי חָכָם כְּחָכְמַת מַלְאַ˂ הָאֱ˄הִים" וְהַתְּקוֹעִית אָמְרָה    .פָּנָיו

וְקָשֶׁה אֵי˂ אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁמָּלֵא לִבָּם לַעֲשׂוֹת דָּבָר כָּזֶה, וְהַכְּ   כְּדִכְתִיב "כִּי לאֹ־יִרְאַנִי    תִיב"וַיֶּחֱזוּ אֶת־הָאֱ˄הִים", וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי מֵתוּ, 

  הָאָדָם וָחָי". 

 

There is an argument whether the righteous are greater than the angels, or whether 

the angels are greater than the righteous. This depends on the argument if the earth was 

created first and afterward the Heavens, which would mean that the righteous are greater; 

or whether the Heavens were created first, which would mean that the angels are greater. 

 
6 Zevachim 101b; Rashi on Num. 25:13. 
7 Zohar, Ki Tisa, II:190a. Some understand that Elijah was a gilgul of Pinchas, while others understand that 

Pinchas had been made into an angel, and returned to Earth as Elijah. 
8 I Kings 18:19–39. 



3 
 

Even though our rabbis of blessed memory said that the righteous are greater than 

the ministering angels,9 nevertheless the simple meaning of the Scriptures appears to show 

the opposite, for Joshua—who was a prophet—upon seeing an angel, fell upon his face.10 

The woman of Tekoa said: “My lord is as wise as an angel of G-d,”11 and there are 

many examples like these, and [the rabbis] of blessed memory also said that Nadav and Abihu 

looked at the Shechinah,12 as it is written, “they beheld G-d,”13 but it is difficult how it is 

possible that they dared to do this, for isn’t it written, “a human being may not see Me and 

live.”14  

 

כְּדִכְתִיב יִשְׂרָאֵל כְּמַלְאָכִים,  ן לאֹ חָטְאוּ י"אֲנִי־אָמַרְתִּי אֱ˄הִים אַתֶּם" וְכוּ', שֶׁעֲדַיִ   וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁהוֹאִיל שֶׁבָּעֵת מַתָּן תּוֹרָה הָיוּ 

אֶלָּא בָּאָדָם שֶׁסּוֹפוֹ לָמוּת, אֲבָל בְּמִי שֶׁהוּא כְּמַלְאָ˂ שֶׁאֵין הַשְּׁכִינָה  מִשּׁוּם הָכִי הָיוּ סוֹבְרִים בְּדַעְתָּם שֶׁלּאֹ נֶאֱסַר הַבָּטַת    .בָּעֵגֶל

לְהָצִיץ בִּשְׁכִי שֶׁיְּכוֹלִים  גָּדוֹל  וְכֹחָם  מֵהַצַּדִּיקִים  גְּדוֹלִים  שֶׁהַמַּלְאָכִים  לְפִי  נֶאֱסַר,  "וַיֶּחֱזוּ אֶת־ סוֹפוֹ לָמוּת לאֹ  הָכִי  וּמִשּׁוּם  נָה 

לְהֶ   .הָאֱ˄הִים" וְאַדְרַבָּא הוּא  בִּסְבָרָתָם  שֶׁטָּעוּ  צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר  שֶׁנֶּעֶנְשׁוּ  כְּשֶׁאָנוּ רוֹאִים  נֶאֱסַר  אֲבָל  וְאִם  גְּדוֹלִים,  שֶׁהַצַּדִּיקִים  פֶך 

  יץ.הַבָּטַת הַשְּׁכִינָה בָּאָדָם אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהוּא צַדִּיק מִכֹּל שֶׁכֵּן שֶׁנֶּאֱסַר לַמַּלְאָכִים וְלאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם לְהָצִ 

 

It can be said that since at the time of the giving of the Torah, Israel was like the 

angels, as it is written, “I had taken you for divine beings, sons of the Most High, all of you,”15 

since they hadn’t yet sinned with the Golden Calf.16 Because of this, [Nadav and Abihu] were 

of the opinion that looking at the Shechinah was only forbidden for a person who in the end 

will die. But for one who was like an angel, who in the end will not die, it is not forbidden, as 

the angels are greater than the righteous, and their strength is great, such that they are able 

to look at the Shechinah. Because of this, Scripture says, “they beheld G-d.”  

But when we see that [Nadav and Abihu] were punished for gazing at the Shechinah,17 

it’s necessary to say that they erred in their opinion, and to the contrary it’s the opposite, 

that the righteous are greater. If looking at the Shechinah is forbidden for a man even though 

he is righteous, even more so it is forbidden for the angels, and it’s not proper for them to 

look.  

  

 
9 Sanhedrin 93a. 
10 Joshua 5:14. 
11 II Sam. 14:20. 
12 Lev. Rabbah 20:10. 
13 Ex. 24:11. 
14 Ex. 33:20. 
15 Ps. 82:6. 
16 Avodah Zarah 5a: They were like angels and would have lived forever, had they not sinned. 
17 Rashi on Ex. 24:10, based on Midrash Tanchuma, Beha’alotcha 16, states that Nadav and Abihu made 

themselves liable to death when they caught a glimpse of G-d, but because He did not wish to disturb the joy caused 
by the Giving of the Torah, He delayed justice until the day the Tabernacle was dedicated. 
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וְעיי"ש.    ,נָשִׁים וַתִּצְפְּנוֹ" וְכוּ'וְהִנֵּה אֱלִישָׁע הָיָה יוֹדֵעַ שֶׁאֵלִיָּהוּ הָיָה מַלְאָ˂, כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"ל עַל "וַתִּקַּח הָאִשָּׁה אֶת־שְׁנֵי הָאֲ 
ֹ וְאָמַר לֶאֵלִיָּהוּ אִם הַצַּדִּיקִים גְּדוֹלִים מֵהַמַּלְאָכִים, הַנְּשָׁמוֹת שֶׁבָּאוּ אֶצְלְ˃ הוּא בִּמְכַל שֶׁכֵּן שֶׁיְּ  א אֶצְלִי שֶׁאֵינִי מַלְאָ˂ כוֹלִים לָב

דְּאִי מִשּׁוּם שֶׁנֶּעֶנְשׁוּ    וֶאֵלִיָּהוּ גָּעַר בּוֹ וְאָמַר לוֹ "הִקְשִׁיתָ לִשְׁאוֹל", כְּלוֹמַר מִי אָמַר שֶׁהַצַּדִּיקִים גְּדוֹלִים מֵהַמַּלְאָכִים,  .אֶלָּא צַדִּיק
רוּשׁוֹ  ידְּשָׁמַיִם וָאָרֶץ נִבְרְאוּ כְּאֶחָד, וּפֵ   נָדָב וַאֲבִיהוּא, וְדִּילְמָא הַצַּדִּיקִים וְהַמַּלְאָכִים הֵם שְׁנֵיהֶם שָׁוִים, וּכְסְבָרַת חֲכָמִים בַּחֲגִיגָה

"וּדְמוּת פְּנֵיהֶם פְּנֵי אָדָם", וְאִם כֵּן אַף   דִּכְתִיב   שֶׁל "כִּי לאֹ־יִרְאַנִי הָאָדָם וָחָי" מַיְירֵי בֵּין בְּאָדָם שֶׁל מַטֵּה בֵּין בְּאָדָם שֶׁל מַעֲלֵה,
  . א אֶצְלְ˃ יוֹתֵר מִמָּה שֶׁהוֹעִילוּ אֶצְלִישֶׁאֲנִי מַלְאָ˂ וְאַתָּה צַדִּיק לאֹ יוֹעִילוּ הַנְּשָׁמוֹת הָהֵן לָבֹ 

 
Now, Elisha knew that Elijah was an angel. After Pinchas killed Zimri, G-d told Moses 

that He was granting Pinchas a Covenant of Peace.18 Targum Jonathan states that G-d transformed 
Pinchas into an angel, who would live forever, and who would announce the Redemption at the 
end of the days.19 This is as the [rabbis] of blessed memory said on the verse in which Rahab 
hid the Israelite spies, “The woman, however, had taken the two men and hidden them. ‘It is 
true,’ she said, ‘the men did come to me, but I didn’t know where they were from.’ ”20 Midrash 
Tanchuma, parashat Shelach, states that the two men were Pinchas and Caleb, and that Pinchas 
stood before the men of Jericho, but they did not see him because he was [invisible] like an angel. 
Thus, Elijah was an angel, because, as noted above, the Zohar teaches that Elijah was Pinchas.  

[Elisha] said to Elijah: If the righteous are greater than the angels, then the souls that 
entered into you are in any event able to enter into me, as I am not an angel, but rather a 
righteous man.  Elijah scolded him and said to him, “You have asked a difficult thing,” as if 
to say, “Who said that the righteous are greater than the angels,” for if it’s because Nadav 
and Abihu were punished, perhaps the righteous and the angels are both equal, and like the 
opinion of the Torah sages in tractate Chagigah (12a), that the Heavens and Earth were 
created together, and the explanation of the verse, “for a human being may not see Me and 
live,” is talking about both a man who is below, i.e., on the Earth, and a man who is above, 
i.e., an angel in Heaven. This is as it is written, “Each of them had a human face,”21 and if so, 
even though I am an angel and you are righteous, it won’t benefit those souls to enter into 
you more than what they benefited with me. 

 
מְלַמֵּד    " כִּי־הֹלֵ˂ הָאָדָם אֶל־בֵּית עוֹלָמוֹ"  וְעִם כֹּל זֶה אָמַר לוֹ "אִם־תִּרְאֶה אֹתִי לֻקָּח מֵאִתָּ˂" וְכוּ', דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּסוֹף מַסֵּכַת שַׁבָּת

וּמֵעַתָּה אִם לאֹ "תִּרְאֶה אֹתִי לֻקָּח    רוֹ.יבִּפְנֵי עַצְמוֹ שֶׁאֵין שׁוּם אֶחָד רוֹאֶה כְּבוֹדוֹ שֶׁל חֲבֵ   ]מָדוֹר[  שֶׁכָּל צַדִּיק וְצַדִּיק עוֹשִׂים לוֹ
ל הַמַּלְאָ˂, וְאִם כֵּן אֵין תּוֹעֶלֶת  מֵאִתָּ˂" יִהְיֶה מוּכָח שֶׁהַמַּלְאָכִים הֵם כְּמוֹ הַצַּדִּיקִים, שֶׁגַּם הַצַּדִּיק אֵינוֹ יָכוֹל לִרְאוֹת בִּכְבוֹדוֹ שֶׁ 

  .כְּלוּם לִנְשָׁמוֹת הָהֵן שֶׁתָּבאֹנָה אֶצְלְ˃
 
With all of this, [Elijah] said to him, “if you see me being taken from you, this will be 

granted to you; if not, it will not,” as it is said at the end of tractate Shabbat (152a): “ ‘When 

 
18 Num. 25:12. 
19 Targum Jonathan on Num. 25:12. 
20 Joshua 2:4. 
21 Ezek. 1:10. 
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man sets out for his eternal abode’22 teaches that each and every righteous person is given a 

dwelling place [in the World-to-Come] in accordance with his honor.” Now we understand that 

if you do not “see me being taken from you,” it will be proven that the angels are like the 

righteous, that even the righteous, such as yourself, cannot see the glory of the angel, such as 

me. If so, there is no benefit to those souls who will come to you.  

  

ינוֹ יָכוֹל לִרְאוֹת כְּבוֹדוֹ שֶׁל  אֲבָל "אִם־תִּרְאֶה אֹתִי לֻקָּח מֵאִתָּ˂", אָז יִהְיֶה מוּכָח שֶׁהַצַּדִּיק עָדִיף מֵהַמַּלְאָ˂, שֶׁהֲרֵי הַצַּדִּיק שֶׁאֵ 

וּלְפִי זֶה יִהְיֶה תּוֹעֶלֶת .  נוּ אֱלִישָׁע רוֹאֶה בִּכְבוֹדוֹ שֶׁל אֵלִיָּהוּ שֶׁהוּא מַלְאָ˂יו רוֹאֶה בִּכְבוֹדוֹ שֶׁל מַלְאָ˂, דְּהַיְ יעַכְשָׁ   ,רוֹיצַדִּיק חֲבֵ 

 ֹ "וַיָּרֶם    , וְכֵן מִצִּינוּ דִּכְתִיבבָּלִיםוּ וְכֵן הָיָה שֶׁנִּכְנְסוּ גַּם בֶּאֱלִישָׁע כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַמְּק  .א אֶצְלְ˃, וְאָז יִהְיֶה לְ˃ כֵּןלְאוֹתָן הַנְּשָׁמוֹת לָב

  אֶת־אַדֶּרֶת אֵלִיָּהוּ אֲשֶׁר נָפְלָה מֵעָלָיו", וְרָאשֵׁי תֵּבוֹת אֲ'שֶׁר נָ'פְלָה הוּא אֲ'בִיהוּא נָ'דָב.

 

But “if you see me being taken from you,” then it is proof that the righteous man is 

superior to the angel, for the righteous is not able to see the honor of his friend who is 

righteous is now seeing the honor of the angel. That is, Elisha sees the honor of Elijah, who 

is an angel. Because of this, it will be beneficial for these souls to come to you, and thus it will 

be so for you. 

Scripture continues that Elisha did see Elijah being taken away. “As they kept on walking 

and talking, a fiery chariot with fiery horses suddenly appeared and separated one from the other; 

and Elijah went up to heaven in a whirlwind. Elisha saw it, and he cried out, ‘Oh, father, father! 

Israel’s chariots and riders!’ ”23 Thus it was, that [Nadav and Abihu] entered to Elisha, as the 

Kabbalists wrote,24 and similarly we find that it is written, “He picked up Elijah’s mantle, 

which had dropped from him,”25 and the initial letters of “which had dropped” [א'שר  נ 'פלה] 

are the same as the initial letters of “Abihu” and “Nadav.” 

 

* * * 

 
22 Eccl. 12:5. 
23 II Kings 2:11–12. 
24 Chaim Vital, Sefer haLikutim, I Kings, siman 19. 
25 II Kings 2:13. 


