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Chapter XIX: Terumah (Ex. 25:1–27:19) 
 
Essay 10. Was there one Ark of the Covenant, or three arks? 

  

שָׁה אֲרוֹנוֹת עָשָׂה בְּצַלְאֵל וְכוּ'.  "וְעָשׂוּ מַקְשִׁים הָעוֹלָם אִם הקב"ה לאֹ צִוָּה לוֹ אֶלָּא אֶחָד    אֲרוֹן עֲצֵי שִׁטִּים", פֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י שְׁ

שָׁה . וְצִפִּיתָ אֹתוֹ" וְכוּ' "מִבַּיִת וּ . שֶׁל עֵץ מְצוּפֶּה זָהָב, כְּדִכְתִיב "וְעָשׂוּ אֲרוֹן עֲצֵי שִׁטִּים . מִחוּץ תְּצַפֶּנּוּ", לָמָּה עָשָׂה הוּא שְׁ
  .אֲרוֹנוֹת

  
“They shall make an ark of acacia wood, two and a half cubits long, a cubit and a half 

wide, and a cubit and a half high. Cover it with pure gold—from within and from without you shall 
cover it—and make upon it a gold molding round about.” (Ex. 25:10–11). Rashi explains: 

Bezalel made three arks, two of gold and one of wood, each having four 
walls (sides) and a bottom, being, however, open at the top. He put the wooden ark 
into the larger golden one and the smaller golden one into that of wood and covered 
its upper rim (that of the wooden ark) with gold; consequently, it can be said that 
the wooden ark was covered with gold within and without. 

- Rashi to Ex. 25:11 
 

Everyone asks: If the Holy One, Blessed be He, only commanded [Bezalel] to make one 
covered with gold, as it is written, “They shall make an ark of acacia wood . . . . Cover it with 
pure gold, from within and from without you shall cover it,” why did he make three arks? 

  
  "מִבַּיִת וּמִחוּץ תְּצַפֶּנּוּ". לוֹמַר דִּבְפֶרֶק ה' דְּיוֹמָא אָמְרִינַן כׇּל תַּלְמִיד חָכָם שֶׁאֵין תּוֹכוֹ כְּבָרוֹ, אֵינוֹ תַּלְמִיד חָכָם, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר  וְיֵשׁ  

וּגְמָא וּמָשָׁל לַתַּלְמִיד חָכָם שֶׁבּוֹ גְּנוּזָה הַתּוֹרָה, וּמִשּׁוּם  וּבְצַלְאֵל הָיָה יוֹדֵעַ שֶׁהָאָרוֹן שֶׁהוּא הַכְּלִי שֶׁבְּתוֹכוֹ גְּנוּזִים הַלּוּחוֹת הָיָה דּ
דְּהוֹאִיל שֶׁצָּפוּי הַכֵּלִים הוּא בָּטֵל לְגַבֵּי הַכְּלִי כְּמוֹ    הָכִי רָאָה בְּחׇכְמָתוֹ שֶׁאֵינוֹ מִן הָרָאוּי לַעֲשׂוֹת אָרוֹן עֵץ וּלְצַפּוֹת אוֹתוֹ זָהָב, 

נָמֵי הָיִינוּ אוֹמְרִים שֶׁצִּ בְּפֶרֶק ד' מֵהִלְכוֹת כֵּלִים בַּ"םשֶׁפָּסַק הָרַמְ  נָמֵי יִהְיֶה  .  פּוּי הַזָּהָב בָּטֵל לְגַבֵּי הָעֵץי, הָכִי  וּבַתַּלְמִיד חָכָם 
  .טָּפֵלפּוּי הוּא הַ יהַהֲנָאוֹת גּוּפָנִיּוֹת, שֶׁהֲרֵי הַגּוּף הוּא הָעִקָּר וְהַצִּ  תָּר לוֹ לְהַמְשִׁי אַחַרוּמ

 
It can be said that in the fifth chapter of tractate Yoma (72b), it says, “Rava said: Any 

Torah scholar whose inside is not like his outside [i.e., his apparent holiness is not sincere], is 
not [to be considered] a Torah scholar, as it is said, ‘From within and from without you shall 
cover it.’ ” Bezalel knew that the ark, which is the vessel in which the two tablets of the Ten 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at zstorah.com 
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Commandments are stored, was an example and allegory for a wise student in whom the 
Torah was stored. Because of this, [Bezalel] saw, by his wisdom, that it was not proper to 
simply make a wooden ark and cover it with gold, such as directly applying gold leaf to the 
inside and outside of the wood, since the gold covering of the vessels, if in direct contact with the 
wood, would be completely invalidated because of the wooden vessel. For as the Rambam 
ruled in the Mishneh Torah, in chapter 4 of the Laws of Vessels, “if the wood serves the metal, 
it is susceptible to impurity; if the metal serves the wood, everything is pure.”1 I.e., a wooden 
vessel covered with gold leaf would be wood serving the metal, because the wood would be 
providing the sole support, and the gold would just be decorative. Because of this, we say that 
the gold covering, if in direct contact for the wood, would be completely invalidated because 
of the wood. For a Torah scholar, too, if a hypothetical wooden ark covered with gold leaf would 
have been acceptable, then by analogy it would be permitted for [the Torah scholar] to continue 
pursuing physical pleasures, for just as a wooden ark would be the principal thing and the golden 
covering would be subsidiary, if such would not have been against the halacha, then one could say 
that the human body would be the principal thing and the covering, i.e., how he presents himself 
to others, would be subsidiary.  

 
א, וּמִדִּכְתַב  נַת הַכָּתוּב, הָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר "וְעָשׂוּ אֲרוֹן עֲצֵי שִׁטִּים . . . וְצִפִּיתָ אֹתוֹ" וְכוּ' "מִבַּיִת וּמִחוּץ" וְתוּ לָ וָּ וְאִם כָּ הָיְתָה כַּו

שָׁה אֲרוֹנוֹת.  שֵׁםפּוּי הוּא דָּבָר בִּפְנֵי עַצְמוֹ וְיֵשׁ לוֹ  ישֶׁהַצִּ "תְּצַפֶּנּוּ" שְׁמַע מִינַּהּ    בִּפְנֵי עַצְמוֹ וְאֵינוֹ בָּטֵל לְגַבֵּי הַכְּלִי, וְלָכֵן עָשָׂה שְׁ
פְנִים וְלאֹ מִבְּחוּץ, וְהַזָּהָב שֶׁבִּפְנִים עוֹמֵד  שֶׁלִּפְעָמִים הַתַּלְמִיד חָכָם צָרִי שֶׁיַּחְנִיף לְרָשָׁע מֵחֲמַת אֵיזֶה הֶכְרֵחַ, וְאָז הוּא זָהָב מִבִּ 

וְאָז הוּא זָהָב   אִי נָמֵי אָמְרוּ זַ"ל לְעוֹלָם יַעֲסוֹק אָדָם בְּתוֹרָה וּמִצְוֹת אֲפִילּוּ שֶׁלּאֹ לִשְׁמָהּ, בָּר עִם אוֹתוֹ שֶׁל חוּץ.וּ לְבַדּוֹ וְאֵינוֹ מְח
נוּ הַגּוּף חַד ימִים הוּא טוֹב וְנָעִים בִּפְנִים וּבַחוּץ כְּדֶרֶ כָּל הַחֲכָמִים וְהַצַּדִּיקִים וְאַדְרַבָּא הָעֵץ דְּהַיְ וְלִפְעָ   מִבְּחוּץ וְלאֹ מִבִּפְנִים.

  .דּוּן הַנְּשָׁמָהיטֵּל הֲנָאוֹתָיו מֵחֲמַת עִ חִים וּמַמְשִׁיכִים הַגּוּף שֶׁיְּבַ וֹבִּתְרֵי בָּטֵיל לְפִי שֶׁמַּחְשְׁבוֹתָיו מִבִּפְנִים וּמַעֲשָׂיו מִבְּחוּץ טוֹבִים וּנְכ
 

If this were the intent of the Scripture, it would have said, “They shall make an ark 
of acacia wood . . . . Cover it with pure gold, from within and from without” and not say 
anything more. But from the fact that it’s written also “you shall cover it,” we hear from this 
that the covering is a separate element, and had a name of its own, and it was not invalidated 
by the wooden vessel, and therefore [Bezalel] made three arks. For sometimes a Torah scholar 
must flatter a wicked man for some necessity, and then he is as one golden within but not 
without, and the gold within stands alone and is not connected with that gold that is without. 

 
1 Mishneh Torah, Vessels, 4:5, “The following rules apply when a person makes a utensil partially of wood and 

partially of metal. If the wood serves the metal, it is susceptible to impurity. If the metal serves the wood, everything 
is pure.” See also Mishneh Torah, The Chosen Temple 1:18, “The Menorah, its vessels, the Table, its vessels, the 
Incense-Altar, and all vessels of the Divine Service may only be made out of metal; they are invalid if made out of 
wood, bone, stone or glass.” (Wood was allowed for the Ark of the Covenant only as a special exception to this general 
rule.) 



3 
 

Alternatively, [the rabbis] of blessed memory said, “A man should always engage in 
Torah [study] and [performance of] mitzvot, even if [he does so] not for their [own] sake,”2 and 
thus he is golden without but not within. 

Sometimes, he is good and pleasant inside and out, as is the way of all the wise and 
righteous men, and to the contrary, the wood, which is the body, “is nullified one in two,”3 
i.e., when the majority of the mixture is permitted, as his thoughts within and his actions without 
are good and straight, and the body continues to cancel its pleasures due to the refinement 
of the soul.    

 
הַהֶכְרֵחַ יִשְׁתַּמֵּשׁ בָּאֶחָד מֵהֶן לְבַד, שֶׁהֲרֵי אַף בְּשֶׁל    וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי עָשָׂה שְׁלוֹשָׁה אֲרוֹנוֹת מוּבְדָּלוֹת זוֹ מִזּוֹ כְּדֵי שֶׁלִּפְעָמִים עַל צַד

תֵן אֵת הַדִּין עַל מַה שֶׁרָאָה עֵינָיו וְלאֹ אָכַל, יב אָדָם לִ י דְּ"גֹּמֵל נַפְשׁוֹ אִישׁ חָסֶד", וְחַיָּ .  עֵץ צָרִי לִּפְעָמִים לְהִשְׁתַּמֵּשׁ בּוֹ לְבַדּוֹ
ד אִינִישׁ, אַדַּעְתָּא דְּנַפְשֵׁיהּ קָא יכִּדְאָמְרִינַן מֵעִקָּרָא כִּי עָבֵ   דּוֹתָיו וּבְמַעֲשָׂיו,ין שָׁלֵם בְּמִ יוֹמֵד הָאָדָם אֵינוֹ עֲדַיִ וְכֵן מִתְּחִלָּה כְּשֶׁלּ

שָׁה הֵן נֶחְשָׁבוֹת לְאֶחָד, וְהָעֵץ עָבֵיד, אֲבָל כְּשֶׁנִתְחַכֵּם וְקָנָה חָכְמָה וּמוּסָר, אָז אֵינָם אֲרוֹנוֹת מוּבְדָּלוֹת זוֹ מִזּוֹ,   אֶלָּא כָּל הַשְּׁ
  .בָּטֵל לְגַבֵּי הַזָּהָב וְהַגּוּף בָּטֵל לְגַבֵּי הַנְּשָׁמָה

  
Because of this, [Bezalel] made three arks separate from each other, so that 

sometimes, as necessary, he would use one of them alone, for even the one made of wood 
needed sometimes to be used alone. That is, they were never used alone in the Tabernacle or 
Temple, but by analogy, as discussed above, we can view an inside of gold as relevant in one case, 
and an outside of gold as relevant in a second case, and both an inside and outside of gold relevant 
in a third case. As a fourth case, the wood alone, is an allegory for following the needs of the body. 
For “the merciful man benefits his soul” (Prov. 11:17), and Rabbi Chizkiah and Rabbi Cohen 
said in the name of Rav, “Every person will have to justify himself for everything he saw and 
which he did not eat.”4 I.e., we’re not supposed to be ascetics, but we’re supposed to enjoy kosher 
and permitted things. 

Similarly, when a man begins to learn, he is not yet complete in his virtues and deeds, 
as it is said, “at the outset, when a person [learns Torah], he does it for himself,”5 but as he 
becomes wise and acquires wisdom and morals, then the arks are not separated from each 
other, rather all three are considered as one, and the wood is nullified in light of the gold, and 
the body is nullified in light of the soul. 

 

* * * 

 
2 Pesachim 50b: “Rav Yehuda said that Rav said: A person should always engage in Torah [study] and 

[performance of] mitzvot, even if [he does so] not for their [own] sake, as through [the performance of mitzvot] not 
for their [own] sake, [one gains understanding and] comes [to perform them] for their [own] sake.” 

3 Gittin 54b. 
4 Yerushalayim Kiddushin 4:12. 
5 Pesachim 68b. 


