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Chapter XXII: Vayakhel (Ex. 35:1–38:20) 
 
Essay 8. The wisdom of Bezalel 
 

מַר ר' יוֹנָתָן בְּצַלְאֵל עַל שֵׁם חָכְמָתוֹ נִקְרָא, בְּשָׁעָה שֶׁאָמַר לוֹ הקב"ה לְמֹשֶׁה  אָמַר ר' שְׁמוּאֵל בָּר נַחֲמָנִי אָ   ט' דִבְרָכוֹת  פֶּרֶק

רַבֵּנוּ מִנְהָגוֹ    אָמַר לוֹ, מֹשֶׁה  .כֵּלִים, אָרוֹן, וּמִשְׁכָּן   עֲשֵׂהפֶ  הָלַ מֹשֶׁה וְאָמַר לְהֵ   .מִשְׁכָּן, אָרוֹן, וְכֵלִים  עֲשֵׂהלִבְצַלְאֵל    רלֵ אֱמוֹ

  שֶׁל עוֹלָם וְכוּ', שֶׁמָּא וְכוּ', אָמַר לוֹ בְּצֵל אֵל הָיִיתָ וְיָדַעְתָּ. ע"כ. 

  

Chapter 9 of tractate Berachot: 

Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani said that Rabbi Yonatan said: Bezalel was 

called [by that name] on account of his wisdom. When the Holy One, Blessed be 

He, said to Moses: Go say to Bezalel, “Make a Tabernacle, an Ark, and 

vessels.” Moses went and said the opposite: “Make vessels, an Ark, and a 

Tabernacle.”1 He said to him: Moses, our teacher, the practice of the world [is 

that a person builds a house and afterward places the vessels [inside], and you say: 

Make an Ark, and vessels, and a Tabernacle. [If so,] the vessels that I make, where 

shall I put them? Perhaps G-d told you the following: “Make a Tabernacle, Ark, 

and vessels.” [Moses] said to [Bezalel]: You were in G-d’s shadow [betzel El],2 

so you knew [what He said]. 

- Berachot 55a 

 

 .הָגוֹ שֶׁל עוֹלָםהוּא מִנְ צָרִי עִיּוּן לָמָּה מֹשֶׁה הֵיפֶ הַסֵּדֶר, וּמֶה חָכְמָה הִיא זוֹ שֶׁל בְּצַלְאֵל אִם לאֹ אָמַר אֶלָּא דָּבָר פָּשׁוּט שֶׁ 

 

This requires investigation:  

Question 1: Why Moses did reverse the order? 

Question 2: What was this wisdom of Bezalel, if all he said was a simple matter that 

was the practice of the world? 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. 
1 Our current (Vilna) edition of the Talmud gives the order as “Ark, vessels, and Tabernacle,” but a search of The 

Friedberg Project for Talmud Bavli Variants, https://bavli.genizah/org, shows that the reading “vessels, Ark, and 
Tabernacle” appears in the manuscripts Paris 671 and Oxford 366. 

2 The name Bezalel means “in the shadow of G-d.” 
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שֶׁקְּד נִרְאֶה  הָיָה  אֶחָד  שֶׁמִּצַּד  לוֹמַר  מִקְּדוּוְיֵשׁ  גְּדוֹלָה  וְכֵלִים  אָרוֹן  וְכֵלִים וּשַּׁת  נֶחְרָב,  וְהַמִּשְׁכָּן  הַמִּקְדָּשׁ  שֶׁהֲרֵי  הַמִּשְׁכָּן,  שַּׁת 
וְהַבַּיִת נֶחְרָב בִּשְׁבִיל לְהַצִּיל אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל, שֶׁצְדָקָה עָשָׂה עִמָּנוּ שֶׁשָּׁפַ חֲמָתוֹ עַל .  יאֹשִׁיָּהוּ הַמֶּלֶ גְּנָזָםשָּׁתָן הֵם עוֹמְדִים וְ וּבִּקְד

תְּחִלָּה הַמִּשְׁכָּן וְאַחַר כָּ הַכֵּלִים, אָמְנָם מִצַּד אַחֵר  צָרִי לַעֲשׂוֹת    מַעֲלִין בַּקֹּדֶשׁ,   , וּלְפִי מַאי דְּקַיְימָא לַןהָעֵצִים וְעַל הָאֲבָנִים
ה שֶׁלּאֹ שָׁרֲתָה שָׁם הַשְּׁכִינָהשַּׁת  וּקְּדגְּדוֹלָה   ן לאֹ נִבְנָה  ילְפִי שֶׁעֲדַיִ   ,הַמִּשְׁכָּן וְהַמִּקְדָּשׁ, כְּמוֹ שֶׁמִּצִּינוּ בְנוֹב וּבְגִבְעוֹן וּמִּשְׁכָּן שִׁי

  . וּלְפִי זֶה הָיָה צָרִי לַעֲשׂוֹת תְּחִלָּה הַכֵּלִים וְאַחַר כָּ הַמִּשְׁכָּן .הַבַּיִת
 
It can be said that on the one hand, it would have seemed that the sanctity of the Ark 

and vessels was greater than the sanctity of the Temple and Tabernacle, for the Temple and 
the Tabernacle were destroyed, but the Ark and vessels in their sanctity were left standing, 
and King Josiah hid them.3 The Temple was destroyed in order to save Israel, for [G-d] acted 
charitably with us, in that He poured out His anger on wood and on stones.4 So from this 
viewpoint, the Ark and vessels were more important than the Temple and Tabernacle, and in 
accord with that which we hold, that one elevates to a higher level of sanctity and does not 
downgrade,5 it was necessary first to make what was less sacred and then make what was more 
sacred, i.e., to first make the Tabernacle and afterward the Ark and vessels. This would agree 
with the order presented by G-d and Bezalel. 

However, on the other hand, the sanctity of the Tabernacle and the Temple were 
apparently greater than the vessels, as we find at Nob6 and at Gibeon7 and the Tabernacle at 
Shiloh,8 for the Shechinah did not dwell there at those places, even though the Ark and the 
vessels were there, for the Temple had not yet been built. Therefore, following the rule to start 
with what was less sacred and then make what was more sacred, it was necessary to first make 
the vessels and afterward the Tabernacle. This would agree with the order presented by Moses. 

 
שֶׁאִם הָיָה מֹשֶׁה   בָּלִיםוּוּכְמוֹ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַמְּק  .שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה וְדָוִד לאֹ שָׁלְטוּ שׂוֹנְאֵיהֶם בְּמַעֲשֶׂה יְדֵיהֶם  וְהִנֵּה אָמְרוּ זַ"ל בְּמַסֵּכַת סוֹטָה

ן אָרוֹן וְכֵלִים,  וְלָכֵן הקב"ה צִוָּה לְמֹשֶׁה עֲשֵׂה מִשְׁכָּ   חַ בּוֹ יָד,וֹנִכְנָס לָאָרֶץ וְהָיָה בּוֹנֶה הוּא הַמִּקְדָּשׁ לאֹ הָיוּ יְכוֹלִים הָאוֹיְבִים לִשְׁל
 .בַּקֹּדֶשׁ צָרִי לַעֲשׂוֹת תְּחִלָּה הַמִּשְׁכָּן  מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהָיָה יוֹדֵעַ שֶׁסּוֹפוֹ שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה לְמוֹת בַּמִּדְבָּר וְסוֹפוֹ שֶׁל מִקְדָּשׁ לֵיחָרֵב, וּמִפְּנֵי שֶׁמַעֲלִין

 
Thus, [the rabbis] of blessed memory said in tractate Sotah [9a], that the enemies of 

Moses and David didn’t rule over the work of their hands, as each built a house for the L-rd 
that remained in existence the rest of their lives. As the Kabbalists wrote,9 if Moses had entered 
into the Land of Israel and had built the Temple, the enemies wouldn’t have been able to raise 
a hand against it, and therefore the Holy One, Blessed be He, commanded Moses, “Make the 
Tabernacle, ark, and vessels,” because He knew that the end of Moses was to die in the 

 
3 Yoma 52b. 
4 Lam. Rabbah 4:14. 
5 Berachot 28a. 
6 I Sam. 21:1–10. The Tabernacle was at Nob, as the verses describe that the High Priest was there, and the 

showbread and ephod are referenced. 
7 I Kings 3:4; I Chron. 16:39; I Chron. 21:29–30; II Chron. 1:3–6. 
8 Josh. 18:1. 
9 Rabbi Nathan Nata Spira (1585-1633), Polish rabbi and Kabbalist, Chief Rabbi of Kraków, whose principal 

work was Megaleh Amukot (1637). Megaleh Amukot, parshat Va’etchanan, ofen 20. 
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wilderness and the end of the Temple was to be destroyed, and because one elevates to a higher 
level of sanctity, it was necessary to make the Tabernacle first, as it had a lower level of sanctity. 

  
מַר לוֹ עֲשֵׂה כֵּלִים, אָרוֹן,  בִים בְּמַעֲשֶׂה יָדָיו, אָ יאָמְנָם מֹשֶׁה, שֶׁהָיָה מְצַפֶּה לְהַכְנִיס יִשְׂרָאֵל לָאָרֶץ, וְהָיָה יוֹדֵעַ שֶׁלּאֹ יִשְׁלְטוּ הָאוֹיְ 

רוּשׁ, הוֹאִיל שֶׁהַדָּבָר תָּלוּי בְּמִיתָתוֹ שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה, אֶלָּא הֵשִׁיב לוֹ מִמִּנְהָג הָעוֹלָם. יוּבְצַלְאֵל לאֹ רָצָה לְהָשִׁיב עַל זֶה בְּפֵ .  וּמִשְׁכָּן
וֹמַר מְנָא לָ הָא? שֶׁהַמִּשְׁכָּן הוּא יוֹתֵר חֲמוֹר מִכֵּלִים, וְדִּילְמָא הַכֵּלִים  כְּל  וְאַחַר כָּ אָמַר לוֹ שֶׁמָּא כָּ אָמַר לְ הקב"ה וְכוּ',

רַת  ידִּילְמָא גְּזֵ   .פֶ, דְּאִי לָאו הָכִי קָשֶׁה עַל בְּצַלְאֵל מַה קוּשְׁיָא הִיא זוֹ לוֹמַר שֶׁמִּנְהָג הָעוֹלָם הוּא לְהֵ מֵהַמִּקְדָּשׁיוֹתֵר חֲמוֹרִים  
נָּה אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהַכִּלְאַיִם אָסוּר, אֶלָּא וַדַּאי שֶׁבְּצַלְאֵל עָשָׂה וּם הִיא לַעֲשׂוֹת כְּסֵדֶר הַזֶּה, כְּמוֹ שֶׁצִּוָּה הַכִּלְאַיִם בְּבִגְדֵי כְּההַמָּקוֹ

    בֶּחָכְמָה לְהַסְתִּיר הַדָּבָר בִּפְנֵי מֹשֶׁה כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יַרְגִּישׁ.
 
Answer to Question 1: However, Moses, who was expecting to bring Israel into the 

Land of Israel, and who knew that the enemies would not rule over the work of their hands, 
said to [Bezalel], “Make the vessels, Ark, and Tabernacle.” He knew that no enemy could 
destroy the Temple if it were built by him, and would have the highest level of sanctity.  

Answer to Question 2: Bezalel didn’t want to answer explicitly, since the matter 
depended upon the death of Moses. Rather, he answered [Moses] based on the custom of the 
world, and afterward, he said to [Moses], Perhaps the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to you, 
“Make a Tabernacle, Ark, and vessels.” This is as if to say, “How do you know this, i.e., that the 
Tabernacle is more important than the vessels, for perhaps the vessels are more important 
than the Temple?”  

For if that is not so, that this is what Bezalel had in mind, then we have to question 
Bezalel what the difficulty was with Moses’ instructions to him, for him to say to Moses that the 
custom of the world was the opposite. Perhaps the decree of the Omnipresent was to make 
this order, even if it doesn’t agree with the custom of the world. This would be as He commanded 
the mixture of two kinds of material in the priestly garments, i.e., shatnez, a mixture of linen 
and wool, even though a mixture of these two kinds of material is forbidden.10 Rather, 
certainly Bezalel acted with wisdom to hide the matter from Moses, so that he wouldn’t sense 
that it implicated his death in the wilderness. 

 
יִשְׂרָאֵל יְחַטְּאוּ וְהַמִּשְׁכָּן   וְעוֹד אֶפְשָׁר לוֹמַר שֶׁהֵשִׁיב לוֹ מִמִּנְהָגוֹ שֶׁל עוֹלָם, כְּלוֹמַר שֶׁמִּנְהָג הָעוֹלָם הוּא לִהְיוֹת חוֹטְאִים, וְאִם

   שְׂרָאֵל וְהָעוֹלָם יִהְיֶה "תֹהוּ וָבֹהוּ". חֲמָתוֹ עַל יִ וֹיִהְיֶה קַיָּים, הקב"ה יִהְיֶה צָרִי לִשְׁפּ
 
Also, it’s possible to say that [Bezalel] answered him [referencing] the custom of the 

world, as if to say that the custom of the world is to be sinners, and if Israel would sin and 
the Tabernacle would be in existence, the Holy One, Blessed be He, would need to pour out 
His wrath on Israel, and without Jews performing mitzvot, the world would be “unformed and 
void.”11 

* * * 

 
10 Lev. 19:19, “You shall not put on cloth from a mixture of two kinds of material.” 
11 Gen. 1:2. 


