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Chapter XXV: Tzav (Lev. 6:1–8:36) 
 
Essay 1. Why the priesthood remains with Aaron’s offspring 
 

שֶׁאָמַר הַכָּתוּב "שִׂנְאָה תְּעוֹרֵר מְדָנִים" שִׂנְאָה שֶׁנָּתַן אַהֲרֹן בֵּין יִשְׂרָאֵל לַאֲבִיהֶם  , זֶה  וְכוּ'  "צַו אֶת־אַהֲרֹן וְאֶת־בָּנָיו"  מִדְרָשׁ

הֶן דְּעוּ שֶׁאֵין וְאוֹמֵר לָ   ןאָמַר רַבִּי אַסֵּי מְלַמֵּד שֶׁהָיָה אַהֲרֹן נוֹטֵל קָרְבָּנָם וּפוֹחֲסוֹ לִפְנֵיהֶ   . םדִּינֵי דִינִי  ןשֶׁבַּשָּׁמַיִם הִיא עוֹרְרָה עֲלֵיהֶ 

מוּטָב הָיָה לָהֶם שֶׁיִּדּוֹנוּ שׁוֹגְגִים וְאַל יִדּוֹנוּ מְזִידִים, הָדָא   ,"מֶה־עָשָׂה לְ הָעָם הַזֶּה"הוּא שֶׁמּשֶׁה אָמַר לְאַהֲרֹן    .בּוֹ מַמָּשׁ וְכוּ'

 . מָדָה אֶלָּא כִלּוּי בָּנִים וְכוּ' עכ"להוּא דִּכְתִיב "וּבְאַהֲרֹן הִתְאַנַּף ה' מְאֹד לְהַשְׁמִידוֹ" וְאֵין הַשְׁ 

  

There is a Midrash:  

There is a verse, “Command Aaron and his sons thus: This is the ritual of 

the burnt offering: The burnt offering itself shall remain where it is burned upon the 

altar all night until morning, while the fire on the altar is kept going on it.”1  

This is what Scripture is saying about “Hatred awakens judgments,”2 

that the hatred that Aaron presented between Israel and their Father in Heaven 

awakens up upon them judgment upon judgment. . . . Rabbi Asi said, this 

teaches that Aaron would take their sacrifice for the Golden Calf and squash it 

before them and say to them, “Know that there is no substance to this,” i.e., 

the Golden Calf can’t do anything for you. 

This is the reason why Moses told Aaron, “What did this people do to 

you that you have brought such great sin upon them?”3 Moses meant: “It would 

have been better for them that they be judged as unintentional sinners 

[thinking there was some benefit to be derived from the Golden Calf] and not be 

judged as intentional sinners [knowing the truth]. . . .” This is as it is written, 

“Moreover, the L-rd was angry enough with Aaron to have destroyed him,”4 

and the expression “destruction” means to finish off his sons and daughters. 

- Lev. Rabbah 7:1 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at https://zstorah.com  
1 Lev. 6:1. 
2 Prov. 10:12. 
3 Ex. 32:21. 
4 Deut. 9:20. 
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  שֶׁהֶחֱטִיאָם אַהֲרֹן כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמַר הַכָּתוּב "כִּי־הֵבֵאתָ עָלָיו חֲטָאָה גְדֹלָה". יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק לָמָּה אָמַר שִׂנְאָה שֶׁנָּתַן אַהֲרֹן וְלאֹ אָמַר חֵטְא  

ס עַל עַמְּ הָוֵי לָמָּה ה'  וְאִיתָא בְּמִדְרָשׁ עַל פָּסוּק "וַיְחַל מֹשֶׁה", אָמַר מֹשֶׁה לִפְנֵי הקב"ה וְהַלּאֹ אֵין בּוֹ מַמָּשׁ לָמָּה אַתָּה כּוֹעֵ 

ל לָהֶם בִּשְׁבִיל זֶה, וֹוְאִם כֵּן לְפִי דִּבְרֵי מֹשֶׁה הוּא יוֹתֵר טוֹב עַל יִשְׂרָאֵל שֶׁאֵין בּוֹ מַמָּשׁ וְהקב"ה צָרִי לִמְח  ך" עכ"ל."יֶחֱרֶה אַפְּ 

ה שֶׁנָּתָן אַהֲרֹן בֵּין יִשְׂרָאֵל לְהקב"ה, שֶׁלְּפִי  וְזֶהוּ הַשִּׂנְאָ   .וּלְפִי דִּבְרֵי אַהֲרֹן אַדְרַבָּא הוּא יוֹתֵר חֲמוֹר עֲוֹנָם בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁאֵין בּוֹ מַמָּשׁ

, דְהָא מוּטָ   '.ב שֶׁיָּדוּנוּ וְכוּדְּבָרָיו שֶׁיּוֹתֵר קָשֶׁה לָהֶם בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁהָיָה דָּבָר שֶׁאֵין בּוֹ מַמָּשׁ, לאֹ הָיָה לוֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת כָּ

 

We need to check why it said, “the hatred that Aaron caused,” and didn’t say, “the sin 

that he caused them to sin,”5 as Scripture said, “that you have brought such great sin upon 

them.” A midrash, Ex. Rabbah 43:6, discusses the verse, “But Moses implored the L-rd his 

G-d, saying, ‘Let not Your anger, L-rd, blaze forth against Your people, whom You delivered from 

the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand.’ ”6 Paraphrasing this midrash, Moses 

said before the Holy One, Blessed be He, “Isn’t it so that there is no substance to this? Why 

are you angry at your people?” The actual text of the midrash reads: 

Moses said, “Master of the Universe, they have made an assistant for You, 

but You are angry with them? Why, this Calf that they have made will assist You. 

You will cause the sun to rise, while it will cause the moon to rise. You will look 

after the stars, and it will see to the constellations. You will cause the dew to 

descend, and it will cause the winds to blow. You will make the rains come down, 

while it will be responsible for the growth of plants.” Said the Holy One, Blessed 

be He, to him: “Moses, even you err regarding the Calf, for there is no substance to 

it.” [Moses] said to Him: “If this be the case, ‘why are You angry with Your 

people?’ ” 

- Ex. Rabbah 43:6  

Thus, according to the words of Moses, it was better for Israel that there was no 

substance to this, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, needed to forgive them because of this. 

But according to the words of Aaron, to the contrary, their iniquity was more serious 

because there was no substance to this. 

This is the hatred that Aaron presented between Israel and the Holy One, Blessed be 

He: that according to the words that it was more serious for them because it was something 

without substance, he should not have done this, that it would have been better if they had 

been judged as unintentional sinners and not be judged as intentional sinners. 

 

 
5 Ex. 32:21. 
6 Ex. 32:11. 
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ה' לְהַשְׁמִיד אֶתְכֶם", וְשָׁם רָצָה לוֹמַר    לּוּי בָּנִים, קָשֶׁה דְּהַלּאֹ אַף בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל נֶאֱמַר "כִּי־אָמַריוּמַה שֶׁאָמְרוּ, אֵין הַשְׁמָדָה אֶלָּא כִ 

 . לּוּי בָּנִיםיבֵּין הָאָבוֹת וּבֵין הַבָּנִים וּמִנַּיִן לוֹ שֶׁכָּאן בָּאַהֲרֹן אֵינוֹ רוֹצֶה לוֹמַר אֶלָּא כִ 

 

What they said, “ ‘destruction’ means to finish off the sons,” is difficult to understand. 

For regarding Israel, isn’t it said, “because the L-rd was determined to destroy you,”7 and 

that means both the fathers and the sons? From where does [the author of the Midrash] know 

that for Aaron, it means to finish off the sons? 

  

רָה אַפּוֹ שֶׁל הקב"ה  שֶׁמִּתְּחִלָּה הָיָה רָאוּי מֹשֶׁה לִהְיוֹת כֹּהֵן וְאַהֲרֹן לֵוִי, אָמְנָם בְּמָה שֶׁאָמַר "שְׁלַח־נָא בְּיַד־תִּשְׁלָח" חָ וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר 

  .כֹּהֵן כָּל יְמֵי חַיָּיו, שֶׁכֵּיוָן שֶׁעָלָה שׁוּב לאֹ יָרַד  אָמְנָם לאֹ נִיטְּלָה אֶלָּא מִבָּנָיו שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה, כִּי מֹשֶׁה עַצְמוֹ הָיָה. וְנָטַל מִמֶּנּוּ הַכְּהוּנָּה

אִי וּכֶשֶׁהקב"ה חָרָה אַפּוֹ עַל אַהֲרֹן    .נָּה בִּשְׂכַר "וְרָאֲ וְשָׂמַח בְּלִבּוֹ" זָכָה לַעֲדִי הַחֹשֶׁן הַנָּתוּן עַל לִבּוֹוּוּמֵעַתָּה אַהֲרֹן זָכָה בִּכְה

מָה עַל כֹּל  ירְתּוֹ שְׁלֵ וּאֶלָּא אַדְרַבָּא יֵשׁ לוֹ לִחְיוֹת וְלִהְיוֹת כֹּהֵן וַתְּהִי מַשְׂכּ  ה לוֹמַר עַל אַהֲרֹן מַמָּשׁ שֶׁיָּמוּת,לְהַשְׁמִידוֹ רָצָ אֶפְשָׁר  

הָשָׁתָא דְּהוּרַע   וֹ שֶׁל אַהֲרֹן אֲבִיהֶם,תָיו אֲשֶׁר עָשָׂה, וְעוֹד שֶׁכֵּיוָן שֶׁעָלָה שׁוּב לאֹ יָרַד, אֲבָל בָּנָיו שֶׁאֵינָם בָּאִים אֶלָּא מִכֹּח וֹצִדְק

  . וּי בָּנִיםכֹּחוֹ הוּרַע נָמֵי כֹּחָם, וּמֵעַתָּה עַל כָּרְחֲ צָרִי לוֹמַר שֶׁאֵין הַשְׁמָדָה הָאָמוּר כָּאן בְּאַהֲרֹן אֶלָּא כִילּ

 

It can be said that initially, Moses deserved to be a priest and Aaron a Levite, but 

when [Moses] said, “Please send [this instruction] by another agent,”8 the anger of the Holy 

One, Blessed be He, blazed forth, and he took the priesthood from [Moses].9 However, it was 

taken only from Moses’ sons, for Moses himself was a priest all the days of his life, since one 

who has already ascended will not descend.10 Now that Aaron merited the priesthood as a 

reward for his willingness to speak to Pharaoh, if Moses were to refuse to do so, as it says, “He, 

I know, speaks readily; even now he is setting out to meet you, and he will be happy to see you.”11 

He merited to wear the breastplate ornament which was placed over his heart.12 While the 

anger of the Holy One, Blessed He, blazed forth against Aaron, it was impossible [for Him to 

want] to destroy him, that it meant to say regarding Aaron that he would literally die. Rather, 

to the contrary, he should live and be priest and have a full reward for the acts of 

righteousness that he did. Further, one has already ascended will not descend, but his sons 

had come to the priesthood only by the power of their father, Aaron, so now that his right is 

inferior, also their right is inferior. Therefore, you necessarily need to say that the destruction 

spoken about here isn’t about Aaron but rather it means to finish off the sons. 

 

 
7 Deut. 9:25. 
8 Ex. 4:13. 
9 Ex. Rabbah 3:17. 
10 The question of whether Moses was a priest is debated by the rabbis. In Zevachim 101b, Rav says that Moses 

was a high priest. In 102a, a majority of the rabbis held that Moses was a priest for the seven days of the inauguration 
of the Tabernacle, but that afterward his priesthood expired. 

11 Ex. 4:14. 
12 Rashi on Ex. 4:14 (based on Ex. 28:29; Shabbat 139a; Ex. Rabbah 3:17). 
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ר עֲלֵיהֶם לַהֲמִיתָם, אֶלָּא וֹלִגְזתַּת בָּנִים, צָרִי לוֹמַר שֶׁהקב"ה לאֹ הָיָה רוֹצֶה ינָקַט הַלָּשׁוֹן שֶׁל כִילּוּי בָּנִים וְלאֹ קָאָמַר מִ דְּ וְהַאי  
וְאָמְרִינַן בְּמִדְרָשׁ סוֹף וַיֵּלֶ "כִּי־עַזָּה כַמָּוֶת    כֶּשֶׁחָרָה אַפּוֹ עַל אַהֲרֹן הָיָה רוֹצֶה שֶׁבָּנָיו לאֹ יִהְיוּ עוֹד כֹּהֲנִים כְּמוֹ שֶׁעָשָׂה לְמֹשֶׁה.

וּמִשּׁוּם .  נָּה לַאֲחֵרִים הָיְתָה לָהֶם קִנְאָה גְּדוֹלָהוּת, וְאִם הָיָה נוֹתֵן הקב"ה הַכְּהחַ ה אַ אַהֲבָה" אָמַר מֹשֶׁה מֵאָה מִיתוֹת וְלאֹ קִנְאָ 
. וְטָעַם זֶה הוֹעִיל  יאַר. וְעַיֵּ וֹהַיָּפֶה תּשֶׁכָּתַב  הָכִי נִקְרָא כִילּוּי בָּנִים, דַּוְקָא כִילּוּי, וְאֵין צוֹרֵ לְכָל הַדּוֹחֲקִים   ן עוֹד לְקַמָּן בְּסָמוּ

וְלאֹ הָיָה מוֹעִיל לְבָנָיו שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה שֶׁהָיוּ קְטַנִּים, שֶׁהֲרֵי הַבֵּן שֵׁנִי נוֹלָד לוֹ   דַּוְקָא לְבָנָיו שֶׁל אַהֲרֹן שֶׁכְּבָר הָיוּ גְּדוֹלִים וַחֲשׁוּבִים,
 .כְּשֶׁהָלַ לְמִצְרַיִם

 
As the language taken is “to finish off the sons” and it’s not saying “the death of the 

sons,” it’s necessary to say that the Holy One, Blessed be He, didn’t want to decree their 
deaths upon them. Rather, when His anger blazed against Aaron, He wanted [Aaron’s] sons 
to no longer be priests, as he did with Moses, in taking the priesthood away from Moses’ sons. 
It says in the Midrash at the end of parshat Vayeilech: “ ‘For love is as fierce as death, jealousy 
is as mighty as the grave.’13 Moses said, “[Give me] one hundred deaths and not one [incident 
of] jealousy,” and if the Holy One, Blessed be He, had given the priesthood to others, there 
would have been great jealousy.”14 

Because of this, it is called “finishing off the sons” and not “the death of the sons,” the 
“finishing off” specifically, and there is no need for all the forced explanations that were 
written by the Yafeh To’ar.15 See further in the next essay.  

This reason of avoiding jealousy specifically benefitted the sons of Aaron, who were 
already great and important, already serving as priests. But [this reason of avoiding jealousy] 
was not helpful with regard to Moses’ sons, who were young, and who were not yet serving as 
priests, for the second son was born to him when he went to Egypt after his time in Midian. 

Lest one think Aaron’s sons escaped all punishment, see Chapter XXVI: Shemini, essay 2. 
This discusses Rashi on Deut. 9:20, which says that G-d was prepared to kill all four of Aaron’s 
sons because of the incident with the Golden Calf. Moses prayed for them, and while Nadab and 
Abihu died, Eliezer and Itamar survived.16 

Also see Chapter LIII, Haazinu, essay 3, discussing in greater length Ex. Rabbah 43:6, in 
which Moses suggests G-d should not be jealous of an idol with no substance. Rabbi Nachmani 
explains there that in cases where the Israelites actually practiced idolatry, it might indeed be 
considered a greater sin to worship something with no substance than something beneficial to man. 
However, in the specific case of the Golden Calf, only the mixed multitude worshipped it as a god, 
whereas the Israelites wanted it only as a replacement for Moses. In that specific case, Moses’ 
defense was effective in saving the Jewish people, and may be another reason why Eliezer and 
Itamar survived and were not stripped of the priesthood. 

* * * 

 
13 Song of Songs 8:6. 
14 Deut. Rabbah 9:9. 
15 Rabbi Samuel ben Isaac Ashkenazi Jaffe (d. late 16th century), rabbi of the Ashkenazi community of 

Constantinople. Yafeh To’ar was his commentary to the Midrash Rabbah: Genesis (Venice, 1597–1606); Exodus 
(Venice, 1597); and Leviticus (Constantinople, 1648).  

16  Of course, the reason for the deaths of Nadab and Abihu is greatly debated by commentators.  


