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Chapter XXV: Tzav (Lev. 6:1–8:36) 
 
Essay 2. G-d’s forgiveness of Aaron 
 

אוֹמֵר מִתְּחִלַּת הַסֵּפֶר וְעַד כָּאן כְּתִיב "וְעָרְכוּ בְּנֵי אַהֲרֹן" "וְנָתְנוּ   יְהוֹשֻׁעַ רַבָּה "צַו אֶת־אַהֲרֹן וְאֶת־בָּנָיו" וְכוּ', רַבִּי    מִדְרָשׁ

אַהֲרֹן" וּמֵימֶיהָ חֲבִיבִי.  בְּנֵי  שֶׁל עוֹלָם הַבּוֹר שְׂנוּאָה  לִפְנֵי הקב"ה, רִבּוֹנוֹ  בְּנֵיהֶ אָמַר מֹשֶׁה  בִּשְׁבִיל  לָעֵצִים  כָּבוֹד  חָלַקְתָּ  ,  ם ן, 
אָמַר לוֹ הקב"ה    . וּלְאַהֲרֹן אִי אַתָּה חוֹלֵק כָּבוֹד בִּשְׁבִיל בָּנָיו.  דִּתְנִינַן תַּמָּן כָּל הָעֵצִים כְּשֵׁרִים לְמַעֲרָכָה חוּץ מִשֶּׁל זַיִת וְשֶׁל גֶּפֶן

   וְלאֹ עוֹד אֶלָּא שֶׁאֲנִי עוֹשֶׂה אוֹתוֹ עִקָּר וּבָנָיו טְפֵלִים שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "צַו אֶת־אַהֲרֹן וְאֶת־בָּנָיו" עכ"ל. בִּשְׁבִילְ אֲנִי מְקָרְבוֹ,  חַיֶּי
  

There is a Midrash Rabbah: 

“Command Aaron and his sons thus . . . .”1 Rabbi Manah and Rabbi 
Yehoshua of Sikhnin said: From the beginning of the Book of Leviticus until 
here, it is written, “and Aaron’s sons, [the priests,] shall lay out [the sections]”2 
. . . and “the sons of Aaron the priest shall put fire on the altar.”3 [I.e., there are 
nine references to “Aaron’s sons,” but only two references to “Aaron and his 
sons.”]4  

Moses said before the Holy One, Blessed be He, “Master of the 
Universe, [can it be that] the well is hated, but her water is beloved? [I.e., do 
You hate Aaron, but love his sons?] You have apportioned honor to trees 
because of their offspring; as we have stated here, ‘[Wood from] all the trees is 
fit for the arrangement [of wood on which the offerings were burned], except for 
[wood] from [the] vine and from the olive [tree].’5 Will you not apportion 
honor to Aaron because of his sons?  

The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him, “By your life, because of you, 
I am reinstating him. Not only that, but I will make him the principal and his 
sons secondary, as it is said, “Command Aaron and his sons.” 

- Lev. Rabbah 7:1 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Lev. 6:2. 
2 Lev. 1:8. 
3 Lev. 1:7. 
4 “Aaron’s sons”: Lev. 1:5, 1:7, 1:8, 1:11, 2:2, 3:2, 3:5, 3:8, 3:13. “Aaron and his sons”: Lev. 2:3, 2:10. 
5 Mishnah Tamid 2:3. Grape vines and olive trees were the primary fruit-bearing trees of the Land of Israel, in 

terms of their significance for the fruit they developed. It would be wasteful to use such trees for their wood. Or as the 
Midrash suggests, the trees are honored with G-d’s protection for the sake of their offspring, i.e., their fruit. 
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בִּשְׁבִיל מֵימֶיהָ, לאֹ כֵּן  הוּא לְקָרֵב הַבּוֹר    אִיפְּכָא הָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר מֵימֶיהָ חֲבִיבִין וְהַבּוֹר שְׂנוּאָה, כְּיוֹן דְּהַמְכוּוָּןדְּ הִקְשָׁה הַלֵּב אַרְיֵה  

  עַתָּה שֶׁמַתְמִיַהּ עַל מַה שֶׁמְּחַבֵּב כְּיוֹן שֶׁהַבּוֹר שְׂנוּאָה.

 

The Lev Aryeh6 asks that he could have said it in reverse: “[Is it possible that] the water 

is beloved, but the well is hated,” since it’s intended that He would approach the well for the 

water. I.e., as “Aaron’s sons” were mentioned most often, why didn’t Moses put the focus on them 

by first asking about the “water,” and then shifting the focus to Aaron, “the well”? It is not like 

this now that Moses is first asking about Aaron, and then that there is surprise that He has 

affection for the water since the well is hated. 

  

כָּבוֹד וְכוּ', וְאַף הקב"ה נוֹתֵן לוֹ שְׁתֵּי    טְעָנוֹת הַבּוֹר שְׂנוּאָה וְכוּ', חָלַקְתָּ תֵּי  שְׁ וְעוֹד יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק מָה הָיְתָה כַּוָּונַת מֹשֶׁה בְּאָמְרוֹ  

, אֲנִי עוֹשֶׂה אוֹתוֹ עִקָּר וְכוּ'. וְעוֹד מַהוּ, בִּשְׁבִילְ  מֹשֶׁה   אֲנִי מְקָרֵב אוֹתוֹ, וְהַלּאֹ  תְּשׁוּבוֹת, מִתְּחִלָּה אָמַר, אֲנִי מְקָרְבוֹ, וְאַחַר כָּ

   לאֹ אָמַר שֶׁיַּעֲשֶׂה בִּשְׁבִילוֹ.

 

It is necessary to carefully determine what Moses meant when he said the two claims 

“the well is hated etc.,” “You have apportioned honor etc.” Even the Holy One, Blessed be 

He, gave him two answers. In the beginning, he said, “I am reinstating him,” and afterward, 

“I will make him the principal and his sons secondary.”  

Also, what is this, “Because of you I am reinstating him,” for Moses didn’t say that 

[G-d] should do [reinstate Aaron] for [Moses’] sake, but rather for the sake of Aaron’s sons?  

 

ר "וָאַשְׁמִיד פִּרְיוֹ  כָּתוּב אוֹמֵ וְהִנֵּה רַשִׁ"י ע"ה עַל פָּסוּק "וּבְאַהֲרֹן הִתְאַנַּף ה' מְאֹד לְהַשְׁמִידוֹ" וְכוּ' כָּתַב, זֶה כִּילּוּי בָּנִים וְכֵן הַ 

  וְהוֹעִילָה תְּפִלָּתִי לְכַפֵּר מֶחֱצָה וּמֵתוּ שְׁתַּיִם וְנִשְׁאֲרוּ שְׁתַּיִם עכ"ל. "]בָּעֵת הַהִוא[ וָאֶתְפַּלֵּל גַּם־בְּעַד אַהֲרֹן" מִמַּעַל"

 

Here, Rashi, may he rest in peace, wrote on the verse in which Moses discussed Aaron’s 

sin in making the Golden Calf: “Moreover, the L-rd was angry enough with Aaron to have 

destroyed him; I also prayed for Aaron at that time,”7 that “This was the destruction of the 

sons, and similarly, it states, ‘I destroyed his fruit from above.’ ”8 I.e., according to this 

interpretation, Nadab and Abihu died because of their father’s role in the Golden Calf. Regarding 

the end of the verse, “I also prayed for Aaron [at that time],” Rashi writes, “And my prayer 

availed to atone half, so that only two of his sons died, and two remained alive.” Thus, Eliezer 

and Itamar survived. 

 
6 Yehuda Aryeh Leib ben Yehoshua Choshki, author of Lev Aryeh (Wilhermsdorf 1674). 
7 Deut. 9:20. 
8 Rashi on Deut. 9:20. 
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וְצָרִי   מֵתוּ שָׁנִים. דְּאָמַר תְּפִלָּה עוֹשָׂה הַכֹּל לָמָּה לְמַאןדְּאָמַר תְּפִלָּה עוֹשָׂה מֶחֱצָה, אֲבָל  לְמַאןוְאַף כָּאן יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק דְּזֶה נִיחָא 
הַיָּפֶה תּ הִתְפַּלֵּל עַל  וֹלְתָרֵץ כְּמוֹ שֶׁתֵּירֵץ  שֶׁצָּרִי לוֹמַר שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה  וְכוּ'  וְאֶת־בָּנָיו"  רַבָּה עַל פָּסוּק "קַח אֶת־אַהֲרֹן  בְּוַיִּקְרָא  אַר 

, כְּלוֹמַר בָּעֵת הַהִיא הוֹעִילָה תְּפִלָּתִי "בָּעֵת הַהִוא"רָץ נָמֵי הַלָּשׁוֹן שֶׁל  וּבָאֱמֶת שֶׁבְּזֶה מְתוֹ  אַרְבַּעְתָּם וְשׁוּב מֵתוּ בְּחֶטְאָם עכ"ל.
 אֲבָל אַחַר כָּ אִם יָמוּתוּ בְּחֶטְאָם אֵין תְּפִלָּה זוֹ מוֹעֶלֶת.

 
There is a midrash: 

Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi [were talking]. Rabbi Yehuda 
says, “Repentance accomplishes half, and prayer accomplishes everything.” Rabbi 
Yehoshua ben Levi said, “Repentance accomplished everything, and prayer 
accomplished half.” 

- Lev. Rabbah 10:5 
Even here we need to investigate. This is good that [Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi] said 

“prayer accomplishes half,” if Moses prayed for them and two of Aaron’s four sons survived. 
But regarding that which [Rabbi Yehuda] said, “prayer accomplishes everything”—why did 
two of Aaron’s sons die?  

We need to give the solution as the Yafeh Torah solved for Leviticus Rabbah for the 
verse, “Take Aaron along with his sons,”9 that we need to say that Moses prayed for the four 
of them, but nevertheless two of them died from their sins. I.e., perhaps all four were spared 
from death for their father’s sin with the Golden Calf, but then Nadab and Abihu died because of 
some independent sin.10 

In truth, this also solves the language of Moses saying “I also prayed for Aaron at this 
time,” as if to say, “at this time my prayer availed,” i.e., at this time following the incident with 
the Golden Calf, but afterward, if they died for their sins with the strange fire, my prayer did 
not avail. 

 
 עַל קְדוּשַּׁת הַשֵּׁם זָכָה  תַּת הַבָּנִים בְּעָוֹן אֲבִיהֶם אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהָיוּ גְּדוֹלִים הִיא מִדָּה כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּה, שֶׁהֲרֵי חוֹר שֶׁמָּסַר עַצְמוֹיוְטָעַם מִ 

וְהוֹאִיל שֶׁכֵּן יוֹתֵר   אִם כֵּן אַהֲרֹן שֶׁלּאֹ מָסַר נַפְשׁוֹ הָיָה מִן הָרָאוּי שֶׁלּאֹ יִהְיוּ לוֹ בָּנִים גְּדוֹלִים בְּמַעֲלָה,. בְּצַלְאֵל בִּזְכוּתוֹשֶׁיִתְגַּדָּל  
ן מִמֶּנּוּ בַּמַּעֲלָה הָרְאוּיָה לוֹ, וְזֶהוּ  וֹמִלִּרְאוֹת הַקָּט  הַר וּבִמְפָרְשִׁים שֶׁיּוֹתֵר טוֹב לָאָדָם לָמוּתוֹכְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ בַּזּ  טוֹב לָהֶם הַמִּיתָה, 

.יטָעַם מִ      תַּת שָׁאוּל כְּשֶׁהִגִּיעָה הַמַּלְכוּת לְדָוִד וּכְמוֹ שֶׁכָּתַבְנוּ לְעֵיל בַּסָּמוּ
 
The reason for the death of the sons due to the iniquity of their father, even though 

they were adults, was a measure-for-measure punishment, just as Hur, who delivered himself 
to die for the sanctification of the Name of G-d in condemning the making of the Golden Calf,11 

 
9 Lev. 8:2. 
10 Some rabbis believe that the brothers died because they offered “strange fire,” either because they brought the 

fire without invitation, or because they had the wrong ingredients, or because they were haughty. But as we will discuss 
later, other rabbis view their act as laudable and their deaths as a Sanctification of G-d’s Name. Thus, perhaps their 
sin was something else unrelated to their sacrifice of “strange fire.” 

11 Hur was killed trying to prevent the construction of the Golden Calf, per Sanhedrin 7a, Targum Yonatan, and 
Rashi on Ex. 32:5. 
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was a measure-for-measure reward, for he succeeded to raise Bezalel by his merit.12 If so, Aaron, 
who did not deliver his life to prevent the Golden Calf, should by rights not have great sons. 
Because of that, death would be better for them, as they said in the Zohar and in the 
commentators,13 that it is better for a man to die than to see someone lower than him at a 
level at which he himself is suited. This was the reason for the death of Saul, when the 
kingship of David arrived, and as we have written above in the adjoining essay. 

 
יבִין, כְּלוֹמַר אִם יֵשׁ לְ עֲדַיִין  וְזֶהוּ עִנְיָן הַמִּדְרָשׁ הַנַּ"ל, אָמַר מֹשֶׁה לִפְנֵי הקב"ה אִם הַבּוֹר שְׂנוּאָה אִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיִּהְיוּ מִיָּמֶיהָ חֲבִ 

הַבָּנִים שֶׁלּוֹ, שֵׁם  אִם כֵּן מִזֶּה הַטַּעַם עַצְמוֹ לאֹ הָיָה לְ לְהַזְכִּיר  .  סֵּפֶר וְעַד כָּאןשִׂנְאָה עַל אַהֲרֹן שֶׁלּאֹ הִזְכַּרְתָּ שְׁמוֹ מִתְּחִלַּת הַ 
וּבִשְׁבִילוֹ   לָאַהֲרֹן  אֶלָּא  הָיְתָה  לאֹ  הַתְּפִלָּה  עִקָּר  וְלִזְכוּתָם,  הַבָּנִים  לְהַצָּלַת  תְּפִלָּתִי  זוֹכִים  וְאִם הוֹעִילָה  אַחֲרָיוהָיוּ  וְאִם    .בָּנָיו 

שֶׁלּאֹ חָטְאוּ כְּלָל מִן הַדִּין הוּא שֶׁיִּהְיוּ עִקָּר   וְאִם תּאֹמַר שֶׁהַבָּנִים .לְהַזְכִּיר שְׁמוֹ שֶׁל אַהֲרֹןלְ הִזְכַּרְתָּ שֵׁם הַבָּנִים מִכֹּל שֶׁכֵּן הָיָה 
מִכָּל   נָּה מִמֶּנּוּ הוֹאִיל שֶׁכְּבָר זָכָה בָּהּ בִּשְׁבִיל "וְרָאֲ וְשָׂמַח בְּלִבּוֹ",וּ ל הַכְּהוֹטּילִ אֲבָל אַהֲרֹן שֶׁחֵטְא אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁאֵין    נָּה,וּבַּכְּה

מִמֶּנּוּ,  נָּה וּהַכְּהסְקָה נָּה כְּמוֹ שֶׁמִּצִּינוּ בְּמֹשֶׁה עַצְמוֹ דְּאַף לְמַאן דְּאָמַר בַּזֶּבַחִים שֶׁלּאֹ פָּ וּמָקוֹם אֵינוֹ מִן הָרָאוּי לַעֲשׂוֹתוֹ עִקָּר בַּכְּה
 נָּה.וּמִכָּל מָקוֹם לאֹ הָיָה הוּא הָעִקָּר בַּכְּה

 
This is the point of the above midrash, and why Moses mentioned “the well” first. Moses 

said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: If the well is hated, it is impossible for its water to 
be loved. That is, if you still have hatred for Aaron, whose name you did not mention from 
the beginning of the Book of Leviticus until now,14 then for that very reason you should not 
mention his sons. If my prayer availed to save the sons and to give them merit, the principal 
of the prayer was only for Aaron and because of him, his sons merited after him.  

If you mentioned the sons by name, i.e., “Aaron’s sons,” by all means, you should have 
mentioned the name of Aaron, i.e., You should have instead said “Aaron and his sons” in every 
instance. Maybe you will say that according to the law, the sons who didn’t sin at all should 
be the principal party in the priesthood. Regarding Aaron who did sin, maybe we shouldn’t 
take the priesthood from him, since he merited it because when G-d appointed Moses as His 
spokesman, He told Moses that Aaron was coming to meet him “and he will be happy to see 
you.”15 I.e., because Aaron was happy for Moses, and not jealous of him, he merited the 
priesthood.16 Nevertheless, even though we shouldn’t take the priesthood from Aaron, it is not 
proper to make him the main part of the priesthood. This is as we found for Moses himself, 
that even the [rabbi] who said in tractate Zevachim that the priesthood didn’t expire from 
[Moses], in any case [that rabbi acknowledged that Moses] was not the principal of the 
priesthood.17 

 
12 Ex. Rabbah 48:3. 
13 Devarim Rabbah 9:5. 
14 I.e., as discussed above, in footnote 4 and the accompanying text, there actually were two references to “Aaron 

and his sons.” However, there were nine references to “Aaron’s sons.”  
15 Ex. 4:14. 
16 Rashi on Ex. 4:14, based on Shabbat 139a, Ex. Rabbah 3:17. 
17 Zevachim 102a: “And the Rabbis say: Moses became a priest for the seven days of inauguration alone [and 

after that his priesthood expired]. And some say: The priesthood expired only for the descendants of Moses [but Moses 
himself remained a priest].” 
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ק כָּבוֹד לְאַהֲרֹן בִּשְׁבִיל בָּנָיו שֶׁמֵּתוּ עַל קְדוּשַּׁת  וֹ בִּשְׁבִיל בְּנֵיהֶם כָּ הָיָה לְ לַחֲלמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הוֹסִיף, אִם חָלַקְתָּ כָּבוֹד לְעֵצִים  

, שֶׁהֲרֵי נָדָב וַאֲבִיהוּא מֵתוּ עַל קְדוּשַּׁת הַשֵּׁם כְּדֵי שֶׁיִתְקַדָּשׁ הַבַּיִת בִּמְיוּדָּעָיו שֶׁל מָקוֹם, י אֶקָּדֵשׁ וְעַל־פְּנֵי כְּדִכְתִיב "בִּקְרֹבַ  שִׁמְ
 מֹשֶׁה, וְיוֹתֵר מִמֶּנּוּ שֶׁגָּרַם  כָל־הָעָם אֶכָּבֵד". וְהקב"ה הֵשִׁיב לוֹ, בִּשְׁבִילְ אֲנִי מְקָרְבוֹ, לְפִי שֶׁבֶּאֱמֶת עַתָּה שֶׁגַּם אַהֲרֹן חָטָא כְּמוֹ

לְיִשְׂרָאֵל, לִטְע  תַּקָּלָה  יָכוֹל  הָיָה  שֶׁתַּחְזוֹמֹשֶׁה  נִ וּכְּהר הַ וֹן  שֶׁמִּתְּחִלָּה לאֹ  לְזַרְעוֹ, הוֹאִיל  בִּשְׁבִיל  ינָּה  אֶלָּא  וּלְזַרְעוֹ  לָאַהֲרֹן  תְּנָה 
ר  שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה שֶׁהוּא בְּשַׂ   וּכְשֶׁרָאָה הקב"ה.  חֶטְאוֹ שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה, וְאַף עַל פִּי כֵּן מֹשֶׁה אַדְרַבָּא הֵלִיץ טוֹב בִּשְׁבִיל אַהֲרֹן וּבִשְׁבִיל בָּנָיו

גַּם אֲ  לוֹ  הֲרֵינִי מוֹחֵל  כְּלוֹמַר  מְקָרֵב אוֹתוֹ  אֲנִי  בִּשְׁבִילְ  אָמַר,  וּלְזַרְעוֹ,  לְאָחִיו  הַגְּדוֹלָה  מָחַל  בַּעַל  וְדָם  שֶׁאֲנִי  שֶׁכֵּן  בְּמִכָּל  נִי 
עִקָּר, שֶׁהֲרֵי זְכוּת נָדָב וַאֲבִיהוּא מִן הָרָאוּי שֶׁיִּהְיֶה מוֹעִיל יוֹתֵר לָאָב  וּבִשְׁבִיל הַטַּעַם שֶׁל חָלַקְתָּ כָּבוֹד אֲנִי עוֹשֶׂה אוֹתוֹ    הָרַחֲמִים, 

   מִלְאֶלְעָזָר וְאִיתָמָר שֶׁהֵם אֲחִיהֶם.
 
Because of this, [Moses] added, if You paid respect to the trees for their offspring, 

similarly You should pay respect to Aaron for his sons who died for the sanctity of Your name. 
That is because Nadab and Abihu died for sanctification of the Name of G-d, so that the 
house, i.e., the Tabernacle, would be sanctified by the honored ones of the Omnipresent. This 
is as it is written, “Through those near to Me I show Myself holy, and gain glory before all 
the people.”18 I.e., Rashi on Lev. 10:3 refers back to Ex. 29:43, “And there I will be met by the 
children of Israel and it (the Tabernacle) shall be sanctified by My glory (בִכְבוֹדִי).” Rashi states, 
based on Zevachim 115b, “Read not here בִכְבוֹדִי, ‘by My Glory’ but בִּמְכֻבָּדַי, ‘through My honoured 
ones.’ Based on Lev. Rabbah 12:2, Rashi adds, “Moses here said to Aaron: ‘My brother, Aaron! I 
knew that this House was to be sanctified by those who are beloved of the Omnipresent. I thought 
it would be either through me or through you; now I see that these [i.e., your sons who have died] 
are greater than me and than you!’ ” 

The Holy One, Blessed be He, answered [Moses], “Because of you, I will reinstate 
him.” That is, actually, now that Aaron has also sinned, as has Moses, and more than him, in 
that [Aaron] caused misfortune to Israel, Moses would have been able to claim that the 
priesthood should return to his offspring. That’s because initially [the priesthood] was given 
to Aaron and his offspring only because of the sin of Moses in trying to avoid G-d’s call at the 
burning bush.19 Despite this, Moses, to the contrary, advocated nicely for Aaron and his sons.  

When the Holy One, Blessed be He, saw that Moses, who was only flesh and blood, 
forgave the greatness to his brother and his offspring, He said, “Because of you, I am 
reinstating him.” This is as if to say, “I also hereby forgive him, as I am the Master of mercy.” 
For this reason that you apportioned honor, I am making him the principal, for because of 
the merit of Nadab and Abihu, it is suitable, for they have availed their father more than 
Elazar and Itamar, who were their brothers. 

 
* * * 

 
 
18 Lev. 10:3. 
19 Rashi on Ex. 4:14. 


