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Chapter XXVI: Shemini (Lev. 9:1–11:47) 
 
Essay 3. The deaths of Nadab and Abihu 
 
This week’s parsha describes the death of the two sons of Aaron: “Now Aaron’s sons 

Nadab and Abihu each took his fire pan, put fire in it, and laid incense on it; and they offered 
before the L-rd alien fire, which He had not enjoined upon them. And fire came forth from the 
L-rd and consumed them; thus they died at the instance of the L-rd.” (Lev. 10:1-2). 

 

אִלּוּ הָיוּ לָהֶם בָּנִים, הָיוּ קוֹדְמִין   ":וּבָנִים לאֹ־הָיוּ לָהֶם. . .    לִפְנֵי ה'"  עַל פָּסוּק "אַחֲרֵי מוֹת שְׁנֵי בְּנֵי אַהֲרֹן ... וַיָּמֻתוּ".  מִדְרָשׁ

מַקְשִׁים הֵיכִי יָלֵיף מֵהָכָא שֶׁאִם   דֶם בְּנַחֲלָה קוֹדֵם בְּכָבוֹד וּבִלְבַד שֶׁיְּהֵא נוֹהֵג כְּמִנְהָג אֲבוֹתָיו עכ"ל.וֹכֹּל הַקּ  .לָאֶלְעָזָר וְאִיתָמָר
 .שֶׁאֵינוֹ מְמַלֵּא מָקוֹם אָבִיו אוֹ שֶׁאֵינוֹ רָאוּי, אֵינוֹ יוֹרֵשׁ כְּבוֹדוֹ נוּיאֵין הַבֵּן נוֹהֵג כְּמִנְהָג אֲבוֹתָיו דְּהַיְ 

  
There is a Midrash (Lev. Rabbah 20:11) on the verse, “The L-rd spoke to Moses after 

the death of the two sons of Aaron, when they drew near the L-rd and they died” (Lev. 16:1). 

“[But Nadab and Abihu died by the will of the L-rd, when they offered 
alien fire before the L-rd in the wilderness of Sinai] and they left no sons; so it 
was Eleazar and Ithamar who served as priests in the lifetime of their father 
Aaron” (Num. 3:4). Rabbi Ya’akov bar Avin in the name of Rabbi Avin in the name 
of Rav Acha said, had they had sons, they would have taken precedence to 
Eleazar and Ithamar, as it was taught there [in Babylon], whoever has 
precedence in inheritance takes precedence in honors, so long as he behaves in 
accordance with traditions of his forefathers. 

- Lev. Rabbah 20:11 
 

People question how we learn from here, i.e., Num. 3:4, that if a son does not behave in 
accordance with the traditions of his forefathers, such that he does not replace his father or 
that he is not worthy, he does not inherit his honor. 

  
 

  

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. 



2 
 

, ר' יוֹחָנָן בַּשֵּׁם ר' לֵוִי אָמַר לאֹ מֵתוּ בְּנֵי אַהֲרֹן אֶלָּא עַל יְ  בָּנִים, אַבָּא  דֵי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ לָהֶם  וְנַקְדִּים מִדְרָשׁ אַחֵר הוּבָא שָׁם בְּסָמוּ
  וְהִקְשׁוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁים וְכִי מִפְּנֵי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ לָהֶם בָּנִים נִתְחַיְּיבוּ מִיתָה וּמַה הֲוָה לְהוּ לְמִיעְבַּד.   חָנָן אוֹמֵר עַל יְדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם נָשִׂים.

רֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י, שֶׁהֵם גְּדוֹלִים מִמֶּנִּי  יוּפֵ   ".אֲשֶׁר־דִּבֶּר ה' לֵאמֹר בִּקְרֹבַי אֶקָּדֵשׁוּלְדִידַן נָמֵי קַשְׁיָא אֵי הֲוָה מָצֵי מֹשֶׁה לְמֵימָר, "הוּא  
, וַהֲלאֹ בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דִּבְרָכוֹת מַסְּקִינַן דְּהֵיכָא דְּלאֹ הֲווֹ לֵיהּ בָּנִים כְּלָל לאֹ הָווּ יִ  הַטְּעָמִים    סּוּרִין שֶׁל אַהֲבָה, דְּבִשְׁלָמָא לִשְׁאַריוּמִמְּ

תֵּירֵץ הַקָּרְבָּן אַהֲרֹן שֶׁהקב"ה "רַגְלֵי חֲסִידָיו יִשְׁמֹר" אֶלָּא   .אוֹ שֶׁלּאֹ נָשְׂאוּ נָשִׁים אוֹ שֶׁמְחוּסָּרִין מֵעֵיל  שֶׁהֵבִיא הַמִּדְרָשׁ שָׁם,
הַבַּיִת עַל יְדֵיהֶם וְהקב"ה לאֹ עָבִיד דִּינָא  יִתְקַדַּשׁשָׁמְרָם מֵהַחֵטְא כְּדֵי שֶׁ וְלאֹ  סּוּרישֶׁבְּפַעַם הַזּאֹת רָצָה שֶׁיִּהְיוּ שׁוֹגְגִים בְּאֵיזֶה אִ 

  ".בְּלָא דִּינָא ועי"ש. אֲבָל לְפִי טַעַם זֶה, שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ לָהֶם בָּנִים, קָשֶׁה אֵי אָמַר "בִּקְרֹבַי אֶקָּדֵשׁ
 
We will advance another midrash brought there in Lev. Rabbah, in an adjoining 

section. “Rabbi Yochanan in the name of Rabbi Levi said, ‘The sons of Aaron only died 
because they had no children.’ Abba Chanan said, ‘Because they did not have wives’ ” (Lev. 
Rabbah 20:9). The commentators questioned if it was indeed because they had no children 
that they were obligated to die, and what they should have done, i.e., why they didn’t have 
children.1 For us, it is also difficult to understand how Moses was able to say to Aaron, “This is 
what the L-rd meant when He said: ‘Through those near to Me, I show Myself holy’ ” (Lev. 
10:2). Rashi explained, “that they were greater than me and than you,”2  i.e., that their deaths 
should be viewed as a martyrdom that sanctified G-d and the Tabernacle. Also, isn’t it found in 
the first chapter of tractate Berachot that some suffering is not a result of sin, but is an “affliction 
of love.”3 But when one has no children at all, it is not considered an affliction of love, as with 
the remaining points brought in the midrash there,4 but rather having no children at all could 
be because they had never married women, or they were lacking from Heaven. The Korban 
Aharon5 resolved that the Holy One, Blessed be He, “guards the steps of the faithful,”6 but 
this time He desired that [Nadab and Abihu] would unwittingly [violate] some prohibition, 
without being protected from the sin, in order that the Sanctuary would be sanctified by their 

 
1 Lev. Rabbah 20:10 advances the view that they were too pompous, rejecting many matches that were suggested 

for them, on the grounds that they were sons of Aaron and nephews of Moses and Miriam, and that the women 
suggested as matches did not have such a lofty lineage. 

2 That is, Rashi wonders where G-d said to Moses, “Through those near to Me, I show Myself holy.” Zevachim 
115b finds a source in Ex. 29:43, “And there I will meet with the children of Israel; and it shall be sanctified by My 
glory,” with the Gemara saying, “Do not read [the word] as ‘by My glory,’ but rather ‘by My honored ones.’ ” I.e., 
G-d will be sanctified by those considered honored by G-d when He reveals himself in the Tabernacle. Rashi adds, 
based on Lev. Rabbah 12:2: “My brother, Aaron! I knew that this House was to be sanctified by those who are beloved 
of the Omnipresent G-d and I thought it would be either through me or through you; now I see that these [your sons 
who have died] are greater than me and than you!” 

3 Berachot 5a: “Rava, and some say Rav Chisda, said: If a person sees that suffering has befallen him, he should 
examine his actions. If he examined and didn’t find, he may attribute [his suffering] to dereliction in [the study of] 
Torah. And if he did attribute [his suffering to dereliction in the study of Torah], and did not find [this to be so], he 
may be confident that these are afflictions of love, as it is stated: ‘For whom the L-rd loves, He rebukes, [as does a 
father the son in whom he delights].’ (Prov. 3:13).” Berachot 5b, and the Tosafot state that if one has children and they 
die, that is considered an affliction of love, but that if one never has children, that does not count as an affliction of 
love. 

4 I.e., “midrash” here refers to the Aggadic element of the Talmud. 
5 Aharon Ibn Hayyim (1545, Fez, Morocco–1632, Jerusalem), Biblical and Talmudic commentator. He lived in 

Venice for a while, publishing numerous works. The Korban Aharon (Venice 1609) is a commentary on the Sifra. 
6 I Sam. 2:9. The Masoretic text shows the second word is written חסידו but pronounced חֲסִידָיו. 
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hands, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, did not judge man without justice, and see there. 
But according to this opinion, that they had no children at all, it is difficult how [Moses] said, 
“Through those near to Me, I show Myself holy.” 

 
־עֹצֶב בִּי", אָמַר דָּוִד לִפְנֵי הקב"ה, רבש"ע אִם עָתִיד וְיֵ  אֲנִי לְהוֹלִיד בָּנִים  שׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִיתָא  בְּמִדְרָשׁ עַל פָּסוּק "וּרְאֵה אִם־דֶּרֶ

קוֹם בָּחַר בּוֹ, אִם עָתִיד הוּא לְהוֹלִיד בָּנִים  אִם כֵּן מִי שֶׁהוּא צַדִּיק גָּמוּר וְשֶׁהַמָּ   עכ"ל.  "וְאָנֹכִי הוֹלֵ עֲרִירִי"וּלְהַכְעִיסְ מוּטָב לִי  
וְזֶהוּ שֶׁאָמַר מֹשֶׁה "הוּא    לְנֹחַ.  מַכְעִיסִים לְמָקוֹם, הקב"ה עוֹשֶׂה עִמּוֹ חֶסֶד גָּדוֹל לִכְבּוֹשׁ מַעְיָינוֹ שֶׁלּאֹ יִהְיוּ לוֹ בָּנִים, וּכְמוֹ שֶׁעָשָׂה

, וּמַה שֶׁלּאֹ  " וְכוּ', הוֹאִיל שֶׁ  אֲשֶׁר־דִּבֶּר ה' אָמַר לִי הקב"ה "בִּקְרֹבַי אֶקָּדֵשׁ" וְכוּ' עַכְשָׁו אֲנִי רוֹאֶה שֶׁהֵם גְּדוֹלִים מִמֶּנִּי וּמִמְּ
  .הָיָה לָהֶם בָּנִים מִשּׁוּם שֶׁצָּפָה הקב"ה שֶׁלּאֹ יִהְיוּ בְּנֵיהֶם רְאוּיִים

 
One can say that it’s brought in the midrash (Yalkut Shimoni Bereisheet, remez 76) on 

the verse, “See if there is any offensive tendency in me” (Ps. 139:24), David said before the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, “Master of the Universe, if in the future I were destined to have 
children and they would anger me, it would be better that ‘I would die childless’ (Gen. 15:2).” 
If so, [regarding] one who is perfectly righteous and who has been chosen by the 
Omnipresent, if he is going to give birth to children who would anger the Omnipresent, then 
the Holy One, Blessed be He, does him a great kindness to restrain him from having children, 
as he did with Noah.7 This is why Moses said, “This is what the L-rd meant when He said: 
‘Through those near to Me, I show Myself holy.’ ” Moses intended, as Rashi explained: “Now 
that I see that they were greater than me and than you,” and the reason that they had no 
children is because the Holy One, Blessed be He, saw that they would not be worthy children. 

  
נָדָב וַאֲבִיהוּא" וְכוּ' "וּבָנִים לאֹ־   וְהַשְׁתָּא יַלִיף הַמִּדְרָשׁ הַנַּ"ל, כֹּל הַקֹּדֶם בְּנַחֲלָה וְכוּ' וּבִלְבַד וְכוּ', שֶׁהֲרֵי הַכָּתוּב אוֹמֵר "וַיָּמָת 

ם הָיוּ לָהֶם בָּנִים לאֹ הָיָה מִתְקַיֵּים "וַיְכַהֵן אֶלְעָזָר" וְכוּ', לְפִי שֶׁהַבָּנִים הָיוּ נִכְנָסִים הָא אִ   כִי, "וַיְכַהֵן אֶלְעָזָר",הָיוּ לָהֶם" מִשּׁוּם הָ 
דַּוְקָא כְּשֶׁהֵם רְאוּיִים,  אֶלָּא  נִכְנָסִים  שֶׁאֵינָם  נָמֵי  נֵילַף  וּמִינַהּ  נוֹוְ   בִּמְקוֹם אֲבוֹתֵיהֶם,  שֶׁאֵינָם  כְּשֶׁאֵינָם רְאוּיִים  מִנְהָג  לאֹ  הֲגִים 

בָּנִים שֶׁאֵי וַאֲבִיהוּא שֶׁהָיוּ מְיוּדָּעָיו שֶׁל מָקוֹם לאֹ הָיָה אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיִּהְיוּ לָהֶם  נָדָב  נָם מֵהוֹגְנִים כַּנִּרְאֶה לְעֵיל, אֲבוֹתֵיהֶם, שֶׁהֲרֵי 
    כִי לאֹ הָיוּ לָהֶם בָּנִים.וְאַדְרַבָּא מִשּׁוּם הָ 

 
Now to learn from the midrash above (Lev. Rabbah 20:11), “whoever has precedence 

in inheritance takes precedence in honors, so long as he behaves in accordance with traditions of 
his forefathers.” For the Scripture says, “But Nadab and Abihu died . . . and they left no sons,” 
and because of this, “so it was Eleazar and Ithamar who served as priests in the lifetime of their 
father Aaron.” For if they had had sons, they would not have fulfilled the traditions of their 
fathers, “so it was Eleazar and Ithamar who served as priests,” for the sons were entering in 
place of their fathers. Let us also derive that they would only enter if they were worthy, and 

 
7 Gen. 6:32 reads: “When Noah had lived 500 years, Noah begot Shem, Ham, and Japheth.” Rashi comments: “R. 

Judan said: ‘How is it that all the previous generations had children at the age of hundred years and this one (Noah) 
at the age of 500 years? The Holy One, blessed be He, said, ‶If they (Noah’s children) be wicked, they will perish by 
the water of the Flood and it will grieve this righteous man; if they be righteous, I shall have to trouble him to construct 
several arks.″ He therefore restrained him from having children until he was 500 years old, in order that Japhet, the 
oldest of his sons should not reach the punishable age before the Flood.’ ” 
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not if they were unworthy in that they did not act in the traditions of their fathers. For Nadab 
and Abihu, who were intimates of the Omnipresent, it would be impossible to contemplate 
them having children who would not be deserving as seen above, but to the contrary, because 
of this, they had no children. I.e., it was not literally impossible for them to have undeserving 
sons, and indeed, according to this view, this is what would have been destined to occur. It would 
have been a great disgrace for two saintly sons of Aaron to have unworthy children, and therefore 
G-d prevented that from happening. 

 
* * * 


