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Chapter XXXI: Emor (Lev. 21:1–24:23) 
 
Essay 1. The death of Saul 
 

בְּשֵׁם רַבִּי לֵוִי מְלַמֵּד שֶׁהֶרְאָה הקב"ה לְמֹשֶׁה דּוֹר דּוֹר וְשׁוֹפְטָיו, דּוֹר    , אָמַר ר' יְהוֹשֻׁעַ דְּסִכְנִיןרֵישׁ פָּרָשָׁה זוֹיַלְקוּט    מִדְרָשׁ

בַּחֶרֶב. אָמַר    יִדָּקֵראָמַר לוֹ רִבּוֹנוֹ שֶׁל עוֹלָם מֶלֶ˂ רִאשׁוֹן שֶׁעוֹמֵד עַל בָּנֶי˃  .  דּוֹר וְדוֹרְשָׁיו, וְהֶרְאָהוּ שָׁאוּל וּבָנָיו נוֹפְלִים בַּחֶרֶב
    לוֹ הקב"ה וְלִי אַתָּה אוֹמֵר, "אֱמֹר אֶל־הַכֹּהֲנִים" שֶׁהָרַג, שֶׁמְּקַטְרְגִים אוֹתוֹ עכ"ל.

  
Midrash Yalkut Shimoni, at the beginning of this Parasha:  

Rabbi Yehoshua of Sikhnin said in the name of Rabbi Levi: This teaches 
that the Holy One, Blessed be He, showed Moses every generation and its 
judges, every generation and its expounders, and He showed him Saul and his 
sons falling by the sword.  

[Moses] said to Him: “Master of the Universe, the first king to stand 
over Your children will be pierced by the sword?” The Holy One, Blessed be 
He, said to him: “And you say this to Me? ‘Say it to the priests,’1 that he killed, 
for they prosecute him.” 

- Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 626:6 
  

בַּחֶרֶב. הָא אִם הָיָה מֶלֶ˂ שֵׁנִי אוֹ שְׁלִישִׁי אוֹ מֵת    נִדְקַרוְ וְהוּא תָּמוּהַּ דְּלָמָּה דַּוְקָא הִקְשָׁה מֹשֶׁה מִפְּנֵי שֶׁשָּׁאוּל הָיָה מֶלֶ˂ רִאשׁוֹן  
לֵיהּ. קַשְׁיָא  הֲוָה  אַחֵר לָא  וְכִי אֲפִ   בְּדָבָר  שֶׁמְּקַטְרְגִים אוֹתוֹ,  מַהוּ  הָיָה לוֹ עיוְעוֹד  מְקַטְרְגִים אוֹתוֹ לאֹ  הָיוּ  הַחֵטְא וֹלּוּ לאֹ  נֶשׁ 

   שֶׁהֲרָגָם.
 
This is perplexing. Why did Moses specifically question this, because Saul was the 

first king and was pierced by the sword? If he had been the second or third king or had died 
in another way, would it not have been a question for him? Furthermore, what does it mean 
that “they prosecute him”? Even if they did not prosecute him, would he not still deserve 
punishment for the sin of killing [the priests] of Nob?2 

 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Lev. 21:1. 
2 In chapter 22 of I Samuel, Saul ordered the priests of the city of Nob killed, as he believed that they supported 

David. In chapter 31, the Philistines killed Saul’s sons in battle, and he fell on his sword rather than be killed by them. 
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שֶׁזָּכָה שָׁאוּל שֶׁבָּא מִבִּנְיָמִין לִהְיוֹת מֶלֶ˂ עַל יִשְׂרָאֵל יוֹתֵר    השֶׁמַּ , וְאִיתָא נָמֵי בַּעֲשָׂרָה מַאֲמָרוֹת  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁים
נְיָמִין שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה  מִשּׁוּם שֶׁכָּל הַשְּׁבָטִים הִשְׁתַּחֲווּ לִפְנֵי עֵשָׂו עִם יַעֲקֹב וְנָתְנוּ כֹּחַ לְסִטְרָא אַחֲרָא, מַה שֶׁאֵין כֵּן בִּ ,  מִשְּׁאַר הַשְּׁבָטִים

  .ן בָּעוֹלָם, לְכָ˂ זָכָה שֶׁיָּצָא שָׁאוּל מִמֶּנּוּ שֶׁהָיָה רִאשׁוֹן לְמַלְכֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל עכ"ליעֲדַיִ 
 
We may say as the commentators have written, and it is also found in Asarah 

Ma’amarot,3 that the reason Saul, who came from Benjamin, merited to be king over Israel 
more than the other tribes, is because all the tribes, together with Jacob, bowed before Esau4 
and thus gave power to the Sitra Achra (i.e., side of evil). This was unlike the case for 
Benjamin, who was not yet in the world at that time, being born later.5 Therefore, Saul, who 
came from Benjamin, merited to be the first of the kings of Israel. 

 
) שֶׁבְּשָׁעָה שֶׁבָּא הקב"ה לִיתֵּן הַתּוֹרָה, בָּא אֶל שַׂרוֹ שֶׁל עֵשָׂו, אָמַר לוֹ, רִבּוֹנוֹ שֶׁל  הַר פָּרָשַׁת בָּלָק (דַּף קצ"בוֹוְעוֹד אִיתָא בְּז

אָמַר לוֹ הקב"ה    .שֶׁל יַעֲקֹב וְכוּ'  עוֹלָם הֲלאֹ כְּתִיב בָּהּ "לאֹ תִּרְצָח" וְכוּ' זוֹ הִיא בִּרְכָתִי "וְעַל־חַרְבְּ˃ תִחְיֶה" אֶלָּא תֵּן אוֹתָהּ לְזָרְעוֹ
בְּמִדַּת הַחֶרֶב שֶׁיִּהְיֶה לָהֶם רְשׁוּת תֵּן לִי עֵצָה, אֵי˂ אֲפַתֶּה זָרְעוֹ שֶׁל יַעֲקֹב. אָמַר לוֹ, תֵּן לָהֶם חֵלֶק אַחֵד מִשֶּׁלִּי לַמַּתָּנָה, שֶׁיַּאַחְזוּ 

   .לְהִשְׁתַּמֵּשׁ בַּחֶרֶב כְּלָל וְעִקָּר עכ"ללָדוּן דִּינֵי נְפָשׁוֹת וְכוּ', דְּאִי לָאו הָכִי לאֹ הָיוּ יְכוֹלִים 
 
Also, it is brought in the Zohar, parashat Balak (page 192b), that when the Holy One, 

Blessed be He, came to give the Torah, He came to the guardian angel of Esau. [The angel] 
said to Him: “Master of the Universe, is it not written in it, ‘You shall not murder,’6 etc.? 
Also, this is my blessing, ‘and by your sword you shall live.’7 Rather, give it to the seed of 
Jacob, etc.”  

The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him: “Give Me advice: How shall I deceive the 
seed of Jacob?” He said to Him: “Give them a portion of mine as a gift, that they should 
grasp the attribute of the sword that they may have permission to judge capital cases, etc. 
For otherwise, they would have no right to use the sword at all.”  

 
ו, וְיִשְׂרָאֵל מִשְׁתַּמְּשִׁים בַּחֶרֶב עַל  נִמְצֵינוּ לְמֵדִים שֶׁשָּׁאוּל זָכָה לַמְּלוּכָה וְלִהְיוֹת מֶלֶ˂ רִאשׁוֹן מִפְּנֵי שֶׁבִּנְיָמִין לאֹ הִשְׁתַּחֲוָה לְעֵשָׂ 

וְעַל זֶה קָשֶׁה לֵיהּ לְמֹשֶׁה אֵי˂ יִתָּכֵן שְׁמִי שֶׁהָיָה מֶלֶ˂ רִאשׁוֹן מִפְּנֵי שֶׁלּאֹ הִשְׁתַּחֲוָה    .פִּי הַדָּת וְהַדִּין מִפְּנֵי הַמַּתָּנָה שֶׁנָּתַן לָהֶם עֵשָׂו
   בַּחֶרֶב שֶׁהִיא הַמַּתָּנָה שֶׁנָּתַן עֵשָׂו לְיִשְׂרָאֵל. נִדְקַרלְעֵשָׂו יְהֵא 

 
We learn that Saul merited kingship and to be the first king because Benjamin did 

not bow to Esau, and Israel uses the sword by law and justice due to the gift Esau gave them. 
This was the difficulty for Moses: How can it be that he who was made the first king because 
he did not bow to Esau would be pierced by the sword, which is the gift Esau gave to Israel? 

 

 
3 Rabbi Menachem Azaria da Fano (“Rema M’Pano”) (1548–1620), Italian Kabbalist and commentator on the 

Talmud. Asara Ma’amarot (“Ten Utterances”) was published in Venice in 1597. 
4 Gen. 33:3–11. 
5 Gen. 35:16–18. 
6 Ex. 20:13. 
7 Gen. 27:40. 
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ת עֵשָׂו שֶׁהוֹרֵג בַּחֶרֶב  וְהקב"ה הֵשִׁיב לוֹ "אֱמֹר אֶל־הַכֹּהֲנִים" שֶׁהָרַג, שֶׁמְּקַטְרְגִים אוֹתוֹ, כְּלוֹמַר הִנֵּה הוּא בַּהֲרִיגָתָם תָּפַס מִדָּ 
 , וְאִם תּאֹמַר מַאי חָזֵית דְּסָמְכַתְּ אַהָא  .לאֹ נָתַן לָהּ כֹּחַ   שֶׁלּאֹ כְּדִין, וְנָתַן כֹּחַ לְסִיטְרָא אַחֲרָא וְאָבַד חֵלֶק זְכוּתוֹ בְּמַה שֶׁבִּנְיָמִין

אַהָא מִפְּנֵי שֶׁ סְמוֹ˂  עֲדִיפָא  הָא  הָכִי  אֲפִלּוּ  כֹּחַ,  לָהּ  נָתַן  לאֹ  בִּנְיָמִין  אַחֵר  מִצַּד  כֹּחַ,  לָהּ  נָתַן  אֶחָד  מִצַּד  דְּאִם  שֶׁהָרַג ,  הַכֹּהֲנִים 
כֵּן מִפְּנֵי מִדָּת הַדִּין רָאוּי  וְאִם .אֲבוֹתָיו בַּזְּכוּתאוֹתוֹ דַּוְקָא שֶׁצַּד הַחוֹבָה הִיא שֶׁלּוֹ מַמָּשׁ וְצַד הַזְּכוּת אֵינוֹ אֶלָּא , מְקַטְרְגִים אוֹתוֹ

  .ל בַּחֶרֶב מִדָּה כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּהוֹפּיהוּא לִ 
 
The Holy One, Blessed be He, answered him: “Say to the priests,” that he killed, who 

prosecute him, meaning that by killing them he adopted the trait of Esau, who kills by the 
sword unlawfully, and thus empowered the Sitra Achra and forfeited the merit of Benjamin, 
who had had not empowered it. 

If you will say, “But what did you see to rely on this view? Rely on the other,”8 for if 
from one side [Saul] empowered it, on the other side, his ancestor, Benjamin, did not empower 
it. Even so, this first view is preferable, for the priests he killed are prosecuting him, “him” 
specifically. For the side that is liable is specifically his, as he’s the one who adopted the trait of 
Esau, while the side of merit is only in the merit of his ancestors. If so, because of the attribute 
of justice, he is deserving to fall by the sword, as measure-for-measure punishment. 

  
* * * 

 
8 Berachot 25a; Megillah 17b; Yevamot 83b. 


