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Chapter XXXVIII: Korach (Num. 16:1–18:32) 
 
Essay 2. The kingship and the priesthood 
 

יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק  .  נָּה עכ"לוּלְאָחִי˃ כְּה  לִבְרֹררַשִׁ"י אִם לָקַחַת אַתָּה מַלְכוּת לאֹ הָיָה לְ˃  תִּתְנַשְּׂאוּ עַל־קְהַל" וְכוּ', פֵּרֵשׁ    "וּמַדּוּעַ 
נָקַט הַכֹּל בְּלָשׁוֹן   דִּלְקִיחָה וּנְתִינָה הַכֹּל עִנְיָן אֶחָד הוּא וּמַהוּ לָשׁוֹן  וּנוּ לאֹ הָיָה לְ˃ לִיתֵּן לְאָחִי˃ הַכְּהידְּהַיְ   אֶחָד לָמָּה לאֹ  נָּה, 

 ."לְבָרֵר" דְּנָקַט, אִי נָמֵי הָיָה יָכוֹל לוֹמַר אִם בֵּרַרְתָּ אַתָּה מַלְכוּת וְכוּ'
  

“They combined against Moses and Aaron and said to them, ‘You have gone too far! For 
all the community are holy, all of them, and the L-rd is in their midst. Why do you raise yourselves 
above the congregation of the L-rd?’ ”1 Rashi explained: “If you have taken kingship for 
yourself, you should not have chosen the priesthood for your brother. It is not you alone who 
have heard at Sinai: ‘I am the L-rd, your G-d’, all the congregation heard it!”2 

We need to check why [Rashi] did not phrase everything uniformly, namely, “If you 
have taken kingship for yourself, you should not have given the priesthood to your brother,” 
since taking and giving are essentially one matter.  

Why did he instead use the expression “chosen”?  
Alternatively, he could have said, “If you have chosen the kingship for yourself, you 

should not have chosen the priesthood for your brother.” 
 

נָּה, שֶׁהַמַּלְכוּת בֶּן הַמֶּלֶ˂ וְהַנָּשִׂיא אִם רָאוּי לַמְּלוּכָה וּמְמַלֵּא מָקוֹם אֲבוֹתָיו בְּוַדַּאי  וּלּוּק בֵּין הַמַּלְכוּת וְהַכְּהיוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּיֵשׁ חִ 
צְדַּק בּוֹ לָשׁוֹן לְקִיחָה, שֶׁמִּי שֶׁרוֹצֶה לִזְכּוֹת  וּוְאִם כֵּן י  .דֶם לְכָל אָדָם, וּכְשֶׁאֵינוֹ רָאוּי לְמַלְכוּת אֵינוֹ יוֹרֵשׁ כֶּתֶר מַלְכוּתוֹשֶׁהוּא ק

וִיקַנְּנוּ בְּמִדּוֹת טוֹבוֹת וּבַמַּעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים לְבָנִים אֲפִ וּאֲבָל הַכְּה  .בּוֹ צָרִי˂ שֶׁיִּקָּחֶנּוּ  לּוּ  ינָּה לְעוֹלָם הִיא הוֹלֶכֶת וּמִתְגַּלְגֶּלֶת מֵאָב 
   .נָּה"וּנָּה לאֹ תָּזוּז מִזַּרְעוֹ לְעוֹלָם, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי כָּתַב "לאֹ הָיָה לְ˃ לְבָרֵר לְאָחִי˃ כְּהוּוְכֵיוָן שֶׁנְּבָרֵר וְנִבְחַר הָאָב לַכְּה  . בִּלְתִּי רְאוּיִים

 
It can be said that there is a distinction between kingship and priesthood. Regarding 

kingship, the son of a king or a leader—if he is worthy of kingship and can fill the place of 
his forefathers—is certainly preferred over anyone else. But if he is unworthy, he does not 
inherit the crown of kingship. Thus, the term “taking” is appropriate for it, for one who 
wishes to attain it must take it and acquire it through good character and meritorious deeds. 

However, the priesthood always passes and circulates from father to sons, even if they 
are unworthy. Since the father was selected and chosen for the priesthood, it will never depart 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com  
1 Num. 16:3. 
2 Rashi to Num. 16:3. 



2 
 

from his descendants. Therefore, [Rashi] wrote, “you should not have chosen the priesthood 
for your brother.” 

 
חְזָקִים  וּ נוּ שֶׁבָּנֶי˃ לאֹ יִהְיוּ מיקִיחָה דְּהַיְ לְ לְמֹשֶׁה אִם לָקַחַת אַתָּה מַלְכוּת בִּ   וְאָמַרוְקֹרַח לאֹ הָיָה רוֹצֶה לְחַלֵּק בֵּין מַעֲלוֹת הַלְּלוּ  

חְזָקִים בֵּין וּנוּ שֶׁבָּנָיו יִהְיוּ לָעוֹלָם מירָה דְּהַיְ ינָּה בִּלְשׁוֹן בְּרֵ וּלָּה זוֹ אִם לאֹ יִהְיוּ רְאוּיִים לָהּ, לאֹ הָיָה לְ˃ לְבָרֵר לְאָחִי˃ כְּהוּבַּגְּד
   .רְאוּיִים בֵּין אֵינָם רְאוּיִים

 
Korach did not wish to distinguish between these two ranks and said to Moses, “If 

you took the kingship by taking—that is, your sons will not necessarily retain this greatness 
unless they are worthy—then you should not have chosen the priesthood for your brother 
with the term ‘choosing,’ meaning that his sons will always retain it, whether they are worthy 
or not.” 

 
בַּיְּרוּשַׁלְמִי דִּבְרָכוֹתוְהַטַּעַם שֶׁלּאֹ רָצָה קֹרַח לְחַלֵּק בֵּינֵיהֶם, יוּבַן בְּ  דְּהַמִּשְׁתַּמֵּשׁ בַּכֹּהֲנִים   בַר סָ דִּשְׁמוּאֵל    'פֶּרֶק ח  מַּאי דְּאִיתָא 

מִכֵּלִים שֶׁ מָעַל וְיָלֵיף  קֹדֶשׁ  "הַכֵּלִים קֹדֶשׁ",  מָעַל,   ,וְהַכֹּהֲנִים  בָּהֶם  הַמִּשְׁתַּמֵּשׁ  הַכֹּהֲנִים  אַף  מָעַל  בָּהֶם  הַמִּשְׁתַּמֵּשׁ  הַכֵּלִים    מָה 
  .ל עַל כְּבוֹדוֹוֹאִי הֲלָכָה כִּשְׁמוּאֵל אִי לאֹ, וְאַדְרַבָּא קַיְימָא לַן שֶׁיָּכוֹל הַכֹּהֵן לִמְח פָּלְגִיוְהַפּוֹסְקִים  

 
The reason Korach did not want to distinguish between them can be understood 

through what is stated in the Jerusalem Talmud, Berachot (chapter 8, halakha 5), that Shmuel 
held that one who makes use of a priest for his own purposes is guilty of sacrilege. He derives 
this from the vessels of the Temple: “you are consecrated to the L-rd, and the vessels are 
consecrated,”3 and the priests are consecrated. Just as using the vessels constitutes sacrilege, 
so too using the priests for one’s own purposes constitutes sacrilege. The halachic authorities 
disagree whether the law follows Shmuel or not;4 and on the contrary, it is established that a 
priest may waive his honor. 

  
הַמַּחֲל  חֲכָמִים  כְּבוֹדהַ   וְכָתַב לִמְחוֹדְּטַעַם  יָכוֹל  הַכֹּהֵן  דְּאֵין  לֵיהּ  דִּסְבִירָא  דְּמַאן  דְּמֵעִיקָּרָא וֹקֶת הוּא  הָיִינוּ מִשּׁוּם  עַל כְּבוֹדוֹ  ל 

נָּה וּשַּׁת כְּהוּוּמַאן דִּסְבִירָא לֵיהּ שֶׁיָּכוֹל סָבַר שֶׁלּאֹ נִכְנַס שֵׁבֶט לֵוִי לִקְד,  נָּה וּלְחֶלְקוֹ שֶׁל מְקוֹםוּשַּׁת כְּהוּהוּבְרַר שֵׁבֶט לֵוִי לִקְד
    .לוֹשָּׁתָם חֲמוּרָה כֹּל כָּ˂ וִיכוֹלִים לִמְחוּאֶלָּא מֵחֲמַת שֶׁנִּפְסְלוּ הַבְּכוֹרוֹת בַּחֵטְא הָעֵגֶל, וְלָכֵן אֵין קְד

 
The Kevod Chachamim5 writes that the reason for this disagreement is as follows. The 

one who holds that a priest cannot waive his honor does so because the tribe of Levi was 
originally chosen and designated for the sanctity of the priesthood and as the portion of the 
Omnipresent. But the one who holds that he can waive it maintains that the tribe of Levi 
entered into the sanctity of the priesthood only because the firstborns were disqualified due 
to the sin of the Golden Calf;6 therefore, their sanctity is not as stringent, and they may waive 
it. 

 
3 Ezra 8:28. 
4 Cf. Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 128:45 and the Taz, se’if katan 39. 
5 Rabbi Shimon Volf ben Ya’akov, of Pintchow, Poland, Kevod Chachamim (Hamburg, 1703). 
6 Num. Rabbah 3:5: “Because [the firstborns] sinned with the calf, the Levites merited to take their place because 

they did not err with the calf.” 
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לָמָּה נֶעֱנָשׁ שָׁאוּל מִפְּנֵי שֶׁמָּחַל עַל כְּבוֹדוֹ, וְקָשֶׁה אֵי˂ אֶפְשָׁר לוֹמַר כָּ˂ וְהָא כּוּלֵּי עָלְמָא מוֹדוּ    וְעוֹד אָמְרוּ זַ"ל בַּמַּסֶּכֶת יוֹמָא

  .דְּמֶלֶ˂ שֶׁמָּחַל עַל כְּבוֹדוֹ אֵין כְּבוֹדוֹ מָחוֹל וְאֵי˂ שָׁאוּל שֶׁהָיָה כֹּל כָּ˂ חָכָם יַעֲשֶׂה נֶגֶד הַדִּין
 
Furthermore, [the rabbis] of blessed memory said in tractate Yoma (22b): Why was 

Saul punished? Because he waived his honor. But this is difficult—how can one say this, for 
everyone agrees that if a king waives his honor, his honor is not waived. So how could Saul, 
who was so wise, act contrary to the law? 

  
בַּמְּלָכִים הַבָּאִים מִיהוּדָה, שֶׁמִּתְּחִלָּה הוּבְרַר  נֶאֱמַר אֶלָּא  הַדִּין לאֹ  דִּסְבִירָא לֵיהּ שֶׁזֶּה  שַּׁת כֶּתֶר  וּאוֹתוֹ הַשֵּׁבֶט לִקְד  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר 

ל וֹאֲבָל הַמַּלְכוּת שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ לִשְׁא  .ל עַל כְּבוֹדוֹוֹדָּשׁ וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי אֵינוֹ יָכוֹל לִמְחוּמַלְכוּת וְהקב"ה חָלָק לְאוֹתוֹ הַשֵּׁבֶט מִכְּבוֹדוֹ הַמְּק
אָמְנָם בְּזֶה טָעָה שֶׁהוֹאִיל שֶׁבָּחַר בּוֹ הקב"ה אַף עַל   .לוֹשֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה מֵאוֹתוֹ הַשֵּׁבֶט לאֹ הָיָה כֹּל כָּ˂ חָמוּר וְהָיָה סוֹבֵר שֶׁיָּכוֹל לִמְח

ם "שׂוֹם תָּשִׂים עָלֶי˃ יג נְשִׂיאוּתוֹ בָּרָמִים כְּדֵי לְקַיָּ וֹשֶׁל יִשְׂרָאֵל עִם כָּל זֶה הָיָה לוֹ לִנְה  מְתָּן]וֹרְע[פִּי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה אֶלָּא מִפְּנֵי תַּ 
  מֶלֶ˂" שֶׁתְּהֵא אֵימָתוֹ עָלֶי˃.

 
It may be said that [Saul] held that this law that a king cannot waive his honor applies 

only to kings who descend from the tribe of Judah, for from the outset that tribe was chosen 
for the sanctity of the crown of kingship, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, shared His sacred 
honor with that tribe. Therefore, such a king cannot waive his honor.  

But the kingship that [Saul] had—which was not from that tribe of Judah—was not 
as stringent, and he thought he could waive his honor. However, in this he erred, for since the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, had chosen him—even though it was only because of the complaints 
of the Israelites—he still should have conducted his rule with authority, in order to fulfill, 
“ ‘You shall set a king over you’ (Deut. 17:15), that his fear should be upon you.”7 

 
ל הַמַּלְכוּת שֶׁל שֵׁבֶט יְהוּדָה וּמַלְכֵי  וְנִמְצֵינוּ לְמַדִּים שֶׁיֵּשׁ סְבָרָא שֶׁהַמַּלְכוּת כְּשֶׁהוּא חוּץ מִשִּׁבְטוֹ שֶׁל יְהוּדָה אֵינוֹ כָּל כָּ˂ חֲמוֹר אֲבָ 

זַרְעוֹ לְעוֹלָם    וּכְשֶׁזָּכָה דָּוִד בַּמַּלְכוּת זַכָּה לוֹ וּלְדוֹרוֹתָיו עַד סוֹף כָּל הַדּוֹרוֹת דִּכְתִיבשַּׁת הַמַּלְכוּת  וּבֵּית דָּוִד הוּבְרַרְוּ מִתְּחִלָּה לִקְד
   .יִהְיֶה, בֵּין יִהְיוּ רְאוּיִים בֵּין לאֹ יִהְיוּ רְאוּיִים

 
From this we learn that there is reason to say that kingship, when it is outside the 

tribe of Judah, is not as stringent. But the kingship of the tribe of Judah and the kings of the 
House of David were chosen from the outset for the sanctity of kingship. When David merited 
the kingship, he merited it for himself and for his descendants for all generations, as it is 
written, “His line will continue forever,”8 whether they are worthy or not worthy. 

  

 
7 Mishnah Sanhedrin 2:5. 
8 Ps. 89:37.  
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רָה מִפְּנֵי שֶׁאֵין אַתָּה מִשֵּׁבֶט יְהוּדָה וּבָנֶי˃ אִם לאֹ יִזְכּוּ לאֹ ינוּ בִּלְקִיחָה וְלאֹ בִּבְרֵ יוּמֵעַתָּה אָמַר קֹרַח אִם לָקַחַת אַתָּה מַלְכוּת דְּהַיְ 
נָּה, שֶׁזֶּה מוֹרָה שֶׁבָּנָיו יִהְיוּ לְעוֹלָם כֹּהֲנִים בֵּין  וּנָּה שֶׁיִּהְיֶה אָחִי˃ נִבְרַר לִכְהוּר לְאָחִי˃ הַכְּהלאֹ הָיָה לְ˃ לִבְרוֹ,  לָּתְ˃וּיִירְשׁוּ גְּד

  .נָּהוּשַּׁת כְּהוּיִזְכּוּ בֵּין לאֹ יִזְכּוּ, וְשֶׁהַשֵּׁבֶט לֵוִי נִבְחָר מִתְּחִלָּתוֹ לִקְד
 
Now Korach said: If you took the kingship—that is, by taking and not by choosing, 

since you are not from the tribe of Judah, and your sons, if they do not merit it, will not 
inherit your greatness—then you should not have chosen the priesthood for your brother, 
making your brother chosen for priesthood. This implies that his sons will always be priests, 
whether they are worthy or not, and that the tribe of Levi was chosen from the outset for the 
sanctity of priesthood. 

 
וְהֵנִיף   וֹשְׂעָראֶת כֹּל    לֵוִיקֶת קֹרַח לאֹ הָיָה אֶלָּא מִפְּנֵי שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה גִּלֵּחַ לְקֹרַח שֶׁהָיָה  וֹוְזֶה אֵינוֹ לְפִי סְבָּרָתוֹ שֶׁל קֹרַח, שֶׁהֲרֵי עִקָּר מַחֲל

  בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּאָבוֹת  ארָ נוּטְ רְ בַּ מִ רֵשׁ הָרַב עֹבַדְיָה י, וְכֵן פֵּ וּבְמִדְרָשׁ, אוֹתוֹ תְּנוּפָה לְפִי שֶׁבָּאוּ כַּפָּרָה עַל הַבְּכוֹרוֹת כִּדְאִיתָא בְּחֵלֶק
שָּׁה כֹּל כָּ˂ חֲמוּרָה לִהְיוֹת וּשַּׁת שֵׁבֶט לֵוִי בָּאָה בִּשְׁבִיל הַבְּכוֹרוֹת אֵינָהּ קְדוּוּלְפִי זֶה שֶׁקְּד  .עַל הַהִיא דְּאַל תַּרְבֶּה שִׂיחָה עִם הָאִשָּׁה

   ר".וֹר" וְכוּ' דַּוְקָא "לִבְרוֹשָּׁה בְּלִי הֶפְסֵק, וְזֶהוּ "אִם לָקַחְתָּ" וְכוּ' "לאֹ הָיָה לְ˃ לִבְרוּיְר
 
But this argument is not in accord with the opinion of Korach, for the main grievance 

of Korach was none other than that Moses had shaved all the hair of Korach—who was a 
Levite—and waved him as a wave offering, since they came as an atonement for the 
firstborns. This is as stated in the 11th chapter of Sanhedrin, entitled “All Israel have a portion 
in the world-to-come,”9 and in the Midrash.10 So too explains Rabbi Ovadiah of Bartenura on 
the first chapter of Pirkei Avot, Mishnah 5, on the teaching, “Do not speak excessively with a 
woman.” 

Because of this, since the sanctity of the tribe of Levi came only in place of the 
firstborns, it is not such a stringent sanctity as to be an uninterrupted inheritance. This is 
the meaning of Rashi’s interpretation, “If you have taken kingship for yourself, you should not 
have chosen the priesthood for your brother,” specifically using the word “chosen.” 

  
הֻנָּה בְּנֵי אַהֲרֹן, "וַיָּצֵץ צִיץ" זֶה וּבְזֶה יוּבַן פֵּרוּשׁ מִדְרָשׁ תָּמוּהַּ הוּבָא בְּזֶרַע בֵּרֵ˂ (ח"ב) בְּפָרָשָׁה זוֹ "וַיֹּצֵא פֶרַח" רֶמֶז לְפִרְחֵי כְּ 

אֶלָּא לְפִי שֶׁמַחֲלָקְתּוֹ שֶׁל קֹרַח לאֹ הָיָה אֶלָּא מֵחֲמַת  .  רֹןאַהֲרֹן וְכוּ' עכ"ל. וְהַקוּשְׁיָא מְבֹאֶרֶת לָמָּה הִקְדִּים רֶמֶז בָּנָיו לָרֶמֶז אַהֲ 
ם לוֹמַר לְמֹשֶׁה שֶׁהַדְּבָרִים אֵלּוּ  שֶׁנְּבָרֵר אַהֲרֹן לִקְדֻשַּׁת עוֹלָם דְּהַיְנוּ שֶׁבָּנָיו יִהְיוּ לְעוֹלָם קְדוֹשִׁים כְּמוֹתוֹ, מִשּׁוּם הָכִי מָצָא מְקוֹ

   .אֶלָּא שֶׁמִּלִּבּוֹ בָּדָה אוֹתָם לאֹ אָמְרָם לוֹ הַמָּקוֹם
 
With this, we can understand the puzzling Midrash brought in Zera Berach (part 2) 

on this section, “The next day Moses entered the Tent of the Pact, and there the staff of Aaron of 
the house of Levi had sprouted: it had brought forth a bud, produced a bloom, and borne 
almonds.”11 The Zera Berach writes: “it brought forth a bud”—this is a hint to the flowers of 

 
9 Sanhedrin 110a.  
10 Num. Rabbah 18:3.  
11 Num. 17:23.  
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the priesthood, the sons of Aaron. “It produced a bloom”—this is a hint of Aaron. The 
question is obvious: Why does the hint to his sons precede the hint to Aaron? 

However, the argument of Korach was only because Aaron was “chosen” for an 
everlasting sanctity—that his sons would forever be sanctified like him. Because of this, he 
found room to claim to Moses that these matters were not spoken to him by the Omnipresent, 
but rather that he had fabricated them from his own heart. 

  
יַעֲשׂוּ מֵהֶם   שֶׁלָּהֶם  לַמִּזְבֵּחַ כִּי־הִקְרִיבֻם  וּבְזֶה יוּבַן שַׁפִּיר מַה שֶׁרָאִינוּ שֶׁתֵּכֶף אַחַר מִתַּת קֹרַח צִוָּה הקב"ה שהַמַּחְתֹּת  "צִפּוּי 

וְעוֹד אַמַּאי בְּתַרְעֹמֶת זֶה רָצָה לַעֲשׂוֹת    .וְדַוְקָא בַּמִּזְבֵּחַ   בְּמַחְתֹּתלִפְנֵי־ה' וַיִּקְדָּשׁוּ" וְכוּ', וְצָרִי˂ טַעַם לָמָּה עָשָׂה זֶה הָאוֹת דַּוְקָא  
לִים, כְּמוֹ שֶׁהַכֵּלִים קֹדֶשׁ וְיֵשׁ בָּם  לוֹ אוֹת מַה שֶׁאֵין כֵּן בְּכַמָּה שְׁאָר תַּרְעוֹמוֹת. אֶלָּא וַדַּאי כְּדֵי לִרְמֹז לָהֶם שֶׁהַכְּהֻנָּה הוּא כְּמוֹ הַכֵּ 

וְזֶה אוֹת כִּי נִבְחֲרוּ מִתְּחִלָּה אַף בְּלאֹ חֵטְא הָעֵגֶל, וְהַמַּחְתֹּת שֶׁהֵם הַכֵּלִים יִהְיוּ צִפּוּי   .בָּהֶם מְעִילָה  מְעִילָה אַף הַכֹּהֲנִים קֹדֶשׁ וְיֵשׁ
  .לַמִּזְבֵּחַ לְהָעִיד עַל הַכֹּהֵן הָעוֹבֵד בְּמִזְבֵּחַ שֶׁקְּדֻשָּׁתוֹ קְדֻשַּׁת עוֹלָם

 
By this, it can be well understood why immediately after Korach’s death, the Holy 

One, Blessed be He, commanded that their firepans be made into plating for the altar, as it 
says, “plating for the altar, for once they have been brought before the L-rd, they have 
become holy.”12 We need a reason why He made this sign with the firepans, and specifically 
for the altar? 

Also, why for this complaint did He want to make a sign, which was not the case with 
a number of other complaints? 

Rather, certainly it was to hint to them that the priesthood is like the Temple vessels: 
just as the vessels are holy and subject to sacrilege, so too the priests are holy and subject to 
sacrilege. This is the sign, that they were chosen from the outset, even without the sin of the 
Golden Calf, and the firepans, which are sacred vessels, were made into a plating for the altar 
to testify about the priest serving at the altar, that his sanctity is an everlasting sanctity. 

 
* * * 

 
12 Num. 17:3.  


