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Chapter XXXVIII: Korach (Num. 16:1–18:32) 
 
Essay 5. Moses’ treatment of Korach’s people 
 

 ."רַב־לָכֶם בְּנֵי לֵוִי"  ,בִּישֵּׂר  "רַב"בִּישְּׂרוּהוּ. בְּ   "רַב"בִּישֵּׂר, בְּ   "רַב"אָמַר רַבִּי לֵוִי: בְּ   .פֶּרֶק קַמָּא "רַב־לָכֶם בְּנֵי לֵוִי"  סוֹטָה

ה רַע מַה  קָשֶׁה וְהַלּאֹ בְּמַעֲשֶׂה קֹרַח הָיָה הַדִּין עִם מֹשֶׁה רַבֵּנוּ ע"ה וְלָמָּה נֶחְשַׁב לוֹ לְמַעֲשֶׂ   . ע"כ."רַב לָ˂"  .בִּישְּׂרוּהוּ  "רַב"בְּ 
 שֶׁאָמַר "רַב־לָכֶם" וְכוּ'. 

  
In tractate Sotah, the first chapter, we find an analysis of the verses, “Do this: Take fire 

pans for yourself, Korach and all his band, and put fire in them and lay incense on them tomorrow 
before the L-rd. Then the candidate whom the L-rd chooses, he shall be the holy one. It’s too 
much for you [rav lachem], sons of Levi!”1  

[The Mishna teaches:] Who, to us, [had] a greater [burial] than Moses, [as 
no one involved himself in his burial other than the Omnipresent Himself]. [The 
Gemara teaches: When Moses relates how G-d responded to him when denying his 
request to enter the Land of Israel, he states: “And the L-rd said to me: It’s too much 
for you [rav lach]; [speak no more to Me of this matter]” (Deut. 3:26).  

Rabbi Levi says: [Moses] proclaimed [to the Jewish people when 
rebuking them] with [the term] “rav,” [and therefore] it was proclaimed to him 
with [the term] “rav” [that he would not enter the Land of Israel].  

[What is this referring to?] He proclaimed with [the term] “rav” [when 
speaking with the congregation of Korach]: “It’s too much for you [rav lachem], 
sons of Levi.” It was proclaimed to him with [the term] “rav,” [as G-d denied his 
request and said:] “It’s too much for you [rav lach].” 

- Sotah 13b 
I.e., Moses used the term “rav” in rebuking the people at the time of Korach’s rebellion, 

and then G-d used the term “rav” in telling Moses that he would not be entering the Land of Israel. 
Sotah suggests that the use of the same word means that G-d was upset with Moses for the manner 
in which he treated Korach’s people. A difficulty is that: In the incident with Korach, wasn’t 
the law with our teacher Moses, may he rest in peace? Why is this considered as a bad action 
on his part that he said “It’s too much for you, sons of Levi”? 

  
 

* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Num. 16:6–7. 
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עַל פָּסוּק "קְחוּ־לָכֶם מַחְתּוֹת",    הַשַׁ"˂ה שֶׁכָּתַב  וּמִלְּבַד מַה שֶׁכָּתַב בְּזֶה הַמְּגַלֶּה עֲמוּקּוֹת (אוֹפֶן רל"ט) עוֹד נִרְאֶה לוֹמַר עִם מַ 
נוּ אֵשׁ שֶׁל הַמִּזְבֵּחַ וְלאֹ אֵשׁ שֶׁל  יוְכֵן "וּתְנוּ בָהֵן אֵשׁ" דְּהַיְ   .שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה אָמַר לָהֶם כֵּן כְּדֵי שֶׁיּאֹמְרוּ שֶׁאֵין לָהֶם מַחְתּוֹת שֶׁל קֹדֶשׁ 

רִי˂ ל וָחֹמֶר, אִם הַמַּחְתָּה וְהָאֵשׁ צְרִיכָה לִהְיוֹת שֶׁל קֹדֶשׁ וְלאֹ שֶׁל הֶדְיוֹט מִכָּל שֶׁכֵּן הַמַּקְרִיב הַקְטֹרֶת צָ הֶדְיוֹט, וּבֵין כָּ˂ יַעֲשׂוּ קַ 
  שֶׁיִּהְיֶה קָדוֹשׁ וְלאֹ הֶדְיוֹט וְהֵם הָיוּ הֶדְיוֹטִים עכ"ל.

 
Apart from what the Megaleh Amukot wrote on this,2 it also apparently can be said 

what the Shach3 wrote on the verse, “take fire pans for yourselves,” that Moses said this to 
them in order that they would say that they didn’t have sanctified firepans. I.e., he was giving 
them an opportunity to back down. Similarly, he said, “and put fire in them and lay incense on 
them,” which was a specific reference to fire of the altar and not common fire. Through this, 
he hoped they would make an a fortiori argument, if the firepan and the fire need to be holy 
and not common, then even more so, the one who brings the incense needs to be holy and not 
a layman, and they were all laymen. 

 
לֵ˂ אַתֶּם פּוֹשְׁעִים בְּעַצְמְכֶם, וְזֶהוּ דִּכְתִיב "אֵת  ימַרְתִּי לָכֶם שֶׁמִּכָּאן וְאֵ וְעַל זֶה אָמַר לָהֶם "רַב־לָכֶם בְּנֵי לֵוִי" כְּלוֹמַר דָּבָר גָּדוֹל אָ 

נוּ וּלְפִי מַה שֶׁכָּתַבְ    שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה.מַחְתּוֹת הַחַטָּאִים הָאֵלֶּה בְּנַפְשֹׁתָם", דְּמַשְׁמָע שֶׁאָבְדוּ עַצְמָם לָדַעַת בְּמֶרֶד וּבְמַעַל מֵחֲמַת הַתְרָאָה זוֹ
אֶפְשָׁר לוֹ לְהִנָּצֵל שֶׁכְּבָר נִגְזַר דִּינוֹ   לְעֵיל בְּסָמוּ˂ בְּשֵׁם הַיַּלְקוּט רְאוּבֵנִי שֶׁכְּשֶׁנָּפַל מֹשֶׁה עַל פָּנָיו הֶרְאוּ לוֹ מִן הַשָּׁמַיִם שֶׁקֹּרַח אִי

אֶפְשָׁר  יבִּשְׂרֵ  אֲבָל עֲדָתוֹ  וְיוֹלָהּ  פָה  יַתְמִידוּ  לאֹ  בְּחֶטְאָםלְהִנָּצֵל אִם  לִפְנֵיהֶם,    .סִיפוּ  מִכְשׁוֹל  לִיתֵּן  לְמֹשֶׁה  הָיָה לוֹ  כֵּן לאֹ  אִם 
 דִים יוֹתֵר מִמַּה שֶׁהָיוּ עַד שֶׁחָטְאוּ בְּנַפְשׁוֹתָם, וּבְזֶה לאֹ עָשָׂה טוֹב. יוְאַדְרַבָּא נִקְרָא שֶׁהִגְדִּיל חֶטְאָם שֶׁעֲשָׂאָם פּוֹשְׁעִים וּמִזֵּ 

 
Regarding this, he said to them, “It’s too much for you, sons of Levi,” as if to say, I 

have said something important to you, that from now on you are causing harm by yourselves. 
This is the meaning of what is written after their deaths, “[Remove] the fire pans of those who 
have sinned at the cost of their lives,”4 that means that they lost themselves knowingly with 
revolt and treachery because of this warning of Moses that they ignored.  

According to what we wrote above, essay 3, in the name of the Yalkut Re’uveini,5  that 
when Korach and his band approached Moses and he fell upon his face,6 he was shown from 
Heaven that it was impossible for Korach to be saved, as his judgment to be burned had 
already been decreed. However, it was possible for his band to be saved if they did not persist 
and add to their sin. If so, it was not for Moses to put a stumbling block in front of them, and 
to the contrary, he is said to have increased their sin by making them transgressors and 
intentional sinners more than what they had been before they sinned at the cost of their lives, 
and in this he did not do good. 

 

 
2 Rabbi Natan Shapira (1585-1633), Polish rabbi and Kabbalist, whose principal work was Megaleh Amukot 

(1637).  
3 Rabbi Mordechai Ha’Cohen of Safed (1523–98), Siftei Cohen on Torah (Venice 1605). 
4 Num. 17:3. 
5 Reuben Hoshke HaKohen (Sofer) (d. 1673), Kabbalist and rabbi of Prague, Yalkut Re’uveini (Prague 1660).  
6 Num. 16:4.  
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וְאַהֲרֹן שְׁנֵיהֶם חָטְאוּ בְּמֵי מְ  וּשְׁנֵיהֶם מֵתוּ בְּמִדְבָּר  רִיבָה  וּלְפִיכָ˂ בְּ"רַב" בִּישְּׂרוּהוּ שֶׁאָמַר לוֹ "רַב לָ˂", שָׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה 
וּוּי מִפִּי הַמָּקוֹם וְגַם הוּא עָשָׂה הַמַּעֲשֶׂה דִּכְתִיב "וַיַּ˂ אֶת־ יעִם כֹּל זֶה יוֹתֵר גְּדוֹל הָיָה חֶטְאוֹ שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה שֶׁשָּׁמַע הַצִּ .  בְּחֵטְא זֶה

וְכֵן פֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י עַל פָּסוּק "וַיִּקְצֹף .  מֹשֶׁה הִקְפִּיד וְאָמַר "שִׁמְעוּ־נָא הַמֹּרִים"  הַסֶּלַע", וְאַדְרַבָּא הוּא גָּרַם לָאַהֲרֹן שֶׁיָּמוּת שֶׁהֲרֵי
וְעַתָּה שֶׁכְּבָר מֵת   . וְכוּ' עכ"ל  "שִׁמְעוּ־נָא הַמֹּרִים"בָּא לִכְלַל טָעוּת, וְכֵן אַתָּה מוֹצֵא    ,מֹשֶׁה עַל פְּקוּדֵי הֶחָיִל" בָּא לִכְלַל כַּעַס

   אַהֲרֹן בַּמִּדְבָּר הַלּאֹ אֵין עוֹד מָקוֹם לְמֹשֶׁה לְהִתְפַּלֵּל מִקַל וָחֹמֶר, וְעַל זֶה אָמַר לוֹ "רַב לָ˂".
 
Therefore, it was proclaimed to him with [the term] “rav,” as [G-d] said to him: “It’s 

too much for you [rav lach],” that he had merited enough in his life, but would not enter the Land 
of Israel. For even though Moses and Aaron, both of them, had sinned at the waters of 
Meribah, and the two of them died in the wilderness from this sin. With all of this, Moses’ 
sin was greater than Aaron’s, as he heard the command from the mouth of the Omnipresent 
and he committed the act, as it is written, “You and your brother Aaron take the rod and 
assemble the community, and before their very eyes order the rock to yield its water; thus you shall 
produce water for them from the rock and provide drink for the congregation and their beasts. . . 
And Moses raised his hand and struck the rock twice with his rod; out came copious water.”7 
I.e., G-d only told Moses to speak to the rock, and yet he struck the rock. 

Also contrary to the thinking that Moses and Aaron’s sin was equal in striking the rock, 
[Moses] caused Aaron to die, for Moses was particular and said, “Listen, you rebels, shall we 
get water for you out of this rock?”8 I.e., Moses also erred in angrily insulting the people. Thus 
Rashi explained on the verse, “ ‘Moses became angry with the commanders of the army, the 
officers of thousands and the officers of hundreds, who had come back from the military 
campaign.’9 [Because Moses] fell into anger, he fell into error, and you also find when he said, 
‘Listen, you rebels,’ it was through his anger that he made the mistake.”10 

Now that Aaron has already died in the wilderness, there isn’t any place for Moshe to 
pray for G-d to allow him to enter the Land. This is an a fortiori argument: Moses and Aaron both 
sinned, but Moses’ sin was worse. As Aaron had already died and therefore wouldn’t enter the 
Land of Israel, how could G-d allow Moses, whose sin had been greater, to enter the Land. For 
this reason, [G-d] said to him, “It’s too much for you. 

  
ים אֶת ה' וְהקב"ה מְדַקְדֵּק כָּתַב הַשַׁ"˂ הַנַּ"ל "רַב־לָכֶם בְּנֵי לֵוִי" חֵטְא גָּדוֹל הוּא לָכֶם בְּעֶרְכְּכֶם, שֶׁאַתֶּם נִּלְוִ אַחֶרֶת  אִי נָמֵי בְּדֶרֶ˂  

בִים  ימִפְּנֵי שֶׁכְּבָר אַתֶּם חַיָּ   נוּיהַיְ כְּלוֹמַר הַטַּעַם שֶׁאֲנִי אָמַרְתִּי לָכֶם עֵצָה זוֹ שֶׁבְּוַדַּאי תָּמוּתוּ בָּהּ,    עִם חֲסִידָיו כְּחוּט הַשַּׂעֲרָה עכ"ל. 
ידָיו וְנֶעֱנָשׁ בְּאוֹתָהּ מִיתָה מִיתָה לְפִי עֶרְכְּכֶם שֶׁאַתֶּם נִּלְוִים אֶל ה', וּבְּ"רַב" בִּישְּׂרוּהוּ שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י שֶׁהקב"ה מְדַקְדֵּק עִם חֲסִ 

בִים מִיתָה לְפִי עֶרְכָּם, אַף הקב"ה אָמַר י כְּבָר הָיוּ חַיָּ כְּלוֹמַר אַתָּה הִקְרַבְתָּ מִיתָתָן שֶׁל אֵלּוּ הָאֲנָשִׁים בַּעֲצָתְ˃ מִטַּעַם שֶׁ   עכ"ל.
  לְ˃ "רַב לָ˂", לְפִי עֶרְכְּ˃ חָטָאתָ וְאֵין אַתָּה יָכוֹל לְהִכָּנֵס. 

 
Alternatively, in a different way of analysis, the Shach mentioned above writes, “It’s 

too much for you, sons of Levi,” that this was a great sin for you considering your worth, for 

 
7 Num. 20:8, 20:11. 
8 Num. 20:10. 
9 Num. 31:14, but Rashi’s comment was actually on a later verse, Num. 31:21. 
10 Rashi on Num. 31:21. 
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they were connected to G-d, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, is exacting with His pious ones 
to the degree of a hair’s breadth.11 In other words, the reason I gave you this advice, by which 
you would surely die, is because you already deserve death according to your worth, that you 
are connected to G-d. Then, it was proclaimed to [Moses] with [the term] “rav,” as Rashi 
explained that the Holy One, Blessed be He, is exacting with His pious ones, and [Moses] was 
punished with the same death. In other words, you brought the deaths of these people by 
your advice, with the reason that they already deserved death because of their worth, but the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, said to you, Moses, when you pleaded to enter the Land of Israel, “It’s 
too much for you [rav lach], because of your [own] worth, you have sinned, and you are not 
able to enter the Land of Israel.” 

 
* * * 

 
11 Yevamot 121b. 


