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Chapter XXXVIII: Korach (Num. 16:1–18:32) 
 
Essay 7. Korach’s punishment 
 

נוּ ינֵיהֶם   בְּעֵ כָּל־עֲדַת בְּנֵי־יִשְׂרָאֵל מִמָּחֳרָת עַל־מֹשֶׁה וְעַל־אַהֲרֹן לֵאמֹר אַתֶּם הֲמִתֶּם אֶת־עַם ה' ". קָשֶׁה דמֵאַחֵר שֶׁרָאוּ  "וַיִּ

 ק עָלָיו בִּדְבָרִים הַלָּלוּ.וֹלכַּמָּה אוֹתוֹת וּמוֹפְתִים שֶׁעָשָׂה מֹשֶׁה וְהַמִּשְׁפָּט אַשֵּׁר שָׁפַט אֶת קֹרַח וְעֲדָתוֹ, אֵי מַלְּאוּ אֶת לִבָּם לַחֲ 
  

“Next day the whole Israelite community complained against Moses and Aaron, 
saying, ‘You have brought death upon the L-rd’s people.’ ”1A difficulty is: After they saw 
with their eyes how many signs and wonders that Moses did, and the judgment with which 
Korach and his band was judged, how did it enter their hearts to disagree with him about 
these things? 

  
בַר  ל הַמָּאתַיִם וַחֲמִשִּׁים אִישׁ שֶׁנִּשְׂרְפוּ עַל שֶׁנִּכְנְסוּ לְהַקְטִיר קְטֹרֶת, וְזֶה הַקְטֹרֶת לאֹ עָשׂוּ אֶלָּא בִּדְ וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁתְּלוּנָתָם הָיְתָה עַ 

נַת מֹשֶׁה לִיֵתַן עֵצָה לְמָאתַיִם וַחֲמִשִּׁים אִישׁ לְהַקְטִיר קְטֹרֶת  ו וְהוּקְשָׁה לָהֶם מָה הָיְתָה כַּוָּ   .מֹשֶׁה שֶׁאָמַר לָהֶם "זאֹת עֲשׂוּ" וְכוּ'
עַל    חָלְקוּף לְדָתָן וַאֲבִירָם שֶׁיַּקְרִיבוּ הַקְטֹרֶת הָיִיתִי אוֹמֵר שֶׁכֻּלָּם שָׁוִים בְּחֵטְא וְכֻלָּם  כְּדֵי שֶׁיָּמוּתוּ, וּבִשְׁלָמָא אִם הָיָה אוֹמֵר אַ 

לְחָן עָרוּ יוֹרֶה  וּם לָהֶם תַּחְבּוּלוֹת כְּדֵי שֶׁיָּמוּתוּ כִּדְאִיתָא בְּשׁוֹוְהַדִּין נוֹתֵן לַהֲמִיתָם אוֹ לִגְר .  מֹשֶׁה וּנְבוּאָתוֹ אוֹ עַל כְּהוּנַּת אַהֲרֹן
קנ"ח (סִימָן  הָאֶפִּיקוֹרֹ דֵּעָה  וְזַ"ל,  מִיִּשְׂ )  וּבַנְּבוּאָה  בַּתּוֹרָה  שֶׁכּוֹפְרִים  אוֹתָם  וְהֵם  לְהוֹרְגָםסִים  מִצְוָה  כֹּחַ    .רָאֵל  בְּיָדוֹ  יֵשׁ  אִם 

ֹ ילְהוֹרְגָם בְּסַיִ    לִילוֹת עַד שֶׁיְּסַבֵּב הֲרִיגָתָם עכ"ל.בַּעֲ א ף בְּפַרְהֶסְיָא הוֹרְגָם, וְאִם לָאו יָב
 
It can be said that their complaint was about the 250 men who were burned for going 

in to burn incense, 2 and they only burned this incense by the word of Moses, who said to 
them, “Do this: You, Korah and all your band, take fire pans,” etc.3 It was difficult for them to 
understand what Moses’ intention was in giving advice to 250 men to burn incense so that they 
would die. Granted, if he had also told Dathan and Abiram to offer incense, I would have 
said that they were all equal in sin and they all disagreed about Moses and his prophecy, or 
about Aaron’s priesthood. In such a case, the law allows them to be put to death, or to cause 
them to be tricked so that they may die, as is brought in the Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 
(siman 158, se’if 2). See there, where it states that regarding the epikorosim,4 and those who 
disbelieve in the Torah and the prophecy from Israel, it is a mitzvah to kill them. If one has 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Num. 17:6. 
2 Num. 16:35. 
3 Num. 16:6. 
4 Jews who deny the Torah and the concept of prophecy. 
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the power to kill them with a sword, he kills them publicly, and if not, one should develop a 
plan so that one can cause their deaths.5 

 
יַקְרִיבוּ הַקְּט וַאֲבִירָם  שֶׁדָּתָן  אָמַר  שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה לאֹ  סְבָרָא לוֹמַר שֶׁיֵּשׁ  וֹאֲבָל עַתָּה  יֵשׁ  וַחֲמִשִּׁים אִישׁ עִם קֹרַח,  הַמָּאתַיִם  אֶלָּא  רֶת 

וּלְפִי שֶׁהַמָּאתַיִם וַחֲמִשִּׁים אִישׁ לאֹ הָיוּ כֹּל כָּ .  נָּתוֹ שֶׁל אַהֲרֹןוּכְּהעַל    חָלַקעַל נְבוּאָתוֹ שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה לְמִי שֶׁ   חָלַקלּוּק בֵּין מִי שֶׁ יחִ 
בִים  י כִי לאֹ הָיוּ חַיָּ שּׁוּם הָ מִ   ,עַל מֹשֶׁה וּנְבוּאָתוֹ רַק עַל כְּהוּנַּת אַהֲרֹן כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתַב מַהַרְשָׁ"א בְּפֶרֶק חֵלֶק  חָלְקוּחוֹטְאִים שֶׁהֲרֵי לאֹ  

  וּ.מִיתָה כְּדָתָן וַאֲבִירָם, וְאַף קֹרַח אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁחָלַק עַל מֹשֶׁה הָיָה לוֹ מְקוֹם לְהִנָּצֵל לְפִי שֶׁעֵינוֹ הִטְעַתּ
 
But now that Moses did not say that Dathan and Abiram should offer the incense, 

rather only the 250 men with Korach, there is a thought to say that there is a difference 
between those who disagreed about the prophecy of Moses and those who disagreed about 
the priesthood of Aaron. Because the 250 men weren’t such sinners, for they didn’t disagree 
about Moses and his prophecy, but only about the priesthood of Aaron, as the Maharsha6 
wrote on the 11th chapter of tractate Sanhedrin entitled “All Israel have a portion in the World-
to-Come.” Because of this, they weren’t obligated to a death such as that of Dathan and 
Abiram, who were swallowed alive by the Earth. Even Korach, even though he disagreed with 
Moses, he had room to be saved from being swallowed by the Earth,7 because his eyes had 
misled him.8 

 
וַאֲבִירָם חָלְקוּ גַּם עַל מַעֲלוֹת מֹשֶׁה בְּזָדוֹן וּפֶשַׁע, וּלְכָ כְּתִיב "חֲמִשִּׁים וּמָאתַיִם מַחְתֹּת וְאַתָּה וְאַהֲרֹן" וְכוּ', וְדָתָן    אֲבָל דָּתָן 

אֲבָל דָּתָן וַאֲבִירָם חָטְאוּ בְּכָל   לָכֵן הַמָּאתַיִם וַחֲמִשִּׁים אִישׁ לאֹ נֶעֶנְשׁוּ אֶלָּא בִּשְׂרֵיפַת נְשָׁמָה וְגוּף קַיָּיםוְ   וַאֲבִירָם לאֹ הִקְרִיבוּ,
נִבְלְעוּ בַּכֹּל מִכֹּל כֹּל וְלָכֵן  נִבְלַע.  גּוּפָם וּמְאוֹדָם  וְלאֹ  נִשְׂרַף  חָטָא כֹּל כָּ אֶלָּא שֶׁטָּעָה    וְקֹרַח עַצְמוֹ יֵשׁ אוֹמְרִים שֶׁלּאֹ  כִּי לאֹ 

וְיֵשׁ אוֹמְרִים שֶׁנִּשְׂרַף וְנִבְלַע הוֹאִיל שֶׁהָיָה רִאשׁוֹן וּבְעַל  .  פָה וְכוּ'יבִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁרָאָה שַׁלְשֶׁלֶת גְּדוֹלָה יוֹצְאָה מִמֶּנּוּ אֶלָּא שֶׁמֵּת בְּמַגֵּ 
   ם מִתְרַעֲמִים וְכוּ'.לּוּ נִשְׂרַף וְלאֹ נִבְלַע הָיוּ הַבְּלוּעִים מִתְרַעֲמִים וְכוּ', וְכֵן אִם הָיָה נִבְלַע וְלאֹ נִשְׂרַף הָיוּ הַשְּׂרוּפִייהַמַּעֲשֶׂה, וְאִ 

 
But Dathan and Abiram disagreed also about the virtues of Moshe, with malice and 

rebellion. For this reason, it is written, “Each of you take your fire pan and lay incense on it, 
and each of you bring that fire pan before the L-rd, 250 fire pans; you and Aaron also [bring] 
your fire pans.”9 But Dathan and Abiram did not bring [the fire pans] before [the L-rd], and 
therefore weren’t burned. Therefore the 250 men were punished only with the burning of their 
souls, but their bodies remained intact,10 but Dathan and Abiram sinned with their entire 

 
5 This halacha also appears in the Mishneh Torah, Murderer and the Preservation of Life,  4:10. 
6 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (“the Maharsha”) (1555–1631), Chiddushei Agadot. 
7 Sanhedrin 110a: “And Rabbi Yochanan says: Korach was neither among the swallowed nor among the burned; 

[he died in a plague. He was] neither among the swallowed, as it is written: ‘And the earth opened its mouth and 
swallowed them and their houses and all the men who were with Korach’ (Num. 16:32) [from which it is inferred:] 
But not Korah [himself]. Nor [was he] among the burned, as it is written: ‘When the fire consumed 250 men’ (Num. 
26:10), but not Korah.” 

8 See Rashi on Num. 16:7, that Korach had a prophetic vision that he would have great descendants, and thought 
that meant he was supposed to seize control from Moses. 

9 Num. 16:17. 
10 Sanhedrin 52a. 
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bodies and might, and therefore they were entirely swallowed by the Earth. As for Korach 
himself, there are those who say that he wasn’t burned and wasn’t swallowed, because he 
didn’t sin so much; rather, he erred because by prophetic vision he saw a chain of great men 
descending from him,11 rather he died in a plague.  

But there are those who disagree and who say that he was both burned and swallowed, 
since he was the first and the principal actor. If he had been burned and not swallowed, those 
who were swallowed would be resentful, etc. If he had been swallowed and not burned, those 
who were burned would be resentful, etc.12 

  
בִים מִיתָה אֶלָּא שֶׁדָּתָן יפָּקִים בִּסְבָרָא זוֹ אֲבָל לאֹ נִתְרָעְמוּ, מִשּׁוּם דְּאֶפְשָׁר נָמֵי לוֹמַר שֶׁכֻּלָּם הָיוּ חַיָּ וּוֹם הָרִאשׁוֹן הָיוּ מְסוְלָכֵן בַּיּ

צּוּלוֹ וּסְבוּרִים  יאֲבָל בְּיוֹם הַמָּחֳרָת שֶׁרָאוּ שֶׁבְּנֵי קֹרַח נִ   .וַאֲבִירָם הוֹאִיל שֶׁ"הַרְבּוּ לִפְשֹׁעַ" לְפִיכָ הָיְתָה מִיתָתָם יוֹתֵר חֲמוּרָה
שֶׁנִּ  אֲבִיהֶם,יהָיוּ  בִּסְבַרָת  שֶׁטָּעוּ  חֵטְא  כָּ  כֹּל  לָהֶם  הָיָה  שֶׁלּאֹ  לְפִי  לְקֹרַח   צּוּלוֹ  הָעֵצָה  שֶׁנָּתְנוּ  לְפִי  וְאַהֲרֹן  מֹשֶׁה  עַל  נִתְרָעְמוּ 

.וּלְמָאתַיִם וַחֲמִשִּׁים אִישׁ לְהַקְטִיר קְטֹרֶת, דִּ    בְלאֹ עֵצָה זוֹ הָיוּ בְּוַדַּאי נִּיצּוּלִים לְפִי שֶׁלּאֹ חָטְאוּ כֹּל כָּ
 
Therefore, on the first day [the Israelites] had doubted this thinking, but they did not 

resent it, because it’s also possible to say that they all deserved death, except that Dathan and 
Abiram, since they “transgressed even more,”13 therefore their death was more serious. But 
the next day, [the Israelites] saw that the sons of Korach were saved, and their thinking was 
that they were saved because they didn’t have so much sin, as they erred according to the 
opinion of their father. Then, they were resentful against Moses and Aaron, because they gave 
the suggestion to Korach and to the 250 men to bring the incense, as without that suggestion, 
they certainly would have been saved, because they wouldn’t have sinned so much. 

 
גַּם קֹרַח צָרִי לָמוּת עִמָּהֶם אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁיֵּשׁ דבִשְׁלָמָא הָשָׁתָא שֶׁמֵּתוּ הַמָּאתַיִם וַחֲמִשִּׁים אִישׁ אַף שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם כֹּל כָּ חֵטְא  

אָמְנָם   .כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יִתְרַעֲמוּ וְכוּ'לוֹ הִתְנַצְּלוּת לוֹמַר שֶׁעֵינוֹ הִטְעַתּוּ, וְהוֹאִיל שֶׁמֵּת עִם הַשְּׂרוּפִים צָרִי שֶׁיָּמוּת נָמֵי עִם הַבְּלוּעִים 
צּוּל עִמָּהֶם לְפִי שֶׁעֵינוֹ הִטְעַתּוּ, וְלָכֵן  יהָיוּ נִיצוֹלִים הַמָּאתַיִם וַחֲמִשִּׁים אִישׁ מִטַּעַם שֶׁאֵין לָהֶם כֹּל כָּ חֵטְא אָז גַּם קֹרַח הָיָה נִ   אִם

 אָמְרוּ לָהֶם "אַתֶּם הֲמִתֶּם" וְכוּ' כְּלוֹמַר סִבַּבְתָּם לָהֶם הַמִּיתָה שֶׁלּאֹ כְּדִין.
 
Granted, now that the 250 men died, even though they did not have that much sin, 

even Korach should die with them, even though he has an excuse to say that his eyes misled 
him. Since he died with those who were burned, it was necessary that he should also die with 
those who were swallowed, so that they wouldn’t be resentful. Indeed, if the 250 men had 
been saved because they didn’t have much sin, then also Korach would have been saved with 
them, because his eyes misled him. Therefore, [the Israelites] said to [Moses and Aaron], “you 
have brought death upon the L-rd’s people,” as if to say, “you brought upon them the death 
that wasn’t according to the law.” 

* * * 

 
11 See Rashi on Num. 16:7, that Korach had a prophetic vision that he would have great descendants, and thought 

that meant he was supposed to seize control from Moses. 
12 Midrash Tanchuma, Korach 9:1. 
13 Amos 4:4. 


