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Chapter XXXIX: Chukat (Num. 19:1–22:1) 
 
Essay 10. Death by inadvertent sin 
 

סּוּרִין בְּלאֹ עָוֹן. מֵתִיבִי: אָמְרוּ מַלְאֲכֵי הַשָּׁרֵת לִפְנֵי הקב"ה וְכוּ' יפֶּרֶק ה' אָמַר רַב אַמֵּי: אֵין מִיתָה בְּלאֹ חֵטְא, וְאֵין יִ   שַׁבָּת

וְכוּ', הוּא דְּאָמַר כִּי הַאי תַּנָּא, ר'    "יק וְלָרָשָׁעמִקְרֶה אֶחָד לַצַּדִּ " אָמַר לָהֶם:    מוּ כׇּל הַתּוֹרָה כֻּלָּהּ, וּמֵתוּ!יוְהַלּאֹ מֹשֶׁה וְאַהֲרֹן שֶׁקִּיְּ 
ן לאֹ הִגִּיעַ  יאֱמַנְתֶּם בִּי עֲדַיִ שִׁמְעוֹן בֶּן אֶלְעָזָר אוֹמֵר: אַף מֹשֶׁה וְאַהֲרֹן בְּחֶטְאָם מֵתוּ, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר: "יַעַן לאֹ־הֶאֱמַנְתֶּם בִּי", הָא אִם הֶ 

 ם ע"כ. זְמַנְּכֶם לִיפָּטֵר מִן הָעוֹלָ 
  

Tractate Shabbat, chapter 5: 
Rav Ami said: There is no death without inadvertent sin [חֵטְא] [chet]; 

and there is no suffering without intentional sin [עָוֹן] [avon] . . . . 
[The Gemara] raises an objection [from a Baraita]: The ministering 

angels said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, why 
did You penalize Adam, the first man, with death? He said to them: I gave him a 
simple mitzva, and he violated it. They said to Him: Didn’t Moses and Aaron, 
who observed the whole Torah in its entirety, [nevertheless] die? He said to 
them: “[All things come alike to all;] there is one event to the righteous and to 
the wicked; to the good [and to the clean, and to the unclean; to him who sacrifices, 
and to him who does not sacrifice . . .]”1 [I.e., the Baraita indicates that even if 
someone didn’t sin, he will die because of Adam’s sin.] 

[Rav Ami isn’t bothered by this Baraita, for] he stated [his position] in 
accordance with the Tanna who taught [in a Baraita]: Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar 
said: Even Moses and Aaron died due to their inadvertent sin, as it is stated: 
“[And the L-rd spoke to Moses and Aaron:] Because you did not believe in Me 
[to sanctify Me in the eyes of the children of Israel, therefore you shall not bring 
this congregation in to the land which I have given them].”2 Had you believed in 
Me [and spoken to the rock as commanded], your time would not yet have come 
to leave the world.  

- Shabbat 55a–b 
 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Eccl. 9:2. 
2 Num. 20:12. 
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  ת, אֵין מִיתָה בְּלאֹ חֵטְא, הָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר בְּלאֹ עָוֹן, שֶׁהָרֵי הַחֵטְא הוּא הַשׁוֹגֵג וּבְשׁוֹגֵג אֵין בּוֹ כְּדֵי לְהָמִי  יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק אֲמַאי קָאָמַר
כֶם דִּשְׁמַע מִינָהּ שֶׁכְּשֶׁהָיָה  ן לאֹ הִגִּיעַ זְמַנְּ יוְעוֹד הֵיכִי מוּכָח מֵר' שִׁמְעוֹן בֶּן אֶלְעָזָר דְּאֵין מִיתָה בְּלאֹ חֵטְא וְהָא אִיהוּ קָאָמַר עֲדַיִ 

   מַגִּיעַ זְמַנָּם הָיוּ מֵתִים אַף בְּלאֹ חֵטְא וְהַחֵטְא גָּרַם לָהֶם קוֹצֵר זְמַן חַיֵּיהֶם.
 
We need to check why he says “there is no death without inadvertent sin.” He should 

have said “there is no death without intentional sin,” for the inadvertent sin is unintentional, 
and for [a sin] committed unintentionally, there is no reason for a court to inflict death. 

Also, how does [Rav Ami] prove from Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar that there is no death 
without inadvertent sin, but then he says that their time did not yet arrive. For we hear from 
this, that when their time arrives, they would die even without inadvertent sin, and at most 
the inadvertent sin caused them only a shortening of their lives. 

 
יק" וְכוּ' הַצַּדִּיקִים נֶעֱנָשִׁים וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִיתָא בְּמִדְרָשׁ רַבָּה עַל פָּסוּק "יֵאָסֵף אַהֲרֹן", זֶה שֶׁאָמַר הַכָּתוּב "לאֹ־יַרְעִיב ה' נֶפֶשׁ צַדִּ 

כְּחִים זֶה עִם זֶה וְאוֹמְרִים לוֹ אַתָּה גָּרַמְתָּ  ואָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן נִתְפָּס עַל יְדֵיהֶם, לְפִי שֶׁבִּשְׁעַת מִיתָה מִתְוַ מִיתָה עַל חֵטְא קַל שֶׁלּאֹ יְהֵא  
ם הָכִי בְּחֵטְא קַל סַגִּי, וּמַאן ור' אַמֵּי סְבִירָא לֵיהּ דְּאֵין מִיתָה בְּלאֹ חֵטְא קַל כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יִתְרַעֲמוּ עַל אָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן, וּמִשּׁוּ   לָנוּ וְכוּ'.

שֶׁהֲרֵי לְפִי הָאֱמֶת בְּחֵטְא קַל    ן לְהִתְרַעֵם עִם אָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן, ידִּסְבִירָא לֵיהּ דְּיֵשׁ מִיתָה בְּלאֹ חֵטְא מִשּׁוּם דְּמִכָּל מָקוֹם יְכוֹלִים עֲדַיִ 
וְהַצַּדִּיקִים בְּוַדַּאי שֶׁלּאֹ יַפְלוּ אֶלָּא בְּחֵטְא קַל וְאִם כֵּן מַה  נוּ שׁוֹגֵג אֵין בּוֹ כֹּחַ לְהָמִית אִי לָאו חֶטְ ידְּהַיְ  אוֹ שֶׁל אָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן, 

   תּוֹעֶלֶת בְּזֶה הַחֵטְא אִם עַל כֹּל פָּנִים יֵשׁ לָהֶם מָקוֹם לְהִתְרַעֵם.
 
It can be said that it’s brought in Midrash Rabbah on the verse, “Let Aaron be 

gathered to his kin: he is not to enter the Land that I have assigned to the Israelite people, because 
you disobeyed My command about the Waters of Meribah”3: 

This is what Scripture says, “The L-rd will not let the righteous go 
hungry, but He denies the wicked what they crave.”4 The righteous are punished 
even for a minor inadvertent sin, so that the first Adam would not be blamed 
on their account, because at the time of death they reprove him and say to him, 
“You caused this death to us.” 

- Num. Rabbah 19:18 
Thus, we can understand that Rav Ami has the opinion that there is no death without at least a 
minor inadvertent sin, in order that people won’t be angry with the first Adam, and because 
of this, their minor inadvertent sin is enough.  

The one who is of the opposite opinion that there is death without an inadvertent sin, 
holds that in any case, they would still be able to be angry with the first Adam. After all, the 
truth is that a minor inadvertent sin, i.e., an unintentional one, would not have the power to 
inflict death, if not for the sin of the first Adam. That is certainly the case for the righteous, 
who would fall only into a minor inadvertent sin. If so, what is the use of this inadvertent sin, 
if the people have reason to be angry anyway at the first Adam? 

 

 
3 Num. 20:24. 
4 Prov. 10:3. 
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כָרָן שֶׁל מִצְוֹת צֵא   נוּ דְּאִיתָאיוְטָעַם מַחְלְקֹותָם הַיְ  בְּתוֹרַת כֹּהֲנִים וְהֱבִיאוֹ רַשִׁ"י זַ"ל סוֹף פָּרָשַׁת וַיִּקְרָא אִם נַפְשְׁ לֵידַע מַתַּן שְֹ
לאֹ הָיָה רָאוּי לְכָל כָּ  רֵשׁ שָׁם הַקָּרְבָּן אַהֲרֹן דְּאָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן  יוּפֵ .  ה אֶלָּא מִצְוָה אַחַת וְכוּ'ווּלְמַד מֵאָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן שֶׁלּאֹ נִצְטַוֶּ 

לְפִי שֶׁאֵין הַדְּבָרִים שֶׁצָּרִי לְיִזְהָר בָּהֶם רַבִּים וּבְזֶה אֵין    תְּנָה לוֹ מִצְוָה אַחַת לְבַדָּהּ וְהִיא צְרִיכָה שֶׁמִּירָה רַבָּה,ינֶשׁ לְפִי שֶׁנִּ וֹע
 וּר וְאִם עָבַר יִרְאֶה שֶׁאֵין לוֹ אַשְׁמָה כֹּל כָּ וְכוּ' וְעיי"ש.הֶרְגֵּל הַשְּׁמִירָה מַכְרִיחוֹ לִקְנוֹתָהּ בְּקִנְיָן גָּמ

 
The reason for their dispute was as is brought in Torat Cohanim, i.e., chapter 5 of 

Leviticus, and Rashi of blessed memory brings it at the end of parashat Vayikra, “If you wish 
to know the reward for the [fulfillment of the] commandments, go and learn from the case of 
the first Adam, who was only commanded with one mitzvah [viz, not to eat from the Tree of 
Knowledge], and who transgressed it. See how many kinds of death-penalties were on this account 
decreed as a punishment against himself and all his descendants!”5  

The Korban Aharon6 explained there that the first Adam was not fit for so much 
punishment. That’s because he was only given one mitzvah and it required great observance, 
but as there were not many things for him to be careful about, he had not habituated himself 
to guard his compulsion. Thus, he had not acquired [his one mitzvah] with a complete 
acquisition. Therefore, if he has violated this one mitzvah, he will see that he is not so guilty, 
etc., and see there. 

  
סַגִּי שֶׁלּאֹ יוּכְלוּ לְהִתְרַעֵם עִם אָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן, שֶׁהֲרֵי יוֹתֵר חֲמוֹר חֵטְא קַל שֶׁלָּהֶם   וּלְפִי סְבַרָא זוֹ סְבִירָא לֵיהּ לְר' אַמֵּי דִּבְחֵטְא קַל

נִצְטַוֶּה אֶלָּא מִצְוָה מִמַּה שֶׁהָיָה הַחֵטְא שֶׁלּוֹ שֶׁלּאֹ  חָטְאוּ  הֶרְגֵּל הַשְּׁמִירָה וַאֲפִלּוּ הָכִי    שֶׁנִּצְטַוּוּ עַל מִצְוֹת הַרְבֵּה וְיֵשׁ לָהֶם חוֹבַת
נוּ מִשּׁוּם  ייְ וּמַאן דִּסְבִירָא לֵיהּ דְּיֵשׁ מִיתָה בְּלאֹ חֵטְא לְפִי שֶׁאַף בְּחֵטְא קַל יְכוֹלִים לְהִתְרַעֵם עִם אָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן, הַ   אַחַת בִּלְבַד,

אֲבָל אָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן הָיָה לוֹ   בוּ הֵם מַמָּשׁ.ילּאֹ לְהַזִּיק לְעַצְמָם שֶׁלּאֹ יִתְחַיְּ ל בְּחֵטְא כְּדֵי שֶׁ וֹפּישֶׁהַצַּדִּיקִים יֵשׁ לָהֶם לְהִזָּהֵר שֶׁלּאֹ לִ 
  נוּ לַדּוֹרוֹת הַבָּאִים שֶׁהָיָה גּוֹרֵם לָהֶם מִיתָה, וְאִם כֵּן יוֹתֵר הָיָה לוֹ ילְהִזָּהֵר מִן הַחֵטְא כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ לְהַזִּיק לְעַצְמוֹ וְלַאֲחֵרִים דְּהַיְ 

דַּף כ"ב ע"א ד"ה וְלִיחַיַּיב בַּעַל  ( שֶׁהֲרֵי כָּתְבוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת בְּפֶרֶק ב' דְּקַמָּא בִים,ילָאָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן לְהִשָּׁמֵר מֵהַחֵטְא מִמַּה שֶׁהֵם חַיָּ 
וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי יֵשׁ לָהֶם תַּרְעוֹמֶת   .יוּזַּק הוּא עַצְמוֹ וְעיי"ש  דְּיוֹתֵר יֵשׁ לוֹ לָאָדָם לְיִזְהָר עַצְמוֹ שֶׁלּאֹ יַזִּיק אֲחֵרִים מִשֶׁלּאֹ  )גַּחֶלֶת וְכוּ'

   עִם אָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן עַל כֹּל פָּנִים.
 
According to this thinking, Rav Ami’s opinion is that also for a minor inadvertent sin 

they should not be angry with the first Adam, for their own minor inadvertent sin is more 
serious. That is, in contrast to Adam, they were commanded on many mitzvot and they had 
the obligation to habituate themselves to guard against violations. Even so, they sinned just as 
he did, in that he was commanded only one mitzvah.  

One who is of the opinion that there is death without inadvertent sin holds that even 
with a minor inadvertent sin, they are able to be angry at the first Adam, as they believe that 
Adam’s sin is what brought death to the world.  

 
5 Rashi on Lev. 5:17. 
6 Aharon Ibn Chayim (1545–1632), Moroccan-born Biblical and Talmudic commentator, Korban Aharon (Venice 

1609–11) is his commentary on the Sifra. 
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Thus, Rav Ami would say that the righteous must be careful not to fall into sin, so as 
not to harm themselves, so that they will not be truly guilty. But the one who disagrees with 
Rav Ami would say that the first Adam had to be careful of sin so as not to harm himself and 
others, that is, the future generations, as that would have caused their death. If so, the first 
Adam had more reason to guard against inadvertent sin than they have to, for the Tosafists 
wrote in the 2nd chapter of tractate Bava Kamma (page 23a, the text beginning “But let the 
owner of the coal be liable”) that a person has to be more careful not to harm others than to 
be harmed himself, and see there. Because of this, they have a grudge against the first Adam.  

  
רֹן  א עַל אַשְׁרֵיהֶם מֹשֶׁה וְאַהֲ וְכּוּלֵּי עָלְמָא סְבִירָא לֵיהּ דְּחֵטְא מֹשֶׁה וְאַהֲרֹן חֵטְא קַל הָיָה, כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתַב מַהַרְשָׁ"א בְּפֶרֶק ח' דְּיוֹמָ 

זֶה ה וּלְפִי  לְהָמִית  כְּדֵי  בּוֹ  הָיָה  לאֹ  קַמָּא  וּלְתַנָּא  וְכוּ'.וּוְכוּ',  אֶחָד"  "מִקְרֶה  לְתָרֵץ  כָּתַב    צְרַ  הַנַּ"ל  שַׁבָּת  בְּמַסֶּכֶת  נָמֵי  וְהָכִי 
"יַעַן לאֹ־הֶאֱמַנְתֶּם בִּי" שֶׁהַחֵטְא גָּרַם לָהֶם שֶׁלּאֹ יְכַנְּסוּ  מַהַרְשָׁ"א דִּלְמַאן דִּסְבִירָא לֵיהּ דְּיֵשׁ מִיתָה בְּלאֹ חֵטְא צָרִי לְפָרֵשׁ קְרָא דְּ 

וּלְר' שִׁמְעוֹן בֶּן אֶלְעָזָר אַף שֶׁחֶטְאָם הָיָה חֵטְא קַל אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁהקב"ה   לְאֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל אֲבָל לאֹ הָיָה כֹּחַ בְּאוֹתוֹ חֵטְא לַהֲמִיתָם,
 קוֹדֵם זְמַנָּם.  מִיָּד, וּרְאָיָה עַל זֶה שֶׁהֲמִיתֶם וְכוּ'  ל שְׁאַר הַצַּדִּיקִים כְּדִכְתִיב "וּסְבִיבָיו"דִּקְדֵּק עִמָּהֶם יוֹתֵר מִכָּ 

 
The entire world is of the opinion that the inadvertent sin of Moses and Aaron was a 

minor inadvertent sin, as the Maharsha7 wrote in the 8th chapter of tractate Yoma, “fortunate 
were Moses and Aaron that they were not respected in this world, as it is stated: ‘Because you 
did not believe in Me, to sanctify Me.’ Had you believed in Me, your time would not yet have 
come to leave the world.”8 But according to the first Tanna, there is no reason for a court to 
inflict death for a minor sin, and because of this, it’s necessary to solve that, “[All things come 
alike to all;] there is one event to the righteous and to the wicked . . . . ,” i.e., that everyone dies 
because of Adam’s sin. 

Indeed, in tractate Shabbat quoted above, the Maharsha writes, “One who has the 
opinion that there is death without inadvertent sin needs to explain the verse that, ‘Because 
you did not believe in Me.’ I.e., if Moses and Aaron would have died anyway, what is their 
punishment. The explanation is that the inadvertent sin caused them to not enter into the Land 
of Israel, but the same inadvertent sin did not have the force to cause their death. 

For Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar, his view is that even though their inadvertent sin was 
a minor inadvertent sin, it’s possible that the Holy One, Blessed be He, was stricter with them 
than all the other righteous people, as it’s written, “Devouring fire preceded Him; it stormed 
around Him fiercely. He summoned the Heaven above, and the earth, for the trial of His people.”9 
The proof of this is that [the inadvertent sin] caused their death immediately, prior to their 
time. 

 

 
7 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (“the Maharsha”) (1555–1631), Chiddushei Agadot. 
8 Yoma 87a. The cited text, “fortunate were Moses and Aaron,” does not appear in the Vilna edition, but appears 

in the Guadalajara (Spain) printing, c. 1488. 
9 Ps. 50:3–4. 
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נוּ מִשּׁוּם דְּלִסְבָרָתוֹ שֶׁהַמִּיתָה  י זְמַנְּכֶם דְּמַשְׁמָע שֶׁאִם הִגִּיעַ זְמַנָּם הָיָה לָהֶם לָמוּת אַף מִבְּלִי חֵטְא, הַיְ ן לאֹ הִגִּיעַ  יוְהַאי דְּקָאָמַר עֲדַיִ 

אָרֶץ אֲשֶׁר יַעֲשֶׂה" וְכוּ', וְנָפְקָא שֶׁהֲרֵי קְרָא כְּתִיב "אֵין צַדִּיק בָּ   אִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁהַצַּדִּיקִים לאֹ יַפְלוּ בְּחֵטְא קַל,  .בָּאָה עַל יְדֵי חֵטְא קַל

וּמִילְּתָא דִּפְשִׁיטָא הִיא שֶׁאִם גּוֹזֵר עֲלֵיהֶם מִיתָה אִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיְּכַנְּסוּ לָאָרֶץ,    לֵיהּ מִדַּאֲמַר הַכָּתוּב "כֵן לאֹ תָבִיאוּ אֶת־הַקָּהָל הַזֶּה", 

 ן לאֹ הִגִּיעַ זְמַנָּם. יאוּ הָיָה לָהֶם לְהַכְנִיסָם לְפִי שֶׁעֲדַיִ אֶלָּא וַדַּאי דְּקָא מַשְׁמַע לַן שֶׁאִם לאֹ חָטְ 

 

The reason he said “your time would not yet have come,” meaning that if their time 

had come, they would have died even without sinning, is because of his explanation that death 

comes through a minor inadvertent sin. It is impossible for the righteous not to fall in a minor 

inadvertent sin, for Scripture writes, “Of man, there is not one righteous who does good and 

who does not inadvertently sin.”10 This is derived from the fact that Scripture says, “therefore 

you shall not lead this congregation into the Land that I have given them.”11  

This matter is obvious that if death were decreed upon them, it would be impossible 

that they would enter into the Land of Israel. Rather, it’s certain that this teaches us that if 

they hadn’t sinned, they would have been able to enter [the Israelites] into the Land, because 

their time would not yet have come. 

  

ן לאֹ הִגִּיעַ  ידְּאִיתּוֹתַב ר' אַמֵּי, אַף ר' שִׁמְעוֹן בֶּן אֶלְעָזָר סְבִירָא לֵיהּ דְּיֵשׁ מִיתָה בְּלאֹ חֵטְא וְשַׁפִּיר קָאָמַר עֲדַיִ אָמְנָם לְמַסְקָנָא  

   .זְמַנְּכֶם, שֶׁאִם הָיָה מַגִּיעַ זְמַנָּם הָיוּ מֵתִים בְּלִי שׁוּם חֵטְא

 

Indeed, the final result is that Rav Ami was refuted. Even Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar 

was of the opinion that there is death without inadvertent sin, and it’s fine that it says “your 

time would not yet have come,” for if their time had come, they would have died without 

inadvertent sin. I.e., regarding the Baraita, “Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar said: Even Moses and 

Aaron died due to their inadvertent sin,” it doesn’t mean that they never would have died, but 

rather that they died at the time that they did, before entering the Land of Israel, because of their 

inadvertent sin. 

 

* * * 

 
10 Eccl. 7:20. 
11 Num. 20:12. 


