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More info ╚

Numbers 4:18-20 במדבר ד׳:י״ח-כ׳
ת  ֹ֣ ֶבט ִמְׁשְּפח יתּו ֶאת־ֵׁש֖ (יח) ַאל־ַּתְכִר֕

את ׀ ֲעׂ֣שּו  ֹ֣ י ִמּ֖תֹו� ַהְלִוִּיֽם׃ (יט) ְוז ַהְּקָהִת֑
ֶדׁש  ֹ֣ ם ֶאת־ק תּו ְּבגְִׁשָּת֖ ם ְוָחיּ֙ו ְו֣�א יָֻמ֔ ָלֶה֗
ם  אּו ְוָׂש֣מּו אֹוָת֗ ֹ֔ ן ּוָבנָי֙ו יָב ֹ֤ ים ַאֲהר ַהֳּקָדִׁש֑

יׁש ַעל־ֲעבָֹד֖תֹו ְוֶאל־ַמָּׂשֽאֹו׃ (כ)  יׁש ִא֛ ִא֥
ֶדׁש  ֹ֖ אּו ִלְר֛אֹות ְּכַבַּל֥ע ֶאת־ַהּק ֹ֧ ְו�א־יָב

ָוֵמֽתּו׃ (פ)

(18) Do not let the group of Kohathite 
clans be cut off from the Levites. (19) Do 
this with them, that they may live and 
not die when they approach the most 
sacred objects: let Aaron and his sons go 
in and assign each of them to his duties 
and to his porterage. (20) But let not [the 
Kohathites] go inside and witness the 
dismantling of the sanctuary, lest they 
die.

Focusing on this highlighted word, the commentators are puzzled on the multiple
explanations/translations that are possible. Could also be translated as covered.
Furthermore, whether it's dismantled or covered, why would they die from seeing a holy
object? What is the sin? And how does covering it prevent that from happening?

Lamentations 2:2 איכה ב׳:ב׳
ת  ל ֵא֚ י לא [ְו֣�א] ָחַמ֗ ע ֲאדֹנָ֜ (ב) ִּבַּל֨

י  ס ְּבֶעְבָר֛תֹו ִמְבְצֵר֥ ב ָהַר֧ ֹ֔ ָּכל־נְ֣אֹות יֲַעק
ה  ֶרץ ִחֵּל֥ל ַמְמָלָכ֖ יַע ָלָא֑ ה ִהִּג֣ ַבת־יְהּוָד֖

יָה׃ (ס) ְוָׂשֶרֽ

(2) The Lord has laid waste without pity 
All the habitations of Jacob; He has 
razed in His anger Fair Judah’s 
strongholds. He has brought low in 
dishonor The kingdom and its leaders.

Isaiah 3:12 ישעיהו ג׳:י״ב
ְׁשלּו ֑בֹו  ים ָמ֣ ל ְונִָׁש֖ יו ְמעֹוֵל֔ (יב) ַעִּמ֙י נֹגְָׂש֣

י�  ְרחֶֹת֖ ֹֽ ֶר� א ים ְוֶד֥ י� ַמְתִע֔ ַעִּמ֙י ְמַאְּׁשֶר֣
ִּבֵּלֽעּו׃ (ס)

(12) My people’s rulers are babes, It is 
governed by women. O my people! Your 
leaders are misleaders; They have 
confused the course of your paths.

Rashbam on Numbers 4:20:1 רשב"ם על במדבר ד׳:כ׳:א׳
כבלע את הקדש - כשסותרין את ההיכל

כבוד ה' נגלה ואם יראו ימותו. כמו
שמצינו באנשי בית שמש כי ראו בארון

ה'.

when the roof and walls ,כבלע את הקודש
of the Tabernacles were being
dismantled these furnishings would
suddenly be revealed to all. If people
would look at these objects they would
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die. We know this from the inhabitants
of Beyt Shemesh who had seen the ark
with their own eyes. (Samuel I 6,19)

I Samuel 6:19 שמואל א ו׳:י״ט
י ָראּ֙ו ַּבֲא֣רֹון  ֶמׁש ִּכ֤ י ֵבֽית־ֶׁש֗ � ְּבַאנְֵׁש֣ (יט) ַוּיַ֞
ֶלף  ים ֶא֖ יׁש ֲחִמִּׁש֥ ים ִא֔ ה ַוַּי֤� ָּבָע֙ם ִׁשְבִע֣ יְהָו֔

ם  ה יְהָו֛ה ָּבָע֖ ם ִּכֽי־ִהָּכ֧ יׁש ַוִּיְֽתַאְּב֣לּו ָהָע֔ ִא֑
ַמָּכ֥ה גְדֹוָלֽה

(19) [The LORD] struck at the men of 
Beth-shemesh because they looked into 
the Ark of the LORD; He struck down 
seventy men among the people [and] 
fifty thousand men. The people 
mourned, for He had inflicted a great 
slaughter upon the population.

Rashbam on Numbers 4:20:2 רשב"ם על במדבר ד׳:כ׳:ב׳
כבלע - כמו בלע ה'. ודרך אורחותיך
בלעו. בלע כל ארמנותיה. ומאשריו

מבולעים. וכן כתיב למעלה, שמשעה
שהיו מתחילים לפרק את המשכן היו

מתרחקים בני קהת, כדכתיב: ובא אהרן
ובניו בנסוע המחנה והורידו את פרכת

המסך - וכל הפרשה עד: וכלה אהרן
ובניו לכסות וגו' - ואחרי כן: יבאו בני

קהת.

in Lamentations 'בלע ה similar to ,כבלע
2,2 or in Isaiah 3,12 ודרך אורחותיך בלעו,
“they have swallowed up the way of
Your paths.” [swallowing is a form of
making something disappear, destroying
it. The author quotes more examples of
the verb בלע, which I have omitted. Ed.]
We have noted from verse 5-15 that from
the time the Tabernacle was being
dismantled the Levites immediately
proceeded to cover up its furnishings.
Even the members of the family of
Kehat withdrew at the time when Aaron
and sons alone lowered the dividing
curtain. The entire procedure of
dismantling the Tabernacle was
performed exclusively by Aaron and his
sons.

I Samuel 6:19 שמואל א ו׳:י״ט
י ָראּ֙ו ַּבֲא֣רֹון ֶמׁש ִּכ֤ י ֵבֽית־ֶׁש֗ � ְּבַאנְֵׁש֣ ַוּיַ֞

ֶלף ים ֶא֖ יׁש ֲחִמִּׁש֥ ים ִא֔ ה ַוַּי֤� ָּבָע֙ם ִׁשְבִע֣ יְהָו֔
ם ה יְהָו֛ה ָּבָע֖ ם ִּכֽי־ִהָּכ֧ יׁש ַוִּיְֽתַאְּב֣לּו ָהָע֔ ִא֑

ַמָּכ֥ה גְדֹוָלֽה

[The LORD] struck at the men of Beth-
shemesh because they looked into the
Ark of the LORD; He struck down
seventy men among the people [and]
fifty thousand men. The people
mourned, for He had inflicted a great
slaughter upon the population.

What is the implication if we read this as dismantle or cover?

Rashi on Numbers 4:5:1 רש"י על במדבר ד׳:ה׳:א׳
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ובא אהרן ובניו וגו'. יְַכנִיסּו ָכל ְּכִלי
ּוְכִלי ְלנְַרֵּתקֹו ַהְמפָֹרׁש לֹו ְּבָפָרָׁשה זֹו, ְו�א

יְִצָטְרכּו ַהְלִוּיִם ְּבנֵי ְקָהת ֶאָּלא ָלֵׂשאת:

AND [WHEN THE ובא אהרן ובניו וגו׳
CAMP SETTETH FORWARD,]
AARON SHALL COME, AND HIS
SONS, etc. — They shall put every
object into its wrapping that is
prescribed for it in this section, so that
the sons of Kohath should have nothing
to do except to carry them.

Rashi on Numbers 4:20:1 רש"י על במדבר ד׳:כ׳:א׳
ולא יבאו לראות כבלע את הקדש.

ְלתֹו� נְַרֵּתק ֶׁשּלֹו, ְּכמֹו ֶׁשֵּפַרְׁשִּתי ְלַמְעָלה
ְּבָפָרָׁשה זֹו, ּוָפְרׂשּו ָעָליו ֶּבגֶד ְּפלֹונִי ְוִכּסּו

אֹותֹו ְּבִמְכֶסה ְּפלֹונִי, ּוִבּלּוַע ֶׁשּלֹו הּוא
ִכּסּויֹו:

BUT THEY ולא יבאו לראות כבלע את הקדש
SHALL NOT COME IN TO SEE
WHEN THE HOLY THINGS ARE
WRAPPED IN, each into its wrapping,
as I have explained above in this section
(v. 5 ff.): ‘‘and they shall spread upon it
such-and-such a garment”, “and they
shall cover it over with such-and-such a
cover”, — for the “wrapping-up’ of it
mentioned here is identical with the
“covering up” of it mentioned in those
passages.

This translation has been generally accepted as the correct translation. However, still does not
answer the question of the ominous ending of our text. What is the sin that the Levites had to
fear when engaged with moving the holy objects that warranted a death penalty?

Bamidbar Rabbah 5:1 במדבר רבה ה׳:א׳
...ֶאָּלא ְּכֵׁשם ֶׁשָאַמר ַרִּבי ֶאְלָעזָר ֶּבן ְּפָדת

ְּבֵׁשם ַרִּבי יֹוֵסי ֶּבן זְִמָרא ִמּתֹו� ֶׁשָהיְָתה
ָהֵאׁש יֹוֵצאת ְוָׁשָפה ְּבטֹוֲענֵי ָהָארֹון ָהיּו

ִמְתַמֲעִטין. ְוָהיּו ָּכל ֶאָחד ְוֶאָחד ָרִצין, זֶה
נֹוֵטל ֶאת ַהֻּׁשְלָחן ְוזֶה נֹוֵטל ֶאת ַהְּמנֹוָרה

ְוזֶה נֹוֵטל ֶאת ַהִּמזְְּבחֹות, ּובֹוְרִחים ִמן
ָהָארֹון, ִמְּפנֵי ֶׁשָהיָה ַמּזִיָקן, ְוָהיָה ָהָארֹון
ְּכִאּלּו ִמְתַּבּזֶה, ְוָהיָה ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּו� הּוא
ּכֹוֵעס ֲעֵליֶהם ְוׁשּוב ָהיּו ִמְתַּכִּלין, ָאַמר

ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּו� הּוא ְלמֶׁשה ָמה ֲאנִי הֹוֵרג
ְּבנֵי ְקָהת, ִאם יְִטֲענּו ֲהֵרי ִמְתַמֲעִטין ְוִאם
�א יְִטֲענּו ֲהֵרי ַּכַעס ֲעֵליֶהם, ָאַמר ָלֶהם
ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּו� הּוא ְלמֶׁשה ּוְלַאֲהרֹן ֲעׂשּו
ָלֶהם ַּתָּקנָה ִלְבנֵי ְקָהת ְּכֵדי ֶׁש�א יִָּכְרתּו

ִמן ָהעֹוָלם, ֶׁש�א יְהּו ַמּנִיִחין ּובֹוְרִחין, ַאל
ַּתְכִריתּו ֶאת ֵׁשֶבט וגו', ֶאָּלא יָבֹוא ַאֲהרֹן

R. Elazar ben Pedat said, in the name of
R. Yose ben Zimra: The sanctity of
the ark caused people to be struck down
by it, and all would run away preferring,
all costs, to take some other vessel, the
table, the candlestick and the alter. The
ark would thereby be slighted and the
Holy One Blessed be He would be angry
with them. It was for this reason that the
Holy One Blessed be He, said to Moses
and Aaron: Institute a precautionary
measure for the sons of Kohath that they
should not be cut off, to ensure that they
would not leave the ark and run away.
"Do not let the group of Kohathite clans 
be cut off from the Levites," but let 
Aaron and his sons come along and give 
each man his task and burden so that 
they will not be able to transfer from one 
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ּוָבנָיו (במדבר ד, יט): ְוָׂשמּו אֹוָתם ִאיׁש
אֹו, ְּכֵדי ֶׁש�א ָֹ ִאיׁש ַעל ֲעבָֹדתֹו ְוֶאל ַמּׂש

א ָֹ יּוְכלּו ְלִהְתַחֵּלף ֵמֲעבֹוָדה ַלֲעבֹוָדה ּוִמַּמּׂש
א, ֲהָדא הּוא ִדְכִתיב (במדבר ד, יט): ָֹ ְלַמּׂש

ְוזֹאת ֲעׂשּו ָלֶהם ְוָחיּו וגו', ַרִּבי ְׁשמּוֵאל ַּבר
נְַחָמן ָאַמר ַחס ְוָׁשלֹום �א ָהיּו ְּבנֵי ְקָהת

ַמּנִיִחין ֶאת ָהָארֹון ְוָרִצין ַלֻׁשְּלָחן ּוְמנֹוָרה,
ֶאָּלא ַאף ַעל ִּפי ֶׁשִּמְתַמֲעִטין ָהיּו נֹוְתנִין

נְַפָׁשם ַעל ָהָארֹון, ְוִאם ֵּכן ָלָּמה ָהיָה
ַמזְִהיר ֲעֵליֶהם ַאל ַּתְכִריתּו ֶאת ֵׁשֶבט וגו',

ֶאָּלא ִמְּפנֵי ֶׁשָהיּו יֹוְדִעין ֶׁשָּכל ִמי ֶׁשּטֹוֵען
ָּבָארֹון ְׂשָכרֹו ְמֻרָּבה ְוָהיּו ַמּנִיִחין ֶאת

ַהֻּׁשְלָחן ְוַהְּמנֹוָרה ְוַהִּמזְְּבחֹות ְוֻכָּלן ָרִצין
ָלָארֹון ִלּטֹל ָׂשָכר, ּוִמּתֹו� ָּכ� ָהיָה זֶה

ֵמִריב ְואֹוֵמר ֲאנִי טֹוֵען ָּכאן, ְוזֶה ֵמִריב
ְואֹוֵמר ֲאנִי טֹוֵען ָּכאן, ּוִמּתֹו� ָּכ� ָהיּו
נֹוֲהגִין ְּבַקּלּות רֹאׁש ְוָהיְָתה ַהְּׁשִכינָה

ּפֹוגַַעת ָּבֶהם, ָאַמר ָהֱא�ִהים ְלמֶׁשה ֲעֵׂשה
ָלֶהם ַּתָקנָה ְּכֵדי ֶׁש�א יְִתַּכּלּו ִמן ָהעֹוָלם,
ַאל ַּתְכִריתּו וגו', ֶאָּלא יְַסְּדרּו אֹוָתם ַעל
ָאם ֶׁש�א יִָריבּו זֶה ִעם ָֹ ֲעבֹוָדָתם ְוַעל ַמּׂש
זֶה, ָעָׂשה ָלֶהם מֶׁשה ַּתָּקנָה, ֶאָּלא ֶׁשָהיּו
ְמִריִבין זֶה ְּכנֶגֶד זֶה, זֶה אֹוֵמר ֲאנִי טֹוֵען

ָּבָארֹון ְוזֶה אֹוֵמר ָלאו ֶאָּלא ֲאנִי טֹוֵען, ְו�א
אֹו, ָֹ ָהיָה יֹוֵדַע ֶאָחד ַמהּו ָקבּוַע לֹו, ַמהּו ַמּׂש
ָאַמר ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּו� הּוא ְוָהיּו ַאֲהרֹן ּוָבנָיו

נְִכנִָסין ְונֹוְתנִים ְלָכל ֶאָחד ְוֶאָחד ְטעּונֹו,
ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר: ַאֲהרֹן ּוָבנָיו יָבֹאּו ְוָׂשמּו אֹוָתם

וגו'.

service to another and from burden to 
another.
R. Samuel bar R. Nahman said: Heaven
forfend, that the sons of Kohath should
leave the ark and run the to the table and
the candlestick. On the contrary, they
were ready to give their lives for the ark.
What was the meaning, then of the
admonition: "Do not let the group of 
Kohathite clans be cut off from the 
Levites"? - They knew that whoever 
carried the ark merited greater reward. 
All would then leave the table and 
candlestick and come running to the ark, 
in order to reap a greater reward (in the 
world to come). As a result of this, 
quarrels would arise and each one would 
claim the right to carry the ark, thereby 
slighting the other appurtenances. For 
this reason God said to Moses:Institute a 
precautionary measure that they should 
not be destroyed from this world. 
Arrange them according to the tasks and 
burdens, they should not quarrel with 
one another, and all claim the right to 
carry the ark. The Holy One, Blessed be 
He said: Let Aaron and his sons come 
along and give each one his burden, as it 
is written: Aaron and his sons shall go 
in, and appoint them every one to his 
burden and to his service.

Two readings to guard against:
R. Eleazar b. Pedat: Levites would shirk the more difficult task and prefer one which demanded
less responsibility
R. Samuel b. R. Nahum: The Levites would prefer the greater responsibility of carrying the ark
which carried greater honour and prestige and ignore the lesser menial tasks.
 
Ok, so each individual had to make sure they carried out the task assigned to them to the best of
their ability and not delegate it to anyone else. So, why the death penalty? For what? Most
commentators agree that the text implies simply looking at the object was forbidden:

Hirsch on Bamidbar: It is stated above that the sons of Kohath were only given
the vessels to carry, after they had been covered. It was forbidden for them to be
present when Aaron and his sons were in engaged in covering them. “They shall
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not go into see the holy things whilst they are being covered". We suggest that
the reason for this was that the holy vessels should not be regarded simply as
material articles of use. The people should realise their inner, symbolic
significance. The Levites were charged with understanding the symbolic nature
of the vessels that have been in trusted to their care. Had they kept their gaze
directed on the whole vessels whilst they were being covered, this inner
perception of their sacred purpose would have suffered, and they would have
profaned their task.

In other words, the objects are simply objects if you fail to understand what they represent. And
you would be in danger of doing that if you would look at them. Prophets during 1st Temple
period, warned of the destruction because of the insincere bringing of sacrifices, and the
adherence to the letter of the law and not its spirit. The sacrifices became an end unto
themselves and not a means to come closer to God.

Abarbanel: "Do this with them": that is to say, do on behalf of them that they may
live and not die, by incurring the punishment of Karet, when approaching the
holy of holies, since the human soul on approaching that which is holy, naturally,
yearns to see beyond the boundaries that are permitted it. Therefore you must
cover up and conceal so that they shall not die, as a result of breaking through to
see.

Completely the opposite reading of Hirsch. The soul is the divine spark in each of us, therefore
is holy. Like attracts like, therefore the soul is attracted to other holy objects, like those found in
the tabernacle. 

Psalms 115:16 תהילים קט״ו:ט״ז
ן  ֶרץ נַָת֥ ָהָא֗ ה ְו֝ ַמיִם ַליהָו֑ יִם ָׁש֭ (טז) ַהָּׁשַמ֣

ִלְבנֵי־ָאָדֽם׃
(16) The heavens belong to the LORD,  
but the earth He gave over to man.

We should be content with what has been granted for us to understand, with what has been
entrusted to us in our tasks, both sacred and profane. We should not strive to "break through" to
realms beyond lest we die.

Moshe Hefez (16th C. Italian Commentator):
I believe  that the text contains a warning against the temptation of high
office and the cure - humility. Pride and the feeling of success come before a
fall. True contentment and happiness can only be achieved by the feeling of
reverence and humility. The sons of Kohath were in danger of becoming victims
of pride and vanity as a result of the privilege of carrying the ark which had been
bestowed on them. The Holy One, Blessed be He, therefore withheld from them
one important detail. They were not allowed to carry the ark until Aaron and his
sons had covered the holy things, so that they should realise that they, too, were
subordinated to someone higher than themselves. The prohibition of touching the
holy things was designed to disinflate their pride. They should not imagine they
were in complete control and become overproud. This was "the burden" fo the
sons of Kohath. Their pride was meant to suffer by the burdensome provision.

https://www.sefaria.org/Psalms.115.16
https://www.sefaria.org/Psalms.115.16
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But it was ultimately meant for their benefit, that they should not be cut off and
render themselves liable to the death penalty for lording it over their brethren.
Aaron and his sons were charged with the responsibility of alloting each person
his task.

Sforno on Numbers 4:18:1 ספורנו על במדבר ד׳:י״ח:א׳
(א) אל תכריתו אל תניחו את המשאות 

באופן שיזכה בהם כל הקודם כי בזה 
האופן יקרה שידחפו זה את זה ויחללו 

את הקודש וזה יהיה סבה להכריתם כמו 
שספרו ז''ל (פרק ב' דיומא) שקרה 

בתרומת הדשן: 
 

 do not allow the procedure ,אל תכריתו (1)
of carrying parts of the Tabernacle to be 
a free for all, the one first on the spot 
carrying the part he chooses to, for if you 
do this the resulting chaos will lead to 
destruction, to death. Such chaotic 
conditions will inevitably lead to 
desecration of holy things, holy objects, 
with tragic results, i.e. loss of life. Our 
sages illustrated what is meant when 
describing the race between priests to be 
the first to carry out the cleaning of the 
ashes off the top of the altar. (compare 
Yoma 23-24).

Purely a question of technical order and arrangement. The priests were called upon to delegate
the tasks of carrying in an orderly and prearranged manner to avoid chaos and desecration of
the holy things. What then are we to learn from the story in the Talmud that he makes reference
to?

Yoma 23a יומא כ״ג א
מעשה שהיו שניהן שוין ורצין ועולין 
בכבש ת"ר מעשה בשני כהנים שהיו 
שניהן שוין ורצין ועולין בכבש קדם 

אחד מהן לתוך ארבע אמות של חבירו 
נטל סכין ותקע לו בלבו

§ It was taught in the mishna: An 
incident occurred where both of the 
priests were equal as they were running 
and ascending on the ramp, and one of 
them shoved the other and he fell and his 
leg was broken. The Sages taught in the 
Tosefta: An incident occurred where 
there were two priests who were equal 
as they were running and ascending 
the ramp. One of them reached the 
four cubits before his colleague, who 
then, out of anger, took a knife and 
stabbed him in the heart.

Yoma 23b יומא כ״ג ב
בא אביו של תינוק ומצאו כשהוא 

מפרפר אמר הרי הוא כפרתכם ועדיין 
בני קיים [כו'] ללמדך שקשה עליהם 

טהרת כלים יותר משפיכות דמים 

In relating the above incident the Tosefta 
said: The father of the boy came and 
found that he was still convulsing. He 
said: May my son’s death be an 
atonement for you. But my son is still 
alive, etc. This incident comes to teach 

https://www.sefaria.org/Sforno_on_Numbers.4.18.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Sforno_on_Numbers.4.18.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Yoma.23a.11
https://www.sefaria.org/Yoma.23a.11
https://www.sefaria.org/Yoma.23b.2
https://www.sefaria.org/Yoma.23b.2
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איבעיא להו שפיכות דמים הוא דזל אבל 
טהרת כלים כדקיימא קיימא או דילמא 

שפיכות דמים כדקיימא קיימא אבל 
טהרת כלים היא דחמירא

you that the ritual purity of utensils 
was of more concern to them than the 
shedding of blood. A dilemma was 
raised before the Sages: Should one 
conclude from this comment that 
bloodshed had become trivialized in 
their eyes but their concern for purity of 
utensils remained where it was 
originally, meaning that while they cared 
less than they should have about murder, 
they did not exaggerate the importance 
of purity of utensils; or perhaps their 
concern for bloodshed remained where 
it was originally, but their concern for 
purity of vessels had become too strict, 
to the extent that its importance was 
exaggerated beyond concern for human 
life?

Hard to read the tone of the comment, but what do you imagine it is?
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