
THE DEEPER MEANING OF THE EPHOD

אֵַפֹֹד זָָהָָב תְּכֵֵלֶַת וְְאַַרְְגָָּמָָן תּוֹלַַעַַת שָׁנִִי וְְשֵׁשׁ   ו( וְְעַָשׂוּ אֶַת הָָֽ
מָָשְׁזָָרְ מַָעֲַשֵׂהָ חֹֹשֵׁב.הָ

 ט( וְְלַָקַַחְֹתָּ אֶַת שְׁתֵּי אַַבְנִֵי שֹׁהַָם וּפִֹתַּחְֹתָּ עֲַלֵַיהֶָם שְׁמָוֹת בְְּנִֵי
יִשְׂרְָאֵַלַ.הָ

אֵַפֹֹד אַַבְנִֵי זִָכָָּרְןֹ  יב( וְְשַׂמְָתָּ אֶַת־שְׁתֵּי הָָאֲַבָנִִים עַַלַ כִָּתְפֹֹת הָָֽ
 לִַבְנִֵי יִשְׂרְָאֵַלַ וְְנִָשָׂאַ אַַהֲָרְןֹ אֶַת שְׁמָוֹתָם לִַפְֹנִֵי הָ' עַַלַ שְׁתֵּי כְֵתֵפָֹיוְ

לְַזִָכָָּרְןֹ.הָ

6) They shall make the Ephod out of gold [thread], turquoise, deep 
red, and crimson wool and twisted linen with a woven design.

9) You shall take two shoham stones and engrave on them the 
names of Bnei Yisrael.

12) You shall place the two stones on the shoulder pieces of the 
Ephod; they shall be remembrance stones for Bnei Yisrael. Aharon 
shall bear their names on his two shoulders as a remembrance 
before Hashem.

Chapter 28

Our Sages (Zevachim 88b) tell us that the Ephod (the linen apron upon which the Urim VeTumim rested) atoned 

for the sin of avodah zarah. They learned this from Hoshea 3:4, If there is no Ephod, there are teraphim (meaning 

that the sin of avodah zarah is manifest). This implies that when there is an Ephod, there are no teraphim. Why 

does the Ephod have this power? Because the external realm, represented by avodah zarah, is related to division 

and discord, while unity is able to destroy it. Using the mispar katan method of calculation, the gematria of אֵֵפֹֹד 

equals that of אֵֶחָָד, which represents unity.1

Since the Ephod is the first garment of the Kohen Gadol that the Torah describes, the materials from which it is 

made serve to hint at some important elements of his position. For example, the gold thread hints to the mitzvah 

that the Kohanim must ensure that the Kohen Gadol is wealthy if he is not (Yoma 18a).

 

However, being wealthy might make him haughty, and then how would his Divine service attain atonement for 

the Jewish people? Thus the next type of thread in the Ephod was turquoise-colored wool (techeiles). This is to 

remind him that he is destined to give an accounting before Hashem’s throne, which is compared to the color of 

techeiles, as the Sages said (Sotah 17a): Techeiles is similar [in color] to the sky, and the sky to the Throne of Glory. 

Nevertheless, techeiles represents only a milder form of Divine judgment. The following thread in the Ephod is 

deep red wool (argaman), a color that represents the stricter aspect of Divine judgment. If the Kohen Gadol is 

not deterred by the thought of the milder judgment, the argaman should remind him to humble himself before 

it is too late. He should also reflect on the advice in Avos 3:1, that one should always remember that his final 

destination is “a place of dust and worms.” This means that if a person is righteous his body will directly become  

1 According to the mispar katan (lit., small number) method, all multiples of ten are ignored. The gematria of אֵֵפֹֹד is thus 13 (4 = אֵ = 1, פֹ = 8, ד), like that of אֵֶחָָד

.(אֵ = 1, חָ = 8, ד = 4)
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dust in the ground, but if not, he will first undergo the suffering of being consumed by worms. This is hinted at in  

the name of the next- mentioned thread, crimson wool, שָָׁנִִי  ”,is “worm תּוֹלַַעַַת The literal meaning of .תּוֹלַַעַַת 

implying what his end will be if he is not worthy, and שָָׁנִִי (crimson) hints at the destined change (שִָׁנּוּי) in even 

the most righteous person, whose body will eventually turn to dust.  

The verse then notes (מָָשְָׁזָָר) ָׁוְשֵָׁש, and (twisted) linen. This hints at the Kohen Gadol’s obligation to fully accept 

the 613 mitzvos: ָׁשֵָׁש also means six, and the gematria of the vav in ָׁוְשֵָׁש equals six, while each shin equals 300, 

totaling 612. By adding one more for the word itself, we arrive at 613. If in addition he accepts upon himself 

to think the right thoughts when performing the mitzvos, it is considered as if he has doubled his mitzvos. 

This is hinted at in the final words of the verse, מָָשְָׁזָָר מַָעֲַשֵֵׂה חָֹשֵָׁב: The word מָָשְָׁזָָר means “twisted,” referring to 

the doubling over of the various threads. This hints at the doubling of the value of the mitzvos that comes 

through מַָעֲַשֵֵׂה חָֹשֵָׁב — having the correct thoughts (חָֹשֵָׁב — lit., thinker or thinking) when he is doing the מַָעֲַשֵֵׂה 

(action of) each mitzvah. 

Verse 9 mentions the two precious shoham stones that were placed on the Ephod’s shoulder-pieces. They 

represent the two Tablets of the Ten Commandments and serve to symbolize that it was in the merit of the 

Torah that the Kohen Gadol was able to enter the Mishkan. The verse states that the letters of the names of 

the Tribes were to be engraved on the shoham stones to represent the fact that without the Jewish people 

in the world there would be no Torah (and thus, no reason for the world to exist).  

We mentioned above that the Ephod atones for idolatry. Yet Yoma 9b states that the first Beis HaMikdash was 

destroyed because of avodah zarah! To answer this, verse 12 says, You shall place the two stones on the shoulder 

pieces of the Ephod. In Yerushalmi, Chagigah 1:7, it says regarding the destruction that “Hashem overlooked the 

sin of idolatry … but He did not overlook the sin of bitul Torah.” Since the shoham stones represented the Ten 

Commandments, which in turn represent the entire Torah, the Kohen Gadol carrying them on his shoulders 

signifies the acceptance of the yoke of Torah. As long as the words of Torah shall be remembrance stones for 

Bnei Yisrael — that is, as long as they learn Torah and make it into something that all will remember by expressing 

it out loud, even if they do not fulfill every mitzvah — then Aharon shall bear their names on his two shoulders as 

a remembrance before Hashem, and the Ephod will atone for the sin of avodah zarah. 
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