
AHARON IS WARNED NOT TO ENTER THE HOLY OF HOLIES

Consider the following questions:

1. Verse 1 begins by saying that Hashem spoke to Moshe, but it does not tell us what Hashem 
said to him, only that He spoke after the death of the two sons of Aharon. Verse 2 then repeats 
“Hashem said to Moshe” and tells us what Hashem said. Why is this?

2. Why does verse 1 employ the harsher term for speaking, וַיְדַבֵּר, while verse 2 uses the gentler 
term, וַיֹּאמֶר? 

3. The words “and they died” at the end of verse 1 seem superfluous, as the verse has already 
stated that God spoke after the death of Aharon’s two sons.

4. Why does it say that Aharon’s sons died because of their closeness (בְּקָרְבָתָם) before Hashem 
rather than because they offered (בְּהַקְרִיבָם, lit., when they brought close) an unauthorized fire 
before Hashem, as it says in Bamidbar 3:4?

5. Why does the verse say “before Hashem” and not “to the Sanctuary” (the way verse 2 says, “and 
he should not enter … into the Sanctuary”)? 

6. Why does it say “Aharon, your brother” in verse 2? Surely Moshe knew that Aharon was his brother!

We can start our explanation by focusing on the reason given here for the death of Aharon’s sons 
(Nadav and Avihu), namely that it was because of their closeness (בְּקָרְבָתָם) before Hashem. According 
to Vayikra Rabbah 20:8, one of the reasons Nadav and Avihu died was that they came into the Holy 
of Holies without permission. But if this is what the Torah is referring to in the closing words of verse 1, 
it should have said something like “because of their coming close (בְּהִתְקַרְבָם)” instead of “because of 
their closeness (בְּקָרְבָתָם).” Rather, we can explain as follows: At this point, Hashem is coming to warn 
Aharon that he should not enter…into the Sanctuary, within the curtain so that he will not die as his sons 
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הֲֲרְןֹ בְְּקָָרְְבָתָָם  ֽ חֲֲרְֵי מוֹתָ שְְׁנֵֵי בְְּנֵֵי אַֽ� ֽ בְֵּרְ הֲ׳ אֶַֽל־משְֶֹׁהֲ אַֽ� יְד�  א( וַ�
תָוּ.הֲ ֽ יָָּמ� לִפְְנֵֵֽי־הֲ׳ וַ�

ל־יָבֹאַֽ בְכָָל־עֵֵתָ הֲֲרְןֹ אַָֽחֲִיךָ וְַאַֽ� ֽ בְֵּרְ אֶַֽל־אַֽ� יָֹּאַֽמֶרְ הֲ׳ אֶַֽל־משְֶֹׁהֲ דַּ�  ב( וַ�
אַָֽרְןֹ וְַלאַֹֽ ל־הֲָֽ פֹֹּרְֶתָ אֲַֽשְֶׁרְ עֵ� כַּ� פָֹּרְכֶָֹתָ אֶַֽל־פְֹּנֵֵי הֲ� קֹֹּדֶשְׁ מִבְֵּיתָ ל�  אֶַֽל־הֲ�

רְֶתָ.הֲהֲ פֹֹּֽ כַּ� ל־הֲ� רְָאֶַֽהֲ עֵ� עֵָנֵָן אֵַֽֽ יָמוּתָ כִַּי בְֶּֽ

1) Hashem spoke (וַיְדַבֵּר) to Moshe after the death of Aharon’s two 
sons because of their closeness (בְּקָרְבָתָם) before Hashem and 
they died.

2) Hashem said (וַיֹּאמֶר) to Moshe, “Speak to Aharon, your brother, 
and he should not enter at all times into the [inner] Sanctuary, 
within the curtain, in front of the cover that is upon the Ark [so 
that] he not die; for in a cloud will I appear upon the Ark-cover.

Chapter 16



did. However, the fact that Hashem found it necessary to mention the deaths of Nadav and Avihu 
when issuing this warning to him would seem to suggest one of two things: either that Aharon’s sons 
were considered wicked sinners before Hashem, and He therefore mentions their death at every 
opportunity; or, alternatively, that Hashem does not trust Aharon sufficiently to fulfill His command 
not to enter the Holy of Holies without mentioning the death of his two sons when they entered there. 
Therefore, in order to back up His command and make him afraid, He warned Aharon to be careful 
in case he died as his sons did. 

In order to make clear that the first reason is incorrect, the verse tells us that Aharon’s sons died right 
after it says that Hashem spoke to Moshe. What did He tell him? Hashem said, “Do not think that 
Aharon’s sons were wicked sinners in My eyes and that is why they died. Rather, it was because of 
their closeness (בְּקָרְבָתָם) before Hashem, i.e., it was because they were tzaddikim and close to Me 
that they died.” [This answers Question 5 and the first part of Question 1.] 

This is the message with which Moshe consoled Aharon when he told him earlier (10:3 above), “That 
is what Hashem spoke about, saying: ‘I will be sanctified through those who are close to Me.’” This 
also explains why the Torah says here, “because of their closeness (בְּקָרְבָתָם)” rather than “because 
of their coming close (בְּהִתְקַרְבָם)” or “because they brought close (בְּהַקְרִיבָם) an unauthorized fire.” 
[This answers Question 4.]

This also explains why it says, “their closeness before Hashem,” rather than “their closeness to the 
Sanctuary.” They died because they were tzaddikim and close to Hashem — and Hashem is very 
exacting with His holy ones and sanctifies His Name through them. The verse ends with the seemingly 
extraneous words “and they died” to make it clear that it was because of their closeness to Hashem 
that they died. [This answers Question 3.]

After this first statement to Moshe, Hashem wanted to warn Aharon to be careful about entering 
the Holy of Holies. This was a separate issue and therefore it is introduced by the words (verse 2), 
Hashem said (וַיֹּאמֶר) to Moshe, “Speak to Aharon ...” [This answers the second part of Question 1.] 
In talking about Aharon here, the Torah uses the word וַיֹּאמֶר as opposed to וַיְדַבֵּר (as in verse 1, which 
discussed Aharon’s sons) because וַיֹּאמֶר connotes a gentler and more affectionate mode of speech 
than וַיְדַבֵּר. Aharon found greater favor in Hashem’s eyes than his two sons because he did not sin as 
they had done when they entered the Holy of Holies. [This answers Question 2.]

In order to make clear that the reason Hashem mentioned the death of Aharon’s sons was not 
because He did not trust Aharon to fulfill his command, He told Moshe, “Speak to Aharon, your 
brother.” He emphasized that he is Moshe’s brother as if to say to Moshe: “Just as you have not 
stumbled in sin before Me, even unintentionally, Aharon is your brother in this matter and is similarly 
pleasing to Me. [This answers Question 6.]
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