
Parashat
Aharei Mot

The previous sections dealt with the sanctity of the children of Israel as expressed in the laws 
of forbidden foods and the laws of ritual purity and impurity. The following passage returns to 
the laws that apply speci cally to priests.

Not only are the ritually impure mandated to keep their distance from the Sanctuary, but even 
the ritually pure are prohibited from entering the Sanctum as they please. Furthermore, even 

Aaron the High Priest is not permitted to enter the Holy of Holies except to perform a particular ritual on a speci c date. He is not allowed to enter 
empty-handed; rather, his entrance has to be accompanied by the burning of incense and the sprinkling of the blood of sin o erings to atone for any 
ritual impurity or sin on behalf of the entire nation. In other words, if any individual, priest or non-priest alike, would approach the sancti ed areas 
or touch consecrated items while in a state of ritual impurity, they would achieve atonement once a year, through the High Priest’s entrance into the 
innermost sanctum on Yom Kippur.

On this day, in addition to receiving atonement for transgressions related to ritual impurity, the nation would also receive absolution for all other sins 
accumulated over the course of the year. The transgressions would be banished, as it were, to an otherworldly realm.

 1  e Lord spoke to Moses a  er the death of the two sons 
of Aaron, when they approached before the Lord and they 
died.  ere are di  erent allusions in the Torah as to the reason 
why Aaron’s sons died.1  e explanation suggested here is that 
Aaron’s sons came too close to God’s Presence without receiv-
ing His permission.2

 2  e Lord said to Moses: Speak to Aaron, your brother, 
that he shall not come at all times into the Sanctum that is 
within, behind, the curtain, before the cover that is upon 
the ark, and he shall not die, for it is in the cloud that I will 
always be seen upon the cover, that is, the Divine Presence 
is found on the cover.3  is command alludes to the deaths 
of Aaron’s sons Nadav and Avihu, who died because they had 
approached the Sanctuary in an un  t manner. Although Aaron 
was the High Priest, not even he was permi  ed to enter the in-
ner sanctum whenever he pleased. 

 3 With this shall Aaron, or any High Priest of his descendants, 
come into the Sanctum: with a young bull as a sin o  ering 
and a ram as a burnt o  ering.  e verse explains that the only 
permissible way to enter the Holy of Holies is by bringing o  er-
ings and following the procedures described in the verses that 
follow. Even so, it is clear from the continuation of the passage 
that the High Priest may not enter the Holy of Holies whenever 
he wants, even to perform this procedure; rather, he can enter 
only one day a year, on Yom Kippur.4 Some commentaries, 
however, hold that Aaron was uniquely permi  ed to enter the 
Holy of Holies on any day of the year by following the proce-
dure described here.5

 4 When entering the Holy of Holies, the High Priest is not to 
wear his standard vestments, which were fashioned from sky-
blue and purple wool and gold threads and contained precious 
gems. Rather, he shall don a sacred linen tunic, and linen 
trousers shall be on his  esh, and he shall gird himself with 

a linen belt,D and he shall wear a linen mitre.  ese four sim-
ple garments were worn by common priests as well, and the 
entire out  t was made from white linen. Most Sages maintain 
that the only di  erence between the High Priest’s vestments 
described in this verse and those of the common priest was in 
the mitre, which di  ered from the headdress worn by all other 
priests. Although they are simple, they are sacred vestments; 
and therefore he shall bathe his  esh in water, and only then 
shall he don them. 

 5  e High Priest’s entry into the Holy of Holies is not a private 
ma  er; he represents all the children of Israel. Consequently, it 
is not su   cient for him to sacri  ce the bull and ram mentioned 
above, as these are personal o  erings. From the congregation 
of the children of Israel he shall take two identical goats as a 
sin o  ering6 and one ram as a burnt o  ering.  ese o  erings 
are brought on behalf of all the children of Israel.

 6 Aaron shall present the bull of the sin o  ering that is for 
him, which he purchased with his own private funds, and place 
his hands on the bull and recite a confession,7 and thereby 
atone for himself and for his household.  e term “house-
hold” refers either to his private family or to the broader house-
hold of Aaron, all priests.8

 7 A  er confessing his own transgressions and those of his fam-
ily, the High Priest performs the rite of atonement on behalf 
of the nation. He shall take the two goats that were set aside 
for the people, and he shall set them before the Lord at the 
entrance of the Tent of Meeting.

 8 Aaron shall place lots on the two goats,D as the destiny of 
each of these identical goats will be determined by the lots. 
One lot shall contain the words for the Lord, or, according to 
another interpretation, simply, Lord, and on the other lot shall 
be wri  en the phrase for Azazel.

e High Priest's Entrance to the 
Holy of Holies
LEVITICUS 16:1 34
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1 :  | And he shall gird himself with a linen 
belt: There is an opinion among the tanna’im 
and amora’im that the belt worn by common 
priests was made of linen interwoven with col-
orful wool (Yoma a). If so, the belt worn by the 
High Priest on Yom Kippur, which was fashioned 
solely from white linen, was, in fact, simpler than 
the belt worn by all other priests.

1 :8 | Aaron shall place lots on the two 
goats: According to the personal testimony of 
various Sages as to what actually took place in 
the Temple, these two lots were initially fash-
ioned from wood and later from gold. They were 
placed in a wooden box specially constructed 
for this purpose. The High Priest would mix 
the lots, insert both hands into the box, and 

then simultaneously remove both lots, one in 
each hand. He would place the lot that he had 
removed with his right hand upon the goat to 
his right and the lot in his left hand upon the 
goat to his left (see Yoma 9a, and Rashi ad loc.; 
Jerusalem Talmud, Yoma 4: ).

DISCUSSION
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1 :1  | To dispatch it to Azazel to the wilder-
ness: The Sages and commentaries discuss the 
meaning of the term Azazel, as they analyze in 
depth the signi cance of this mysterious rite 
(see Ramban, verse ; Rambam, Guide of the 
Perplexed :46). Apparently, Azazel is a term for 
evil or the forces of impurity, which are also 
known as sitra a ara, “the other side,” that which 

is dark, desolate, and erce. These forces are 
symbolized by the uninhabitable wilderness. 
The goat is not slaughtered and is not classi ed 
as an o ering; rather, it is sent to Azazel, which, 
whether it is a place name or a state of being, is 
in the wilderness. 

1 :13 | He shall place the incense on the re 
before the Lord: The Sages emphasize that, as 
indicated by the order of the verses, the High 
Priest must place the incense on the coals only 
after entering the Holy of Holies, despite the fact 
that he enters a rather dark room. They ercely 
rejected the opposing interpretation of heretics, 
who claimed that the incense was placed on the 

DISCUSSION

 9 Aaron shall present the goat on which fell the lot for the 
Lord and render it a sin o  ering by consecrating it for this 
purpose.9 Alternatively, the verse means that the lot itself ren-
ders the goat a sin o  ering.10

 10  e second goat, on which fell the lot for Azazel, shall be set 
alive before the Lord, to atone with it by placing his hands 
upon it and reciting a confession, and a  erward, to dispatch it 
to Azazel to the wilderness.D

 11 Once the High Priest has designated the goats on behalf of the 
nation, he returns to his own sin o  ering: Aaron shall present 
the bull of the sin o  ering that is for him, and he shall atone 
for himself and for his household by placing his hands on the 
bull and confessing his own sins and those of all the priests;11 
and he shall slaughter the bull of the sin o  ering that is for 
him.

 12 A  er the High Priest has confessed, slaughtered the bull as a 
sin o  ering, and received its blood in a vessel, but before he 
sprinkles its blood in the Holy of Holies, he must leave the sin 
o  ering aside. He shall take a  re-pan, a small shovel used for 
scooping and transporting embers, full of smoldering coals12 
taken from upon the outer altar, from before the Lord, and  
his hands full of  nely ground fragrant incense, as much 
incense as he can hold in his two hands cupped together, and 
bring it in a vessel within the curtain, to the Holy of Holies.

 13 He shall place the incense on the  re, on the smoldering 
coals in the  re-pan, before the Lord,D and the cloud of the 
incense shall obscure the cover that is upon the testimony, 
and he shall not die. While the incense itself is considered an 
o  ering, the cloud it produces also serves as a screen to protect 
the High Priest from death, as though concealing the revelation 
of God. Aaron’s sons died upon entering the Holy of Holies, 
because one may not enter and look upon the inner sanctum 
as he pleases. Even their father, Aaron the High Priest, was not 
permi  ed to be exposed to God’s Presence.13 Moses, however, 
according to some opinions, was permi  ed to enter the Holy of 
Holies unprotected and speak with God there at any time.14

 14 A  er the Holy of Holies is  lled with smoke, the High Priest 
returns to the bull that has been slaughtered as a sin o  ering 
(verse ). He shall take the vessel that contains the blood 
of the bull he had slaughtered previously, enter the Holy of 
Holies, and sprinkle it with his  nger upon the cover toward 
the east, toward the eastern side of the cover; and a  er that, 
before the cover he shall sprinkle from the blood with his 
 nger seven times.  e Sages describe this procedure as sprin-

kling once upward and seven times downward.15

 15 A  er sprinkling the blood of his bull, the High Priest does the 
same with the o  ering that is brought on behalf of the nation 
(see also : ). He shall go to the Tabernacle courtyard and 
slaughter the goat of the sin o  ering that is for the people, 
and he shall bring its blood in a vessel17 within the curtain, 
to the Holy of Holies, and he shall do with its blood as he did 
with the blood of the bull, and sprinkle it upon the cover 
and before the cover.

 16 By entering the Holy of Holies and sprinkling the blood of 
the o  erings there, he shall atone for the Sanctum from the 
impurity of the children of Israel, which marred its sanctity, 
and from their transgressions, for the general impurity of all 
their sins;18 and so shall he do for the Tent of Meeting that 
dwells with them in the midst of their impurity, by sprin-
kling the blood of the o  erings again in the same manner.19

 17  e Torah adds a general comment: No other man, including 
priests, who are usually permi  ed to enter the Tabernacle,20 
shall be in the Tent of Meeting from the time of his entry 
to atone by performing the rites of the incense and the sprin-
kling of the blood in the Sanctum until his emergence,21 and 
he, the High Priest, shall thereby atone for himself, for his 
household, and for the entire assembly of Israel.

 18  is completes the Yom Kippur service in the Holy of 
Holies, but there are other rites that the High Priest must 
perform in the Sanctuary with the sin o  erings. He shall 
go out of the Holy of Holies to the altar that is before 
the Lord, the golden, inner altar, and he shall atone for 
it, purify it of the people’s sins, in the following manner:

Second 
aliya
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coals before the High Priest entered the Holy of 
Holies (Sifra; Yoma 5 a).

The verses do not clearly state where the 
High Priest should place the re-pan. In the First 
Temple period, when the ark was in the Holy of 

Holies, he would put it on the ground, between 
the staves of the ark. Since there was no ark in 
the Holy of Holies in the Second Temple, the 
priest would place the re-pan on the ground, 
on the spot that would have been between the 

staves of the ark had it been present. According 
to tradition, the High Priest would set it on a 
rock known as the foundation rock, which was 
slightly raised from the ground of the Holy of 
Holies (Yoma 5 b, 5 b).

DISCUSSION
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1 :18 | He shall take from the blood of the 
bull and from the blood of the goat: The 
Sages dispute whether the blood of each of 
these o erings must be separately placed on the 
corners of the golden altar or whether the High 
Priest should mix the blood of the two o er-
ings together and smear the mixture of blood 
on the corners (see Yoma 57b–5 a; Rambam, 
Sefer Avoda, Hilkhot Ma’aseh HaKorbanot 5: ). 
All agree, however, that before the sprinkling 
of the blood that is described in the next verse, 
the blood of the two animals must be mixed 
together, as that verse states: “He shall sprin-
kle from the blood on it with his nger seven 
times.” This indicates that the blood must be 
sprinkled only seven times rather than fourteen 
(Jerusalem Talmud, Yoma 5:4; Tosafot, Yoma 5 a).

1 :2  | He shall conclude atoning: The Sages 
learn from here that alacrity in the proper 
performance of the commandments leads to 
cleanliness (Jerusalem Talmud, Shabbat : , and 
Korban HaEda ad loc.). This idea is derived from 
the fact that the High Priest does not pause to 

rest between the stages of the Temple service, 
despite the fact that he is fasting; rather, he 
immediately continues the service by sending 
away the goat, in order to cleanse the people of 
sin without delay (Aleh Yona 06).

1 :21 | And he shall dispatch it in the hand 
of a designated man to the wilderness: The 
Temple was located a signi cant distance from 
the wilderness. The Mishna describes how the 
goat was led through the wilderness, on foot, 
over a distance of approximately  km, or 7 mi 
(Yoma 6:4–5). At this point, the goat was not 
simply released into the wilderness; rather, it 
was pushed o  a cli  and became dismembered 
as it rolled down the slope (Mishna, Yoma 6:6). 
The Torah does not specify that the goat must 
be killed, and therefore there was no problem if 
it escaped from the designated man. However,  
it usually died by falling from the cli  onto the 
rocks below.

The Sages state that the commandment has 
been performed once the goat reaches the 
wilderness (see Yoma 6 b; Rashbam, verse 0). 

By placing his hands on the o ering and con-
fessing on behalf of the nation, the High Priest 
symbolically places all the sins of the children of 
Israel onto the animal. Releasing this goat into 
the wilderness, the place that represents the 
source of all sin (see commentary on verse 0) 
symbolically returns the sins to their place of ori-
gin, where they are swallowed up and disappear 
(see also Rambam, Guide of the Perplexed :46; 
Ibn Ezra; Ramban).

1 :2  | The fat of the sin o ering he shall 
burn on the altar: The Yom Kippur service in 
the Temple included stages that are not men-
tioned in this chapter. Regular services, such as 
the preparation of the altar, the daily o erings, 
the burning of the incense, and the kindling of 
the lamp were also performed on Yom Kippur. In 
addition, there was the sacri ce of special festive 
o erings, the additional o erings, as detailed in 
Numbers (chap. 9). These services, like most 
sacri cial services throughout the year, were 
performed by the High Priest in his eight orna-
mental garments, which, woven with sky-blue, 

DISCUSSION

  He shall take from the blood of the bull of his own sin of-
fering and from the blood of the goatD of the people’s sin 
o  ering and place it on the horns of the altar all around.

 19 A  er placing the blood on the corners of the golden altar, 
he, the High Priest, shall sprinkle from the blood on it, the 
golden altar, with his  nger seven times, and he shall purify 
it and sanctify it from the impurity of the children of Israel. 
Although this altar is generally used only for incense, the blood 
of certain uncommon sin o  erings is sprinkled on it as well.22

 20 He shall conclude atoningD for the Sanctum, by means of the 
sacri  cial rites he performs there, and for the Tent of Meeting, 
and the altar, and he shall present the living goat, which is 
ready to be sent to the wilderness.

 21 Aaron shall lay both his hands on the head of the living 
goat, and he shall confess over it all the iniquities of the 
children of Israel, and all their transgressions, for all their 
sins; and he shall place those transgressions and sins upon 
the head of the goat, and he shall dispatch it in the hand of 
a designated man23 to the wilderness.D Obviously, it is impos-
sible for the High Priest to specify all the sins of the children 
of Israel; instead, he refers generally to the sins commi  ed by 
the nation over the course of the year.  e High Priest’s earlier 
confessions are made in a similar manner.

 22  e goat shall bear upon it all their iniquities to a precip-
itous land, mountainous, uneven terrain, such as a rocky 

cli  ;24 and he shall dispatch the goat into the wilderness. 
Alternatively, the verse can be understood as referring to a des-
olate land, bere   of all good qualities, and not necessarily to 
precipitous terrain.25

 23 A  er confessing and sending the goat into the wilderness, 
Aaron shall come into the Tent of Meeting and remove 
the linen vestments that he donned with his entry into 
the Sanctum, and he shall leave them there.  e Sages ex-
plain that these vestments may not be used again, but must be 
buried.26

 24 He shall bathe his  esh in water in a holy place, in a ritual 
bath in the Temple compound, and don his vestments, the 
eight vestments generally worn by the High Priest to perform 
the Temple service, which are the four basic white garments 
and four additional special garments.27 And he shall emerge 
and perform his burnt o  ering and the burnt o  ering of 
the people, and atone for himself and for the people.

 25  e fat of the aforementioned sin o  ering, the bull and goat, 
he shall burn on the altar.D

 26 Because the dispatching of the goat to Azazel involves some 
degree of contact with impure forces, the one who dispatches 
the goat to Azazel shall wash his garments and bathe his 
 esh in water, and only a  erward shall he come into the 

camp.

Third 
aliya
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purple, and gold thread, represented the splen-
dor of humanity. For the services detailed in this 
chapter, which involved entry into the Holy of 
Holies, the High Priest assumed a more hum-
ble and subdued pose, wearing white linen 

garments symbolizing simplicity and self-nega-
tion and evoking the purity of the angels.

According to tradition, whenever the High 
Priest donned a di erent set of garments, he 

rst had to immerse his entire body in water. 
Furthermore, each donning and disrobing of 

priestly vestments required the sancti cation 
of hands and feet, which was done by wash-
ing them in the basin that stood in the Temple 
courtyard. Altogether, on Yom Kippur the High 
Priest immersed on ve occasions and washed 
his hands and feet a total of ten times.

DISCUSSION
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The table below presents the full order of the Yom Kippur services. It is based on the Sages’ derivations of the verses and is in accordance with the opinion of 
the Rambam. Daily services not unique to Yom Kippur are marked with an asterisk (*).

Yom Kippur Service of the High Priest

DISCUSSION

Garments Services Offerings

Gold Removal of the ashes at about midnight; arrangement of wood on the altar; removal of the ashes from 
the inner altar*

Slaughter of the daily o ering at the rst light in the eastern sky and sprinkling of the daily o ering’s blood*

Burning of the sacri cial portions of the daily o ering, daily meal o ering, daily griddle-cake o ering, 
and wine libation*

Sacri ce of the majority of the additional o erings (Numbers 9: ) 

One lamb, burnt o ering*

One bull and seven lambs, 
burnt o erings

White High Priest’s personal confession and confession for his family, said while placing his hands on the bull 
(verse 6)

Placing of lots on the goats (verse )

High Priest’s second confession, for both his own sins and those of his family, while placing his hands on 
his bull; slaughter of the bull and receiving its blood (verse )

Burning of the incense in the Holy of Holies (verse ); a short prayer in the Sanctuary; sprinkling the 
blood of his personal bull in the Holy of Holies (verse 4)

Slaughter of the goat designated by lot as “for the Lord” and the sprinkling of its blood in the Holy of 
Holies (verse 5)

Sprinklings in the Sanctuary from the blood of the inner sin o erings, the bull and the goat  (verses – 9)

Confession on behalf of the children of Israel, said while placing his hands on the goat designated by lot 
as “for Azazel” (verses 0– )

Sending of the goat to the wilderness (verses – ); handing over the esh of the inner sin o ering to be 
burned outside the settled area; reading from the Torah and reciting eight blessings

One bull, inner sin o ering

One goat, inner sin o ering

Gold Completion of the additional o erings and the other o erings of the day (verse 4; Numbers 9: )

Burning of the sacri cial portions of the inner sin o ering, the bull and goat (verse 5)

Sacri ce of the daily afternoon o ering*

One goat, outer sin o ering

High Priest’s ram, burnt o ering

Ram of the people, burnt o ering

One lamb, burnt o ering*

White Removal of the re-pan and the spoon from the Holy of Holies (verse ; see Rashi). Some say that this 
removal is performed before the sacri ce of the daily afternoon o ering

Gold Burning of the afternoon incense

Kindling of the lamp*

 27  e carcass of the bull of the sin o  ering of Aaron and the 
goat of the sin o  ering of the nation, the goat not sent to 
Azazel, whose blood was brought in to atone in the Sanctum, 
he shall take outside the camp; and they shall burn in  re 
their hides, their  esh, and their dung.  is was stated in ear-
lier chapters with regard to all inner sin o  erings, the blood of 
which is sprinkled on the inner, golden altar rather than on the 
outer altar. Such o  erings are not eaten but are entirely burned 
outside se  led areas ( : – , : ). 

 28  e one who burns them shall wash his garments and bathe 
his  esh in water, and a  erward he shall come into the 
camp. Because he has been dealing with the remnants of a con-
secrated item whose level of sanctity has been reduced, he must 
a  erward be puri  ed.

 29 As stated at the beginning of this passage, the entire ceremony 
prescribed here had to be performed when Aaron wanted to 
enter the Holy of Holies.  is verse adds that Aaron was not 
permi  ed to enter the Holy of Holies whenever he wished; 
rather, there was a set time when he was permi  ed to do so. 
It shall be for you an eternal statute: During the seventh 
month, which later became known as Tishrei, on the tenth of 
the month, Yom Kippur, you shall a   ict yourselves.  is is 
not a command to cause oneself unnecessary su  ering; rather, 
“a   ict yourselves” is a technical term meaning that one must 
refrain from eating, drinking, and other speci  c forms of phys-
ical pleasure.28 Furthermore, you shall not perform all labor, 
the native and the stranger that resides among you, that is, 
converts who have joined the children of Israel.
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1 :31 | It is a sabbatical rest for you: There 
are two parallel aspects to this day: On the one 
hand, it is a sabbatical rest, a day of purity that 
is absolutely holy and on which God forgives the 
children of Israel for all of their sins. Accordingly, 
the children of Israel fast and desist from prohib-
ited labors, as the theme of the day is abstention 

and withdrawal. On the other hand, it is the only 
day on which the High Priest, who is himself 
fasting, is permitted to enter the most sacred 
place, the Holy of Holies, as the representative 
of the children of Israel. From this perspective, 
Israel’s encounter with holiness is a central 
theme of the day.

It is interesting to note that in this context, the 
day is referred to only by its calendar date and 
is not identi ed by its name, Yom HaKippurim, 
which it is called when the Torah lists the festi-
vals systematically (see Numbers 9:7– ). 

DISCUSSION

 30 For on this day he shall atone for you, to purify you; from all 
your sins before the Lord you shall be puri  ed. On this day 
the children of Israel are granted atonement and are forgiven 
for their sins.  is is achieved both through the o  erings whose 
blood is sprinkled in the Holy of Holies and the Sanctuary and 
by means of the goat sent to Azazel, as well as through the in-
herent sanctity of the day.29  e children of Israel, for their part, 
must prepare themselves for this atonement by abstaining from 
eating, drinking, and the other physical pleasures.

 31 It is a sabbatical rest for you.D  is is a day of rest like the 
Sabbath itself, when prohibited labors are completely forbid-
den, and, unlike on the festivals, none of the labors prohibited 
on the Sabbath may be performed for the sake of food prepara-
tion.30 And you shall a   ict yourselves. Yom Kippur is a day 
of cessation not only from prohibited labor, but also from at-
tending to one’s general physical needs. It is an eternal statute. 

Even when there is no Temple or High Priest, atonement will 
always be granted on this day.31  e sanctity of Yom Kippur and 
its a  endant commandments do not depend upon the High 
Priest’s entry into the Holy of Holies or his performance of the 
sacri  cial rites.

 32  e Torah now returns to the discussion of the High Priest’s 
service in the Temple:  e priest who shall be anointed and 
who shall be ordained to serve in his father’s stead as the 
High Priest, which is an o   ce that is mainly inherited from 
father to son, shall atone and shall don linen vestments, the 
sacred vestments.

 33 He shall atone for the sacred Sanctum, for the most sacred 
part of the Temple, the Holy of Holies, and for the Tent of 
Meeting and for the altar he shall atone; and for the priests 
and for all the people of the assembly he shall atone.

            
 :        
 :          
          
     :       
      :       
        :   
    :        
 :         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 :    .      

     .       
   ,      

       ,   
     .     :  
 " :   ?    ,  
      ,    

 :       ,  
       .   

 :    

641

   |     |   



1 :3  | To atone for the children of Israel 
for all their sins once in the year: In essence, 
Yom Kippur as a day of atonement is a gift from 
God. In contrast to ordinary repentance, which 
stems from human initiative, atonement on this 
holiest of days is an act of divine grace. Still, the 
people must prepare themselves for atonement 
by abstaining from eating, drinking, and other 
prohibited physical pleasures (see Meshekh 

okhma, verse ). If atonement depended solely 
upon the willingness of the people to properly 
repent, their sins would gradually accumulate 
from year to year, and their great weight would 
soon become unbearable. Consequently, God 
pardons all of the year’s sins on one day and 
cleanses the children of Israel proactively (see 
Sefer Ha innukh 5).

1 :  | And to the entrance of the Tent of 
Meeting he did not bring it, to present an 
o ering to the Lord: The Sages dispute the 
meaning of this commandment (see ullin 
6b– 7a). The translation here follows the opin-

ion of Rabbi Yishmael (see Ramban; Bekhor 
Shor). According to Rabbi Akiva, however, when 
the children of Israel were in the wilderness, 
they were permitted to eat unconsecrated meat 
even without ritually slaughtering the animal. 
This became prohibited only when they entered 
the Land of Israel. The commandment here is 
that the act of slaughtering must be performed 
in the Tabernacle; some say that this command-
ment refers only to animals being brought as 
o erings, while others maintain that it applies 
to the slaughter of non-sacred animals as well 

(see Ramban; Rambam, Sefer Kedusha, Hilkhot 
She ita 4: 7).

In any case, this commandment applied spe-
ci cally in the wilderness, when eating meat 
simply to satisfy one’s physical appetite was 
prohibited, but this became permissible when 
the children of Israel entered the Land of Israel 
(see Deuteronomy : 0). However, some hold 
that this prohibition remained in force even af-
ter the children of Israel entered the land, during 
periods when it was permissible to worship on a 
personal altar in any location and the presenta-
tion of o erings was not limited to the Temple 
(see Rav Yosef Kara’s commentary on I Samuel 
4: ).

The e ect of this prohibition was that while 
the children of Israel were in the wilderness all 

DISCUSSION

 34  is shall be an eternal statute for you, to atone for the chil-
dren of Israel for all their sins once in the year.D When Yom 

Kippur came, he, Aaron, did as the Lord had commanded 
Moses.32

This passage deals primarily with the slaughter of animals, as well as related commandments. 

 1  e Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
 2 Speak to Aaron, to his sons, and to all the children of Israel, 

as the upcoming passage is somewhat related to the Tabernacle 
but most of it applies to the entire nation, and say to them: 

 is is the ma  er that the Lord has commanded, saying:
 3 Any man from the house of Israel who shall slaughter a bull 

or a sheep or a goat in the camp, as the Israelite camp in the 
wilderness was large and it is reasonable to assume that those 
who lived in the inner part of the camp did not wish to trouble 
themselves with leaving the camp to slaughter animals, or who 
slaughters it, such an animal, outside the camp, e.g., in a  eld 
used as pasture for the  ock,

 4 and to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting he did not bring 
it, to present an o  ering to the LordD before the Tabernacle 
of the Lord, it will be accounted as blood for that man; he 
has shed blood, and that man shall be excised from among 
his people. All animals must be slaughtered in the Tabernacle 
courtyard as o  erings. One who slaughters an animal in the wil-
derness, outside the Tabernacle area, is punished with excision. 
Excision is a punishment that is administered by God rather 
than an earthly court.  ere are various opinions regarding 
the precise meaning of the word “excision,” including untimely 
death or the cu  ing o   of the soul in the World to Come.

 5 So that the children of Israel shall bring their slaughtered 
animals that they currently slaughter in the open  eld, 
and they shall bring them to the Lord, to the entrance of 
the Tent of Meeting, to the priest, and they shall slaughter 
peace o  erings to the Lord.  ey may no longer slaughter an-
imals wherever they wish.

 6  e priest shall cast the blood on the altar of the Lord that is 
at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting and burn the fat for a 
pleasing aroma to the Lord. During their time in the wilder-
ness, the children of Israel were not permi  ed to slaughter un-
consecrated animals for their meat, as explained above. Instead, 
they were required to consecrate the animals whose meat they 
wanted to consume as a peace o  ering.  e blood and fats of 
a peace o  ering, which may not be eaten even in the case of 
a non-sacred animal, are burned on the altar.  e breast and 
thigh are given to the priest, and the rest of the animal is eaten 
by the individual who has brought the o  ering (see : – ).

 7  at they shall no longer slaughter their o  erings to the sa-
tyrs, a  er whom they go astray.D  is phrase constitutes an in-
dependent commandment and provides the reason for the pro-
hibition against slaughtering animals outside the Tabernacle.33 

 is prohibition against bringing o  erings to satyrs shall be an 
eternal statute for them, for their generations.

Laws Pertaining to Eating Meat
LEVITICUS 17:1 16

Fourth 
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consumption of meat was limited to the context 
of a sacri cial o ering. Instead of slaughtering 
animals merely to satisfy their physical desire to 
eat meat, an action that this verse compares to 
murder, the children of Israel would slaughter 
animals as o erings, turning the slaughter into 
a holy act.

There are various limitations to the con-
sumption of sacri cial meat: One must be ritu-
ally pure, and the meat may be consumed only 
in certain times and places. These restrictions 
further advance the sanctity and purity of the 
Jewish people. Even after the people had set-
tled throughout the Land of Israel and it had 
become permissible to slaughter unconsecrated 
animals in order to eat the meat, the Sages 

recommended numerous spiritual and moral 
practices in this regard. For example, they said 
that an ignoramus should not eat meat (Pesa im 
49b) and that one should not eat meat regularly 
or consume it to one’s full satiation (see ullin 

4a; see also Sifra).

1 :  | That they shall no longer slaughter 
their o erings to the satyrs, after whom they 
go astray: This mention of the practice of sac-
ri cing o erings to satyrs indicates that it was 
a well-known phenomenon. The verse refers 
to demons that supposedly traverse the world, 
including areas of human habitation (see Rashi; 
Ramban; Onkelos; Vayikra Rabba ; Rambam, 
Guide of the Perplexed :46). In those times, 

and for many generations afterward, it was a 
common practice among various peoples, and 
sometimes even Jews, for animal slaughter to 
be accompanied by the dedication of part of the 
slaughtered animal to demonic or other super-
natural beings. The aim of this rite was to pacify 
supernatural forces so that they would not harm 
the person who had slaughtered the animal or 
to request their assistance. Occasionally, people 
would dig a hole in the ground, and the blood 
that had been consecrated to the supernatural 
beings would be poured into it. Even when the 
slaughter was not originally performed as a re-
ligious ritual, part of a slaughtered animal, typ-
ically its blood, was sometimes consecrated to 
satyrs. This is considered a type of idolatrous rite.

DISCUSSION
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 8 Following the commandment that in the wilderness animals 
may be slaughtered only for the purpose of bringing o  erings, 
the verse adds a detail that applies for all generations: And to 
them, the children of Israel, you shall also say the following: 
Any man from the house of Israel, or from the strangers 
who reside among them, who o  ers up a burnt o  ering, 
which is entirely consumed on the altar, or a feast o  ering,D 
much of which is eaten by people,

 9 and to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting does not bring it 
to present it to the Lord, that man shall be excised from his 
people. Presenting an o  ering outside the Tabernacle or the 
Temple is a serious transgression that renders one liable to the 
severe punishment of excision.

 10  is verse provides an additional prohibition concerning the 
slaughter of animals for food. Any man from the house of 
Israel, or from the stranger who resides among them, who 
eats any blood, I will direct My a  ention to the person who 
eats the blood, in the form of retribution, and I will excise 
him from the midst of his people.

 11 For the life, the life force, of the  esh is in the blood, and I 
have given it to you only to sacri  ce on the altar to atone for 
your souls, as it is the blood that shall atone for the life.  e 
blood, upon which life depends, may be used only to atone for 
the soul of the individual who slaughters the animal as an o  er-
ing to God. One is permi  ed to eat meat, the dead  esh of the 
animal; however, blood, which represents the life force of that 
creature, is for God only and may not be consumed.34

 12  erefore I said to the children of Israel: Every person 
among you shall not eat blood, and the stranger who re-
sides among you shall not eat blood.  is broad prohibition 
applies to all the children of Israel, including gentiles who join 
them.  e Sages interpret the phrase “every person among you” 
as including even minors, thereby indicating that adults are re-
quired to ensure that children do not eat blood.35

 13 A related commandment: Any man from the children of 
Israel, or from the strangers that reside among them, who 
shall hunt game of a beast or a bird that may be eaten, ac-
cording to the criteria speci  ed elsewhere,36 he shall pour out 
its blood and cover it with dirt.D Not only is blood prohib-
ited from being eaten, but it may not be le   exposed. Beasts, 
meaning undomesticated animals, and most birds may not be 
brought as o  erings.  is commandment to cover the blood 

applies to undomesticated animals and birds, which are gener-
ally hunted; it does not apply to domesticated animals.37

 14 For the life of all  esh, its blood is with its life; therefore I 
said to the children of Israel:  e blood of all  esh you shall 
not eat, because the life of all  esh is its blood. To symbolize 
the limits of human power over life, anyone who eats it shall 
be excised.

 15 Up to this point, the verses have introduced various command-
ments pertaining to the killing of animals.  ese include the 
prohibition against eating meat from an animal that was not 
brought as an o  ering, which applied only while the children 
of Israel were in the wilderness; the prohibition against bring-
ing o  erings outside the Tabernacle or Temple; the prohibition 
against eating blood; and the obligation to cover the blood of 
an undomesticated animal or bird that has been slaughtered. 

 e next commandment refers to animals that were not nec-
essarily killed by human beings: Any person who shall eat an 
unslaughtered carcass or a mauled animal that has su  ered a 
fatal injury,38 whether he is native or stranger, he shall wash 
his garments and bathe in water, and he is impure until the 
evening, and he shall be puri  ed. Not only is it prohibited to 
eat such animals, but having direct physical contact with their 
carcasses, or even moving their carcasses indirectly, renders a 
person impure (see : – , – ). However, since this verse 
speci  cally refers to eating the carcass, the Sages explain that it 
refers to a unique type of impurity, contracted speci  cally from 
the carcass of a kosher bird, and not through contact or by be-
ing moved, but only when it is swallowed.39

 16 But if he does not wash and he does not bathe his  esh, he 
shall bear his iniquity. An impure person is not required to pu-
rify himself immediately, as there is no prohibition against be-
ing ritually impure. He violates a prohibition only if he touches 
consecrated food items or enters the Temple. Priests generally 
did not own land and could not grow their own produce, and 
so this prohibition was undoubtedly an important concern of 
theirs, since consecrated food items comprised a signi  cant 
portion of their diet.  e same prohibition also applied to the 
entire nation while they were in the wilderness, during which 
time they were permi  ed to eat meat only if the animal had 
been brought as an o  ering; however, even a  er it became per-
missible to eat unconsecrated meat, one who was impure could 
still come into contact with consecrated food. Because this is 
a severe prohibition, the verse emphasizes the importance of 
maintaining ritual purity.40

Fifth 
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1 :8 | Who o ers up a burnt o ering or a 
feast o ering: This refers to the prohibition 
against presenting o erings outside of the 
Temple courtyard (see Nedarim 7 a). For a thou-
sand years after the giving of the Torah, the 
slaughter of o erings outside the Temple was 
an ongoing problem for the children of Israel. 
There were certain periods when, under speci c 
conditions, it was permissible to bring some 

o erings to God on personal altars. At other 
times, when there was a central, operational 
Temple, it was prohibited to bring o erings in 
other locations, even for the sake of Heaven (see 
Zeva im, chap. 4).

1 :13 | He shall pour out its blood and cover 
it with dirt: Puddles or holes lled with blood 
were common features in idolatrous rituals. 
Some commentaries suggest that the covering 

of the blood is a kind of apology to God or a way 
of downplaying the fact that human beings con-
sume other living creatures (see Ba’al HaTurim). 
Alternatively, this commandment, which re-
mains in e ect today, alludes to burial. Just as 
the burial of a human corpse is an expression 
of honor for the deceased, so too covering the 
blood of a beast or bird grants a measure of dig-
nity to these creatures (see Kohelet Rabba : 9).

DISCUSSION
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18:2 | I am the Lord your God: This phrase indi-
cates that the prohibitions listed in the upcom-
ing passage are a direct result of the chosen sta-
tus of the children of Israel. The expression “I am 
the Lord your God” appears both at the begin-
ning of this passage and at its conclusion (verse 

0). It does not mean merely I am the Ruler, the 
Master, and the Judge, but also, since you be-
long to Me, there are rules and limitations that 
apply to you that are not relevant to all other 
peoples (see Sifra).

18:3 | You shall not follow the practices of 
the land of Egypt in which you lived, and you 
shall not follow the practices of the land of 
Canaan, where I am bringing you: The pa-
gan cultures of Egypt and Canaan di ered from 
each other; however, regarding the topic of this 

DISCUSSION

Thus far, the book of Leviticus has focused primarily on matters that concern the 
Temple and the priests, either directly or indirectly. These include a discussion of 
sacri cial o erings and the laws of ritual purity and impurity, which limit one’s ability 
to touch or handle sancti ed items. Here, however, is a section that is not related to the 
Temple, sacred items, or ritual purity and impurity. Instead, it provides a separate set 
of commandments.

Like the previous passage, this one focuses on one narrow topic, in this case, forbidden sexual relations. The verses mainly deal with the various 
prohibited sexual relations, not the punishments for which o enders are liable or other rami cations of violating the prohibitions. These are addressed 
separately, in a di erent section. The topic is bookended by long, unique introductory and concluding sections.

 1  e Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
 2 Speak to the children of Israel and say to them: I am the 

Lord your God.D

 3 You shall not follow the practices of the land of Egypt in 
which you lived, and you shall not follow the practices of 
the land of Canaan, where I am bringing you,D and you shall 
not follow their statutes, their ways. You shall not follow their 
mores or their prescribed laws.41

 4 Rather, My ordinances you shall perform, and My statutes 
you shall observe,D to follow them; I am the Lord your God.

 5 You shall observe My statutes and My ordinances, which 
a man shall perform and live by them.  e commandments 
concerning the standards of sexual morality, which mandate 
the distinctiveness and sanctity of the children of Israel, shape 
the proper way to lead one’s life. I am the Lord, I live forever.

 6 Any man of you shall not approach his kin to uncover na-
kedness, to engage in sexual relations; I am the Lord.  is 
general declaration serves to underline the basic principle of 
this passage that sexual relations with all close blood relatives 
are prohibited.

 7  e nakedness of your father and the nakedness of your 
mother you shall not uncover. She is your mother; you shall 
not uncover her nakedness. In practically all societies, sexual 
relations between a mother and son are proscribed. Although 
this prohibition applies directly to a mother, in any normal fam-
ily the shame and embarrassment caused by such an act would 
impact both parents. Consequently, the verse  rst mentions 
both the father and mother.42

 8  e nakedness of your father’s wife, even if she is not your 
mother, you shall not uncover; it is your father’s nakedness 

[erva].  e narrow meaning of the word erva is nakedness, as it 
has been explained here, or it can speci  cally refer to the sexual 
organs. However, it can also be used in the sense of shame or 
embarrassment.43 Consequently, one possible interpretation of 
this verse is that sexual relations with one’s father’s wife would 
cause the father shame and embarrassment.

 9  e nakedness of your sister, the daughter of your father or 
the daughter of your mother, and all the more so if she is the 
daughter of both your father and your mother, although this 
case is not explicitly mentioned in the verse,44 whether she is 
born into the household or born outside of wedlock,45 you 
shall not uncover their nakedness, as they are your relatives.

 10  e nakedness of the daughter of your son, or of the daugh-
ter of your daughter, and certainly of your daughter herself, 
although she is not mentioned in the verse,46 you shall not 
uncover their nakedness, for it is your nakedness. One’s 
relationship with one’s own children is even closer than one's 
relationship with other relatives; sexual relations with one’s 
child would constitute the parent’s own personal nakedness 
or shame.

 11  e nakedness of the daughter of your father’s wife, who 
was born to your father and not necessarily to your mother, 
she is your sister; therefore, you shall not uncover her na-
kedness.  ere is overlap between this verse and the prohibi-
tion of verse . Consequently, sexual relations with the daugh-
ter of one’s father who is also the daughter of the father’s wife is 
prohibited by two commandments.47 However, if one does not 
share either parent with the daughter of his father’s wife, he is 
not considered her relative at all, and she is not forbidden to 

e Prohibitions against Sexual 
Immorality and Other Abominations
LEVITICUS 18:1 30 
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passage, sexual morality, there were very few, if 
any, injunctions observed by either of these two 
cultures. Rampant promiscuity was character-
istic of both Canaan and Egypt. As the children 
of Israel moved from Egypt to Canaan, they 
needed to be warned to observe the boundaries 
of sexual morality. 

18:  | My ordinances you shall perform, and 
My statutes you shall observe: The emphasis 
on obedience to God’s ordinances expressed 
in this verse contradicts the apologetic expla-
nations of the sexual prohibitions as eugenic 
limitations for the purpose of improving the 
gene pool. These prohibitions are not based on 
the idea that incestuous relationships can lead 

to hereditary diseases and other health prob-
lems. One cannot say that they are designed to 
bene t a particular human society; rather, they 
should be understood as laws that have been 
prescribed by divine decree (see Ramban, verse 
6; Sifra, Kedoshim 0: 6).

18:  | To uncover nakedness: This is a euphe-
mistic expression for sexual relations. The Bible 

DISCUSSION
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often prefers to employ euphemistic terminol-
ogy, and certainly uses it with regard to sexual 
relations (see commentary on Genesis 9: – ; 
Pesa im a).

18:1  | You shall not approach his wife; she 
is your aunt: This idea that the wife of an un-
cle related by blood is considered like a blood 
relation herself is one of the sources for the ha-
lakhic principle that the marriage bond causes 

husband and wife to be considered virtually like 
a single entity. In  the words of the Sage: One 
wife is like his own esh (see Sanhedrin b; 
Berakhot 4a). This concept has rami cations in 
many areas of Jewish law.

18:2  | With the wife of your counterpart: 
Although the prohibition of adultery is one of 
the Ten Precepts (Exodus 0: ), it is mentioned 
here again in the context of the other forbidden 

sexual relations. Traditional Jewish sources in-
clude the prohibition of adultery together with 
incest in the general category of forbidden sex-
ual relations (e.g., see Yevamot 9 a).

18:21 | You shall not give from your o spring 
to pass to Molekh: Why is the prohibition of 
Molekh worship mentioned in the context of 
forbidden sexual relations? The Molekh cult was 
not directly related to sexual impropriety, but 

DISCUSSION

him.48 Indeed, there are historical precedents of men marrying 
their stepsisters.49

 12  e nakedness of your father’s sister you shall not uncover; 
she is your father’s kin, or  esh.50

 13  e nakedness of your mother’s sister you shall not un-
cover, as she is your mother’s kin.

 14  e aunts mentioned in the previous two verses are blood rela-
tives from the side of each parent.  is verse adds that even an 
aunt who is not a blood relative is prohibited.  e nakedness 
of your father’s brother you shall not uncover; you shall not 
approach his wife; she is your aunt.D Since she is married to 
your uncle, she should be considered as much your aunt as the 
sister of your father or mother.

 15  e Torah lists further prohibitions involving relatives through 
marriage.  e nakedness of your daughter-in-law you shall 
not uncover; she is your son’s wife.  erefore, you shall not 
uncover her nakedness.

 16  e nakedness of your brother’s wife you shall not uncover; 
it is your brother’s nakedness.

 17  e list of forbidden relations began with close blood relatives, 
e.g., parents, children, and siblings, before continuing with 
those who are relatives through marriage. In contrast, the next 
two prohibitions do not involve a familial relationship between 
the man and woman but rather focus on a preexisting relation-
ship with a female relative of the woman.  e nakedness of a 
woman and her daughter you shall not uncover. It is prohib-
ited for a man to have relations with a mother and her daughter. 

 is applies not only to her actual daughter, as even her son’s 
daughter or her daughter’s daughter you shall not take to 
uncover her nakedness.  ey are kin; it is lewdness [zima]. 
Alternatively, zima means the thought process of sinners and is 
similar to the word mezima, plot.51 Although a man is permi  ed 
to wed either woman, he may not marry one of them once he 
has already been married to the other. Such a marriage would 
ruin the mother-daughter relationship.52 An additional negative 
consequence of such a marriage is that the husband is more lia-
ble to think of one woman while he is with the other, as there is 
o  en a resemblance between mother and daughter.

 18 Similarly, a woman with her sister you shall not take to be 
rivals to uncover her nakedness through her in her lifetime. 
It is prohibited to marry two sisters.  e verse clearly states that 
a man may not marry his wife’s sister if his wife is still alive, even 
if she is no longer his wife and he has divorced her.  e prohi-
bition against marrying two sisters is similar to the prohibition 
against marrying a mother and her daughter. However, the per-
missibility of marrying the sister of one’s wife a  er the wife’s 
death is a unique feature of this case that does not apply to the 
prohibition of marrying a mother and her daughter or to any of 
the other forbidden relations.  e prohibition is in e  ect only 
during the lifetime of the sister one marries  rst.

 19  e following forbidden sexual relationships are not prohibited 
due to familial connections of any kind between the partici-
pants. To a woman in her state of menstrual impurity you 
shall not approach to uncover her nakedness. It is prohib-
ited to engage in sexual relations with a woman when she is in 
a state of menstrual impurity. Furthermore, one may not even 
approach to uncover her nakedness, which is a broader prohibi-
tion than refraining from actual sexual relations. It is prohibited 
for a man to engage in all forms of close contact with a woman 
in a state of menstrual impurity, and it makes no di  erence 
whether she is not related to him or if she is his own wife.53

 20 And with the wife of your counterpart,D another Jewish 
man,54 you shall not engage in sexual relations, to de  le 
yourself with her.

 21  e Torah now turns to a di  erent type of prohibition: You 
shall not give from your o  spring to pass him as a symbolic 
or an actual o  ering to Molekh,DB which is the name of a par-
ticular idol or cult that was widespread at the time.55 And you 
shall not profane the name of your God; I am the Lord. 
According to the alternative opinion that Molekh is not the 
name of any particular idol, this might mean that one may not 
worship God by sacri  cing children, as in the Molekh ritual, 
since this is a degenerate practice that profanes the name of 
God.  is interpretation also  ts the verses in Deuteronomy 
that discuss the topic of burning one’s sons or daughters.56
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18:21 | To pass to Molekh: This was an idol-
atrous ritual in which one would bring his 
children as an o ering by burning them in re 
(see Deuteronomy 12:31; Jeremiah :31; Ezekiel 
23:3 ). It was a common practice among some 
of the nations in the region, such as the Phoe-
nicians. Alternatively, this might refer to a ritual 
in which children were ceremoniously passed 
through re without actually being burned (see 
commentary on Isaiah : ).

It is possible that Molekh was not the real 
name of this god, but a Hebrew appellation 
for the Amonite god Milkom, as the children of 

Israel would distort the names of foreign deities 
(see I Kings :7, ). It is also possible that its 
original name was Melekh, meaning “king,” as in 
the verse “and the Sefarvites burned their chil-
dren in the re to Adramelekh and Anamelekh, 
the gods of Sefarvaim” (II Kings 7: ; see 
Ramban, verse ). One of the common ways in 
which names were altered in this regard was to 
take the two syllables of the principle name and 
vocalize it with a stressed o and an unstressed 
e sound, as in the name Boshet (e.g., see Hosea 
9: 0; see also Avoda Zara 45a).

BACKGROUND
worship of Molekh expresses a corrupt concep-
tion of parental authority. Children and other 
subordinate members of the family are not 
under the absolute control of the head of the 
family, to be used sexually or as ritual o erings. 
This sort of exploitation is a profanation of the 
name of God, as the verse states. 

It is also possible that the appearance of 
this prohibition in the context of the forbidden 
sexual acts re ects the existence of a fertility 
cult in which children were slaughtered in the 
hope of ensuring the fertility of the land or 
the family (see Sforno; Rambam, Guide of the 
Perplexed : 7).

DISCUSSION
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18:22 | You shall not lie with a male in the manner of lying with a woman: This law also distinguished the children of Israel from the culture of the sur-
rounding societies at the time, for whom homosexual relations was considered perfectly acceptable.

DISCUSSION

 22  is verse adds another prohibition to the list of forbidden 
sexual relations that are not due to familial ties, in addition to 
adultery and relations with a menstruating woman: You shall 
not lie with a male in the manner of lying with a woman;D it 
is an abomination. Homosexual relations between two men is 
not considered a normal sexual act; it is an abomination.

 23 You shall not engage sexually with any animal to de  le 
yourself with it.  e de  lement of this deed is due to its nature 
as a purely sexual act, with no possibility of mutual human at-
tachment or procreation. Up to this point, the forbidden sexual 
acts have been stated as prohibitions for males, though it is clear 
from context and parallel sources that these prohibitions apply 
equally to females.57  e verses have been addressed to men be-
cause the man is generally the more active party in these acts. 
Here the verse addresses a situation where no man is involved 
at all: And a woman shall not stand before an animal for it 
to copulate with her; it is a perversion.  e verse insists that 
bestiality is a perversion, though it appears to not have been 
unheard of in Canaanite culture.

 24 To conclude the section, the verse adds that transgressions 
in the area of forbidden sexual relations are not only legally 
proscribed, but also cause moral and spiritual debasement. 

 erefore, do not de  le yourselves in any of these; for in 
all these were de  led the nations that I am sending forth 
from before you. Various types of forbidden sexual relations, 
including adultery, homosexuality, and bestiality, were a central 
feature of ancient Canaanite culture.

 25  e land was de  led, and I visited its iniquity upon it.  ese 
acts are not merely private, personal transgressions. When they 
become accepted and normative they de  le the land itself. 
Severe sexual transgressions contaminate not only the indi-
vidual who commits them, but one’s surroundings as well, and 
they cause punishment to be in  icted on the entire land.58 And 

the land spewed out its inhabitants, by conquest at the hands 
of other nations or through natural disasters.

 26 In contrast to those nations, you, the children of Israel, shall 
observe My statutes, which determine what is considered a 
familial relationship, although these de  nitions are not predi-
cated on human logic, and My ordinances, laws with discern-
ible logical or practical underpinnings.59 You shall not per-
form any of these abominations, the native and the stranger 
who resides among you, as these restrictions apply to anyone 
who resides in the land.60

 27 For all these abominations were performed by the people 
of the land, who were living there before you, the Canaanites, 
and the land was de  led through these acts.

 28 If you do not sin, the result will be that the land will not ex-
pel you by your de  ling it, as it spewed out the nation that 
was before you.  e Land of Israel in particular cannot tolerate 
moral debasement, and it spews out the sinners who de  le it.61

 29 For anyone who shall perform any of these abominations 
listed above, as opposed to other, less severe prohibitions in-
volving sexual relations that are not mentioned here,62 the peo-
ple who perform them shall be excised from among their 
people. Even prior to the involvement of a human court in the 
case of one who violates these prohibitions, those who trans-
gress these prohibitions are liable to excision at the hands of 
Heaven.63

 30 You shall keep My commission to refrain from perform-
ing any of the abominable practices that were performed 
before you in the land of Canaan, and you shall not de  le 
yourselves through performing them; I am the Lord your 
God.  e phrase “you shall keep My commission” may also be 
rendered as: You shall establish a safeguard for My commission. 

 e Sages interpreted this as a mandate to enact protective 
measures to prevent people from performing transgressions.64

Seventh 
aliya 

(Fourth 
aliya)

Maftir
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1 :2 | Speak to the entire congregation of 
the children of Israel: This introductory phrase 
di ers from the standard phrase: “Speak to the 
children of Israel,” which introduces the previ-
ous chapter dealing with forbidden relation-
ships ( : ), as well as from the other forms of 
introductions appearing in Leviticus. Here, the 
address is to the entire congregation, rather 
than to any particular assembly, as this passage 
presents a general perspective which expresses 
itself in numerous details. Thus, the chapter is 
delivered to the entire congregation, as it does 
not refer to speci c issues or sins (see Sifra). 

1 :3 | Each of you shall fear his mother 
and his father and you shall observe My 
Sabbaths: The requirements to honor one’s 
parents and to observe the Sabbath appear 
adjacent in the Ten Precepts as well (Exodus 

0: – ). It would seem that their juxtaposition 
serves to express two opposite extremes: On the 
one hand, the special status accorded to par-
ents, and to elders in general, is a fundamental 
feature of human society, and is not speci cally 
related to the sanctity of Israel. For generations, 
people have honored their elders, and it is this 
show of respect that is perceived as an example 

of humanity’s moral superiority over all other 
living creatures, whose elders are left to die 
alone. Here, man is commanded to fear one’s 
parents in addition to honoring them. This com-
mandment addresses both young children who 
may still be punished by their parents, as well 
as adults whose parents can no longer control 
their child’s actions. Therefore, fear of one’s par-
ents is not based on force or power, but on ac-
knowledgment of their elevated status. On the 
other hand, the commandment to observe the 
Sabbath contains an emphasis on the fact that 
they are “My Sabbaths,” and the Sabbath is God’s 

DISCUSSION

Parashat
Kedoshim

Until this point, the book of Leviticus has addressed speci c topics of Jewish Law: o erings, forbidden 
foods, ritual impurity, etc.  The issue it now addresses, holiness, constitutes an entire way of life not 
restricted to any one area.

Commentaries note that the set of laws presented below echoes the Ten Precepts. Here, the contents 
of the Ten Precepts are expanded and deepened, taking on new meanings.  Still, it is di cult to clearly discern the organizing principle behind this 
section’s structure and the order of its contents.

 1  e Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
 2 Speak to the entire congregation of the children of Israel,D 

and say to them: You shall be holy, for I, the Lord your God, 
am holy. Before giving the Torah to the children of Israel, God 
declares and demands that they “shall be for Me a kingdom 
of priests and a holy nation.”4 Now it is time for the people to 
actualize this declaration:  eir holiness must express itself in 
deed. Holiness is not the performance of a speci  c deed, ritual, 
or initiation. Rather, the holiness of the children of Israel is due 
to their special relationship with God, and the rami  cations of 
this relationship include a tremendous collection of requisite 
actions. 

 3 Each of you shall fear his mother and his father and you 
shall observe My Sabbaths:D I am the Lord your God. Some 
explain that the juxtaposition of these two laws indicates that 
although one must take great care to fear one’s parents and obey 
them, the obligation to observe the Sabbath takes precedence 
over this commandment; one is not obligated to obey one’s 

parents when their instructions involve a transgression of the 
Sabbath or other commandments.5 

 4 Do not turn to the false gods,D and do not fashion for your-
selves cast gods, because you are holy and I am the Lord your 
God.

 5 And when you slaughter a peace o  ering to the Lord, for 
your propitiation you shall o  er it, of your own goodwill,6 or 
in order to  nd favor in God’s eyes.7 

 6 To this end, you must observe the laws of the o  ering:8 On the 
day of your slaughter it shall be eaten and on the next day, in 
accordance with that which was stated previously ( : ); and 
the le  over until the third day, it shall be burned in  re.

 7 And if it, the o  ering, is eaten on the third day, it is detest-
able [piggul]. According to rabbinic tradition, sacri  cial meat 
that was le   until the third day is considered le  over [notar]. 
Piggul refers to an o  ering that was initially o  ered with intent 
to consume its  esh on the third day.9 Although it is prohib-
ited to eat notar, the o  ering itself is accepted so long as it was 
o  ered with proper intent; it is not disquali  ed retroactively. 
Piggul, however, since it is o  ered with improper intent, shall 
not be accepted by God at all, no ma  er when its  esh is con-
sumed in practice.

 8 And he who eats it shall bear responsibility for his iniquity, 
because he profaned that which is sacred to the Lord; and 
that person shall be excised from his people.D

e Command to Be Holy
LEVITICUS 19:1 20:27 

Fear of One’s Parents, the Sabbath, 
Idol Worship, and Observing the Laws 
of O erings
LEVITICUS 19:1 8

19
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special festive day (see Genesis : – ; Exodus 
0:9, : – 7; Deuteronomy 5: 4). Furthermore, 

unlike the festivals, which bear some connec-
tion to seasonal events in nature, the Sabbath is 
unrelated to the material world. Thus, the com-
mandments to fear one’s parents and to observe 
the Sabbath contain the notion of elevating 
those who are deserving of it, albeit in opposite 
realms: the realm of interpersonal relationships, 
and the abstract realm of ritual. Each of these 
domains must nd a place in the holy society. 

1 :  | Do not turn to the false gods [elilim]: 
The term elilim, which appears for the rst time 
here, has clear undertones of mockery and 
ridicule (see Sifra). The repetition of the lamed 
transforms elilim into a diminished form of el, 
God, just as the additions of lamed and beit to 
the word kelev, dog, transform it into the word 
kelavlav, a term that denotes a puppy. Thus, the 
verse does not stress one’s abandonment of 
God, but the fact that one turns to lesser gods, 
as it were. 

1 :8 | And he who eats it shall bear his in-
iquity, because he profaned that which is 
sacred to the Lord; and that person shall 
be excised from his people: The prophets 
also accused the children of Israel of partaking 
of o erings on the third day, in the Temples at 
Beit El and Dan (Amos 4:4). It seems puzzling, 
however, that such a transgression should in-
cur such severe punishment and rebuke. Why is 
the consumption of an o ering the day after its 
allotted time punishable by excision? Granted, 

DISCUSSION

        
            
        
            
         
           
          

    .        
  :       ,  
   ,       .
  " :       
  " ;( -  ,  ) "    ,  
  ,  " ;(   ) "    ...

 :( -   )   
      .      
 ?   ,     ,  .   ,
     .    " " :  
  —   ,     ?" "
 ,     .    :  
  ,         
        ,   
   :    ,  
   ,  ,      .
      ,     

   :     ,    ,
    ,     .
     ?   .    
  ?   .      

 :   ,   ,

 ,' '  " " .  .      
 ,    .   :   
  :       
  ,       .  
 ,        
   ,(  ,  ) "   " :   

 :   

        .     
 ,         
  " :    ,     
 .   :(  ,  )     
 ,          

 :         
   .    ,  .
 :    ,    

    ,  .     
 :     

  ,      .      
       " :  
    .     ,(  ,  )
   " :   ?   
   ,    ,(  ,  ) "  
  " :  ,  .  :   

 :(  ,  ) "

  ,     .     
 ,    ,      
 (   )   .    

 :   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

653

  |     |   



one chooses of one’s own goodwill to bring a 
peace o ering, in order to partake of its esh 
before God. Part of the o ering is burned upon 
the altar, and a portion of the o ering is given 
to the priests, while most of the esh goes to 
the owner. Since all three parties participate 
in the o ering, it engenders an atmosphere of 
peace and tranquility, hence the name “peace 
o ering” (Sifra, Dibbura DeNedava ; Rashi, 
4: 0). However, a peace o ering is a sacred item, 

and its consumption is not meant to be a per-
sonal celebratory feast of which only a portion 
is designated for God. If the consumption of 
the o ering is treated merely as a large family 
meal, its sanctity is marred. Consequently, one 
who consumes it on the third day, or intends 
to do so, without care for when or where he 
consumes the o ering, profanes a sacred item 
of God. Therefore, the severe penalty incurred 
by this transgression does not stem from the 

temptation to actually consume an o ering be-
yond its appropriate time; rather, it results from 
the desecration of a sacred item and its transfor-
mation into a non-sacred one (see Bekhor Shor; 
commentary on : ). 

1 :1  | I am the Lord your God: This decla-
ration, repeated on ten occasions in Parashat 
Kedoshim, serves to emphasize that these ac-
tions are not merely decent human behavior. 
Behind each of these commands stands the 

DISCUSSION

After addressing the preservation of holiness in purely spiritual or ritualistic matters – the Sabbath, 
idol worship, and sacri cial o erings – the chapter turns to other facets of holiness relating to the 
daily lives of individuals. The Torah’s concept of holiness is not limited to an isolated realm detached 
from the mundane aspects of life. Rather, all areas of life fall under the purview of this holiness, and its 
implications express themselves in a myriad of ways in the private and public domains. Therefore, the 
virtue of holiness demands both small and large obligations in interpersonal relationships. 

 9 When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not  nish 
reaping the corner of your  eld; do not harvest it. And the 
gleanings of your harvest, the sheaves that fall from the sickle 
during the harvest, you shall not gather; rather, you must leave 
them in the  eld.

 10 Your vineyard you shall not harvest completely [te’olel], do 
not gather the small, incompletely formed clusters of grapes 
[olelot], and the fallen fruit of your vineyard, the grapes 
that have separated and fallen o   the cluster, you shall not 
gather. All this produce, meaning the the corner of your  eld, 
the gleanings of your harvest, the incomplete clusters, and the 
fallen grapes, you may not gather from your  eld. Rather, for 
the poor and for the stranger, who is  nancially unstable, you 
shall leave them: I am the Lord your God.D

 11 In addition to charity, the following prohibitions, some of 
which are designed to prevent social injustices, are important 

for the establishment of a holy congregation: You shall not 
steal; nor shall you falsely deny a claim that you owe another 
money, nor shall you lie to one another.

 12 You shall not take an oath in My name falsely, as you will 
profane the name of your God by using it for wrongdoing: I 
am the Lord, and invoking My name among your falsehoods is 
doubly wrong.

 13 You shall not use your power, status, or authority to exploit 
your neighbor, that is, you shall not prevent him from receiv-
ing that which he rightfully deserves.10 Such exploitation might 
occur during business negotiations or during disagreements, 
or may relate to the hiring of workers.11 And you shall not rob 
someone of that which belongs to him; you shall not keep the 
wages of a hired laborer with you overnightD until morning. 
You must pay your employees without delay. In particular, if 
you employ a day laborer who is to receive his wages a  er each 
day’s work, you must pay him during the same evening in which 
he completes his labor. 

 14 You shall not curse a deaf person;D you shall not place an 
obstacle before the blind.D Upon these prohibitions, the 
Torah adds the warning: You shall fear your God: I am the 
Lord. In many instances, an injured person is unaware of who 
harmed him, and an o  ender can easily escape responsibility, 
especially if his victim is deaf, blind, or otherwise helpless with 
no one to argue on his behalf. Moreover, one may harm another 
in a discrete manner, unnoticeable even to those surrounding 
the victim.  erefore, the verse stresses that even when one has 
no reason to fear the reactions of the victim or society, he must 
fear God, before whom all actions and intentions are revealed.12 

Gi s for the Poor, Honesty, 
and Brotherhood
LEVITICUS 19:9 18

Ancient Egyptian fresco depicting a harvest, thirteenth century BCE
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sanctity of the Lawgiver, the Creator of all exis-
tence. Just as it is the holiness of God that stands 
behind the prohibitions against turning to false 
gods or fashioning cast gods (verse 4), so too it 
is His sanctity that serves as the source for the 
obligation to leave a portion of one’s property 
for the poor, the strangers, and the needy. In this 
manner, holiness permeates the fabric of daily 
life far more than through the performance of 
ritualistic acts. 

1 :13 | You shall not keep the wages of a 
hired laborer with you overnight: In a devel-
oped economy, it might be nancially advan-
tageous for an employer to delay paying his 
employees, or it might simply be a matter of 
convenience for the employer. Regardless, the 
Torah obligates the timely payment of wages 
in order to prevent abuse and to establish labor 
relations on a foundation of honesty.

The hired laborer mentioned in the Torah 
is one who is in need of his wages. As such, it 

is prohibited to delay payment for his labor. 
Nevertheless, even if the situation were re-
versed, and the employer required the services 
of a particular laborer while the laborer had 
several job o ers, it is still prohibited to delay 
payment of wages. 

1 :1  | You shall not curse a deaf person: 
Although it is prohibited to curse anyone (see 
Sifra; Rashi; Ramban; Sanhedrin 66a; Shevuot 

6a), the Torah speci es a deaf person in order to 
highlight the damage caused by the statement 
itself, even when the target of the curse cannot 
hear it. Clearly, one who curses or demeans a 
deaf person in the presence of others harms 
him, despite the fact that the individual himself 
is unaware of the damage in icted. Perhaps it is 
due to ignorance of this fact that people justify 
such behavior (see Ramban; Rabbeinu Ba ya). 
Even if nobody hears the curse and no tangible 
damage will be in icted upon the deaf person, 
it is still prohibited to curse him, as such speech 

has a deleterious e ect on the soul of the 
speaker (see Derashot HaRan ).

Although there are speci c parameters re-
garding this prohibition, it is clear from several 
places that a curse as mentioned in the Bible is 
not merely the expression of ill will from one to 
another, but also involves a statement of belit-
tlement or mockery (see Deuteronomy : , 

5: ; I Samuel : , and Rashi ad loc.; II Samuel 
6: ; Targum Yonatan, Leviticus 4: ; Rashi and 
Ramban, Deuteronomy : ).

You shall not place an obstacle block before 
the blind: The Sages understand this prohibi-
tion to extend far beyond its literal meaning. 
That is, anyone who lacks knowledge in a cer-
tain eld, or is unaware of all sides of a matter, is 
considered blind with regard to that matter. Any 
statement that might lead such an individual to 
fail or to follow the wrong course of action, or 
cause him to sin, is included in this prohibition 
(see Rashi; Sifra, Kedoshim : ; Pesa im b). 
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1 :1  | You shall not favor the impoverished; 
you shall not defer to the great: All legal sys-
tems contain some sort of prohibition against 
favoring the rich, the powerful, or the strong. 
However, prohibiting a judge from pitying the 
poor is an anomaly.

Additionally, the “great” individual referred to 
in the verse is not only one who is wealthy or of 
noble status, as opposed to a pauper or one on 
the margins of society. The verse may also refer 
to a spiritually great person: a sage or important 
rabbi (see Exodus : ). 

1 :1  | You shall not go as a gossip [rakhil]: 
This expression borrows from the behavior of 
the wandering peddler [rakhil]. The root reish-
khaf-lamed is similar to the root reish-gimmel-
lamed, meaning “foot” (see Rashi), as both in-
volve movement from place to place. The root 
reish-gimmel-lamed also has a negative conno-
tation relating to movement and the passing on 
of information, namely in the term meragel, a 
spy, who uses his feet and ability to walk in order 
to pass on information.

The Torah prohibits one from revealing the 
private matters of another. This does not refer 
to spreading lies, nor does it refer speci cally to 
revealing shameful or embarrassing episodes, 
but to the very exposure of private matters, 
which is today considered the duty of the press. 
Granted, certain matters must be revealed for 
speci c purposes. However, there are many 
matters that people are accustomed to reveal-
ing, even though their revelation has no posi-
tive value. For example, a reliable account of a 
quarrel between a husband and wife does not 
involve a criminal o ense, but such a report is 
likely to increase the tension in that relationship. 
A gossip who hears rumors or stories and goes 
o  to tell them to another, creates undesirable 
situations through the very transmission of this 
information, and he violates a Torah prohibition. 

You shall not go as a gossip among your peo-
ple; you shall not stand by the blood of your 
neighbor: These two prohibitions appear adja-
cent to one another due to their similarity: The 
gossip seeks to witness deplorable acts, perhaps 

even ones that involve an element of danger. 
Not only does he not intervene to provide as-
sistance and save that individual, but he takes 
pleasure in the event and enjoys passing on the 
details of it to others (see Ibn Ezra; Bekhor Shor; 
Rambam, Sefer HaMadda, Hilkhot Deot 7: ).

1 :1  | You shall not hate your brother in 
your heart; you shall rebuke your neighbor: 
Generally, one comes to hate another individ-
ual due to some unscrupulous behavior on the 
latter’s part. One’s performance of a good deed 
might arouse jealousy, but not hatred. Some 
people will quarrel with an individual they have 
observed acting in an improper manner, espe-
cially when they are personally a ected, while 
others, who generally refrain from interfering 
in the a airs of others, will remain silent even 
if the improper behavior arouses feelings of ha-
tred. If left unresolved, this hatred may not sub-
side, and might even intensify. Therefore, one is 
commanded to rebuke his neighbor and inform 
him of his feelings. Oftentimes an individual is 
unaware that he has done something wrong; 

DISCUSSION

 15 You shall not perform injustice in judgment.  is is a gen-
eral demand for honesty in judgment. Furthermore, not only 
is it prohibited to discriminate against those on the margins of 
society, but you shall not favor the impoverished as well, and 
conversely, you shall not defer to the great;D do not favor ei-
ther of the litigants. With righteousness you shall judge your 
counterpart, regardless of his identity or status. 

 16 You shall not go as a gossipD among your people: Do not 
recount in one place certain rumors or private ma  ers that 
you heard or witnessed in another place.13 Additionally, when 
you see a member of Israel in danger or distress, you shall not 
stand by the blood of your neighbor.D  at is, one must at-
tempt to come to his aid if he is in distress.  is is true even if 
the ma  er is not actually one of life and death.14 I am the Lord, 
and My commands must be obeyed. Furthermore, given that 
one might easily shirk this responsibility by claiming that he 
was unaware of his neighbor’s distress, that he was in a hurry or 
was busy, that he did not think his assistance was critical, or that 
the situation was too dangerous to intervene in, God declares: I 
am the Lord, and I know the truth.15 

 17 You shall not hate your brother in your heart. Although 
this would seem to be a general commandment, its practical 
rami  cations are limited.  e verse does not refer to actions 
that express hatred, but to the harboring of negative feelings 

in one’s heart. Indeed, the verse instructs an alternative course 
of action: You shall rebuke your neighbor,D and thereby you 
shall not bear a sin because of him.16 If you keep these ma  ers 
in your heart and do not reprove him, this will be considered 
a sin.17

 18 You shall not take vengeance upon someone who has wronged 
you or withheld some bene  t from you; do not treat him as he 
treated you. Now, there are some who will refrain from seek-
ing actual vengeance, but will harbor anger in their hearts. To 
counter this, the verse states: You shall not even bear any 
grudgeD in your heart. Although taking vengeance or bearing 
a grudge may be legitimate courses of action against foreign 
enemies, it is prohibited to do so against members of your 
people.18 You shall love your neighbor as yourself:D I am 
the Lord.D As above, the declaration “I am the Lord” serves to 
emphasize two points: On the one hand, although it is morally 
appropriate and even socially bene  cial to love one’s neighbor, 
these are not the motivations for this commandment. Rather, 
you must love your neighbor as yourself because God has com-
manded it. On the other hand, since God alone can judge the 
relationship between one’s deeds and emotions, it is crucial to 
remind the people that this commandment, which pertains to 
the inner feelings of the individual, comes from God, and He 
can see what hides in one’s heart.19 

Second 
aliya

(Fifth 
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rebuking him might lead him to mend his 
ways and thus resolve the issue (see Rashbam; 
Ramban; Abravanel; Sefer Yere’im 9). In any 
case, the verse does not demand a public ex-
pression of disapproval, but a direct address of 
one’s neighbor in order to help him mend his 
ways. In this sense, this commandment is similar 
to the previous one: “You shall not stand by the 
blood of your neighbor.”

1 :18 | You shall not take vengeance; you 
shall not bear any grudge: These prohibitions 
are related to the commandments of the previ-
ous verse. Even if one does not actually hate his 
neighbor, he may still harbor a grudge toward 
him. Perhaps had he rebuked his neighbor, he 
would not have come even to this.

You shall love your neighbor as yourself: A 
statement of Hillel the Elder seems to indicate 

that this commandment is the basis of the en-
tire Torah; indeed, Rabbi Akiva says so explicitly 
(see Shabbat a; Bereshit Rabba 4; Rashi). Love 
is not merely positive interaction with another 
individual, but is also an emotional attitude. The 
commandment to love one’s neighbor demands 
this emotional component as well. Nevertheless, 
from a legal perspective, it is impossible to de-
mand these emotions from a person. Therefore, 
it seems that this commandment requires that 
an individual re ect on how to properly interact 
with his friend: to be sensitive and to keep his 
friend’s best interests at heart, just as he would 
for himself, and to refrain from doing anything 
to another that he would himself consider pain-
ful, unpleasant, uncomfortable, or distasteful. 
Hillel the Elder interpreted the verse as fol-
lows: That which is hated by you, do not do to 
your friend (Targum Yonatan; Shabbat a). This 

formulation constitutes the minimal require-
ment of the verse to treat another as oneself 
(see Bekhor Shor; Ramban). 

You shall love your neighbor as yourself, 
I am the Lord: The various commandments 
governing interpersonal relationships present a 
standard of behavior by which each individual is 
required to treat others as he himself wishes to 
be treated. Although the Torah does not o er a 
reason for this standard, it would seem that the 
basis for these commandments is the acknowl-
edgment of the divine spark in each person. 
For this reason, the Sages explain that the com-
mand: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” 

nds broader expression in the verse: “This is the 
book of the legacy of Adam…in the likeness 
of God He made him” (Genesis 5: ; Jerusalem 
Talmud, Nedarim 9:4; Bereshit Rabba 4:7). 

DISCUSSION
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1 :1  | A mixture [sha’atnez]: The source 
of this word is unknown, and its exact mean-
ing is also unclear. According to the verse in 
Deuteronomy ( : ), it may be concluded that 
sha’atnez denotes a mixture of wool and linen 
(see Shabbat 6b). Perhaps this term comes 
from a foreign language, as it is not used in any 
other context, and it is one of the only words in 
the Bible with a ve-letter root (see Nidda 6 b; 
Ibn Ezra; Ramban). 

1 :2  | Designated for a man: The translation 
follows Onkelos, Targum Yonatan, and Rashi. 
Some, based on a similar Arabic term, render 
the phrase as follows: And she is a maidservant 
who was turned away from acquisition as a 
slave to betrothal to a man (Ibn Jana ; Rambam, 
Guide of the Perplexed : 9). The verse does not 
refer to a Hebrew maidservant, but to a female 
slave from a foreign nation. Slaves in the house-
holds of Israel have the status of quasi-members 
of Israel. They are granted special rights and 

privileges, and are even partially obligated in 
the commandments. The female slave described 
in the verse is not actually married, but lives with 
a Hebrew slave, in accordance with the verse in 
Exodus, which states that a master may give a 
female slave to his Hebrew slave, and their chil-
dren will belong to the master (see Exodus :4; 
Kiddushin 5a). 

There shall be an inspection [bikkoret]: 
Although in modern times bikkoret denotes an 
examination or inspection, it is clear from the 

DISCUSSION

After stating commandments which may be classi ed as ordinances, namely laws governing 
social norms and expectations, the verse lists several statutes, commandments that are divine 
decrees. Some of these statutes may be understood as aimed at preserving the established 
framework of the natural world. 

 19 You shall observe My statutes; you shall not breed your an-
imal with diverse kinds, you shall not crossbreed them.  e 
verse does not state that such diverse kinds are unpleasant, 
harmful, or otherwise dangerous.  is prohibition is a divine 
decree for which there is no utilitarian explanation. Likewise, 
you shall not sow your  eld with diverse kinds of seeds; and 
a garment that is a mixtureD of diverse kinds, of wool and 
linen, shall not be put on by you.

 20 A man, if he lies sexually with a woman, and she is a maid-
servant, designated for a man,D and she was not redeemed 
with money, or full freedom was not granted her,20 there 
shall be an inspection.D If she was a willing participant, she 
receives a punishment. However, they shall not be put to 
death, unlike in the case of a married woman, because she, the 
maidservant, was not freed.  is transgression is not a capi-
tal o  ense. So long as she has not been fully freed, her bond to 
a man has an intermediate status, and she is not considered a 
married woman. 

 21 Nevertheless, since he has sinned, he shall bring his guilt of-
feringD to the Lord, to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, 
a ram of a guilt o  ering. Although he is not subject to for-
mal punishment, his act must be remedied, and to that end he 
brings a ram as an  o  ering. 

 22  e priest shall atone for him with the ram of the guilt of-
fering before the Lord for his sin that he has sinned; and he 
shall be forgiven for his sin that he has sinned.

 23  e following law is also built on a foundation of behavioral 
restraint and moderation: When you come into the land and 
plant any food tree, then you shall seal [araltem] its fruit. 

 e  rst fruit must be treated as orla.  e term orla appears 
elsewhere in reference to the foreskin which is removed in cir-
cumcision, as well as in the expressions: sealed lips, sealed ears, 
and sealed heart.21 In all these cases, orla refers to a seal or cov-
ering that is unusable and must be removed.22 For the  rst three 
years it, the food tree, shall be sealed for you; it, its fruit, shall 
not be eaten. 

 24 And in the fourth year, all its fruit shall be sacred for praise 
to the Lord. Fourth-year produce maintains a level of sanctity. 
According to tradition, it is not completely sacred, not com-
pletely set aside from the needs of people. Rather, its sanctity 
is expressed in the obligation to eat it in the environment of the 
Temple in an atmosphere of holiness and praise.23 

 25 And in the   h year, you may eat of its fruit, as the tree is 
now considered ordinary. Not only may you eat of its fruit, but 
I will also cause the tree to increase its yield for you, as re-
ward for observing My commandments: I am the Lord your 
God.  is declaration is repeated here due to the di   culty in 
observing these commandments. It is di   cult for one who has 
invested in a tree to refrain from eating its fruit day a  er day, 
year a  er year. In order for one to successfully do so, he must 
remember who commanded him to act in this manner.24 

Diverse Kinds, the Designated 
Maidservant, and Orla
LEVITICUS 19:19 25

Third 
aliya
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context of the verse that this is not its meaning 
here. According to the Sages, the word bikko-
ret is related to bakkar cow; keri’ah, reading; 
and bikkur, inspection. Thus, the word bikkoret 
alludes to the punishment of lashes, which 
is administered with strips of cowhide and is 
accompanied by the recitation of verses. It is 
also preceded by a detailed inspection of the 
sentenced party, to determine the degree to 
which he can tolerate the punishment of lashes 

(see Keritut a; Pesikta Zutreta; Ibn Ezra; see also 
Adderet Eliyahu, Exodus : ). 

1 :21 | He shall bring his guilt o ering: This 
o ering, known by the Sages as the guilt o er-
ing of the designated maidservant (Zeva im 
54b), is brought by the man who lay with the 
maidservant. Although no punishment is spec-
i ed for the woman, this relationship is certainly 
prohibited to both parties. According to rabbinic 
tradition, if the act was consensual, the woman 

is ogged (Keritut 0b– a). The man does not 
receive one of the standard punishments for 
transgressing a Torah prohibition, due to the 
intermediate status of the maidservant, as ex-
plained above. In this regard, this law resembles 
the laws of diverse kinds: After mentioning vari-
ous problematic mixtures of animals, seeds, and 
threads, the verse discusses a prohibition involv-
ing a sort of mixture of people, namely the rela-
tionship between a freeman and a female slave 
(see Ibn Ezra, verse 0). 

DISCUSSION
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1 :2  | You shall not eat over the blood: The 
elucidation follows one of the ve or six inter-
pretations o ered by the Sages regarding this 
commandment. This prohibition is an example 

of what the Sages call a general prohibition: A 
single negative commandment that encom-
passes a variety of di erent cases (Sanhedrin 
6 a; see Berakhot 0b; Vayikra Rabba 5: ).

1 :2  | You shall not round the edge of your 
head and you shall not mar the edge of your 
beard: The juxtaposition of these two prohibi-
tions indicates that just as the latter prohibition 

DISCUSSION

Some of the following laws are likely associated 
with idolatrous practices.

 26 You shall not eat over, alongside, the blood.D It seems that 
this prohibition relates to the gentile custom of pouring the 
blood of animals and eating nearby, either as some form of an 
o  ering or based on a popular belief that the blood is o  ered to 
the dead, or to demons and the like.25 You shall not practice 
divination. It is prohibited to perform an action that involves 
divination through the use of appurtenances or various rituals. 
And you shall not practice soothsaying in order to discern 
the future by looking at the shapes of clouds or by a  ributing 
certain qualities to seasons or times. For example, it is prohib-
ited for one to say: Today is a propitious day for going away on 
a journey; tomorrow is propitious for purchasing successfully.26 
Such actions are prohibited because they involve an aspect of 
idolatry, if not actual idol worship. 

 27 You shall not round the edge of your head, the hairs that 
grow on the sides of your head. It is prohibited for one to shear 
all the hair around his head in an equal manner; rather, the hairs 
between one’s ears and eyes must be le   to grow. And you shall 
not mar the edge of your beard.D It is prohibited to com-
pletely shave o   the hairs of one’s beard.

 28 You shall not make a laceration for the dead in your  esh. In 
ancient times, it was customary for mourners to lacerate their 
 esh as a sign of mourning.  is prohibition constitutes one of 

the limitations imposed by the Torah on customs of 

mourning.27 And the imprint of a ta  oo you shall not place 
upon you.D Once again, the verse reiterates: I am the Lord, the 
ultimate authority, and I do not want you to practice such 
customs. 

 29 Do not profane your daughter to pander her as a harlot. 
 at is, do not hand over your daughter to prostitution. To a 

certain degree, the requirement to guard a daughter’s modesty 
is connected to her father’s honor. Nevertheless, even if a father 
forgoes his honor and permits his daughter, or even encourages 
her, to engage in harlotry, the practice is entirely prohibited. 
And on a broader scale, the land shall not become licentious, 
and the land will be  lled with lewdness. Casual sexual re-
lationships between unmarried individuals are also forbidden. 
Although this is not explicitly formulated in the verse as a dis-
tinct prohibition, the verse stresses that sexual relations must 
be clearly de  ned, organized, and sancti  ed. When these rela-
tions are treated with abandon, the land is  lled with licentious-
ness and even becomes impure.28 

 30 You shall observe My SabbathsD and you shall revere My 
Sanctuary:D I am the Lord.

 31 Do not turn to mediums, who communicate with the dead, 
or to necromancers,D magicians or witches who claim to com-
municate with the dead and acquire important information 
from them. Do not seek to be de  led by them: I am the Lord 
your God.

Eating over the Blood, Customs of Idolatry, Lewdness, 
Sabbath, Reverence for the Temple, and Honoring the Elderly
LEVITICUS 19:26 32

Detail from the Black Obelisk of Shalmaneser III depicting bearded 
Israelites o ering tribute together

Tattoo
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applies only to men, so too the limitations on 
rounding the edges of one’s head apply only 
to men. There is no such limitation with re-
gard to the haircuts of women (Kiddushin 5b). 
Additionally, based on a comparison between 
this verse and other verses that discuss the shav-
ing of one’s beard, it is derived that the prohibi-
tion to shave one’s beard applies only to shaving 
with a razor, but not to shaving with scissors and 
the like (see 4:9, :5; Isaiah 7: 0; Kiddushin 5b).

There is no doubt that for generations it 
was customary for Jewish men to grow beards. 
Even in ancient depictions dating from the First 
Temple period, all Israelite males are depicted as 
bearded, although their beards were not long. 

1 :28 | And the imprint of a tattoo [ketovet 
ka’aka] you shall not place upon you: Many 
opinions maintain that although any sort of 
tattoo is prohibited, the severe Torah prohibi-
tion applies speci cally to imprinting the names 
of idols, and perhaps also their symbols (see 
Makkot a). 

The word ka’aka is unique, and its root and pre-
cise meaning are unclear. However, its appear-
ance next to the prohibition against lacerating 
one’s skin indicates that ka’aka refers to writing 
on one’s esh in a manner that the dye remains 
permanently, a tattoo (see Ibn Ezra).

1 :3  | You shall observe My Sabbaths: The 
commandment to observe the Sabbath also ap-
pears alongside commandments pertaining to 
the construction of the Tabernacle (see Exodus 

5). Essentially, the verse seems to indicate that 
the commandment of the Sabbath is superior to 
the commandments of the Temple, as they fol-
low the Sabbath in the verse (see Yevamot 6a). 

And you shall revere My Sanctuary: Many 
practical rami cations stem from this obligation 
to revere the sacred environment of the Temple. 
For example, people would walk in the Temple 
and its surrounding areas without shoes, and 
when they would leave the Temple, they would 

walk backward so as not to turn their backs on 
the Temple (see Berakhot 54a; Yoma 5 a). 

1 :31 | Do not turn to mediums or to nec-
romancers: Although the appeal to mediums 
and necromancers is not itself an act of idolatry, 
it is similar to idol worship, as it involves one’s 
subjugation to dark forces, a false belief in the 
power of the dead, and a reverent attitude 
toward death ( see Responsa of Rav Avraham 
ben HaRambam 0). As mentioned above, it is 
one’s interaction with the dead that causes rit-
ual impurity (see commentary on 4:45, 5: 4). 
Death is outside the boundary of mankind, 
and people should avoid dealing with it. Of 
course, it is appropriate to honor the deceased, 
and there is no prohibition against visiting a 
cemetery. Nevertheless, since death, evil, and 
deprivation are all connected, it is absolutely 
prohibited to try communicating with the dead, 
either through the performance of some rite or 
through intermediaries. 

DISCUSSION
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1 :32 | You shall rise before the graybeard: 
The rabbinic de nition of a graybeard depends 
on age. One who is seventy years old is consid-
ered to have reached this status (see Avot 5: ; 
Tikkunei Zohar ; Rosh, Kiddushin :5 ; Shul an 
Arukh, Yoreh De’a 44: ).

The purpose of rising before the graybeard is 
not to vacate a seat for him, but to express re-
spect toward the elder, speci cally toward the 
years he has lived and his accumulated life ex-
perience (see Kiddushin a).

And show deference before the elderly 
[zaken]: The term zaken does not refer speci -
cally to one who is old; it is often used as an in-
dication of a special status. For instance, the ex-
pressions “the elders [ziknei] of the assembly” or 
“the elders of the people” refer primarily to the 
leaders or wise men of Israel, although it is of-
ten the case that such individuals are advanced 
in years (see 4: 5; Exodus : 6, 9:7; Kiddushin 

b– a). In many other languages and cultures 
as well, communal leaders are known as elders.

1 :3  | Like a native of your own shall be 
for you the stranger that resides with you: 
According to many commentaries, the verse 
refers speci cally to a convert (see Onkelos; 
Targum Yonatan; Rashi on 9: ; Yevamot 46b). 
A convert has no family, has uprooted himself 
from his home, and has limited protection in so-
ciety. However, the comparison of the stranger 
to the children of Israel in Egypt would seem 
to indicate that the verse refers to all foreign-
ers (see Deuteronomy : 6, and Sifrei ad loc.; 
Gerim : ; Jerusalem Talmud, Yevamot : ; Ibn 

DISCUSSION

 32 You shall rise out of respect before the graybeard,D an old 
person, and show deference before the elderly,D a distin-
guished individual. Since an encounter with such distinguished 
individuals might occur outside the public eye, or even in a 

manner such that the distinguished individual is unaware of 
the encounter, one could avoid the elder or simply neglect to 
accord him due respect.29  erefore, the verse warns: You shall 
fear your God; the reverence of these individuals is closely re-
lated to the reverence of God. I am the Lord.

 33 If a stranger, someone of foreign origin, resides with you 
in your land, you shall not mistreat him. Do not cause him 
distress through hurtful comments, by cheating him, or in any 
other manner.30 Obviously, it is prohibited to mistreat any per-
son; however, since a stranger is unprotected and unfamiliar 
with local customs, there is greater opportunity, or even temp-
tation, to upset, mock, or otherwise demean him.

 34 Like a native of your own shall be for you the stranger that 
resides with you.D You must treat him like one of your own, 
and you shall love him as yourself, since you were strang-
ers in the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God, that is, 
both your God and his. Alternatively, the verse means: Your 
fear of God will be con  rmed through your respect and love for 
the stranger.

 35 You shall do no injustice in judgment.D It is prohibited to 
deviate from the truth and from proper balance in judgment. 
Similarly, there may be no injustice or deviation in measure, 
measurements of area or volume, in weight, or in liquid vol-
ume. Likewise, it is prohibited to tamper with measuring 
implements.

 36  e verse elaborates: Accurate scales, accurate weights, an 
accurate dry measure, and an accurate liquid measure, you 
shall have. You must take care to ensure that all such measuring 
implements are precise. I am the Lord your God, who took 
you out of the land of Egypt.

 37 You shall observe all My statutes, and all My ordinances, 
namely My instructions for how to interact with others and 
with the world at large, and perform them: I am the Lord.D 

The Torah now returns to the laws pertaining to forbidden sexual relations 
discussed at the end of Parashat A arei Mot. There, the Torah delineates the 
various prohibited relationships, but the punishment for their transgression is 
listed only as excision at the hands of Heaven. Here, the Torah describes other 
forms of punishment as well, in particular punishments to be administered 
by the courts. 

 1  e Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
 2 And to the children of Israel you shall say: Each man from 

the children of Israel, or from the strangers that reside in 

Israel, who gives of his o  spring to the worship of Molekh,31 
he shall be put to death; the people of the land, the commu-
nity, shall stone him with stones.32

e Equation of the Stranger and the Native, and the 
Importance of Honesty in Business Dealings
LEVITICUS 19:33 37

Fourth 
aliya
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e Punishments for Severe Transgressions 
Involving Illicit Familial Relationships
LEVITICUS 20:1 21

Fifth 
aliya
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Ezra, Exodus :9). In any case, the verse states: 
Since you, the children of Israel, were yourselves 
strangers for many years, “you know the soul of a 
stranger” (Exodus :9), you are familiar with the 
experience of an exile in a foreign land. 

1 :3  | You shall do no injustice in judg-
ment: Although this prohibition was already 
mentioned above ( 9: 5), the verse here does 
not refer only to formal adjudication. Rather, it 
includes any erroneous judgment of another, 
even when such assessments are nonbinding. 
The temptation to judge others unfairly can ul-
timately lead one to make unjust decisions. The 

verse therefore warns against all unjust assess-
ments of others (see Sifra). 

1 :3 –3  | I am the Lord your God, who took 
you out of the land of Egypt…I am the Lord: 
Elsewhere, the verse states that God took the 
children of Israel out of Egypt to be His servants 
( 5:55). That is, their redemption was for His 
honor and so that they would serve as His le-
gion. God brought them out of Egypt in order for 
them to become a special nation that follows its 
own unique system of law, whether in interper-
sonal matters or those between man and God. 

The meaning of the phrase “I am the Lord” is 
that God is Commander, and God is all-know-
ing, and one must act with an awareness of this 
truth. Aside from this, the declaration “I am the 
Lord your God” refers to God’s particular au-
thority over Israel as their King. In general, the 
phrase “I am the Lord” is applied to matters of 
ethics or intrapersonal behavior, whereas the 
phrase “I am the Lord your God” emphasizes the 
establishment of particular laws and statutes. It 
is interesting to note that each of these expres-
sions appears ten times in Parashat Kedoshim. 

DISCUSSION
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2 :  | And I will excise him: There are several 
explanations of the nature of karet, excision, in-
cluding an untimely death, and the even more 
severe penalty of excision of one’s soul from the 
world (see commentary on :9). When one is 
penalized in this world, the punishment serves 

to atone for his sins and remove their record; 
this is why such punishments are prevalent in 
the Torah. By contrast, if a person is not repri-
manded in this world but only in another, his 
punishment is more severe, more permanent, 
and a ects his very existence.

Everyone who strays after him: The word 
zonim, meaning stray, is derived from the word 
zona, meaning prostitute. Worship of false gods 
is understood as a kind of prostituting of oneself.

DISCUSSION

 3 Meanwhile,33 I shall direct My a  ention to that man and will 
excise him from the midst of his people, because he gave 
of his o  spring to Molekh, in order to de  le My Sanctuary, 
and to profane My sacred name. Aside from the actual sin of 
idol worship, this act constitutes a severe desecration of God’s 
name. 

 4 If the people of the land avert their eyes from that man, 
when he gives of his o  spring to Molekh, and do not put 
him to death; that is, if they do not ful  ll their duty to execute 
him, such as in a case where the judges share the same false be-
liefs as those on trial,

 5 I will direct My a  ention to that man and to his family, and 
I will excise himD and everyone who strays a  er him,D to 
stray a  er Molekh, from the midst of their people.

 6  e person who turns to the mediums or to the necroman-
cers, who communicate with the dead,34 to stray a  er them by 
seeking their council, I will direct My a  ention to that per-
sonD and will excise him from the midst of his people.  e 
verse does not state that such individuals are punished by the 
court; rather, they are punished by God.35 Other early commen-
taries maintain that one who turns to a medium is not punished 
by excision, but has indeed transgressed a prohibition.36 

 7 In general, you shall sanctify yourselves, and you shall be 
holy.  is statement refers both to the previous verses and the 
following ones. Some of these statutes apply speci  cally to the 
children of Israel and are not universal, while others are univer-
sally considered repulsive. In any case, the main focus of this 
passage is the special level of sanctity that the nation of Israel 
must uphold. For I am the Lord your God, and therefore you 
must be commi  ed to this sanctity.

 8 You shall observe My statutes and perform them: I am the 
Lord who sancti  es you. I am the One who bestows upon you 
a unique status, and therefore you must observe My command-
ments, both the simple, understandable ones, and those which 
may appear to you as the arbitrary decrees of a King. 

 9 For each man who curses his father or his mother, even 
if he does not harm them in any other way, shall be put to 
death; he cursed his father or his mother; his blood is 
upon him, on his hands. He is guilty and shall be punished for 

his transgression in this world.  e obligation to honor one’s 
parents also appears in the Ten Precepts.37 Here, however, the 
verse emphasizes the severity of dishonoring one’s parents and 
the accompanying punishment. In other cultures as well, it is 
considered inappropriate to curse another, let alone one’s par-
ents. However, in the framework of the sanctity of Israel such 
behavior is absolutely intolerable. One who curses his parents 
is therefore sentenced to death. 

 10 A man who commits adultery with the wife of a man, that 
is, who commits adultery with the wife of his neighbor, 
the adulterer and the adulteress shall be put to death.  e 
repetitive language of the verse points to the dual aspects of 
the crime of adultery: Transgression of a prohibition, as well 
as injury to one’s neighbor.  e prohibition against adultery 
with the wife of a man points to the religious aspect, while the 
prohibition against commi  ing adultery with the wife of one’s 
neighbor points to its social aspect. Not all prohibitions of a 
sexual nature directly a  ect a third party, but the adulterer sins 
against both God and his fellow man. 

 11  e man that lies with his father’s wife, he has uncovered 
his father’s nakedness, the act is shameful and disgraceful to 
his father; both of them shall be put to death; their blood is 
upon them.D

 12 If a man lies with his daughter-in-law, both of them shall 
be put to death; they have performed a perversion; their 
blood is upon them. Alternatively, the verse means: Father 
and son have mixed up one woman between them.38  is prohi-
bition parallels the previous one, as lying with the wife of one’s 
father and lying with one’s daughter-in-law are two sides of the 
same coin. However, in the instance of lying with one’s father’s 
wife, there is an aspect of shaming one’s father, while in the in-
stance of lying with one’s daughter-in-law, the verse stresses the 
repulsive intermingling and partnering. 

 13 A man who lies with a male, in the manner that one lies 
with a woman, willingly and with consent, both of them have 
performed an abomination. Just as in the cases involving re-
lations between a man and a woman, this prohibition applies 
equally to both the active and passive participants.  ey shall 
be put to death by stoning; their blood is upon them. 

Sixth 
aliya

(Seventh 
aliya)
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2 :  | The person who turns to the mediums 
or to the necromancers to stray after them, I 
will direct My attention to that person: King 
Saul consulted a medium (I Samuel : – 0), 

and the book of Chronicles states explicitly that 
this was one of the causes of his untimely death 
(I Chronicles 0: ). 

2 :11 | Their blood is upon them: According 
to tradition, the phrase “their blood is upon 
them” alludes to the punishment of death by 
stoning (see Rashi, verse 9; Sanhedrin 54a). 
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2 :1  | He and they shall be burned in re: 
Most of the punishments prescribed by the 
Torah are not described in detail. According to 
tradition, the punishment of death by burning 
is not actual burning but death caused indi-
rectly by re, speci cally by pouring molten 
lead down the throat of the condemned (see 
Sanhedrin 5 a). 

The Sages have a tradition, and derive from 
the verses, that capital punishment as pre-
scribed by the Torah is administered only if the 
o ender was forewarned at the time of the act, 
and only if he explicitly acknowledged the warn-
ing and indicated that he is performing the deed 
with full knowledge of the punishment it entails. 

Consequently, it is easy to surmise that the 
death penalty was rarely imposed in practice, 
and that when it was administered, it was only 
to those who acted brazenly, as a blatant dec-
laration of rebellion against God (see Sanhedrin 
40–4 ; Makkot 7a; Rosh, Moed Katan, chap. ). 

2 :18 | Menstruating [dava]: The word dava, 
implying su ering, alludes to menstruation, 
which is usually accompanied by some discom-
fort (see Deuteronomy 7: 5). Perhaps there is a 
connection between dava and the root dalet-va-
v-beit, which refers to owing, as one who suf-
fers sheds tears. In this sense, dava is related to 
zava, a woman who experiences a discharge of 

uterine blood after her menstrual period, and to 
nidda, a menstruating woman, in terms of their 
literal meanings (see Ralbag, II Samuel 0:4).

2 :1  | They shall bear their iniquity: The 
punishment for one who lies with the sister of 
his father or mother is not stated explicitly in 
the verse, unlike the previous prohibitions, for 
which the verse clearly states: “Both of them 
shall be excised,” or: “They shall be put to death,” 
and the like. Perhaps this is in order to preserve 
the honor of Moses, leader of Israel, who was 
born to Amram and Yokheved, the sister of 
Amram’s father. Although some of these laws 
are not included in the seven Noahide laws and 

DISCUSSION

 14 A man who takes a woman and her mother, or a woman and 
her daughter, as the order makes no di  erence, it is lewdness.39 
While the case where two male relatives have relations with one 
woman is described by the verse as a perversion, the case where 
one man has relations with two related women is described as 
lewdness.  is lewdness stems from the fact that both women 
are intermingled in his thoughts, his imagination, and his life. 
He and they shall be burned in  re,D and there shall be no 
lewdness among you.

 15 A man who copulates with an animal, he shall be put to 
death; and the animal you shall kill. Obviously, an animal 
does not possess mental competence and cannot be considered 
guilty of a transgression. Nevertheless, it is put to death due to 
the shame that was brought upon the children of Israel through 
it, and because it was a stumbling block for people.40 In other 
words, the man is put to death for his transgression, while the 
animal is killed because it was used in the performance of the 
transgression, just as vegetation or vessels used for idol worship 
must be destroyed.41 

 16 Similarly, a woman who approaches any animal in order for 
it to copulate with her, you shall kill the woman and the an-
imal.  ey shall be put to death by stoning; their blood is 
upon them.

 17  e verse now turns to prohibitions for which a punishment 
to be administered by the courts is not prescribed; rather, one 
who transgresses these prohibitions is liable to receive excision: 
A man who takes his sister, daughter of his father or daugh-
ter of his mother, meaning even if she is his half-sister, and 
he sees her nakedness, and she sees his nakedness, it is a 
disgrace [hesed]. esed resembles the Aramaic term isuda, 

disgrace. Note that esed, which usually means kindness in 
Hebrew, is a contronym, a word with two opposite meanings. 
And they shall be excised in the sight of the members of 
their people; he has uncovered his sister’s nakedness; he 
shall bear his iniquity. By describing a scenario in which each 
sibling sees the nakedness of the other, the verse makes it clear 
that it does not refer to a case where a young sister falls victim 
to incestuous rape by her older brother, but to a mutual act in 
which two consenting adults are aware of their actions and pro-
ceed deliberately.42 

 18 A man who lies with a menstruatingD woman, and he un-
covered her nakedness, he has probed, speci  cally in a neg-
ative, sexual sense, her source of blood, and she has exposed 
the source of her blood. Once again, the verse stresses the 
participation of each side, as it is possible for this act to occur 
at the hands of the man alone, e.g., in the case of a man who 
forces himself on his wife who is menstruating.43 If the woman 
uncovers her nakedness knowingly and willingly, then both of 
them shall be excised by the hand of Heaven from the midst 
of their people. 

 19  e nakedness of the sister of your mother and the sister of 
your father you shall not uncover; for he exposed his kin, as 
they are blood relatives; they shall both bear their iniquity.D

 20 A man who lies with his aunt, the wife of his father’s brother 
or mother’s brother, he exposed his uncle’s nakedness, they 
shall bear their sin; they shall die childless.

 21 A man who takes his brother’s wife as a wife for himself, even 
if she is no longer married to the brother, e.g., they divorced 
or the brother died, it is an abhorrentD act;44 he exposed his 
brother’s nakedness; they shall be childless.

·
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do not apply to anyone except the children of 
Israel after they received the Torah at Sinai, in 
which case Amram was not in violation of any 
prohibition, the Torah nevertheless saw t to use 
a polite and vague formulation out of respect for 
Moses (see Ibn Ezra, based on Exodus 6: 0). 

2 :21 | A man who takes his brother’s wife, 
it is abhorrent [nidda]: The verse does not 

mention the law of levirate marriage, namely 
the obligation of a brother to marry the wife of 
his brother who died childless. It seems that the 
verse refers speci cally to a case where the de-
ceased brother was not childless, or where the 
law of levirate marriage did not apply for some 
other reason; in such a case, the act is prohib-
ited and abhorred. The Sages note a connection 
between this prohibition and the prohibition of 

lying with a nidda, menstruating woman: Just as 
the prohibition against lying with a menstruat-
ing woman no longer applies after a given time, 
when the same woman is no longer menstru-
ating, so too the prohibition of marrying the 
wife of one’s brother ceases to apply in certain 
circumstances, such as in the case of levirate 
marriage (see Ibn Ezra; Yevamot 54b).

DISCUSSION
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2 :2  | And you shall not render yourselves 
detestable by means of the animals: Jewish 
tradition does not relate to these prohibited ani-
mals in a neutral manner; rather, these creatures 
have traditionally been considered detestable. 
For many generations, Jews not only refrained 
from the consumption of, e.g., oysters and pigs, 
but also considered them revolting creatures. 
This repulsion may be likened to the abhorrence 
with which the majority of Western society 

views the consumption of cats and dogs, even if 
their consumption is not legally prohibited. 

2 :2  | If there is among them [bahem] a 
medium or a necromancer: This phrase could 
alternatively be translated: If they are a medium 
for a ghost or a wraith. Often, such individu-
als claim that some force enters their bodies, 
namely, that the dead or a spirit speaks from 
within them. For this reason the verse uses the 
word bahem, literally, within them, speci cally 
targeting those who claim to channel spirits. 

These actions might be a result of madness, but 
in most cases, the individual subjugates himself, 
as it were, to something that lies outside the di-
vinely permitted realm of interaction (see Sifra, 
Kedoshim :7). 

According to Sefer Ha innukh ( 0 ), at that 
time people were fervent followers of this cult 
behavior. Therefore a separate prohibition was 
enumerated with regard to these practices, in 
addition to the general warning not to engage 
in idol worship.

DISCUSSION

 22  e chapter concludes with a general commandment: You 
shall observe all My statutes, My commandments that are not 
subject to human judgment, and all My ordinances, namely, 
the instructions to the courts, stated in this passage and the 
previous one; and you shall perform them, and the land to 
which I am bringing you to live there will not spew you out. 
It may be inferred that if you do not observe My statutes and 
ordinances, you will indeed be spewed out of the land. 

 23 And you shall not follow the practices of the nation, which 
I am sending forth from before you; as they, those nations, 
did all these prohibited acts, and I abhorred them. 

 24 I said to you: You shall inherit their land, and I will give 
it to you to inherit it, a land  owing with milk and honey. 
Your inheritance of the land serves a dual purpose: On the one 
hand, it is the ful  llment of My promise to you; on the other 
hand, I will thereby expel the sinful nations who are unworthy 
of residing in the land. I am the Lord, who has the authority to 
perform these actions, and I am also your God, who has dis-
tinguished you from the peoples.  e inhabitants of the Land 
of Israel are guilty of transgressing the prohibitions enumerated 
above; in response, God has rejected them and will remove 
them from the land. Some of these prohibitions, however, ap-
ply only to the children of Israel, due to their distinction from 
the peoples. 

 25 On account of your special and revered status, you shall dis-
tinguish between the pure animal, that which is permi  ed for 

consumption, and the non-pure, which may not be eaten, and 
between the non-pure birds and the pure.  e list of pure 
and non-pure animals and birds appears in an earlier chapter 
( : – ).  ey are referenced here in the context of the distinc-
tion between Israel and the other nations, even though these 
prohibitions are less severe than the forbidden sexual relations. 
And you shall not render yourselves detestable by means 
of consuming the animals,D or the birds, or by consuming 
any creature that creeps on the ground, which I have dis-
tinguished for you to deem non-pure.  e soul of a member 
of Israel is polluted in some manner by consuming non-kosher 
animals. 

 26 You shall be holy to Me, and distinguished in various ways, for 
I, the Lord, am holy.  e holy is that which is situated beyond 
the boundary. To be holy, then, means to separate oneself. And 
I have distinguished you from the peoples to be Mine. 

 27  e concluding verse of this chapter seems quite puzzling. 
Perhaps it is related to the concept of the exclusivity of the 
unique bond between God and Israel: A man or a woman, 
if there is among them a medium or a necromancer,D they 
shall be put to death; with stones they shall stone them; 
their blood is upon them.  e verse is not referring to those 
who seek the council of such individuals (see : ), but to the 
mediums and necromancers themselves.

A Closing Statement on the Topic of Holiness, Separation between the Impure and the Pure, 
the Punishment for a Medium and a Necromancer 
LEVITICUS 20:22 27

Seventh 
aliya

Maftir
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Haftara for
 Kedoshim

This short haftara, taken from the concluding passage of the prophecy of Amos, is a 
continuation of a prophecy about the destruction of the Temple and the two kingdoms 
that Amos envisioned while Israel and Judah were still living complacently in their land. The 
prophet warns the people not to rely on the fact that they are God’s chosen nation, as this 

does not mean that He will ignore their sins. On the contrary, God brought Israel out of Egypt  so that they should be His holy nation, and if they fail to 
ful  ll their mission, then there is no justi  cation for their special status. The idea that the sanctity of the nation is a direct result of their exodus from 
Egypt is reiterated on several occasions in the book of Leviticus, e.g., in the verse: “For I am the Lord who brought you up from the land of Egypt to be 
your God; you shall be holy, as I am holy” (Leviticus :45). 

However, alongside the reproof and prophecy of retribution, the prophet also promises the people in the name of God that His nation will ultimately 
be revived, once it has learned the lessons of its downfall. 

Are you not like the children of the Kushites to Me, children of 
Israel – the u  erance of the Lord? Did I not take Israel up from 
the land of Egypt, and the Philistines from Ka  or, and Aram 
from Kir? Behold, the eyes of the Lord God are upon the sinful 
kingdom, and I will destroy it from upon the face of the earth; 
however, I will not destroy the house of Jacob – the u  erance of 
the Lord. For behold, I command, and I will shake the house of 
Israel among all the nations, as if it is shaken in a sieve, and not a 
grain will fall to the ground. By the sword will die all the sinners 
of My people who say:  e misfortune will not come upon us 
more quickly. On that day, I will raise the booth of David that 
is fallen, and I will repair their breaches; their ruins will I raise 

and I will build it as in days of old, so that they upon whom 
My name is called will inherit the remnant of Edom and all the 
nations – the u  erance of the Lord – who does this. Behold, 
days are coming – the u  erance of the Lord – and the plow-
man will encounter the reaper, the grape treader the sower of 
seed, and the mountains will drip nectar, and all the hills will 
melt. I will return the captives of My people Israel and they will 
build the desolate cities, and they will inhabit them; they will 
plant vineyards and drink their wine; they will till gardens and 
eat their fruits. I will plant them upon their land, and they will 
not be uprooted from their land that I gave them, said the Lord 
your God. 

This haftara is part of a long sermon of reproach that encompasses the entire history 
of Israel from its inception. God censures the Israelites’ perpetual failure to internalize 
their special destiny as a holy people devoted only to God. The sins of idolatry and 
desecration of the Sabbath take center stage in this sermon, and their prohibitions are 
also the opening commandments and central themes of Parashat Kedoshim. 

 e word of the Lord was with me, saying:  Son of man, speak 
to the elders of Israel, and say to them: So said the Lord God: 
Do you come to seek Me? As I live, I will surely not acquiesce 
to you – the u  erance of the Lord God. Will you judge them, 
will you judge, Son of man? Inform them of the abominations 
of their fathers. Say to them: So said the Lord God: On the day 
that I chose Israel, I raised My hand to the descendants of the 
house of Jacob and made Myself known to them in the land of 
Egypt, and I raised My hand to them, saying: I am the Lord 
your God. On that day, I raised My hand to them to take them 
out of the land of Egypt to the land that I scouted for them, 
 owing with milk and honey; it is the most magni  cent of all 

the lands. I said to them: Each man shall cast out the detest-
able objects of his eyes, and do not de  le yourselves with the 
idols of Egypt; I am the Lord your God.  ey de  ed Me and 

were unwilling to heed Me; no man cast out the detestable ob-
jects of their eyes, and they did not forsake the idols of Egypt; 
I said to pour My fury upon them, to spend My wrath upon 
them within the land of Egypt. But I acted for the sake of My 
name, that it not be profaned before the eyes of the nations 
in whose midst they were, before whose eyes I made Myself 
known to them to take them out of the land of Egypt. I took 
them out of the land of Egypt and brought them into the wil-
derness. I gave them My statutes, and I informed them of My 
ordinances, which a man shall perform and live by them. I also 
gave them My Sabbaths to be a sign between Me and them, to 
know that I am the Lord, their sancti  er. But the house of Israel 
de  ed Me in the wilderness; they did not follow My statutes, 
and they despised My ordinances, which a man shall perform 
and live by them, and My Sabbaths they profaned greatly; 

Israel’s Revival a er Its Downfall
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I said to pour My fury upon them in the wilderness, to anni-
hilate them. But I acted for the sake of My name, that it not 
be profaned before the eyes of the nations before whose eyes 
I took them out. I also raised My hand to them in the wilder-
ness that I would not bring them to the land that I gave,  owing 
with milk and honey, it is the most magni  cent of all the lands,  
because they despised My ordinances, and they did not follow 
My statutes, and they profaned My Sabbaths, as their heart 

was following their idols. But My eye pitied them, that I not 
destroy them, and I did not engender annihilation of them in 
the wilderness. I said to their children in the wilderness: Do not 
follow the practices of your fathers, and do not observe their or-
dinances, and do not de  le yourselves with their idols. I am the 
Lord your God; follow My statutes, and observe My ordinances 
and perform them. Sanctify My Sabbaths, and they shall be a 
sign between Me and you, to know that I am the Lord your God.
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