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The story of the rebellion of Korach par-
allels the story of the spies from last week.  
Both are a rejection of the Divine, albeit in 
the rough and tumble of human dynamics.  
In the sin of the spies, although G-d prom-
ised the Land to us over and over - many 
times - the reality of the actual march gave 
the people cold feet. The sense of inade-
quacy, of weakness, of lack of confidence, 
of inferiority in the face of the nations of 
the Land drove the people to demur. As if 
to say:  we are inadequate even with G-d’s 
promises. Korach, on the other hand, suffers 
not from a sense of inadequacy but rather 
the opposite, of inflated self image.  The best 
person to lead this people is me.  Korach’s 
bloated self perception led him to challenge 
Moshe’s leadership, in spite of G-d’s repeated 
selection of Moshe. As if to say: I know bet-
ter than the Divine who is the best to lead 
this people and it is me.  The opposite self 
perceptions; the same conclusion. With the 
spies, the people felt inadequate. With Kor-
ach, he felt superior.  The stories of Bamidbar 
revolve around the reality of human nature; 
the challenge of fealty to the Divine amidst 
the myriad of human weaknesses. And a 
myriad of weaknesses there are.

KI TEITZEI 1st Aliya (Bamidbar 16:1-13) 
Korach staged a rebellion 
against Moshe and Aharon 

along with Datan, Aviram and On and with 
250 others. They claimed: we are all holy, 
why then are you above us? Moshe was dis-
traught. He countered: G-d Himself will 
affirm whom He chooses. Bring an incense 
offering and He will choose. Moshe spoke 
to Korach: Why is it insufficient for you to 
serve as a Levi that you seek to be a Kohen 
as well? Moshe called for Datan and Avi-
ram. They refused, saying: your leadership 
has failed, for you failed in bringing us to 
the Land of Israel.

The rebellion is multi pronged. There 
is Korach. He seeks to be leader, either in 
place of Moshe or of Aharon. For we are all 
holy. Which is true. Datan and Aviram chal-
lenge Moshe’s leadership; Moshe has failed 
to lead them to the Promised Land. Which 
is also true. But as in any rebellion, the 
criticisms while true are but half the story.  
We are all holy; but, please, G-d speaks to 
Moshe face to face. And true, Moshe is not 
going to lead them to the Promised Land; 
but they are going to get there.  Oh, and 
what about leading them out of Egypt, 
leading to Mt. Sinai? The success of a leader 
lasts til nightfall; by morning, all’s forgot-
ten. There is no memory when it comes to 
dissatisfaction; past success is old news.  
And, did we forget that it wasn’t Moshe’s 
fault but the spies’?

2nd Aliya (16:14-19) Moshe 
was angry. He said to G-d: Do 
not accept their offerings. I 

never took a thing from anyone. He turned 
to Korach: tomorrow, Aharon and you all 
shall offer incense on coals, each bringing 
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the incense before G-d. They did so, gather-
ing at the entrance to the Mishkan. G-d 
appeared to the entire group.

Leadership in the Torah is not self serv-
ing, but service of the people and of G-d.  
Moshe is insulted. He has had no personal 
gain. Those looking for leadership foist 
their ignoble intentions on others. The 
criticisms tell more about the rebel than 
about the leader. Korach’s interests are 
exactly what he criticizes in Moshe - power 
and personal gain. Ironic to criticize Moshe 
when, in fact, Moshe is the most humble of 
all and with no personal motive. He is the 
paradigmatic leader: the selfless servant of 
his people and of his G-d.

3rd Aliya (16:20-17:8) G-d 
warned Moshe and Aharon: 
stand clear for I am ready to 

destroy them. Moshe and Aharon objected: 
one sins and You are angry at them all?   G-d 
instructed the people: stand clear.  Datan 
and Aviram stood brazenly at their homes 
with their wives and children.  Moshe: The 
following test will establish whether I am 
sent by G-d. If you all suffer a unique fate, 
swallowed into the earth, then it is clear that 
you have displeased G-d. The earth opened 
up, swallowing they and theirs into the 
earth. A fire consumed the 250 incense bear-
ers. Elazar, son of Aharon took the incense 
fire pans for they had become holy by use. 
He took these and used them for a plating of 
copper for the altar, so all will know that 
only Kohanim are to bring incense. The peo-
ple complained to Moshe and Aharon that 
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desires of power and influence.
4th Aliya (17:9-15) G-d wanted 
to destroy the people. Aharon 
avoided this calamity by bring-

ing incense immediately, standing between 
the dead and alive.

The intent to destroy the people by G-d is a 
recurring theme. But it never happens. This 
is a crucial theme: what the people deserve 
is one thing. What they actually receive is 
another. Man may deserve destruction; 
but the power of G-d’s mercy mitigates the 
harshness of what we deserve. We have 
seen this theme a number of times; the 
destruction is avoided. You have to read to 
the end of the story. The Torah is the story 
of love of G-d for the Jewish people, sus-
pending what we deserve out of love.

5th Aliya (17:16-24) Moshe 
said: inscribe the name of each 
tribe on a staff, with Aharon’s 

name on the staff of Levi. The staff that 
sprouts is the one chosen. They were all 
placed in the Mishkan. Aharon’s sprouted.

The staff in the Torah is a symbol of 
power; Moshe’s staff was the vehicle of 
the plagues, defeating Paro through Divine 
Power. Aharon’s sprouted staff is a symbol 
of his Divine right to the power of religious 
leadership. His power does not come from 
his initiative, it comes from Divine sanction.

6th Aliya (17:25-18:20) G-d 
said: place Aharon’s staff as a 
commemoration of this. The 

people complained to Moshe that those that 
approach the Mishkan die. The Kohanim 
and Leviim are charged with protecting the 
sanctity of the Mishkan. While the Kohanim 
will serve at the altar, the Leviim will serve 
them and preserve the sanctity of the entire 

they were killing the nation. A cloud cov-
ered the Mishkan.

From the punishment, we see the sin.  
Desired leadership, high office, lording over 
others; their fate was to fall low, below the 
earth. The bearers of the incense intended 
high religious office; the fire of religious 
desire consumed them. Incense assumes a 
central role in this story. Moshe told all to 
bring incense. In the next aliya, during the 
plague, Aharon brought incense to arrest 
the plague. Why not some other offering, 
like a sacrifice? Incense symbolizes the 
ephemeral, the spiritual, the intangible.  
The Hebrew word for smell is reyach, akin 
to ruach, spirit. The word for breathing is 
noshem, related to neshama, soul. Incense 
is smoke, scent, wafting, intangible, like the 
soul. Man was created from the adama, the 
earth, with his neshama breathed into his 
nostrils. Moshe is indicating a powerful 
lesson of religious leadership: religious 
leadership, sought by the rebels, must be 
like incense. It need be pure, lofty, holy, 
driven by purity of motive, not the earthy 
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Mishkan. The Kohanim are to both safe-
guard and to enjoy the holy offerings. They 
are given portions of offerings to consume, 
though with strict holiness. Agriculture 
also has holy produce, gifts that are given 
to the Kohanim, eaten with strict holiness. 
First born animals are holy gifts to the 
Kohanim, offered as offerings with holi-
ness, consumed by the Kohanim; while first 
born humans are redeemed. The Kohanim 
are not to receive a portion of Land in 
Israel; G-d is their portion.

The people complain that proximity to 
G-d is tough, life threatening. Moshe reas-
sures the people that the Kohanim and the 
Leviim will protect the holiness, ensuring 
that all is done in accord with the demands 
of the holiness of the Mishkan.  

7th Aliya (18:21-32) The Leviim 
also receive Maaser in lieu of a 
portion in the Land. With 

Kohanim and Leviim responsible for the 
sanctity, calamities ought to be avoided. 
The Leviim are to give a portion of their 
Maaser to the Kohanim. The Maaser of the 
Leviim differs from the portions of the 
Kohen, as they do not have the holiness that 
requires them to be eaten in a specific place 
and with purity. The Maaser is the property 
of the Levi, a benefit for public service.

Benefits given to those doing the public 
service, the Kohanim and the Leviim is 
perfectly understandable. But the Torah 
is pointing out not only what they get, but 
what they don’t. Those in positions of reli-
gious power can easily use that position to 
extract wealth from a willing public. The 
Kohanim and Leviim are told what they are 
to receive portions of offerings, meaning, 
this and no more. Not land, not gold and 
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but you could possibly do them. For when 
it comes to communications from G-d, you 
are unique, irreplaceable, sui generis, one 
of a kind.

This exchange presents a fundamental 
principle of the Torah: that G-d speaks 
to Moshe in a way that He does not, nor 
will He in the future ever do again with 
anyone else. When Moshe says that people 
come to him seeking G-d, what he means 
is: I have access to G-d. He speaks to me.  
(Speaking to G-d isn’t the trick; the trick is 
when He answers back.) Similarly, when 
Moshe says that he teaches G-d’s law, what 
he means is that G-d communicates those 
laws to him and to no one else.

This could very well be the prime purpose 
of this Yitro story. For, in the very next 
story, the giving of the Torah, the very 
same theme of Moshe’s uniqueness as the 
one to whom G-d speaks is central.

3rd aliya (18:24-27) Moshe heard.  
He chose judges, with only the 
most difficult cases brought to 

him. Moshe sent Yitro home.

It takes an honest leader to accept 
suggestions to improve. Moshe displays his 
honesty and humility – if the suggestion is 
good, embrace it. Just as Yitro accepted the 
news of the Exodus and affirmed One G-d, 
so too, Moshe admits he could improve his 
system. Two men of honesty and humility.

4th aliya (19:1-6) The people 
camped in the Sinai desert oppo-
site the mountain. Moshe as-

cended the mountain.  G-d told him: tell 
the people. If you will listen to Me, keep My 
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silver, not palaces. The allotted gifts alone. 

HAFTORAH KORACH 
SHMUEL I 11:14 - 12:22

The prophet Shmuel gathers together 
the Jewish people to install Shaul as King 
of Israel. During the course of his address 
to Bnei Yisrael he said to them, “Here I am; 
bear witness against me before G-d and 
before His anointed; whose ox did I take, 
or whose donkey did I take, or whom did I 
rob; or whom did I oppress, or from whose 
hand did I take a bribe...” This echoes 
Moshe’s statement in this week’s Torah  
reading: “I have not taken a donkey from a 
single one of them, and I have not harmed 
a single one of them.”

The nation then gathers at Gilgal for a sec-
ond coronation of King Shaul. The nation 
offers sacrifices and rejoices together. 
Shmuel then speaks to the people: he asks 
the people to testify that he never commit-
ted crimes against them and they confirm. 
He discusses how Hashem helped them 
every step of the way and then he rebukes 

them for wanting a flesh and blood king. 
He assures them that G-d will be with them 
if they follow in His ways, and reminds 
them of the consequences they will face if 
they do not follow G-d’s word.

Shmuel cautions Bnei Yisrael that their 
newly appointed king is not a replacement 
for Hashem. He emphasizes that the people 
must continue to follow Hashem and obey 
His commandments if they want them-
selves and their king to be successful. 

9 mitzvot - 5 positives, 4 prohibitions 
Only 17 sedras have more mitzvot; 35 have fewer. 
Korach just makes it into the top third (tied with Ki Tisa)

MITZVOT

STATS
38th of the 54 sedras; 5th of 10 in Bamidbar 
Written on 184 lines (rank: 32nd) 
13 Parshiyot; 7 open and 6 closed 
95 p’sukim - rank: 39th 1409 words - rank: 36th 
5325 letters - ranks: 35th 
9th in Bamidbar in these 3 categories 
Above average in words & letters per pasuk. Korach is 
a short sedra (in a Book with many long sedras) with 
fairly long p’sukim (in a Book with lots of short-pasuk 
sedras) 

A SHORT VORT BY RABBI CHANOCH YERES
Rav, Beit Knesset Beit Yisrael, Yemin Moshe

וישמע משה ויפול על פניו
“And when Moshe heard it, he fell upon his face.” (16:4)
In all the arguments and confrontations of Israel, never had Moshe fallen on his face until now. Why now 

does Moshe fall on his face, at this controversy?
The MeEinah Shel Torah quoting a great Mussar leader, points out that never was the issue of “sancti-

ty”-”Kedusha” argued about. Once the people began degrading the concept of “Holiness” here, by stating 
that all are “Holy”, Moshe felt he could not stand without a proper reaction. He fell on his face to guard and 
to elevate the idea of “Holiness”. 

The Noam Elimelech (1717-1787) quotes the Talmud Taanit 14b in the name of R’ Eliezer that one should 
not prostrate himself on the floor unless he is certain that he will evoke a Divine response as did Yehoshua. 
Moshe, as a humble person, tried to never be considered worthy of Divine response. However, here, when 
he heard that Korach had usurped the leadership role against G-d’s wishes, he felt there was no alternative 
but to fall on his face, seeking G-d’s reaction.

Shabbat Shalom


