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A brief study of the Torah’s 
account of the death of 
Nadav and Avihu leaves us 

with a major unanswered question: 
What, exactly, did they do wrong? 
This question is exponentially 
amplified when we consider that 
their sin resulted in an immediate 
death penalty. In what way did they 
so grievously err that such a harsh 
punishment was meted out on the 
spot? How did it come to pass that 
the yom hashemini, the day that was 

supposed to be a joyous occasion, 
turned into a day of tragedy and 
mourning? A thorough analysis of 
Nadav and Avihu’s actions will not 
only shed light on the nature of their 
sin, but can provide insight into the 
Torah’s attitude toward religious 
innovation.

To begin, we will review the psukim:

ַוִיְקחּו ְבֵני ַאֲהרֹן ָנָדב ַוֲאִביהּוא ִאיש ַמְחָתתֹו 
ַוִיְתנּו ָבֵהן ֵאש ַוָיִשימּו ָעֶליָה ְקֹטֶרת ַוַיְקִרבּו ִלְפֵני 

ה’ ֵאש ָזָרה ֲאֶשר לֹא ִצָּוה ֹאָתם. ַוֵתֵצא ֵאש 
ִמִלְפֵני ה’ ַוֹתאַכל אֹוָתם ַוָיֻמתּו ִלְפֵני ה’.

Now Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu 
each took his fire pan, put fire in it, and 
laid incense on it; and they offered before 
Hashem alien fire, which He had not 
enjoined upon them. And fire came forth 
from Hashem and consumed them; thus 
they died at the instance of Hashem.
Vayikra 10:1-2

The reader is immediately confronted 
by one observation: the entire story, 
consisting of 31 words from the 
beginning of their service until their 
ultimate demise, does not explicitly 
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reveal Nadav and Avihu’s precise sin. 
The midrash in Vayikra Raba presents 
a wide range of opinions as to what 
exactly it was. 

The Explanations of Rashi and 
Rashbam

In his commentary, Rashi quotes two 
opinions from the midrash:

ותצא אש. ַר’ ֱאִליֶעֶזר אֹוֵמר לֹא ֵמתּו ְבֵני ַאֲהרֹן 
ֶאָלא ַעל ְיֵדי ֶשהֹורּו ֲהָלָכה ִבְפֵני מֶֹשה ַרָבן, ַרִבי 
ִיְשָמֵעאל אֹוֵמר ְשתּוֵיי ַיִין ִנְכְנסּו ַלִמְקָדש, ֵתַדע, 

ֶשַאַחר ִמיָתָתן ִהְזִהיר ַהּנֹוָתִרים ֶשלֹא ִיָכְנסּו 
ְשתֵיי ַיִין ַלִמְקָדש, ָמָשל ְלֶמֶלְך ֶשָהָיה לֹו ֶבן ַבִית 

ְוכּו’, ִכְדִאיָתא ְבַוִיְקָרא ַרָבה: 
And There Went Out Fire — Rabbi 
Eliezer said: the sons of Aaron died only 
because they gave decisions on religious 
matters in the presence of their teacher, 
Moses. Rabbi Ishmael said: they died 
because they entered the Sanctuary 
intoxicated by wine. You may know that 
this is so, because after their death he 
admonished those who survived that 
they should not enter when intoxicated 
by wine. A parable! It may be compared 
to a king who had a bosom friend, etc., as 
is to be found in Leviticus Rabbah 12:1.
Rashi, Vayikra 10:2

According to Rabbi Eliezer, we learn 
that Nadav and Avihu were seemingly 
disrespectful of Moshe, presenting 
halachic rulings in Moshe’s presence, 
where deference was mandated. 
According to Rabbi Yishmael, we 
learn a new facet of the story not 
explicitly present in the text; in fact, 
Nadav and Avihu were intoxicated at 
the time they brought their fire pan 
offerings. This midrashic explanation 
is rooted in the juxtaposition of the 
Nadav and Avihu narrative with the 
laws detailing the prohibition to enter 
the mikdash while intoxicated, which 
follows their punishment in the very 
same chapter.

The opinions cited by Rashi are not 
pshat-based explanations. Rather, 
Chazal are “reading between the 
lines” in developing these approaches. 
We might suggest that Rashi, a 
parshan who regularly incorporates 
both pshat and derash, adopted the 
approaches rooted in derash, given the 
significant challenges presented by 
the text in taking a purely pshat-based 
explanation.

Also taking on the challenge of 
understanding this passage, Rashbam 
offers his own explanation.

ויקחו בני אהרן נדב ואביהוא - קודם שיצא 
האש מלפני ה׳ כבר לקחו איש מחתתו 

להקטיר קטורת לפנים על מזבח הזהב, שהרי 
קטורת של שחר קודמת לאיברים, ונתנו בהן 
אש זרה אשר לא צוה אותם משה ביום הזה, 

שאעפ”י שבשאר ימים כת’ ונתנו בני אהרן 
הכהן אש על המזבח, היום לא ציוה ולא רצה 

משה שיביאו אש של הדיוט, לפי שהיו מצפים 
לירידת אש גבוה, ולא טוב היום להביא אש 
זרה, כדי להתקדש שם שמים שידעו הכל כי 
אש בא מן השמים, כמו שאמר אליהו ואש 

לא תשימו, לפי שהיה רוצה לקדש שם שמים 
בירידת האש של מעלה:

Now Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu 
each took — before the fire went out 
from before G-d, they each took their 
firepan to offer incense … and they 
brought a foreign fire that Moshe did 
not command them to bring that day. 
Even though on the other days, it states 
that the sons of Aaron brought a fire 
on the altar, on this day, Moshe did not 
command [this] and Moshe did not 
want a human to bring the fire because 
they were waiting for a heavenly fire to 
descend. Today was not a good day to 
bring a foreign fire because [the goal of 
the heavenly fire] was to sanctify the 
name of Heaven by everyone knowing 
that the fire came from Heaven …
Rashbam, Vayikra 10:1-3

Rashbam explains that the sin of 
Nadav and Avihu lies in the timing of 

their offering. A prototypical pashtan, 
Rashbam connects Nadav and Avihu’s 
act in the very beginning of chapter 
10 to the conclusion of chapter 9. To 
fully understand Rashbam’s analysis 
of Nadav and Avihu’s sin, we must 
understand what transpired in this 
preceding chapter:

ַוָיֹבא מֶֹשה ְוַאֲהרֹן ֶאל ֹאֶהל מֹוֵעד ַוֵיְצאּו ַוְיָבֲרכּו 
ֶאת ָהָעם ַוֵיָרא ְכבֹוד ה׳ ֶאל ָכל ָהָעם ַוֵתֵצא ֵאש 

ִמִלְפֵני ה׳ ַוֹתאַכל ַעל ַהִמְזֵבַח ֶאת ָהֹעָלה ְוֶאת 
ַהֲחָלִבים ַוַיְרא ָכל ָהָעם ַוָירֹּנּו ַוִיְפלּו ַעל ְפֵניֶהם.

Moses and Aaron then went inside the 
Tent of Meeting. When they came out, 
they blessed the people; and the Presence 
of Hashem appeared to all the people. 
Fire came forth from before Hashem and 
consumed the burnt offering and the fat 
parts on the altar. And all the people 
saw, and shouted, and fell on their faces.
Vayikra 9:23-24

As detailed in chapter 9, the ultimate 
climax of the eight-day dedication 
ceremony of the Mishkan was the 
planned revelation of Hashem’s 
Shechinah on yom hashemini. After 
Moshe and Aharon exited the Ohel 
Moed and blessed the nation, the 
Heavenly fire descended for Bnei 
Yisrael to witness. We can assume that 
this fire is the manifestation of the 
Shechinah in front of the nation. Bnei 
Yisrael cry out and fall on their faces, 
clearly awestruck by this revelatory 
moment. 

Armed with this necessary 
understanding of the events of yom 
hashemini, we can now thoroughly 
appreciate Rashbam’s interpretation 
of Nadav and Avihu’s action. 
According to Rashbam, Nadav and 
Avihu erred and brought their fire 
prior to Hashem’s Heavenly fire on 
yom hashemini. This interpretation of 
Rashbam takes a more forgiving view 
of Nadav and Avihu, as he explains 
that their action would seemingly have 



12
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary • The Benjamin and Rose Berger CJF Torah To-Go Series • Shavuot 5778

been appropriate on any other day. 
The instructions for the dedication 
ceremony of the Mishkan were 
outlined quite clearly for Moshe 
and Aharon. At no point was there a 
commandment for Nadav and Avihu, 
or any of the kohanim, to bring an aish 
shel hedyot, an ordinary, manmade 
fire. There was only supposed to 
be the miraculous fire from the 
Heavens, seemingly a sign of Divine 
acceptance of the korbanot of yom 
hashemini. By preempting Hashem’s 
fire, Nadav and Avihu detracted 
from a moment whose sole purpose 
was to be mekadesh shem Shamayim, 
sanctifying G-d’s name. The miracle 
of a fire descending straight from the 
Heavens in front of Bnei Yisrael was 
diminished. Therefore, Rashbam 
understands that at its most basic 
level, the sin of Nadav and Avihu 
was rooted in the timing of their fire 
offering. 

It is of note that, according to 
Rashbam, the sequence of events is 
seemingly out of order; the story in the 
very beginning of chapter 10 actually 
transpired in chapter 9. Perhaps 
Rashbam believes that the Torah 
records the events in the sequence 
that it does in order to actually present 
the moment of the gilui Shechinah 
(Divine revelation) as it should have 
been, without any minimizations 
or detractions. The kiddush shem 
Shamayim appears for Bnei Yisrael 
in the Torah, in all its glory, as it was 
intended to be.

The Explanation of Rav 
Shamshon Rafael Hirsch

Rav Shamshon Rafael Hirsch also 
sets out to explain the exact nature of 
the sin of Nadav and Avihu. Whereas 
Rashbam sees an error, albeit a tragic 
miscalculation, within Nadav and 

Avihu’s action, Rav Shimshon Rafael 
Hirsch points to an inherent character 
flaw as the underlying cause. Rav 
Hirsch draws upon the general theme 
of arrogance, as represented in many 
of the midrashim. He examines each 
phrase in our pasuk and demonstrates 
how every fragment of the pasuk 
reflects wrongdoing. For example, 
“bnei Aharon” indicates that Nadav 
and Avihu considered themselves 
above seeking advice because of 
their pedigree, yet they should 
have consulted their worthy and 
knowledgeable father. “Ish Machtato” 
reflects how the two brothers were 
not even united in their cheit; instead, 
each one took his fire pan individually, 
lacking solidarity even in sin.

Above all, Rav Hirsch stresses the 
significance of the phrase “asher lo 
tzivah otam.” While we can infer 
errors on the part of Nadav and Avihu 

from the various phrases in the pasuk, 
these other sins were ancillary to the 
brothers’ true miscalculation. It is the 
asher lo tzivah otam characterization of 
their actions that is the key aspect of 
their sin. As Rav Hirsch elucidates, by 
virtue of the fact that this action was 
unbidden, it renders it forbidden: 

Now we understand the deaths of 
Aharon’s sons. Their death at the time of 
the first dedication of the Sanctuary is a 
warning to all future kohanim. It bars all 
arbitrariness, all personal caprice, from 
the precincts of the Sanctuary, whose 
whole purpose is to be a Sanctuary 
for the Torah! In Judaism, the priest’s 
function is not to introduce innovation 
in the Service, but to carry out God’s 
command. 
Rav Hirsch, Parshat Shemini

As Rav Hirsch states, the function 
of the kohen is to be an executor of 
Hashem’s commands. There is no 
room at all for creativity or nuance. 
There are no opportunities for 
impulsive additions or improvisations 
in the Mishkan. Even if their desire 
was to serve Hashem, Nadav and 
Avihu deviated from the prescribed 
method of service in devising their 
own type of korban.

In this regard, Rav Hirsch draws a 
sharp contrast between the offering 
of a pagan and between the offering 
of a Jew. When an idolater brings his 
sacrifice, he seeks to subjugate his 
god to his own will. The offering is an 
appeal to the gods to satisfy the desire 
of the person offering the sacrifice. 
To a degree, the idolater is a religious 
innovator; when he approaches his 
god, the worshiper independently 
determines in what manner and with 
what tools he will serve.

In contradistinction, a Jew brings a 
korban with the intention of placing 
himself in the service of Hashem. 

To a degree, the 
idolater is a religious 
innovator; when he 

approaches his god, the 
worshiper independently 

determines in what 
manner and with what 

tools he will serve.  
In contradistinction, a 

Jew seeks to demonstrate 
his subservience to the 

will of Hakadosh Baruch 
Hu, setting aside his 

personal predilections, 
his self-interests and 

deepest desires.
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The makriv seeks to demonstrate his 
subservience to the will of Hakadosh 
Baruch Hu, setting aside his personal 
predilections, his self-interests and 
deepest desires, embracing the will of 
Hashem and engaging in service in the 
manner prescribed by his Creator.

The Broader Message 
Regarding Innovation in the 
Service of Hashem

Moving past the narrower discussion 
of the Torah’s account of Nadav 
and Avihu, a larger question arises: 
if kohanim are mandated to follow 
G-d’s command with no innovation, 
we must ask — is this the broader 
message of the Torah? Is that our 
collective mandate? Is the individual 
who seeks kirvat Elokim presented 
with only one singular method by 
which he can serve Hashem?

To a large degree, the answer is 
obviously “yes.” Any elementary 
student of the Torah and the halachic 
system is immediately confronted 
with a legal code, which seemingly 
does not present various alternative 
avenues for the oved Hashem. At 
first glance, we might conclude that 
there is no room for individual self-
expression or innovation in the Torah.

In considering this question, it 
behooves us to highlight a passage 
that we recite in tefilah every morning, 
following Birchot HaTorah, from a 
mishnah in Masechet Peah. 

ֵאלּו ְדָבִרים ֶשָאָדם אוֵכל ֵפרוֵתיֶהם ָבעוָלם 
ַהֶזה ְוַהֶּקֶרן ַקֶיֶמת לו ָלעוָלם ַהָבא. ְוֵאלּו ֵהן. 

ִכבּוד ָאב ָוֵאם. ּוְגִמילּות ֲחָסִדים. ְוַהְשָכַמת ֵבית 
ַהִמְדָרש. ַשֲחִרית ְוַעְרִבית. ְוַהְכָנַסת אוְרִחים. 

ּוִבּקּור חוִלים. ְוַהְכָנַסת ַכָלה. ּוְלָוַית ַהֵמת. ְוִעיּון 
תפילה. ַוֲהָבַאת ָשלום ֵבין ָאָדם ַלֲחֵברו. ְוַתְלמּוד 

תוָרה ְכֶנֶגד ֻכָלם:
These are the precepts whose fruits 
a person enjoys in this world, and 

nevertheless the principal exists for him 
for the World-to-Come, and they are: 
Honoring one’s father and mother, acts 
of kindness, attendance at the house of 
study morning and evening, hospitality 
to guests, visiting the sick, providing for 
a bride, escorting the dead, absorption in 
prayer, bringing peace between a person 
and another, and Torah study is equal to 
all of them.
In this mishnah, we are exposed to a 
wide array of avenues through which 
we enjoy success in this material 
world, as well as meriting an eternal 
share in Olam Haba; the paths 
range from honoring our parents, 
to Torah study in the beit midrash, 
to careful introspection in tefilah. 
The mishnah acknowledges that the 
Torah is comprised of multiple core 
values through which we can serve 
Hakadosh Baruch Hu. While on one 
day we may achieve spiritual growth 
through visiting the sick, on a different 
occasion we find ourselves rewarded 
for being immersed in Torah study.

What emerges from this observation 
is that the Torah’s attitude toward 
innovation is more nuanced than 
we may have originally surmised. 
After studying the account of Nadav 
and Avihu’s sin and the lessons of 
Rav Hirsch, we might have jumped 
to the conclusion that there is no 
latitude whatsoever for individuality 
in our service of Hashem. If Nadav 
and Avihu were punished so swiftly, 
perhaps there was no flexibility for 
them to choose how and in what 
manner they would attain closeness to 
Hashem. 

We live in a world where innovation 
is all around us. New technologies, 
new ideas and new perspectives are 
introduced regularly and we are being 
pressured to provide some innvoation 
to Judaism. In the final analysis, while 

it is certainly true that the array of 
options within avodat Hashem may 
be limited and not open to unfettered 
innovation, nevertheless, there are 
a variety of ways to serve Hashem. 
Judaism allows for some level of self-
expression, provided that it remains 
within the context of our treasured 
mesorah.

As we celebrate zman matan Torateinu, 
we take pride in our staunch 
belief that the Torah ultimately 
prescribes the method by which we 
approach and serve the Borei Olam. 
We categorically reject religious 
subjectivity and unbridled creativity 
that would allow the individual 
to choose any and all methods of 
religious worship. The story of Nadav 
and Avihu demonstrates the dangers 
of serving outside of the framework 
of Hashem’s instructions. At the same 
time, the Torah embraces various 
forms of serving Hashem, from 
comforting a mourner, to arising early 
for tefilat shacharit, to hava’at shalom 
bein adam l’chaveiro, simply bringing 
peace between two individuals. The 
earnest person who approaches 
Hakadosh Baruch Hu through acts of 
limud haTorah, gemilut chasadim, and 
kavanah in tefilah, is promised to enjoy 
the fruits of his labors in this world 
and the next.

As we enter Chag HaShavuot 
and reenact matan Torah, may we 
wholeheartedly accept ol malchut 
Shamayim, thereby achieving lasting 
closeness to Hakadosh Baruch Hu. 


