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Torah Talk for Tetzaveh 5781   Exod 27:20-30:10 
 
Ex. 28:31     You shall make the robe of the ephod of pure blue. 32 The opening for the head 
shall be in the middle of it; the opening shall have a binding of woven work round about—it 
shall be like the opening of a coat of mail—so that it does not tear. 33 On its hem make 
pomegranates of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, all around the hem, with bells of gold between 
them all around: 34 a golden bell and a pomegranate, a golden bell and a pomegranate, all around 
the hem of the robe. 35 Aaron shall wear it while officiating, so that the sound of it [ ֹולֹו֠ק ] is heard 
when he comes into the sanctuary before the LORD and when he goes out—that he may not die.  
 
Nahum Sarna, Exodus (JPS Torah Commentary) 

35  the sound of it is heard     The unexplained role of the bells has given rise to various 
conjectures. Rashbam refers to the requirement of Leviticus 16:16–17 that only the High 
Priest—and nobody else—shall be present in the Tent of Meeting when he enters it to make 
expiation. Thus the tinkling of the bells alerts the other priests to vacate the premises. The 
cited text speaks only of Yom Kippur, however. 

Lev. 16:17     When he goes in to make expiation in the Shrine, nobody else shall 
be in the Tent of Meeting until he comes out.  

Another possibility is that the High Priest is himself reminded by the sound of the bells on 
his robe that he is to attune his heart and mind to his solemn duties and that he must be fully 
conscious of the fact that he is in the presence of God. 

that he may not die     This conventional formula 62 probably refers to the entire section and 
not just to the matter of the bells. Any deviation from the prescribed rules places the priest in 
the category of an unauthorized person and invalidates his service. He is thus an encroacher—
Hebrew zar—in the sacred precincts. The formula expresses the severity with which such an 
offense is viewed.    62 Cf. Exod. 28:43; 30:21; Lev. 8:35; 10:7; 16:13. 

 
Jeffrey Tigay, “Exodus,” Jewish Study Bible 
 35: The purpose of the bells is not clear. The ominous explanation that he may not die 
may indicate that the bells were apotropaic devices to protect the priest from demons that 
were widely believed to haunt thresholds (cf. Gen. 4.7; the rites mentioned in 1 Sam. 5.5 and 
Zeph. 1.9 may have originated in a similar belief); that is why the sound must be heard when 
the priest leaves the sanctuary as well as when he enters. If that was the original purpose it 
seems to have been abandoned by the Bible, which gives similar warnings with the requirements 
that the priests wear underpants and wash their hands and feet before ministering (v. 43; 
30.20–21); this suggests that these items and actions are expressions of respect for God: One 
does not approach Him unannounced, unwashed, or immodestly dressed. Most significantly, all 
such warnings reflect the potential lethality of the sanctuary and its contents (19.21 n., 22 n.; 
see also 30.33, 37; Lev. 10.6, 9; 16.2, 13; Num. 4.15, 19–20; 17.28; 18.3, 22). 
 

Ex. 28:40     And for Aaron’s sons also you shall make … linen breeches to cover their 
nakedness; they shall extend from the hips to the thighs. 43 They shall be worn by 
Aaron and his sons when they enter the Tent of Meeting or when they approach 
the altar to officiate in the sanctuary, so that they do not incur punishment and die. 
It shall be a law for all time for him and for his offspring to come. 
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William H. C. Propp, Exodus (Anchor Bible) 
 28:35. and he shall not die. What is the purpose of the bells? Our verse implies that (a) 
if the priest entered without the proper attire, Y`hw`h would kill him (b. Sanh. 83b; Rashi); but 
(b) Aaron is spared by virtue of the bells. One’s initial impression might be that the bells apprise 
God of the priest’s approach. Reassured that the encroacher is no layman but a sanctified 
minister, Y`hw`h restrains his overwhelming aura. As Bekhor Shor edifyingly comments: the 
priest must make a sound “lest he come before him [God] in stealth, like a thief. From this we 
learn common courtesy.” 
 But the text does not actually say who hears the bells. Rather, it uses the ambiguous 
passive wənišmaꜥ: the sound “will be heard.” And if warning God is the entire point, why add 
“and in his leaving” (Ramban)? Aaron is no less in jeopardy when he departs the sanctuary than 
when he enters. Apparently, both God and Man need warning at the approach of the 
quintessentially “liminal” priest, who stands between the Holy and the Impure, conditions 
inherently inimical to one another (see pp. 683–91). Similarly, according to Lev 16:4, 23, on 
Yom Kippur the Great Priest must wash both before entering and before exiting the inner 
sanctum. What belongs to the profane realm must remain there; what belongs to Holiness must 
stay in the Tabernacle. 
 In practice, the tinkling bells on the Great Priest’s Robe as he goes about his business 
would also reassure those outside that he still lives and has not brought impurity into contact 
with the sancta (G. H. Davies 1967: 216; Cole 1973: 202). (Note, however, that when Aaron 
approaches closest to Y`hw`h on Yom Kippur, his linen vestments make no sound [Lev 16:4].) 
Conversely, if the sound ceased, his death would be known, and his defiling corpse could be 
removed immediately (cf. Lev 10:4–5). The sound also allows hearers to participate vicariously 
in the service. If they can never see them, at least they can smell and hear Aaron’s ministrations 
(cf. Dillmann 1880: 309). Thus, just as it has a characteristic scent and appearance, Tabernacle 
worship has a characteristic sound. 
 
SPECULATION: Noth (1962: 224) perceives in 28:35 a vestige of demonism (see also Frazer 
1919: 3.446–80). The bells are intended to frighten off malicious spirits, attracted whenever 
and wherever boundaries are crossed (cf. Milgrom 1991: 504). This view is anticipated by 
Ramban, who identifies the potentially hostile beings as angels. Although this was presumably 
not the Priestly Writer’s belief, he retained an ancient intuition that thresholds are dangerous 
(see further vol. I, pp. 440–41). 
 I wonder, too, whether naive Israelites believed—or were told?—that the sound they 
heard in the Shrine was actually Y`hw`h moving about his business. On the popular belief that 
one could hear deities from without the temple, cf. Pseudo-Lucian Syrian Goddess 10; and, on 
Y`hw`h’s sound, compare Gen 3:8–10; 2 Sam 5:24. On the priest as representing Y`hw`h, see 
below, p. 525–26. 
 
Gen. 3:8     They heard the sound [ לֹוק ] of the LORD God moving about in the garden at the 
breezy time of day; and the man and his wife hid from the LORD God among the trees of the 
garden. 9 The LORD God called out to the man and said to him, “Where are you?” 10 He replied, 
“I heard the sound of You in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked, so I hid.” 
 
 


