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Torah Talk for Aharei Mot-Kedoshim 5781   Leviticus 16-20 
 
Lev. 19:1    The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: 2  Speak to the whole Israelite community and say 
to them:  
 You shall be holy, for I, the LORD your God, am holy. 
Lev. 19:3    You shall each revere his mother and his father, and keep My sabbaths: I the LORD 
am your God. 
Lev. 19:4    Do not turn to idols [ םיִ֔ליִלֱאָ֣ה־לֶא ּ֙ונְפִּת־לַא ] or make molten gods for yourselves: I the 
LORD am your God. 
Lev. 19:5    When you sacrifice an offering of well-being to the LORD, sacrifice it so that it may 
be accepted on your behalf. 6 It shall be eaten on the day you sacrifice it, or on the day following; 
but what is left by the third day must be consumed in fire. 7 If it should be eaten on the third day, 
it is an offensive thing, it will not be acceptable. 8 And he who eats of it shall bear his guilt, for 
he has profaned what is sacred to the LORD; that person shall be cut off from his kin. 
Lev. 19:9    When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap all the way to the edges of 
your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. 10 You shall not pick your vineyard bare, or 
gather the fallen fruit of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and the stranger: I the 
LORD am your God. 
Lev. 19:11    You shall not steal; you shall not deal deceitfully or falsely with one another. 12 You 
shall not swear falsely by My name, profaning the name of your God: I am the LORD. 
… 
Lev. 19:19    You shall observe My laws.  
 
RASHI: Do not turn to idols. To worship them. The word translated “idol,” elil, is related to al, 
“not,” for these “notlings” are of no account. Molten gods. They start out as “notlings,” but if 
you follow them you end up turning them into “gods.” 
 
IBN EZRA: Do not turn to idols. Literally, one must not even think of turning toward them to 
look. The word elil, translated “idol” here, carries an implication of falsehood; see Job 13:4, 
where the phrase rofʾei elil is used to describe “quack doctors.” But it may also have some 
connection with al, “not,” the point being that they do not really exist. 
 
NAHMANIDES: Do not turn to idols. One must not believe that they are of any use or that things 
prophesied in their name will in fact come to pass. They and everything connected with them 
should be considered utterly worthless. 
 
BDB: † ליִלֱא  n. m. (etym. uncertain: most prob. akin to Syr. ܰܐ#ܺ%&  weak, feeble, poor; perh. also 
in usage [cf. b] felt to suggest לַא  not; cf. Che on Is 2:8) insufficiency, worthlessness. 
 
HALOT:  ל יִלֱא , ? Ug. ill destruction; Syr. ʾallı̄l weak, MdD 19a אתלאלא  weakness: Arb. ʾalı̄l 
robbed, ʾalāl useless, Akk. ulālu powerless: (י)ם ִליִלֱא יֵליִלֱא , : —1. insignificant, vain, the bee among 
the birds Sir 113; ׳ֱא יֵאְֹפר  worthless physicians Jb 134 ׳ֱא םֶסֶק  futile divination Jr 1414, the pagan 
gods are ׳ֱא  Ps 965 1C 1626; —2. the pagan gods, always derogatory as nonentities, idols: Lv 194 
261 Is 28.18.20 1010 (cj. םיִליִלֱאָה , alt. הֶּלֵאָה ).11 191.3 317 Hab 218 Ps 977 Sir 3019 (?); —Ezk 3013 rd. 

םיִליֵא  and Zech 1117 יִלִיוֱאָֽה  :: (Otzen 260: gen.; GK §128w). † 
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Baruch Levine, Leviticus (JPS Torah Commentary) 
4. Do not turn to idols      The etymology of Hebrew ʾelil, “idol,” is uncertain. Some derive it 
from ʾal, “nothingness,” as in Job 24:25. Others take it as a diminutive form of ʾel, “god, 
deity,” used derogatorily. The form ʾelil also occasionally functions as an adjective rather 
than as a noun. In Job 13:4 we find rofeʾei ʾelil, “ineffectual physicians,” and in Jeremiah 
14:14 kesem ve-ʾelil, “an empty divination.” These usages seem to argue for the derivation 
from ʾal, “nothingness.”  [to 26:1] In 19:4, the term ʾelil is explained as “an object of 
naught.”  
 
Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus (Anchor Bible) 
 Do not. ʾal. Bright (1973) prefers the LXX, which apparently reads lōʾ, because MT’s 
ʾal is an immediate but temporary negative particle, whereas lōʾ is used in permanently 
lasting prohibitions. Overlooked, however, is the probable stylistic reason for choosing ʾal, 
namely, to create the assonance ʾal … ʾel … ʾĕlîlîm.  
 idols. hāʾĕlîlîm. In the Torah, this word is found only in H, here and in 26:1; fourteen 
times in the prophets; and in Pss 96:5; 97:7; with the verb ꜥăśâ ‘made’ in Isa 2:20; 31:7; Hab 
2:19; in the former two verses out of silver and gold. The definite article here stands in contrast 
with lō-taꜥăśû lākem ‘Do not make idols for yourselves’ (26:1) because, in that verse, the 
idols have yet to be made; here they are already made; that is, they are definite (cf. Isa 2:18, 
20; Schwartz 1987: 129). 
 This term is a derogatory epithet, one of the šēmôt hammĕgûnîm ‘derogatory names’ 
(Sipra Qedoshim, par. 1:11), like šiqqûṣîm (Ezek 20:7, 8) and gillûlîm (26:30; see its NOTE), 
a meaning supported by its Semitic cognates: Akkadian ulalu ‘powerless’, Syriac ʾalîl ‘weak, 
feeble’, and Arabic ʾalal ‘useless’. Others derive it from ʾal ‘nothingness, worthlessness’ (Job 
24:25), as an artificial creation in assonance with ʾĕlōhîm and ʾēlîm ‘gods’ (Dillmann and 
Ryssel 1897; Snaith 1967), or as a diminutive of ʾēl with the meaning of “little god, godling” 
(Preuss 1974: 285). It also functions as an adjective rôpĕʾê ʾĕlîl ‘ineffectual physicians’ 
(Job 13:4), qesem weʾĕlîl (K: wʾlwl) ‘empty divination’ (Jer 14:14; Levine 1989). 
 
[to 26:1]  

 
 
Mark W. HAMILTON,  What are ʾElilim? Abstract :  
The Hebrew word ᵓĕlīlîm is usually explained as the plural of the Hebrew adjective ᵓĕlīl (“useless, 
vain”), hence a dysphemism describing idols. However, the ancient versions did not understand the 
word this way. The word more plausibly is a loanword from the Akkadian illilu, itself a borrowing from 
Sumerian. The earliest attestations of ᵓĕlīlîm in Hebrew appear in Isaiah often as part of code-
switching to signal the foreignness of the word itself … illilu (“deity”) itself [is] a Sumerian loanword 
EN.LÍL.LÁ.8 [8 The name Enlil itself may be a loanword from a Semitic language that entered 
Sumerian no later than the early third millennium BCE.] 


