
Sefer Devarim– the most misunderstood book in the Bible 

/Class # 11    For Torah in Motion – by Menachem Leibtag 

Why the 'Levites' are Called 'Priests’ - in Sefer Devarim 

 

I. Intro Over last two weeks, we’ve seen how the “chukim u’mishpatim” 

section contains laws that will guide our national behavior, i.e. our national 

center dedicated to Hashem’s reputation, as well as an organized & just 

judicial system in every marketplace, as well as just leadership following 

the guidelines of the Torah.  This topic continues in today’s class, as we 

discuss the function of the tribe of Levi- and their ‘Biblical history’. 

 

A. When did “shevet Levi” become special? 

 See Devarim 10:8-9  

עֵת הַהִוא,   ח ה אֶתהִבְדִיל בָּ - יְהוָּ
וִי,  בֶט הַלֵׁ שֵאת, אֶת שֵׁ -אֲרוֹן בְרִית -לָּ

ה רְתוֹ  --יְהוָּ ה לְשָּ לַעֲמֹד לִפְנֵי יְהוָּ
רֵךְ בִשְמוֹ, עַד הַיּוֹם הַזֶה.  וּלְבָּ

8 At that time the LORD separated 
the tribe of Levi, to bear the ark of 
the covenant of the LORD, to stand 
before the LORD to minister unto 
Him, and to bless in His name, unto 
this day. 

ה -כֵן לאֹ-עַל  ט ה לְלֵוִי, חֵלֶק וְנַחֲלָּ יָּ -הָּ
יו:-עִם- תוֹ,     אֶחָּ ה הוּא נַחֲלָּ יְהוָּ

 . כַאֲשֶר דִבֶר יְהוָה אֱלֹהֶיךָ לוֹ

9 Wherefore Levi hath no portion 
nor inheritance with his brethren; the 
LORD is his inheritance, according 
as the LORD thy God spoke unto 
him.-- 

 

  See Shmot chapter 2 – what is a “ish Levi” 

  Were Aharon & Moshe already special people? 

י; שְלַח  יג א, בְיַד-וַיּאֹמֶר, בִי אֲדֹנָּ - נָּ
ח.  תִשְלָּ

13 And he said: 'Oh Lord, send, I pray 
Thee, by the hand of him whom Thou wilt 
send.' 

ה בְמֹשֶה, וַיּאֹמֶר  -וַיִּחַר  יד אַף יְהוָּ
חִיךָ  וִיהֲלאֹ אַהֲרֹן אָּ דַעְתִי, כִי--הַלֵׁ - יָּ

הוּא יֹצֵא  -דַבֵר יְדַבֵר הוּא; וְגַם הִנֵה
מַח בְלִבוֹ.  אֲךָ וְשָּ אתֶךָ, וְרָּ  לִקְרָּ

14 And the anger of the LORD was kindled 
against Moses, and He said: 'Is there not 
Aaron thy brother the Levite? I know that 
he can speak well. And also, behold, he 
cometh forth to meet thee; and when he 
seeth thee, he will be glad in his heart. 



 Another proof of their special status before Matan Torah! 

See story of chet ha’Egel in Sefer Shmot 

רֻעַ הוּא:-וַיַּרְא מֹשֶה אֶת  כה ם, כִי פָּ עָּ -כִי  הָּ
מֵיהֶם.  ה בְקָּ עֹה אַהֲרֹן, לְשִמְצָּ  פְרָּ

25 And when Moses saw that the people 
were broken loose--for Aaron had let 
them loose for a derision among their 
enemies-- 

 וַיַּעֲמֹד מֹשֶה, בְשַעַר הַמַחֲנֶה,  כו
י  ה אֵלָּ  !וַיּאֹמֶר, מִי לַיהוָּ
לָיו, כָל  וִי. -וַיֵׁאָסְפוּ אֵׁ י לֵׁ  בְנֵׁ

26 then Moses stood in the gate of the 
camp, and said: 'Whoso is on the LORD'S 
side, let him come unto me.' And all the 
sons of Levi gathered themselves together 
unto him. 

הֶם, כֹה   כז ה אֱלֹהֵי  -וַיּאֹמֶר לָּ מַר יְהוָּ אָּ
אֵל, שִימוּ אִיש עִבְרוּ יְרֵכוֹ; -חַרְבוֹ, עַל-יִשְרָּ

-, בַמַחֲנֶה, וְהִרְגוּ אִישוָשוּבוּ מִשַעַר לָשַעַר
חִיו וְאִיש אֶת-אֶת  קְרֹבוֹ.-רֵעֵהוּ, וְאִיש אֶת-אָּ

27 And he said unto them: 'Thus saith the 
LORD, the God of Israel: Put ye every 
man his sword upon his thigh, and go to 
and fro from gate to gate throughout the 
camp, and slay every man his brother, and 
every man his companion, and every man 
his neighbour.' 

יוַיַּעֲשוּ   כח  וִי-בְנֵׁ -שֶה; וַיִּפֹל מִן, כִדְבַר מֹ לֵׁ
ם בַיּוֹם הַהוּא, כִשְלֹשֶת אַלְפֵי אִיש.  עָּ  הָּ

28 And the sons of Levi did according to 
the word of Moses; and there fell of the 
people that day about three thousand men. 

 

Finally, note their relative small population in Bamidbar chapter 3 

 [Approx. 22,000 from age 30 days / compare 50K/ tribe – 20+] 

 

B. What is “at that time” [“b’et ha’hi”] in Devarim chapter 10? 

 Note the ‘footnotes’ to the story in chapter 9 

  At the time of chet ha’Egel or of Matan Torah? 

   Definitely relates to the luchot ha’brit! 

   Depends if Mishkan is before or after chet ha’egel 

 

C. The logical need for a corps of teachers & educators to teach and 

interpret the Torah, and hence, would make sense that these laws are 

included in the ‘leadership section’ of the main speech: 

Chapters 17 thru 18  - parallel to “kibud horim” 

The national leaders: 

Judges, supreme court, King 

Then,  kohanim & levi'im,  and navi 

 



Moshe’s blessing to the tribe of Levi – to teach Torah: 

מַר, תֻמֶיךָ וְאוּרֶיךָ לְאִיש    ח וּלְלֵוִי אָּ
ה, תְרִיבֵהוּ   חֲסִידֶךָ, אֲשֶר נִסִיתוֹ בְמַסָּ

ה. -עַל  מֵי מְרִיבָּ

8 And of Levi he said: Thy Thummim 
and Thy Urim be with Thy holy one, 
whom Thou didst prove at Massah, with 
whom Thou didst strive at the waters of 
Meribah; 

בִיו וּלְאִמוֹ, לאֹ רְאִיתִיו,   ט אֹמֵר לְאָּ הָּ
יו לאֹ הִכִיר, וְאֶת-וְאֶת ו לאֹ  -אֶחָּ נָּ בָּ
ע: תֶךָ, וּבְרִיתְךָ יִנְצֹרוּ.   יָּדָּ מְרוּ אִמְרָּ  כִי שָּ

9 Who said of his father, and of his 
mother: 'I have not seen him'; neither 
did he acknowledge his brethren, nor 
knew he his own children; for they have 
observed Thy word, and keep Thy 
covenant. 

 יוֹרוּ מִשְפָטֶיךָ לְיַעֲקֹב,   י
ל;  ה     וְתוֹרָתְךָ לְיִשְרָאֵׁ שִימוּ קְטוֹרָּ יָּ

לִיל עַל  מִזְבְחֶךָ. -בְאַפֶךָ, וְכָּ

10 They shall teach Jacob Thine 
ordinances, and Israel Thy law; they 
shall put incense before Thee, and 
whole burnt-offering upon Thine altar. 

ה חֵילוֹ  יא רֵךְ יְהוָּ  …בָּ
 

 

D. Rambam re: Who fulfills the function of shevet Levi today? 

 Rambam/Hilchot Shmita 13:12-13 

וּבְבִזָתָהּ עִם אֶחָיו מִפְנֵי  וְלָמָה לאֹ זָכָה לֵוִי בְנַחֲלַת אֶרֶץ יִשְרָאֵל 

יו   טָׁ רִים וּמִשְפָׁ יְשָׁ יו הַּ כָׁ רְתוֹ וּלְהוֹרוֹת דְרָׁ ת ה' לְשָׁ עֲבֹד אֶׁ ל לַּ הֻבְדַּ שֶׁ

בִים רַּ דִיקִים לָׁ צַּ  יוֹרוּ מִשְפָטֶיךָ לְיַעֲקֹב וְתוֹרָתְךָ לְיִשְרָאֵל". " שֶנֶאֱמַר הַּ

ם לאֹ עוֹרְכִין מִלְחָמָה כִשְאָר יִשְרָאֵל וְלאֹ לְפִיכָךְ הֻבְדְלוּ מִדַרְכֵי הָעוֹלָ  

בָרֵךְ "נוֹחֲלִין וְלאֹ זוֹכִין לְעַצְמָן בְכֹחַ גּוּפָן. אֶלָא הֵם חֵיל הַשֵם שֶנֶאֱמַר

  :"אֲנִי חֶלְקְךָ וְנַחֲלָתְךָ  "ה' חֵילוֹ". וְהוּא זוֹכֶה לָהֶם שֶנֶאֱמַר 
12  Why were the Levites not allotted land in Eretz Yisrael or a share in its booty along with their brethren? Because they 

were singled out to serve the Lord and minister to him, to teach his upright ways and just laws to many people, as it is 

written: "They shall teach thy laws to Jacob, and thy instruction to Israel" (Deuteronomy 33:10). For this reason, they 

were separated from worldly affairs: they fought no battles like the rest of Israel; they inherited no land; they won 

nothing by means of their physical ability. They are indeed the Lord's army, as it is written: "Bless, O Lord, his 

substance" (11). He, blessed be he, has won them for himself, as it is written: "I am your portion and your share" 

(Numbers 18:20).  

 

 –וְלאֹ שֵבֶט לֵוִי בִלְבַד אֶלָא כָל אִיש וְאִיש מִכָל בָאֵי הָעוֹלָם אֲשֶר נָדְבָה רוּחוֹ אוֹתוֹ 
ת ה'וֶהֱבִינוֹ מַדָעוֹ לְהִבָדֵל לַעֲמֹד לִפְנֵי ה' לְשָרְתוֹ וּלְעָבְדוֹ  ה אֶׁ  ו  לְדֵעָׁ

ר  ךְ יָׁשָׁ לַּ ל צַוָּארוֹ עַל הַחֶשְבוֹנוֹת הָרַבִים אֲשֶר  וּפָרַק מֵעַ  - כְמוֹ שֶעֲשָהוּ הָאֱלֹהִים ְהָׁ
 הֲרֵי זֶה נִתְקַדֵש קֹדֶש קָדָשִים   -- בִקְשוּ בְנֵי הָאָדָם 

 וְיִהְיֶה ה' חֶלְקוֹ וְנַחֲלָתוֹ לְעוֹלָם וּלְעוֹלְמֵי עוֹלָמִים  --
  :וְיִזְכֶה לוֹ בָעוֹלָם הַזֶה דָבָר הַמַסְפִיק לוֹ כְמוֹ שֶזָכָה לַכֹהֲנִים לַלְוִיִם.  

/Deuteronomy.33.10
/Numbers.18.20


13  Not only the tribe of Levi, but each well-informed thinking person whose spirit moves him to 

devote himself to the service of the Lord, to know the Lord, and has walked uprightly after casting 

off his neck the yoke of many a cunning wile that men contrived, is indeed divinely consecrated, and 

the Lord will forever and ever be his portion. God will provide sufficiently for his needs, as he did 

for the priests and the Levites.  

 

E. Concept of ”bechor” in light of Sefer Breishit & Shmot 4:22 

Connection to “kedusha” in light of Shmot 19:5-6 

Dedication of first born to Hashem /Shmot 13:1-3, 11-16  

& Transfer of duties to Levites/ Bamidbar 3: 

Was transfer to Levi God’s original plan or an ‘after-thought’? 

Discussion – concept of ‘privilege’ vs. ‘responsibility’ 

  Note Bamidbar 16:8-9 

 Relate to underlying purpose of being ‘chosen’ 

  What it means to be a “kohen” – in the service of… 

 

F. What is the distinction between a “kohen” & a “levi” 

 Devarim chapter 18 

ל-לאֹ  א - יִהְיֶה לַכֹהֲנִים הַלְוִיִּם כָּ
ה -עִם--שֵבֶט לֵוִי, חֵלֶק וְנַחֲלָּ

תוֹ,   ה וְנַחֲלָּ אֵל; אִשֵי יְהוָּ יִשְרָּ
 יאֹכֵלוּן.

1 The priests the Levites, even all the 
tribe of Levi, shall have no portion nor 
inheritance with Israel; they shall eat 
the offerings of the LORD made by fire, 
and His inheritance. 

ה לאֹ  ב לּוֹ, בְקֶרֶב  -יִהְיֶה-וְנַחֲלָּ
יו:  תוֹ, כַאֲשֶר     אֶחָּ ה הוּא נַחֲלָּ יְהוָּ

 }ס{   לוֹ.-דִבֶר

2 And they shall have no inheritance 
among their brethren; the LORD is their 
inheritance, as He hath spoken unto 
them. {S} 

נִים מֵאֵת  וְזֶה יִהְיֶה מִשְפַט הַכֹהֲ   ג
ם, מֵאֵת זֹבְחֵי הַזֶבַח עָּ שוֹר  -אִם--הָּ

תַן, לַכֹהֵן, הַזְרֹעַ    שֶה:-אִם וְנָּ
ה.  יַיִם, וְהַקֵבָּ  וְהַלְּחָּ

3 And this shall be the priests' due from 
the people, from them that offer a 
sacrifice, whether it be ox or sheep, that 
they shall give unto the priest the 
shoulder, and the two cheeks, and the 
maw. 

רֶךָ,    ד נְךָ תִירֹשְךָ וְיִצְהָּ רֵאשִית דְגָּ
 לוֹ. -תִתֶן--וְרֵאשִית גֵז צאֹנְךָ

4 The first-fruits of thy corn, of thy 
wine, and of thine oil, and the first of 
the fleece of thy sheep, shalt thou give 
him. 



ה אֱלֹהֶיךָ  ה חַר יְהוָּ --כִי בוֹ, בָּ
ל טֶיךָ: -מִכָּ רֵת בְשֵם  שְבָּ -לַעֲמֹד לְשָּ

ל יו, כָּ נָּ ה הוּא וּבָּ  }ס{   הַיָּּמִים.-יְהוָּ

5 For the LORD thy God hath chosen 
him out of all thy tribes, to stand to 
minister in the name of the LORD, him 
and his sons for ever. {S} 

רֶיךָ,  -וְכִי  ו יָּבאֹ הַלֵּוִי מֵאַחַד שְעָּ
ל אֵל, אֲשֶר-מִכָּ ם;  -יִשְרָּ ר שָּ הוּא, גָּ

ל א בְכָּ קוֹם  -אַוַּת נַפְשוֹ, אֶל-וּבָּ הַמָּ
ה. -אֲשֶר  יִבְחַר יְהוָּ

6 And if a Levite come from any of thy 
gates out of all Israel, where he 
sojourneth, and come with all the desire 
of his soul unto the place which the 
LORD shall choose; 

יו  ז ה אֱלֹהָּ ל--וְשֵרֵת, בְשֵם יְהוָּ -כְכָּ
ם, לִפְנֵי   עֹמְדִים שָּ יו, הַלְוִיִּם, הָּ אֶחָּ

ה.   יְהוָּ

7 then he shall minister in the name of 
the LORD his God, as all his brethren 
the Levites do, who stand there before 
the LORD. 

חֵלֶק כְחֵלֶק, יאֹכֵלוּ, לְבַד    ח
יו, עַל רָּ בוֹת.-מִמְכָּ אָּ  }ס{   הָּ

8 They shall have like portions to eat, 
beside that which is his due according to 
the fathers' houses.  

 

 Note as well “birkat kohanim” in 6:22-27 

 See Devarim 10:8-9;  17:8-9 

 

G. Original designation of Shevet Levi, according to Devarim 10:8-9 

עֵת הַהִוא   ח י,  שֵבֶט הַלֵוִי, -אֶת ה’, הִבְדִיל בָּ

שֵאת, אֶת  •  — ה’-אֲרוֹן בְרִית -לָּ

time job?)-(do we need an entire tribe for a one 

רְתוֹ    ה’ לַעֲמֹד לִפְנֵי   •  לְשָּ

▪ (what type of service does this refer to?) 

רֵךְ בִשְמוֹ,   •  .עַד הַיּוֹם הַזֶה    וּלְבָּ

▪ (isn’t that only the kohanim who bless the people?) 

• See what brings BLESSING - DEVARIM CHAPTER 28! 

ה-כֵן לאֹ-עַל ט ה לְלֵוִי, חֵלֶק וְנַחֲלָּ יָּ יו:-עִם--הָּ תוֹ, כַאֲשֶר דִבֶר  ה’   אֶחָּ  . אֱלֹהֶיךָ לוֹ ה’הוּא נַחֲלָּ

 

 Discussion – what does it mean to carry “the ark of the 

covenant” Relating to purpose of Mishkan & connection to Matan Torah 

 



To serve Hashem  - in the Temple, or in the court system? 

Devarim chapter 19 

ל-לאֹ  טו ד בְאִיש, לְכָּ וֹן  -יָּקוּם עֵד אֶחָּ עָּ
ל ל-וּלְכָּ את, בְכָּ חֵטְא, אֲשֶר  -חַטָּ

א: פִי  -פִי שְנֵי עֵדִים, אוֹ עַל-עַל  יֶחֱטָּ
ה ר.--עֵדִים-שְלֹשָּ בָּ  יָּקוּם דָּ

15 One witness shall not rise up against a 
man for any iniquity, or for any sin, in 
any sin that he sinneth; at the mouth of 
two witnesses, or at the mouth of three 
witnesses, shall a matter be established. 

ס, בְאִיש, לַעֲנוֹת  -יָּקוּם עֵד-כִי  טז מָּ חָּ
ה.  רָּ  בוֹ, סָּ

16 If an unrighteous witness rise up 
against any man to bear perverted witness 
against him; 

י  יז לָהֶם -הָאֲנָשִים אֲשֶר-וְעָמְדוּ שְנֵׁ
י יְהוָה י הַכֹהֲנִים, הָרִיב, לִפְנֵׁ  לִפְנֵׁ

הֵם.וְהַשֹפְטִים  , אֲשֶר יִהְיוּ בַיָּּמִים הָּ

17 then both the men, between whom the 
controversy is, shall stand before the 
LORD, before the priests and the judges 
that shall be in those days. 

רְשוּ הַשֹפְטִים, הֵיטֵב; וְהִנֵה עֵד  יח -וְדָּ
חִיו.  ה בְאָּ נָּ עֵד, שֶקֶר עָּ  שֶקֶר הָּ

18 And the judges shall inquire 
diligently; and, behold, if the witness be a 
false witness, and hath testified falsely 
against his brother; 

 

H. Their obligations as teachers and judges - & to inspire 

 see Devarim 33:10 , in Moshe’s blessing  [see also 24:8] 

 see Devarim 14:22-23, teaching the fear of God in Jerusalem 

     note 14:26-27; 12:11-12; 12:17-19 – in contrast to 16:10 & 14 

 see Devarim 17:7-8;12 ;  17:18 & 21:5 – in regard to their authority 

 see Devarim 18:1-8, regarding their compensation  

 see Devarim 19:16-17, regarding their function as judges [ & 16:18-20] 

 see Devarim 27:9-14 & 31:9-13, 24-26 -regarding to their national function 

 see II Divrei Hayamim 17:7-9;  29:1-15;  30:21-27;  35:1-5// 

and Nechemya 8:13-18 

 


