ALCOHOL AND THE FATE OF NADAB AND ABIHU:
A BIBLICAL CAUTIONARY TALE
AGAINST INEBRIATION

ARTHUR J. WOLAK

The reason for the sudden death of Nadab and Abihu remains one of the
Torah's most perplexing mysteries. The lack of specific details in Leviticus
10:1-3 and 16:1 is surprising, for not only were Nadab and Abihu the eldest
of the priestly four sons of Aaron, the first High Priest, but according to tradi-
tion they were "next in importance after Moses and Aaron, ranking even
higher than the seventy elders."' In other words, these were key figures in
Israelite history. Why were they struck down? To determine exactly why is to
understand the intentions of God, which is beyond man's capability. One can
infer from a careful consideration of the Torah, however, that the underlying
reason was the effect of alcohol consumption on human behavior.

WHAT THE TORAH SAYS

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 the Lord alien fire,

which He had not enjoined upon them. And fire came forth from the

Lord and consumed them, thus they died at the instance of the Lord.

Then Moses said to Aaron, 'This is what the Lord meant when He said:

Through those near to Me I show Myself holy,
And gain glory before all the people.’

And Aaron was silent (Lev. 10:1-3).

These Torah verses suggest many possible inferences. The brothers each
laid incense on a burning pan, which they offered as "alien fire" that God had
not commanded of them. As a consequence, fire came forth from the Lord
and consumed them (Lev. 10:2). The brothers died instantly at God's com-
mand. Aaron was silent, whether owing to shock at his loss, implicit under-
standing of the reasons for his loss, or simply acceptance of God's actions. To
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determine the exact nature of the infraction of Nadab and Abihu requires
more probing.

Milgrom suggests that "the Nadab and Abihu account may serve as a po-
lemic against paganism — the offering of incense in private idolatrous cults."”
This is certainly a reasonable conclusion because, Milgrom explains, "the
authorities feared, correctly, that it was or could lead to a heathen practice
and that try as they might," possibly improper incense offerings could not be
easily eliminated.” Were these two brothers killed because they used incense
in particular in this offering? Was it because they offered "alien fire" that the
Lord had not asked of them? A subsequent Torah verse states, The Lord
spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron who died when they
drew too close to the presence of the Lord (Lev. 16:1). This verse reiterates
what happened to Nadab and Abihu, but adds when they drew too close to the
presence of the Lord. Could it be that the brothers came too close to the inner
sanctum of the Holy of Holies? While this could be their main offense, it
remains speculative.

In his commentary on Leviticus, Baruch Schwartz states that "two of Aa-
ron's sons commit a blatant act of sacrilege, overstepping the strictly pre-
scribed bounds of acceptable worship (10:1). The Lord sanctifies His name
by striking them down on the spot (10:2-3), and the surviving members of the

"4 at least not

priestly family are forbidden to mourn their demise (10:4-7),
outwardly. Still, it remains unclear exactly what they did wrong.

According to Schwartz, the ancient rabbis and commentators of medieval
times were "incredulous at the idea that God had struck down two young
priests for a 'mere' ritual offence,” which appeared to come from a sincere
attempt to serve God, though perhaps with excessive enthusiasm.’ Yet in
biblical thinking, Schwartz adds, "ritual crimes are dire."® Schwartz asserts
that the brothers sinned because they "went too far in their misguided super-
piety" and, by doing so, "acted in utter disregard for the deity." To be specif-
ic, "God intended that the manifestation of His Presence would ignite the
altar fire, marking His acceptance of His people's devotion," Schwartz sug-
gests; "their intent was for the divine fire to ignite their own pans; that is,
they were attempting to arrogate control of the deity to themselves."” This
argument is compelling, and reflects the idea that priests were held to a par-
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ticularly strict standard due to their close involvement with the rituals of the
Sanctuary.

Similarly, Milgrom observes that "Priests and Levites share the custody of
the sanctuary, the priests guarding within (and at the entrance, Num. 3:38)
and the Levites guarding without (Num. 3:23, 29, 35)." Milgrom further
notes that "All priests and Levites are responsible if disqualified priests or
Levites encroach upon the sancta; Kohathite Levites are responsible for en-
croachment by Israelites while they carry the sancta (Num. 3:31; 4:1-15); and
all Levites whose cordons ring the encamped sanctuary (Num. 3:23, 29, 35)
are responsible for any Israelite encroachment." Hence, Milgrom concludes,
"The penalty priests and Levites pay for failure to prevent encroachment is
that of Nadab and Abihu — death by divine agency (Num. 18:3)."® There can
be no question that there were certain dangers associated with functioning as
a priest.

RITUAL INFRACTIONS

Given the lack of a clear reason for the death of Nadab and Abihu, ancient
rabbis and medieval commentators came to suggest other reasons for the se-
vere fate of these two, Milgrom notes, including "drunkenness, celibacy, ar-
rogant impatience for Moses and Aaron to die, or neglect of their sacred obli-

gations."’

However, the simple understanding of the text seems to indicate a
ritual infraction.

Regarding the behavior of Nadab and Abihu, Levine notes that the Midrash
speculates that these two priests, by bringing a voluntary offering to celebrate
the Tabernacle dedication, may have committed various ritual offences, such
as penetrating too deeply into the innermost section of the sanctuary — which
only the High Priest could do — and thereby getting too close to God; or
bringing an offering they should not have brought; or because the "alien fire"
they brought into the sanctuary consisted of unsanctified coals from an oven
rather than the sacred coals from the sacrificial altar.'” Milgrom agrees with
this view. He states: "The only possibility is that Nadab and Abihu took live
coals from another source [rather than from the divine fire that consumed
sacrifices on the altar]" because the term esh zarah ("alien fire") — as ex-

plained below — represented "unauthorized coals" rather than "flames.""!
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Levine cites M. Haran's view that the offense of the two priests could simp-
ly have been bringing incense from beyond the sacred area — between the
entrance of the Tent of Meeting and the altar — into the sacred space. The
incense may not have been pure or it may not have adhered to the exact mix-
ture prescribed in Exodus 30:34-38."> Levine further speculates that the two
priests had violated a specific Torah law by entering the Tent for some im-
proper purpose, because of a possible equivalence of esh zarah ("alien fire,"
Lev. 10:1) and ketoret zarah (an "alien incense" offering, Ex. 30:9). If these
two terms are equivalent, Levine suggests, the death sentence might have
come about because "it was forbidden to offer on the golden incense altar
anything other than the daily incense offering.""? According to Exodus 30:7,
the incense was offered twice daily on the inner altar; a compound of spices,
it might have been improperly blended by Nadab and Abihu,'* but this again
remains speculative.

There is one underlying question behind all these approaches. Why would
these two presumably knowledgeable priests commit an offence, whatever it
may actually have been, which deserved the punishment they received? In
other words, the priests should have known better, so what could have led
them to commit a serious infraction? One possible and compelling answer is
lack of clear thinking due to alcohol ingestion, an act that impaired their
judgment.

THE DANGER OF ALCOHOL

And the Lord spoke to Aaron, saying: Drink no wine or other intoxi-
cant, you or your sons, when you enter the Tent of Meeting, that you
may not die. This is a law for all time throughout the ages, for you
must distinguish between the sacred and the profane, and between
the unclean and the clean; and you must teach the Israelites all the
laws which the Lord has imparted to them through Moses (Lev.
10:8-11).

These verses occur almost immediately after Nadab and Abihu's death.
Why would God make such a stark pronouncement, that no wine or any other
intoxicant be drunk by Aaron or his remaining sons on entering the Tent of
Meeting, to avoid being killed? It seems that this warning needed clear ar-
ticulation, because the law had already been violated by Nadab and Abihu.
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Note also that the prohibition was communicated by God directly to Aaron,
not through Moses, implying that it served as an explanation to Aaron for the
death of his sons.

The need for sobriety is self-evident — priests are community leaders doing
holy work. They must therefore retain a clear mind in order to perform their
duties thoughtfully. If Nadab and Abihu had somehow been intoxicated, they
would not have kept a clear head and might thus have committed an infrac-
tion that aroused God's anger. That infraction could have been any of those
ritual offenses already mentioned. Why would these priests have done any of
these things? Alcohol — a drug known to interfere with clear thinking — may
indeed have been the cause, leading God to issue the warning against priestly
intoxication (or drinking any alcohol at all) in Leviticus 10:8-10.

In Leviticus Rabbah, the Midrash alludes to alcohol in a series of references
to Leviticus 10:1-3. For example: "Just as an adder separates life from death

.. so wine caused a separation between Aaron and his sons in the matter of
the death penalty.""” Wine is clearly understood here as the root cause of the
death of Aaron's two sons. Leaving no room for doubt, "R. Shim'on ex-
pounded: The two sons of Aaron died only because they entered the Tent of
Meeting when they were drunk.""'

R. Pinhas in the name of R. Levi asserts that intoxication was indeed the
main offense of Aaron's sons. "The matter may be compared to a king who
had a reliable steward, but who observed the man standing in the doorway of
a [wine] shop. He cut off his head without disclosing the reason and appoint-
ed another steward in his place. Now we do not know why he killed the first
man, but from the instruction he gave to the second we can draw the proper
conclusion, for he said: 'Do not enter that [wine] shop.' That tells us why he
killed the first man. So here it is written, And fire came forth from the pres-
ence of the Lord and devoured them; and they died before the Lord (Lev.
10:2).""7

The Rabbis of the Midrash understood that alcohol was the underlying
problem that led to Nadab and Abihu's demise, based on the proximity of the
warning against intoxication to the account of their death. "Now we do not
know the reason why they were put to death. But from what the Holy One,
blessed be He, told Aaron, saying to him, Drink no wine or strong drink [you

or your sons with you, when you go into the Tent of Meeting, lest you die]
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(Lev. 10:8), we may draw the conclusion that they were put to death only on
account of wine.""®

However, in another section of Leviticus Rabbah, we find a different reason
for the death of Aaron's sons, taught in the name of R. Eliezer: "[They] died
only because they gave legal instruction in the presence of Moses, their mas-
ter."'” In other words, it was a particular action that led to their fate. R.
Eliezer states, "'l am not a prophet, nor the disciple of a prophet’ (Amos
7:14), but this is the tradition which I have received: Any [disciple] who
teaches a law in his master's presence is liable to the death penalty."* Yet,
one can still infer that alcohol made Nadab and Abihu act improperly — by
giving instruction in the presence of Moses. The view of R. Eliezer, as well
as the simple belief that it was a particular ritual offense that caused the
death of Nadab and Abihu, in no way contradicts the premise that alcohol
ingestion was the underlying problem. This is similar to Rambam's explana-
tion that the sin of Moses at the Waters of Meribah was losing his temper,
which gave rise to his own particular infraction.”'

In fact, other passages in Leviticus Rabbah also omit any reference to alco-
hol, focusing instead on the brothers' actions. For example, "Bar Kappara
said in the name of R. Yirmiyah b. Eleazar: On account of four matters did
the two sons of Aaron die: because of drawing near [to the holy place], be-
cause of the offering [they made], because of [bringing] strange fire, and be-
cause they did not take counsel with one another."* This is followed by spe-
cifics: "Because of drawing near: i.e., entering the Holy of Holies; Because of
the offering: i.e., a sacrifice which had not been commanded; Because of the
strange fire: brought in from the kitchen; Because they did not take counsel
with one another, as it is written, Nadab and Avihu each took his censer (Lev.
10:1), i.e., each on his own account, for they did not take counsel with one
another." *

Although these are valid points, the underlying reason for the lack of clear
thought in Nadab and Abihu's actions appears to have been inebriation. Alco-
hol interfered with their ability to behave professionally in accordance with
God's expectations.

CONCLUSION
Following the violent death of Nadab and Abihu, the kohanim (priests)
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were forbidden to consume alcohol. This also appears to be the general con-
clusion of the Rabbis in Leviticus Rabbah. Alcohol was evidently to blame
for the errors Nadab and Abihu committed, which aroused God's fury. As it is
said in Leviticus Rabbah, "Because they were drunk, and in that regard the
death penalty is specified in Scripture: Wine and strong drink you shall not
drink . . . lest you die (Lev. 10:9)."*

While Jews in Israel and the Diaspora have traditionally tended not to drink
to excess,” in the case of Nadab and Abihu the Sages had good reason to
believe that drinking alcohol was responsible for these two men's clear lack
of an appropriate frame of mind — kavvanah — when performing the religious
duties incumbent on them in their priestly role.

As a consequence of their behavior, God made an example of the two
brothers, dealing with them harshly. Moreover, just as other biblical figures
serve as instruments for the sanctification of God's name through their pun-
ishment, Milgrom suggests that "here, too, the deaths of God's intimate
priests, Nadab and Abihu, perform the function of sanctifying God — provid-
ing awe and respect for His power to all who witness the incident or who will
subsequently learn of it."*® This further serves as a warning to the priests that
they must be especially careful when undertaking their duties in the sanctu-
ary.
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