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NUMBERS 4:15-20
JAMES KENNEDY
New College, Edinburgh

This passage in the Book of the Law has suffered considerably
at the hands of transcribers, and now presents several impossible
readings. Careful examination of the difficulties, however, leads
to their solution.

The proper stand-point from which the whole passage is to be
viewed is the distinction laid down between Aaron and his sons
on the one hand, as the most highly privileged servants of the
Lord, who were permitted, as priests, to enter into the Sanctuary,
there to view and handle the sacred furniture and vessels; and
the children of Kohath on the other hand, who, though more
honored than the rest of the Israelites, were nevertheless denied
that near approach which was reserved for the priests (see
verses 5-16). The duties assigned to the latter may accordingly
be described as superior or primary, while those of the Kohathites
were subordinate or secondary, for these are to be regarded as
assistants to the Aaronic family.

The directions given regarding the respective duties of these
two classes of ministrants are plain and clear; and to make sure
that the Kohathites should not sce or handle the sacred utensils,
these were covered up by the priests and then placed on ears
by wmeans of which they might be carried, so as to prevent the
Kohathites from even feeling the vessels thus conecealed.

A clear perception of these restrictions of serviee laid down
for the Kohathites enables us to read aright the verses now
singled ont, and gives a clue to the correction of the Massoretie
Text.  The first correction is to be made at the middle of verse
15, where we read ‘that after Aaron and bis sons had finished
covering up the Sanctuary and its articles of furniture, the
Kohathites were to come and carry their appointed Imrdens;
then follows a perplexing clunse, which, siimply rendered on the
basis of the Received Hebrew, might he translated, ‘but they
shall not toneh the Sanetuary and die,” while the form in our
Anthorized Version is, ‘but they shall not tonch [any] holy
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Sanctuary, and die.’ It will be most convenient to eonsider,
separately, the extraordinary terms or econstructions here, and
endeavor to substitute, in each case, something more reasonable.

‘Do not cut off the . . . Kohathites . . . ’ Certainly,
1)'\’1:31_?\"7:3 signifies ‘Do not cut off,” (i. e. exterminate, or
annihilate; see Deut. 12:29; 19:1; Josh. 11:21; I Sam. 2:33;
24:22; II Sam. 7:9 etc.); but why should such a prohibition
find a place here, when the Kohathites had been assigned a
most honorable position in the community, with relative duties
to perform, and had done nothing to incur extermination? The
fact seems to be, however, that a transeriber misunderstood an
assistant who read to him from a previous copy, and wrote the
astounding term 37720 instead of its sonal resemblant 13'7PM;
when this form is restored astonishment is dispelled, for the
meaning now becomes, ‘Do not bring near,” or ‘Do not permit
to approach.’

Next we are confronted with a complex impression presenting
several strange features, viz. *Dp0 n‘n-;agfp LN ‘the
tribe of the families of the Kohathites.” First, it is obvious that
the Kohathites did not form a ‘tribe,” but merely part of a
tribe, that of Levi (see verse 2); a tribe was the greater whole,
composed of a number of families. Seeond, the elosing term in
the expression now quoted is in the singular, whereas it should
rather be in the plural form, viz. D'JRP7 (see Num. 10:21;

2 Chr. 20:19; 34:12, also Num. 3:27; 10: 21 in some editions),
from which the final D has disappeared here before the same
letter at the head of the word iinmediately following. The whole
expression, however, is not reduced to acceptable form until
VAY-NN is changed to its resemblant I'\'_)@"%\.‘- and followed

perhaps by PN before ‘the families of the Kohathites,” whieh is

thus distinetly marked as a direct and definite accusative.
Clear light is now thrown on the verse through the restoration of
the rare noun [ (now found clsewhere only in verse 12, and in

1T Chr. 24: 14), which distinctively indicates service of the highest
character, involving close personal relation to the superior,*

¢ Contrast with this term the noun 1712}, which signifies subordinate or
somatimes oven monial servieo, and is thus appropriately employed in the
following verse where mention is mnde of the position and duties assigned
to the Kohathitos in tho Tabornacle.
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merely a subordinate element in the meaning of the root Y93
(‘to swallow’ or ‘engulf’), viz. suddenness of disappearance
from view, and have attached the form, syntactically, as an
adverb, to the preceding verb. On the other hand, the Older
English translators, as shown by their rendering, ‘to see where
the holy things are covered,” had regard, more reasonably, to
the main idea of complete envelopment,® and more naturally and
grammatically construed the verb-form 933 with the accusa-

tive following; for the complete expression of thought, however,
it is necessary mentally to supply the subject D’ch?.j as the

name of the agents in covering the sanctuary and its furniture.
At the close of the verse, ¥ must be corrected into its

resemblant 1(&’@] as already shown in verse 15.

After effecting the emendations indicated, verses 18, 19, 20
may be freely rendered thus:—

18. Do not bring near the families of the Kohathites, from
among the Levites, to intimate ministration.

19. But this shall ye do to them, that they may live and not
die when they approach the holy of holies: Aaron and
his sons shall go in and shall appoint them, each one,
to his service and to his burden ;

20. But they shall not go in to see when [the priests] envelop
the Sanctuary, nor handle [the sacred vessels].

* A similar view, expressed somewhat paraphrastically, however, is indi-

cated in the Latin Vulgate: Alii nulla curiositate videant quae sunt in
sanctuario priusquam tinvolvantur.



