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By Rav Mordechai Elon (edited and translated by his students)  

 

When a sinner is not a real sinner 
 

Just as our parsha teaches us how important it is to 
avoid arguments and slander, it also teaches us the 
opposite side of the coin, the importance of 
differentiating between those who have sinned 
and those who haven't, between those who have 
sinned more and those less. 
After God says to Moshe and Aharon 
ַגע. ָֽ ם ְכר  ּ֖ ֶּ֥ה ֹאת  ֲאַכל  את ַוָֽ ֹֹּ֑ ה ַהז ָּ֣ ֵעד  ָֽ ֹוְך ה  ְד֔לּו ִמתּ֖ ָּ֣  ִהב 
Stand aside from this congregation, and I shall 
consume them in an instant". 
Moshe and Aharon shout 
ה  ּ֖ ֵעד  ָֽ ל ה  ל כ  א ְוַעֶּ֥ ֱחט ֔ ָֽ ֙ד י  ח  יׁש א  ִאִ֤ ר ה  ֹּ֑ ש  ל ב  ת ְלכ  רּוֹחּ֖ ָֽ י ה  ל ֱאֹלֵהֶּ֥ ֵאֵ֕
ף  ִתְקֹצָֽ

"O God, the God of the spirits of all flesh, if one man 
sins, shall You be angry with the whole 
congregation"? 
This is the first time Moshe uses the phrase “God 
of the spirits of all flesh”, he will repeat it later. 
Rashi explains Moshe’s words as a parable – "You 
are not like a human, he tells God, A human king, 
when some of his subjects have strayed, he doesn't 
know who they are and punishes all of them, but 
you know who has sinned" 
The parable is problematic, because we would 
expect from a wise fair king not to punish innocent 
people. An impulsive angry person should not be 
king. How can a comparison with an impulsive 
revengeful king be praise of God? 
If we look carefully at Rashi we notice that he 
doesn't say that a human king punishes those who 
have sinned together with those who have not, but 
“some of his subjects who have strayed”, what is 
the difference? 
A human king judges on the basis of the evidence 
in front of him. Moshe says “There may be many 
here who are following Korach’s path, but you 
know how to differentiate between real sinners 
and those who have strayed away from the path, 
because of the toxic atmosphere. It doesn't justify 
their acts, but you know the difference in the 
reasons people joined Korach” Moshe is asking 

God to show huge consideration for Korach’s 
supporters who opposed and slandered him. 

God answers (Rashi ibid)  
"You have spoken well, I know and will show who 
has sinned and who not” 
A human king doesn’t know the difference 
between someone who strayed from the right path 
because of the atmosphere he grew up in, or 
because he heard bad things at home, and 
between a real sinner who causes others to sin, 
that the earth must swallow up. 
The Kli Yakar explains “Moshe knew that God didn't 
intend to punish the innocent, he was talking only 
about Korach’s followers” in other words, he was 
asking for God not to punish those inside Korach’s 
camp who were not real sinners but only strayed 
from the path (and not the whole of Am Yisrael). 
This only God can do. We get angry with our 
children when they sin and also when they stray, 
we can only be understanding when we judge 
ourselves and say “its not my fault, this is the way I 
was brought up”. 
Are we able to look at society and differentiate? 
Are we able to clean  the atmosphere? 
We mentioned the phrase   אל אלהי הרוחות לכל בשר
"" God, the God of the spirits of all flesh” 
it appears again in a few chapters  
ה ָֽ ֵעד  ָֽ יׁש ַעל ה  ר ִאּ֖ ֹּ֑ ש  ל ב  ת ְלכ  רּוֹחּ֖ ָֽ י ה  ד ֔ה' ֱאֹלֵהֶּ֥  ִיְפֹקָּ֣
"Let the Lord, the God of spirits of all flesh, appoint 
a man over the congregation” 
This will be when Moshe asks for a new leader in 
his place, to bring Am Yisrael to Eretz Yisrael after 
his death. He is asking for a leader with the same 
divine attribute, to understand people's intentions, 
but also to understand that we are flesh and blood. 
To know that there are many who may have 
strayed away and sinned, but they have the 
opportunity and potential to repent and mend 
their ways. 
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