
A Breakaway Mikdash in Egypt? Chazal’s take on חוניו בית , the Temple of Onias  
- Zevahim perek 14/Menachot perek 13 

 
The mishnah which opens the fourteenth perek of Zevahim is crystal clear: when there is a 
Temple in Jerusalem, bamot (private altars) are forbidden. Moreover, even after the destruction 
of the Temple in Jerusalem, bamot are still forbidden. So how is it that there was a Jewish 
Temple in Egypt called the Temple of Onias even as the Second Temple stood? In this shiur, we 
will examine how Chazal assess it. 
 

Questions? Comments? Email dinanddaf@gmail.com 
 

 יב:ח-ט דברים​.1
ל תַעֲשׂ֔וּן לֹ֣א ֹ֠ כ ר כְּ֠ חְנוּ אֲשֶׁ֨ ים אֲנַ֧ ה עשִֹׂ֛ ֹ֖ ישׁ הַיּ֑וֹם פּ ר אִ֖  בְּעֵינָיֽו׃ כׇּל־הַיּשָָׁ֥

You shall not act at all as we now act here, each of us as we please, 
 

י ם כִּ֥ תָּה לֹא־בָאתֶ֖ ה אֶל־הַמְּנוּחָה֙ עַד־עָ֑ יךָ אֲשֶׁר־יְ-הוָֹ֥ה ואְֶל־הַֽנּחֲַלָ֔ ן אֱ-לֹהֶ֖  לָֽךְ׃ נתֵֹ֥
because you have not yet come to the allotted haven that your God the Lord is giving you. 

 
 

 יד:ד-ח זבחים משנה​.2
 בַּכּהֲֹניִם. ועֲַבוֹדָה הַבָּמוֹת, נאֶֶסְרוּ הַמִּשְׁכָּן, מִשֶּׁהוּקַם בַּבְּכוֹרוֹת. ועֲַבוֹדָה מֻתָּרוֹת, הַבָּמוֹת הָיוּ הַמִּשְׁכָּן, הוּקַם שֶׁלֹּא עַד

 ישְִׂרָאֵל: מַחֲנהֵ בְּכָל קַלִּים, קָדָשִׁים הַקְּלָעִים. מִן לִפְניִם נאֱֶכָלִים קָדָשִׁים, קָדְשֵׁי
Until the Tabernacle was established, private altars were permitted and the sacrificial service 
was performed by the firstborn. And from the time that the Tabernacle was established, private 
altars were prohibited and the sacrificial service was performed by the priests. Offerings of the 
most sacred order were then eaten within the curtains surrounding the courtyard of the 
Tabernacle in the wilderness and offerings of lesser sanctity were eaten throughout the camp of 
Israel. 
 

 מָקוֹם: בְּכָל קַלִּים, קָדָשִׁים הַקְּלָעִים. מִן לִפְניִם נאֱֶכָלִים קָדָשִׁים, קָדְשֵׁי הַבָּמוֹת. והְֻתְּרוּ לַגִּלְגָּל, בָּאוּ
When the Jewish people arrived at Gilgal private altars were permitted, offerings of the most 
sacred order were then eaten within the curtains, and offerings of lesser sanctity were eaten 
anywhere. 
 

 מְנוּחָה. הָיתְָה והְִיא מִלְמַעְלָן, ויִרִיעוֹת מִלְּמַטָּן אֲבָניִם שֶׁל בַיתִ אֶלָּא תִּקְרָה, שָׁם הָיהָ לֹא הַבָּמוֹת. נאֶֶסְרוּ לְשִׁילֹה, בָּאוּ
 הָרוֹאֶה: בְּכָל שֵׁניִ, וּמַעֲשֵׂר קַלִּים קָדָשִׁים הַקְּלָעִים, מִן לִפְניִם נאֱֶכָלִים קָדָשִׁים קָדְשֵׁי

When they arrived at Shiloh, private altars were prohibited. And there was no roof of wood or 
stone there, i.e., in the Tabernacle in Shiloh; rather there was only a building of stone below and 
the curtains of the roof of the Tabernacle were spread above it. And the period that the 
Tabernacle was in Shiloh was characterized in the Torah as “rest” in the verse: “For you have 
not as yet come to the rest and to the inheritance, which the Lord your God has given you” 
(Deuteronomy 12:9). Offerings of the most sacred order were then eaten within the curtains in 
the courtyard of the Tent of Meeting, and offerings of lesser sanctity and second tithe were 
eaten in any place that overlooks Shiloh. 



 
 ישְִׂרָאֵל: עָרֵי בְּכָל קַלִּים, קָדָשִׁים הַקְּלָעִים. מִן לִפְניִם נאֱֶכָלִים קָדָשִׁים קָדְשֵׁי הַבָּמוֹת. הֻתְּרוּ וּלְגִבְעוֹן, לְנוֹב בָּאוּ

When Shiloh was destroyed (see I Samuel 4:18), the Jewish people arrived with the Tabernacle 
at Nov, and later at Gibeon, and private altars were permitted. Offerings of the most sacred 
order were then eaten within the curtains in the courtyard of the Tent of Meeting, and offerings of 
lesser sanctity were eaten in all the cities of Eretz Yisrael. 
 

 מִן לִפְניִם נאֱֶכָלִים קָדָשִׁים, קָדְשֵׁי נחֲַלָה. הָיתְָה והְִיא הֶתֵּר, עוֹד לָהֶם הָיהָ ולְֹא הַבָּמוֹת, נאֶֶסְרוּ לִירוּשָׁלַיםִ, בָּאוּ
 הַחוֹמָה: מִן לִפְניִם שֵׁניִ, וּמַעֲשֵׂר קַלִּים קָדָשִׁים הַקְּלָעִים,

When the Jewish people arrived at Jerusalem and built the Temple during the reign of Solomon, 
private altars were prohibited, and private altars did not have a subsequent period when they 
were permitted. And the Temple in Jerusalem was characterized as “inheritance” in the verse: 
“For you have not as yet come to the rest and to the inheritance, which the Lord your God has 
given you.” Offerings of the most sacred order were then eaten within the curtains, i.e., in the 
Temple courtyard, and offerings of lesser sanctity and second tithe were eaten within the walls 
of the city, whose legal status was that of the Israelite camp in the wilderness. 

 קיט. זבחים​.3

אוּ י? הָניֵ מְנאָ ]וכְוּ׳[. וגְִבְעוֹן לְנוֹב בָּ תָנוּ מִילֵּ נןַ: דְּ אתֶם לֹא ״כִּי רַבָּ ה עַד בָּ נוּחָה אֶל עָתָּ נוּחָה״ ״אֶל הַנַּחֲלָה״; ואְֶל הַמְּ  הַמְּ
ילֹה, זוֹ – לַיםִ. זוֹ – ״נחֲַלָה״ שִׁ ה ירְוּשָׁ קָן? לָמָּ ן כְּדֵי חִלְּ ר לִיתֵּ ין הֶיתֵּ  לָזֶה. זֶה בֵּ

§ The mishna teaches that when Shiloh was destroyed and they arrived at Nov and Gibeon, 
private altars were permitted and offerings of lesser sanctity could be eaten in any city in Eretz 
Yisrael. The Gemara asks: From where are these matters derived? they are derived as the 
Sages taught: The Jewish people were told that when they enter Eretz Yisrael they would be 
permitted to sacrifice on private altars, “for you have not as yet come to the rest and to the 
inheritance” (Deuteronomy 12:9), during which time those altars would be prohibited.  

“To the rest”; this is a reference to Shiloh. “The inheritance”; this is a reference to Jerusalem. 
One may ask: Why does the verse divide them into two terms, i.e., “rest” and “inheritance”? It is 
in order to give permission to sacrifice on private altars during the period between this one and 
that one. Therefore, it was permitted to sacrifice on private altars during the period of Nov and 
Gibeon.  

 
 ו:ה השירים לשיר הנצי"ב פירוש שיר, מטיב​.4

 הוא בבמות רק אביו, דוד בחוקות ללכת ה׳ את שלמה ״ויאהב ג,ג( )מלכים־א׳ כתיב המלך בשלמה וכן
 ,אמאי קשה ולכאורה שנים. ארבע הבית בנין ששהה הכתוב דיבר בגנותו רש״י; ופירש , ומקטיר״ מזבח
 שנתעצל הגנות עיקר את פירש ולא אז בהיתר שהיה בבמות שזבח במה שלמה גנות את הכתוב פירש
 כי שידע מחמת אלא הבית, בבנין ששהה העוון זה לשלמה הגיע מעצלות לא ודאי אלא הבית?, בבנין
 לפני דהקרבה בישראל, ה׳ אהבת זה מחמת ותתמעט בבמות, להקריב אסורים יהיו הבית היבנות אחרי

 שרוצה למי היה נוח במות היתר שהיה ובשעה )א,ד(, לעיל שכתבנו כפי ודביקות אהבה לידי מביאה ׳ ה
 להקריב אפשר אי הבית בנין לאחר כן שאין מה שרוצה, מקום בכל בבמה להקריב ה׳ באהבת להידבק



 של גנותו היתה וזו שנים, ארבע הבית בנין את השהה הכי משום לירושלים, ועולה הרגל שיגיע עד
 זובח להיות כדי הבית בבנין התרשל זה שמחמת עד ה׳ באהבת שקוע היה כך שכל שלמה,
 בבמות. ומקטיר

Regarding King Shlomo it says: "And Shlomo loved the Lord, walking in the statutes of 
David his father; only he sacrificed and burnt incense in high places (bamot)." And 
Rashi explains: "Scripture speaks to his disgrace, that he put off building the Temple for 
four years." At first glance, this is difficult: Why does Scripture speak to Shlomo's 
disgrace in that he offered sacrifices on bamot, which were then permitted, and not 
state explicitly the primary disgrace, that he was slothful about building the Temple? 
Rather, without a doubt, it was not owing to laziness that Shlomo reached this sin of 
delaying the building of the Temple, but rather because he knew that after the building 
of the Temple it would be forbidden to sacrifice at the bamot, and therefore there would 
be a decrease of the love of God in Israel, for sacrificing before God leads to love of and 
cleaving to Him… When bamot were permitted, it was easy for someone who wished to 
lovingly cleave to God to offer sacrifices on a bama anywhere he desired.  This was not 
the case after the building of the Temple, when it was no longer possible [to offer 
sacrifices] until a pilgrimage festival arrived and he went up to Jerusalem.  It is for this 
reason that [Shlomo] pushed off building the Temple for four years.  This is Shlomo's 
disgrace – that he was so deeply immersed in the love of God that he was negligent 
about the building of the Temple in order to offer sacrifices at the bamot. 
 

A Jewish Temple in Egypt: the Temple of Onias 

5.​ Dr. Malka Z. Simkovich, Letters from Home: The Creation of Diaspora in 
Jewish Antiquity, 71-72 

Beginning in the late seventh or early sixth century BCE, Egyptian rulers hired Judean 
mercenaries to aid them in their military campaigns, which generated a series of Judean 
migrations to Egypt. More Judeans arrived in the late sixth century or early fifth century BCE, 
when Persian leaders employed Judean mercenaries and stationed them in Egypt. As I noted in 
chapter 2, some of these Judeans might have settled on the island of Yeb and built a temple 
there to their God. In the Hellenistic era, Judean Jewish authorities were probably most 
interested in Judean Jews who relocated to the Egyptian city of Leontopolis with Onias IV in the 
second century BCE. According to Josephus, Onias fled to Egypt and established a Judean 
temple there shortly after the Syrian Greeks installed Onias’s pro- Seleucid opponent Alcimus 
as high priest in 162 BCE. Since their scriptures prohibited Israelites from settling in Egypt (Deut 
17:16; Jer 44), Judean authorities might have felt that Onias’s relocation to Egypt was a public 
embarrassment. The problem was not simply that a Jewish temple had been erected in Egypt. 
Numerous other Judean temples may have existed in Egypt at this time as well (Josephus, Ant. 
13.65–67). 

  



The problem was Onias himself. As an heir to the high priesthood whose family boasted 
prestigious Zadokite lineage, Onias had likely been educated by an elite circle of 
Judean leaders. In Egypt, however, Onias forged ties with Ptolemy VI Philometor (r. 
186–145 BCE) and his sister- wife Cleopatra. He may have even been active in Ptolemy 
VI’s campaign to regain control of Judea in the Sixth Syrian War (170–168 BCE) in the 
hopes of being reinstated as high priest of the Jerusalem Temple. Onias’s initiative to 
build the temple at Leontopolis probably occurred after Ptolemy failed to win this war. 
The temple’s construction in a region later known as “Onias’s Land” may have 
suggested to Judean Jews that this new temple was not a physical homage to the 
temple in Jerusalem but instead a symbol of Egyptian Jewish independence from 
Judea. 
 

       ו:לה-לו א' הימים דברי​.6

לֶּה לה י ואְֵ֖ ן בְּנֵ֣ ֹ֑ ס בְּנ֛וֹ אֶלְעָזָ֥ר אַהֲר י לו בְּנוֹֽ׃ אֲבִישׁ֥וּעַ בְּנ֖וֹ פִּֽינחְָ֥ י בְנ֛וֹ בֻּקִּ֥ חְיָ֥ה בְנ֖וֹ עֻזִּ֥  בְנ֖וֹ אֲמַרְיָ֥ה בְּנ֛וֹ מְרָי֥וֹת לז בְנוֹֽ׃ זְרַֽ
עַץ בְּנ֖וֹ צָד֥וֹק לח בְּנוֹֽ׃ אֲחִיט֥וּב  ​     }ס{ בְּנוֹֽ׃ אֲחִימַ֥

These are the sons of Aaron: his son Eleazar, his son Phinehas, his son Abishua, his son Bukki, 
his son Uzzi, his son Zerahiah, his son Meraioth, his son Amariah, his son Ahitub, his son 
Zadok, his son Ahima’az. 
 

 יג:י מנחות משנה​.7

 ואְִם בַּמִּקְדָּשׁ. יקְַרִיבֶנּהָ חוֹניְוֹ, בְּבֵית שֶׁאַקְרִיבֶנּהָ יצָָא. לֹא חוֹניְוֹ, בְּבֵית הִקְרִיבָהּ ואְִם בַמִּקְדָּשׁ. יקְַרִיבֶנּהָ עוֹלָה, עָלַי הֲרֵי
 יצָָא. לֹא חוֹניְוֹ, בְּבֵית גִּלַּח ואְִם בַּמִּקְדָּשׁ. יגְַלַּח נזִָיר, הֲרֵיניִ עוֹלָה. זוֹ אֵין אוֹמֵר, שִׁמְעוֹן רַבִּי יצָָא. חוֹניְוֹ, בְּבֵית הִקְרִיבָהּ
 בְּבֵית שֶׁשִּׁמְּשׁוּ הַכּהֲֹניִם נזִָיר. זֶה אֵין אוֹמֵר, שִׁמְעוֹן רַבִּי יצָָא. חוֹניְוֹ, בְּבֵית גִּלַּח ואְִם בַּמִּקְדָּשׁ. יגְַלַּח חוֹניְוֹ, בְּבֵית שֶׁאֲגַלַּח

 הַבָּמוֹת כּהֲֹניֵ יעֲַלוּ לֹא אַךְ כג(, ב )מלכים שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר אַחֵר, לְדָבָר לוֹמַר צָרִיךְ ואְֵין בִּירוּשָׁלַיםִ, בַמִּקְדָּשׁ ישְַׁמְּשׁוּ לֹא חוֹניְוֹ,
 מַקְרִיבִין: לֹא אֲבָל ואְוֹכְלִין, חוֹלְקִין מוּמִין, כְּבַעֲלֵי הֵם הֲרֵי אֲחֵיהֶם, בְּתוֹךְ מַצּוֹת אָכְלוּ אִם כִי בִּירוּשָׁלָיםִ ה' מִזְבַּח אֶל

One who says: It is incumbent upon me to bring a burnt offering, must sacrifice it in the Temple 
in Jerusalem. And if he sacrificed it in the temple of Onias in Egypt, he has not fulfilled his 
obligation. One who says: It is incumbent upon me to bring a burnt offering that I will sacrifice in 
the temple of Onias, must sacrifice it in the Temple in Jerusalem, but if he sacrificed it in the 
temple of Onias, he has fulfilled his obligation. Rabbi Shimon says that if one says: It is 
incumbent upon me to bring a burnt offering that I will sacrifice in the temple of Onias, it is not 
consecrated as a burnt offering; such a statement does not consecrate the animal at all. If one 
says: I am hereby a nazirite, then when his term of naziriteship is completed he must shave the 
hair of his head and bring the requisite offerings in the Temple in Jerusalem; and if he shaved in 
the temple of Onias, he has not fulfilled his obligation. If one says: I am hereby a nazirite 
provided that I will shave in the temple of Onias, he must shave in the Temple in Jerusalem; but 
if he shaved in the temple of Onias, he has fulfilled his obligation. Rabbi Shimon says that one 
who says: I am hereby a nazirite provided that I will shave in the temple of Onias, is not a 



nazirite at all, as his vow does not take effect. The priests who served in the temple of Onias 
may not serve in the Temple in Jerusalem; and needless to say, if they served for something 
else, a euphemism for idolatry, they are disqualified from service in the Temple. As it is stated: 
“Nevertheless the priests of the private altars did not come up to the altar of the Lord in 
Jerusalem, but they did eat matza among their brethren” (II Kings 23:9). The halakhic status of 
these priests is like that of blemished priests in that they receive a share in the distribution of the 
meat of the offerings and partake of that meat, but they do not sacrifice offerings or perform any 
of the sacrificial rites. 
 
 

 קט. מנחות​.8
 קַטְלַהּ! מִקְטָל הָא יצָָא?

The mishna teaches that one who says: It is incumbent upon me to bring a burnt offering that I 
will sacrifice in the temple of Onias, and sacrifices it in the temple of Onias, has fulfilled his 
obligation. The Gemara asks: How has he fulfilled his obligation? By sacrificing it in the temple 
of Onias, hasn’t he merely killed it without sacrificing it properly? 
 

ה הַמְנוּנאָ: רַב אָמַר לֹּא מְנתָ עַל עוֹלָה, עָלַי ״הֲרֵי כְּאוֹמֵר נעֲַשָׂ אַחְרָיוּתָהּ״. אֶתְחַיֵּיב שֶׁ  בְּ
Rav Hamnuna says: The mishna does not mean that he has fulfilled his vow to bring an offering. 
Rather, he is rendered like one who says: It is incumbent upon me to bring a burnt offering on 
the condition that I will not be responsible for it if I kill it beforehand. When the mishna says that 
he has fulfilled his obligation it simply means that if the animal he consecrated is no longer alive, 
he does not have to bring another animal in its place. 
 

א רָבָא: לֵיהּ אֲמַר ה, אֶלָּ קָתָניֵ סֵיפָא מֵעַתָּ חַ נזִָיר הֲרֵיניִ דְּ אֲגַלֵּ בֵית שֶׁ ח – חוֹניְוֹ בְּ שׁ, יגְַלַּ קְדָּ מִּ ח ואְִם בַּ בֵית גִּילַּ  – חוֹניְוֹ בְּ
ה נמֵָי הָכִי יצָָא, נעֲַשָׂ לֹּא מְנתָ עַל נזִָיר ״הֲרֵיניִ כְּאוֹמֵר דְּ אַחְרָיוּת אֶתְחַיֵּיב שֶׁ נוֹתָיו״? בְּ ה נזִָיר קׇרְבְּ לָא כַּמָּ  מַייְתֵי דְּ

נוֹתָיו ר! לָא – קׇרְבְּ כְשַׁ  מִתַּ
Rava said to Rav Hamnuna: If that is so, what about the latter clause of the mishna, which 
teaches that if one says: I am hereby a nazirite provided that I will shave in the temple of Onias, 
he must shave in the Temple in Jerusalem, but if he shaved in the temple of Onias, he has 
fulfilled his obligation? In this case do you also maintain that he is rendered like one who says: I 
am hereby a nazirite on the condition that I will not be responsible for bringing its offerings if I kill 
them beforehand? Such a condition cannot exempt a nazirite from bringing his offerings, 
because as long as he does not bring his offerings, he is not fit to conclude his term of 
naziriteship and is still bound by all of the restrictions of a nazirite. 
 

א וֵּין, לְדוֹרוֹן זֶה אָדָם רָבָא: אָמַר אֶלָּ בֵית סַגִּיא אִי אָמַר: נתְִכַּ  לְאִיצְטַעוֹרֵי. מָצֵינאָ לָא – טְפֵי טָרַחְנאָ, – חוֹניְוֹ בְּ
Rather, Rava said there is a different explanation: The animal was never consecrated at all, as 
this person intended merely to bring the animal as a gift [doron], but not to consecrate it as an 
offering. He presumably lives closer to the temple of Onias than to the Temple in Jerusalem, and 
must have said to himself: If it is sufficient to sacrifice this animal in the temple of Onias, I am 
prepared to exert myself and bring it. But if it is necessary to do more than that, i.e., to bring it to 
Jerusalem, I am not able to afflict myself. The mishna teaches that although the person never 
intended to bring the offering to Jerusalem, ideally, he should sacrifice the animal properly, in 



the Temple in Jerusalem. If he did not bring it there, but sacrificed it in the temple of Onias, he 
has fulfilled his obligation, and is not required to bring any other offering in its place. 

יהּ לְצַעוֹרֵי גַּבְרָא הַאי נמֵָי, נזִָיר וֵּין, קָא נפְַשֵׁ בֵית סַגִּיא אִי אָמַר: מִיכַּ  לְאִיצְטַעוֹרֵי. מָצֵינאָ לָא טְפֵי טָרַחְנאָ, – חוֹניְוֹ בְּ
This is the explanation of the latter clause of the mishna as well: If one said that he would be a 
nazirite provided that he will shave in the temple of Onias, this man did not intend to accept 
upon himself the halakhic status of naziriteship. Rather, he merely intends to practice 
abstinence by not drinking wine, along with observing the other restrictions of a nazirite. 
Therefore, he said to himself: If it is sufficient to shave in the temple of Onias, I am prepared to 
exert myself and do so. But if it is necessary to do more than that, i.e., to go to Jerusalem to 
shave and bring the required offerings, I am not able to afflict myself. The mishna teaches that 
ideally, he should go to the Temple in Jerusalem to shave and bring all his offerings. If he 
shaved and brought his offerings in the temple of Onias, he has fulfilled his vow and has no 
further obligation. 
 

, – נזִָיר לָךְ: אָמַר הַמְנוּנאָ ורְַב לֹּא מְנתָ עַל – עוֹלָה כִּדְקָאָמְרַתְּ אַחְרָיוּתָהּ אֶתְחַיֵּיב שֶׁ  קָאָמַר. בְּ
And Rav Hamnuna could have said to you in response to Rava’s challenge: With regard to the 
case of one who vowed to become a nazirite on the condition that he would shave and bring his 
offerings in the temple of Onias, the interpretation of the mishna is as you said. But with regard 
to one who vows to bring a burnt offering in the temple of Onias, his intent is as I explained, and 
it is as if he says: It is incumbent upon me to bring a burnt offering on the condition that I will not 
be responsible for it if I kill it beforehand. 
 

י ואְַף רַב לְהָא לַהּ סָבַר יוֹחָנןָ רַבִּ אָמַר הַמְנוּנאָ, דְּ ה דְּ ר רַבָּ ר בַּ י אָמַר חָנהָ בַּ אַקְרִיבֶנָּה עוֹלָה עָלַי ״הֲרֵי יוֹחָנןָ: רַבִּ בֵית שֶׁ  בְּ
אֶרֶץ והְִקְרִיבָהּ חוֹניְוֹ״, רָאֵל בְּ  כָּרֵת. ועְָנוּשׁ יצָָא, – ישְׂ

And Rabbi Yoḥanan also holds in accordance with that which Rav Hamnuna said, as Rabba bar 
bar Ḥana said that Rabbi Yoḥanan said that if one says: It is incumbent upon me to bring a burnt 
offering on the condition that I will sacrifice it in the temple of Onias, and he sacrificed it in Eretz 
Yisrael but not in the Temple, he has fulfilled his obligation, but his actions are also punishable 
by excision from the World-to-Come [karet] because he slaughtered an offering outside of the 
Temple. This is in accordance with the opinion of Rav Hamnuna that the animal is consecrated. 
 

ניְאָ אַקְרִיבֶנָּה עוֹלָה עָלַי הֲרֵי הָכִי: נמֵָי תַּ ר, שֶׁ דְבָּ מִּ עֵבֶר והְִקְרִיבָהּ בַּ ן בְּ  כָּרֵת. ועְָנוּשׁ יצָָא, – הַיַּרְדֵּ
This explanation of Rav Hamnuna and Rabbi Yoḥanan is also taught in a baraita: If one says: It 
is incumbent upon me to bring a burnt offering on the condition that I will sacrifice it in the 
wilderness of Sinai, thinking that the wilderness of Sinai still has sanctity since the Tabernacle 
had been located there, and he sacrificed it on the east bank of the Jordan, he has fulfilled his 
obligation, but his actions are also punishable by karet because he slaughtered an offering 
outside of the Temple. 

 Chazal’s Backstory of the Temple of Onias - Is it Idolatry or Not? 

 ג-ד( עמוד מג דף ו:ג, יומא ירושלמי see also)  קט: מנחות​.9

בָר לוֹמַר צָרִיךְ ואְֵין קָאָמַר: ]וכְוּ׳[. אַחֵר דָּ בָר לוֹמַר צָרִיךְ אֵין מִדְּ בֵית מִכְּלָל אַחֵר, דָּ  הוּא. זָרָה עֲבוֹדָה לָאו חוֹניְוֹ דְּ



§ The mishna teaches: And needless to say, if priests served for something else, a euphemism 
for idolatry, they are disqualified from service in the Temple. The Gemara comments: From the 
fact that it says: Needless to say, if they served for something else, by inference, the temple of 
Onias is not a temple of idol worship, but rather a temple devoted to the worship of God. 

ניְאָ אָמַר כְּמַאן תַּ ית דְּ תַניְאָ: הוּא, זָרָה עֲבוֹדָה לָאו חוֹניְוֹ בֵּ נהָ אוֹתָהּ דְּ ת שָׁ מֵּ מְעוֹן שֶׁ יק, שִׁ דִּ נהָ לָהֶן: אָמַר הַצַּ  הוּא זוֹ שָׁ
ה מִנַּיןִ לוֹ: אָמְרוּ מֵת,  יוֹדֵעַ? אַתָּ

It is taught in a baraita like the one who says that the temple of Onias is not a temple of idol 
worship. As it is taught: During the year in which Shimon HaTzaddik died, he said to his 
associates: This year, he will die, euphemistically referring to himself. They said to him: From 
where do you know? 

ל לָהֶן: אָמַר ן הַכִּפּוּרִים יוֹם כׇּ מֵּ ף לְבָניִם, לָבוּשׁ אֶחָד זָקֵן לִי נזְִדַּ י ונְכְִנסַ לְבָניִם, ונְתְִעַטֵּ י. ויְצָָא עִמִּ נהָ עִמִּ ן זוֹ שָׁ מֵּ  לִי נזְִדַּ
חוֹרִים, לָבוּשׁ אֶחָד זָקֵן ף שְׁ חוֹרִים, ונְתְִעַטֵּ י ונְכְִנסַ שְׁ י. יצָָא ולְֹא עִמִּ  עִמִּ

Shimon HaTzaddik said to them: In previous years, every Yom Kippur, upon entering the Holy of 
Holies, I had a prophetic vision in which I would be met by an old man who was dressed in 
white, and his head was wrapped in white, and he would enter the Holy of Holies with me, and 
he would leave with me. But this year, I was met by an old man who was dressed in black, and 
his head was wrapped in black, and he entered the Holy of Holies with me, but he did not leave 
with me. Shimon HaTzaddik understood this to be a sign that his death was impending. 

בְעַת חָלָה הָרֶגֶל, לְאַחַר כֹּהֲניִם אֶחָיו ונְמְִנעְוּ ומֵָת, ימִָים שִׁ בָרֵךְ הַ ם. מִלְּ שֵּׁ  בַּ

Indeed, after the pilgrimage festival of Sukkot, he was ill for seven days and died. And his fellow 
priests refrained from reciting the Priestly Benediction with the ineffable name of God. 

עַת שְׁ טִירָתוֹ, בִּ ניִ חוֹניְוֹ לָהֶם: אָמַר פְּ שׁ בְּ מֵּ י. ישַׁ חְתַּ מְעִי בּוֹ נתְִקַנֵּא תַּ הָיהָ אָחִיו, שִׁ נּוּ גָּדוֹל שֶׁ י מִמֶּ תֵּ ניִם שְׁ  אָמַר וּמֶחֱצָה. שָׁ
בֹּא לוֹ: דְךָ  ישׁוֹ עֲבוֹדָה. סֵדֶר ואֲַלַמֶּ אוּנקְְלִי, הִלְבִּ צִילְצוֹל, וחֲַגָרוֹ בְּ חַ. אֵצֶל ]והְֶעֱמִידוֹ[ )העמידו( בְּ זְבֵּ  לְאֶחָיו לָהֶם אָמַר הַמִּ

כֹּהֲניִם: שׁ הַיּוֹם ״אוֹתוֹ לַאֲהוּבָתוֹ: וקְִיֵּים זֶה נדַָר מָה רְאוּ הַ מֵּ תַּ אֶשְׁ כְהוּנָּה שֶׁ אוּנקְְלִי אֶלְבּוֹשׁ גְּדוֹלָה בִּ יכִי בְּ לִּ  ואְֶחְגּוֹר שֶׁ
צִילְצוֹל יכִי״. בְּ לִּ  שֶׁ

At the time of his death, he said to the Sages: Onias, my son, will serve as High Priest in my 
stead. Shimi, Onias’ brother, became jealous of him, as Shimi was two and a half years older 
than Onias. Shimi said to Onias treacherously: Come and I will teach you the order of the 
service of the High Priest. Shimi dressed Onias in a tunic [be’unkeli] and girded him with a 
ribbon [betziltzul] as a belt, i.e., not in the vestments of the High Priest, and stood him next to 
the altar. Shimi said to his fellow priests: Look what this man vowed and fulfilled for his beloved, 
that he had said to her: On the day that I serve in the High Priesthood I will wear your tunic and 
gird your ribbon. 

שׁוּ קְּ כֹּהֲניִם אֶחָיו בִּ ניֵהֶם, רָץ לְהׇרְגוֹ, הַ רִיָּא הָלַךְ אַחֲרָיו. ורְָצוּ מִפְּ ל לַאֲלֶכְּסַנדְּ ם וּבָנהָ מִצְרַיםִ, שֶׁ חַ, שָׁ  עָלָיו והְֶעֱלָה מִזְבֵּ
מְעוּ זָרָה. עֲבוֹדָה לְשׁוּם שָּׁ בָר, חֲכָמִים וּכְשֶׁ דָּ לֹּא זֶה מָה אָמְרוּ: בַּ ה אַחַת עַל – לָהּ הַיּוֹרֵד כָּךְ, – לָהּ ירַָד שֶׁ ה. כַּמָּ  וכְַמָּ
בְרֵי י דִּ  מֵאִיר. רַבִּ



The fellow priests of Onias wanted to kill him because he had disgraced the Temple service with 
his garments. Onias ran away from them and they ran after him. He went to Alexandria in Egypt 
and built an altar there, and sacrificed offerings upon it for the sake of idol worship. When the 
Sages heard of the matter they said: If this person who never entered the position of high priest 
could create such an idolatrous altar when the position was “taken away” from him, how much 
more so might someone who had been high priest do so if the position is taken away from him - 
quoth R. Meir. 

י לוֹ אָמַר ה, הָיהָ כָּךְ לֹא יהְוּדָה: רַבִּ א מַעֲשֶׂ ל לֹא אֶלָּ הָיהָ חוֹניְוֹ, עָלָיו קִיבֵּ מְעִי שֶׁ נּוּ גָּדוֹל אָחִיו שִׁ י מִמֶּ תֵּ ניִם שְׁ  וּמֶחֱצָה, שָׁ
י עַל ואְַף מְעִי חוֹניְוֹ בּוֹ נתְִקַנֵּא כֵן פִּ שִׁ בֹּא לוֹ: אָמַר אָחִיו. בְּ דְךָ  ישׁוֹ עֲבוֹדָה, סֵדֶר ואֲַלַמֶּ אוּנקְְלִי, והְִלְבִּ צִילְצוֹל, וחֲַגָרוֹ בְּ  בְּ

חַ. אֵצֶל והְֶעֱמִידוֹ זְבֵּ כֹּהֲניִם: לְאֶחָיו לָהֶם אָמַר הַמִּ שׁ הַיּוֹם ״אוֹתוֹ לַאֲהוּבָתוֹ וקְִיֵּים זֶה נדַָר מָה רְאוּ הַ מֵּ תַּ יִּשְׁ כְהוּנָּה שֶׁ  בִּ
אוּנקְְלִי אֶלְבּוֹשׁ גְּדוֹלָה יכִי בְּ לִּ צִילְצוֹל ואְֶחְגּוֹר שֶׁ יכִי״. בְּ לִּ  שֶׁ

Rabbi Yehuda said to him: The incident was not like this. Rather, Onias did not accept the 
position of High Priest because his brother Shimi was two and a half years older than him, so 
Shimi was appointed as High Priest. And even so, even though Onias himself offered the 
position to Shimi, Onias was jealous of his brother Shimi. Onias said to Shimi: Come and I will 
teach you the order of the service of the High Priest. And Onias dressed Shimi in a tunic and 
girded him in a ribbon and stood him next to the altar. Onias said to his fellow priests: Look what 
this man, Shimi, vowed and fulfilled for his beloved, that he had said to her: On the day that I 
serve in the High Priesthood I will wear your tunic and gird your ribbon. 

שׁוּ קְּ כֹּהֲניִם אֶחָיו בִּ ל לָהֶם סָח לְהׇרְגוֹ, הַ שׁוּ הַמְאוֹרָע, כׇּ קְּ ניֵהֶם, רָץ חוֹניְוֹ, אֶת לַהֲרוֹג בִּ לֶךְ, לְבֵית רָץ אַחֲרָיו, ורְָצוּ מִפְּ  הַמֶּ
ל אַחֲרָיו, ורְָצוּ רִיָּא הָלַךְ הוּא, זֶה הוּא, זֶה אוֹמֵר: אוֹתוֹ הָרוֹאֶה כׇּ ל לַאֲלֶכְּסַנדְּ ם וּבָנהָ מִצְרַיםִ, שֶׁ חַ, שָׁ  עָלָיו והְֶעֱלָה מִזְבֵּ
ם מַיםִ, לְשֵׁ נֶּאֱמַר: שָׁ יּוֹם ״)והְָיהָ( שֶׁ חַ יהְִיהֶ הַהוּא בַּ תוֹךְ לַה׳ מִזְבֵּ בָה מִצְרָיםִ אֶרֶץ בְּ  לַה׳״. גְּבוּלָהּ אֵצֶל וּמַצֵּ

His fellow priests wanted to kill Shimi. Shimi then told them the entire incident, that he had been 
tricked by his brother Onias, so the priests wanted to kill Onias. Onias ran away from them, and 
they ran after him. Onias ran to the palace of the king, and they ran after him. Anyone who saw 
him would say: This is him, this is him, and he was not able to escape unnoticed. Onias went to 
Alexandria in Egypt and built an altar there, and sacrificed offerings upon it for the sake of 
Heaven. As it is stated: “In that day shall there be an altar to the Lord in the midst of the land of 
Egypt, and a pillar at its border, to the Lord” (Isaiah 19:19). According to Rabbi Yehuda, the 
temple of Onias was dedicated to the worship of God. 

מְעוּ שָּׁ בָר, חֲכָמִים וּכְשֶׁ דָּ רַח זֶה וּמָה אָמְרוּ: בַּ בָּ נָּה שֶׁ שׁ כָּךְ, מִמֶּ ה אַחַת עַל – לָהּ לֵירֵד הַמְבַקֵּ ה. כַּמָּ  וכְַמָּ

And when the Sages heard of the matter they said: If this one, Onias, who fled from the position 
of High Priest and offered it to his brother, still was overcome with such jealousy to the point 
where he tried to have Shimi killed, all the more so will one who wants to enter a prestigious 
position be jealous of the one who already has that position. 

 

 



The Temple of Onias after Churban Bayit Sheni (Second Temple Destruction) 

 א:יא מגילה משנה .10

 הַחוֹמָה. מִן לִפְניִם וּבִירוּשָׁלַיםִ הָרוֹאֶה, בְּכָל שֵׁניִ וּמַעֲשֵׂר קַלִּים קָדָשִׁים אוֹכְלִים שֶׁבְּשִׁילֹה אֶלָּא לִירוּשָׁלַיםִ שִׁילֹה בֵּין אֵין
 אַחֲרֶיהָ אֵין ירְוּשָׁלַיםִ וּקְדֻשַּׁת הֶתֵּר, אַחֲרֶיהָ ישֵׁ שִׁילֹה קְדֻשַּׁת הַקְּלָעִים. מִן לִפְניִם נאֱֶכָלִים קָדָשִׁים קָדְשֵׁי וכְָאן וכְָאן

 הֶתֵּר:

The difference between the Tabernacle in Shilo and the Temple in Jerusalem is only that in 
Shiloh one eats offerings of lesser sanctity, e.g., individual peace-offerings, thanks-offerings, 
and the Paschal lamb, and also the second tithe, in any place that overlooks Shiloh, as Shiloh 
was not a walled city and any place within its Shabbat boundary was regarded as part of the 
city. And in Jerusalem one eats those consecrated items only within the walls. And here, in 
Shiloh, and there, in Jerusalem, offerings of the most sacred order are eaten only within the 
hangings. The Tabernacle courtyard in Shiloh was surrounded by hangings and the Temple 
courtyard in Jerusalem was surrounded by a wall. There is another difference: With regard to 
the sanctity of Shiloh, after the Tabernacle was destroyed, there is permission to sacrifice 
offerings on improvised altars. But with regard to the sanctity of Jerusalem, after the Temple was 
destroyed, there is no permission to sacrifice offerings on improvised altars, as the prohibition 
remains intact. 

 י. מגילה בבלי      .11

 סָבַר: וקְָא הִיא, זָרָה עֲבוֹדָה בֵּית לָאו חוֹניְוֹ בֵּית קָסָבַר: הַזֶּה. בִּזְמַן חוֹניְוֹ בְּבֵית שֶׁמַּקְרִיבִין שָׁמַעְתִּי יצְִחָק: רַבִּי אָמַר
 לָבוֹא. לְעָתִיד קִידְּשָׁה ולְֹא לִשְׁעָתָהּ קִידְּשָׁה — רִאשׁוֹנהָ קְדוּשָּׁה

GEMARA: Rabbi Yitzḥak said: I heard that one sacrifices offerings in the temple of Onias in 
Egypt at the present time. The Gemara cites the basis for the statement of Rabbi Yitzḥak. He 
maintains that the temple of Onias is not a house of idol worship but rather a temple devoted to 
the service of God, and he maintains that the initial consecration sanctified Jerusalem for its 
time and did not sanctify Jerusalem forever. Therefore, after the destruction of the Temple, the 
sanctity of Jerusalem lapsed and the sacrifice of offerings elsewhere was no longer prohibited. 
For these reasons it was permitted to sacrifice offerings in the temple of Onias after the Temple 
was destroyed. 

  

 מַקִּישׁ ירְוּשָׁלַיםִ, זוֹ — ״נחֲַלָה״ שִׁילֹה, זוֹ — ״מְנוּחָה״ הַנּחֲַלָה״. ואְֶל הַמְּנוּחָה אֶל עָתָּה עַד בָּאתֶם לֹא ״כִּי דִּכְתִיב:
 הֶיתֵּר. אַחֲרֶיהָ ישֵׁ ״נחֲַלָה״ אַף הֶיתֵּר, אַחֲרֶיהָ ישֵׁ ״מְנוּחָה״ מָה לִמְנוּחָה: נחֲַלָה

The Gemara cites the source of this halakha. It is as it is written: “For you are not as yet come to 
the rest and to the inheritance” (Deuteronomy 12:9), which is interpreted: “Rest,” this is Shiloh; 
“inheritance,” this is Jerusalem. The verse juxtaposes and likens inheritance to rest: Just as in 
the place of rest, Shiloh, after its destruction there is permission to sacrifice offerings on 
improvised altars, so too in the place of inheritance, Jerusalem, after its destruction there is 
permission to sacrifice offerings on improvised altars. 



  
 

 


