Mishnah in Depth: Bechorot #2
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(Koren translation) With regard to one who purchases the fetus of a donkey that belongs to a
gentile, and one who sells the fetus of his donkey to a gentile although he is not permitted to sell a
large animal to a gentile, and one who enters into a partnership with a gentile in ownership of a
donkey or its fetus, and one who receives a donkey from a gentile in order to care for it in exchange
for partnership in its offspring, and one who gives his donkey to a gentile in receivership, in all of
these cases the donkeys are exempt from the obligations of firstborn status, i.e., they do not have
firstborn status and are not redeemed, as it is stated: “I sanctified to Me all the firstborn in Israel,
both man and animal” (Numbers 3:13), indicating that the mitzva is incumbent upon the Jewish
people, but not upon others. If the firstborn belongs even partially to a gentile, it does not have
firstborn status. Priests and Levites are exempt from the obligation to redeem a firstborn donkey;
this is derived from an a fortiori inference: In the wilderness the firstborn were redeemed in
exchange for the Levites, as it is stated: “Take the Levites in exchange for all the firstborn among
the children of Israel and the animal of the Levites in exchange for their animals” (Numbers 3:45).
If the priests and Levites rendered exempt the firstborn children and donkeys of the Israelites in
the wilderness from being counted firstborns, it is only logical that the priests and the Levites
should render the firstborn of their own donkeys exempt from being counted firstborns.
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GEMARA: In stating: If the priests and Levites rendered exempt the firstborn children and donkeys
of the Israelites in the wilderness from being counted firstborns, the mishna indicates that the
priests and Levites themselves rendered the animals exempt. The Gemara therefore asks: Did they
render the firstborn children and donkeys exempt? With regard to a person, i.e., the Israelite
firstborn, the person, i.e., the priests and Levites, rendered them exempt. But with regard to an
animal, i.e., the firstborn donkeys of the Israelites, the animal, i.e., the sheep of the priests and
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Levites, rendered them exempt, as it is written: “Take the Levites in exchange for all the firstborn
among the children of Israel, and the animal of the Levites in exchange for their animals”
(Numbers 3:45).
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The Gemara answers: Abaye said this is what the mishna is saying: The firstborn animals of priests
and Levites are exempt from firstborn status, and that is derived from an a fortiori inference: If the
animals of the Levites, i.e., the sheep of the priests and Levites, rendered the firstborn status of the
animals of the Israelites in the wilderness abrogated, it is only logical that the sheep of the priests
and Levites should render the firstborn status of the priests’ and Levites’ own firstborn donkeys
abrogated.
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Rava said to him: How can you interpret the a fortiori inference in the mishna as referring to the
animals of the priests and Levites? But doesn’t it teach: They, i.e., the priests and Levites, rendered
the firstborn children and donkeys of the Israelites exempt? The reference is clearly to the priests
and Levites themselves, not their animals.

TVHI 127 117797 KON ,A7IY 7902 11020 37091 XY 3R MR 1001 A7IRY 1502 11020 19708 ,RN°K OR , TV
ainng?

Furthermore, if it is so that their animals are exempt due to the a fortiori inference, then the
priests and Levites should be exempt even from the halakhot pertaining to a male firstborn of a
kosher animal, as their firstborn kosher animals rendered the firstborn kosher animals of the
Israelites exempt from firstborn status. Why did we learn in the mishna (13a): The priests and
Levites were not exempted from the mitzva of the male firstborn of a kosher animal; rather, they
were exempted only from redemption of the firstborn son and the firstborn donkey?
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Rather, Rava said this is what the mishna is teaching: Priests and Levites rendered themselves
exempt, and that is derived from an a fortiori inference: If the sanctity of the Levites abrogated the
sanctity of the firstborn of the Israelites in the wilderness, should it not abrogate the sanctity of
the firstborn Levites themselves?
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The Gemara asks: We have found a source for the halakha that the Levites’ personal status as
firstborns is abrogated; from where do we derive that their non-kosher animals, i.e., donkeys, do
not have the status of firstborns? The Gemara answers that the verse states: “Yet you shall redeem



the firstborn of man, and the firstborn of non-kosher animals you shall redeem” (Numbers 18:15).
The status of the human firstborn is juxtaposed with that of a non-kosher animal, from which the
following principle is derived: Anything that applies to a woman’s firstborn son applies to the
firstborn of a non-kosher animal, and anything that does not apply to a woman’s firstborn son
does not apply to a non-kosher animal. Therefore, just as firstborn status does not apply to
Levites, it does not apply to their donkeys, and they do not need to be redeemed.
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