
Was a Rope Tied Around the High Priest’s Ankle? 
 
Perhaps you’ve heard this story in a sermon. As the story goes, a rope was tied around the High Priest’s 
ankle when he entered through the veil into the Holy of Holies on the Day of Atonement. Only the High 
Priest could enter into the Holy of Holies, and only once a year, to sprinkle blood on the Ark of the 
Covenant. If the High Priest made a mistake, God would strike him dead. The High Priest had bells tied to 
his garment and if the bells stopped jingling, it meant he was dead. Since no one else could enter the 
Holy of Holies, the other priests could pull out his dead body from behind the veil by using the rope.  
 
It’s a great story, but not true. Here are the instructions concerning the High Priest’s robe: 
 

You shall make on its hem pomegranates of blue and purple and scarlet material, all 
around on its hem, and bells of gold between them all around: a golden bell and a 
pomegranate, a golden bell and a pomegranate, all around on the hem of the robe. It 
shall be on Aaron when he ministers; and its tinkling shall be heard when he enters and 
leaves the holy place before the LORD, so that he will not die. (Exodus 28:33-35) 

 
First, notice that no rope is mentioned in the passage. Adding a rope to the garments would violate the 
Scripture. If the High Priest didn’t wear the appropriate garments while ministering, he would forfeit his 
life. We have no record of any High Priest being struck dead.   
 
Second, “that he will not die” is referring to wearing the appropriate clothing in the holy place. The same 
death sentence is pronounced for every other detail in the high priest’s clothing. 
 

Third, Leviticus 16:17 tells us that no one was allowed inside the 
tabernacle once Aaron (the High Priest) entered to perform the 
rituals of the Day of Atonement. The people could hear him enter 
and leave the holy place, not the “most holy place” which was the 
Holy of Holies. 
 
What is the origin of this myth? The only reference to this custom 
is in the Zohar, a 13th century mystical Jewish commentary on the 
Torah written by Moses de Leon. The Zohar is the basic text of 
Kaballah, the practice of Jewish mysticism. Here’s the reference:  

 
Rabbi Yitzchak said, “A chain was tied to the feet of 
the High Priest, when he entered the Holy of Holies, so 
that if he dies there they will take him out, since it is 
forbidden to enter there.” (Zohar Vol. 16 Emor, Section 
34. Yom Kippur, Par. 251) 

 
This book was written over a thousand years after the Temple was 
destroyed in 70 AD and it was never considered a reliable source 
for Jewish customs.  
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