
IV

Pinchas Polonsky, a notable refusenik of the Soviet era, is today a prolific thinker 
and writer, introducing Jewish philosophy to the broader public. His latest work, 
deeply influenced by the teachings of Rabbi Yehuda Leon Ashkenazi, one of 
French Jewry’s leading philosophers, will introduce his monumental ideas 
to a wider audience.

Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, Chief Rabbi of Moscow, 
President of the Conference of European Rabbis (CER)

Bible Dynamics —  
Evolving Personalities  

and Ideas 
Biblical personalities are traditionally perceived as 
larger-than-life, heroic figures, who surmount incredible 
obstacles to advance the world. And yet, little emphasis is 
placed on their own personal evolution. 
But according to the centuries-old Kabbalistic tradition 
revealed in our times by Rabbi Y. L. Ashkenazi (Manitou), 
the heroes of the Torah are evolving personalities who 
undergo profound change over the course of their lives, 
while acquiring new ideas and personal qualities through 
their ongoing dialogue with God. The Bible Dynamics 

commentary is a unique interpre-
tation of the Torah through the 
lens of this tradition.
The previously published Rus-
sian edition of Bible Dynamics is 
a complete commentary on the 
entire Pentateuch. The present 
volume is the English translation 
of this work.
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Pinchas Polonsky was 
born in Moscow in 1958, and 
from 1975 was active in Rus-
sia’s religious Jewish under-
ground. After emigrating to 
Israel in 1987 and settling in 
Samaria, he continued to study 
and teach at the Bar Ilan and 
Ariel universities.

Dr. Polonsky is among 
the most popular Russian-lan-
guage authors, having pub-
lished over twenty books on 
Jewish practice and philosophy, 
of which the best known are: 
Gates of Prayer; Rabbi A. I. Kook; 
The Jewish view on Christianity; 
and Israel and Humanity  — 
a New Stage of Development.

His life quest is modern-
ization of Judaism within the 
traditional framework.
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Pinchas Polonsky, a notable refusenik of the Soviet era, is today a prolific thinker 
and writer, introducing Jewish philosophy to the broader public. His latest 
work, deeply influenced by the teachings of Rabbi Yehuda Leon Ashkenazi, one 
of French Jewry’s leading philosophers, will introduce his monumental ideas 
to a wider audience.

Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, Chief Rabbi of Moscow, 
President of the Conference of European Rabbis (CER)
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Pinchas Polonsky, a notable refusenik of the Soviet era, is today a prolific thinker and writer, introducing Jewish philosophy to the broader public. His latest work, deeply influenced by the teachings of Rabbi Yehuda Leon Ashkenazi, one of French Jewry’s leading philosophers, will introduce his monumental ideas to a wider audience.Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, Chief Rabbi of Moscow, President of the Conference of European Rabbis (CER)

BIBle DynamICs —  eVolVInG PersonalItIes  anD IDeas Biblical personalities are traditionally perceived as larger-than-life, heroic figures, who surmount incredible obstacles to advance the world. And yet, little emphasis is placed on their own personal evolution. But according to the centuries-old Kabbalistic tradition revealed in our times by Rabbi Y. L. Ashkenazi (Manitou), the heroes of the Torah are evolving personalities who undergo profound change over the course of their lives, while acquiring new ideas and personal qualities through their ongoing dialogue with God. The Bible Dynamics com-mentary is a unique interpretation of the Torah through the lens of this tradition.The previously published Russian edition of Bible Dynamics is a complete commentary on the entire Pentateuch. The present volume is the English translation of this work.

Pinchas Polonsky was born in Moscow in 1958, and from 1975 was active in Rus-sia’s religious Jewish under-ground. After emigrating to Israel in 1987 and settling in Samaria, he continued to study and teach at the Bar Ilan and Ariel universities.Dr. Polonsky is among the most popular Russian-lan-guage authors, having pub-lished over twenty books on Jewish practice and philosophy, of which the best known are: Gates of Prayer; Rabbi A. I. Kook; The Jewish view on Christianity; and Israel and Humanity  — a New Stage of Development.His life quest is modern-ization of Judaism within the traditional frame work.
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Pinchas Polonsky, a notable refusenik of the Soviet era, is today a prolific thinker and writer, introducing Jewish philosophy to the broader public. His latest work, deeply influenced by the teachings of Rabbi Yehuda Leon Ashkenazi, one of French Jewry’s leading philosophers, will introduce his monumental ideas to a wider audience.Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, Chief Rabbi of Moscow, President of the Conference of European Rabbis (CER)

BiBLe DynamiCs —  eVoLVinG PersonaLities  anD iDeas Biblical personalities are traditionally perceived as larger-than-life, heroic figures, who surmount incredible obstacles to advance the world. And yet, little emphasis is placed on their own personal evolution. But according to the centuries-old Kabbalistic tradition revealed in our times by Rabbi Y. L. Ashkenazi (Manitou), the heroes of the Torah are evolving personalities who undergo profound change over the course of their lives, while acquiring new ideas and personal qualities through their ongoing dialogue with God. The Bible Dynamics com-mentary is a unique interpretation of the Torah through the lens of this tradition.The previously published Russian edition of Bible Dynamics is a complete commentary on the entire Pentateuch. The present volume is the English translation of this work.

Pinchas Polonsky was born in Moscow in 1958, and from 1975 was active in Rus-sia’s religious Jewish under-ground. After emigrating to Israel in 1987 and settling in Samaria, he continued to study and teach at the Bar Ilan and Ariel universities.Dr. Polonsky is among the most popular Russian-lan-guage authors, having pub-lished over twenty books on Jewish practice and philosophy, of which the best known are: Gates of Prayer; Rabbi A. I. Kook; The Jewish view on Christianity; and Israel and Humanity  — a New Stage of Development.His life quest is modern-ization of Judaism within the traditional frame work.
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Pinchas Polonsky, a notable refusenik of the Soviet era, is today a prolific thinker and writer, introducing Jewish philosophy to the broader public. His latest work, deeply influenced by the teachings of Rabbi Yehuda Leon Ashkenazi, one of French Jewry’s leading philosophers, will introduce his monumental ideas to a wider audience.Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, Chief Rabbi of Moscow, President of the Conference of European Rabbis (CER)
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BiBLe DynamiCs —  eVoLVinG PersonaLities  anD iDeas Biblical personalities are traditionally perceived as larger-than-life, heroic figures, who surmount incredible obstacles to advance the world. And yet, little emphasis is placed on their own personal evolution. But according to the centuries-old Kabbalistic tradition revealed in our times by Rabbi Y. L. Ashkenazi (Manitou), the heroes of the Torah are evolving personalities who undergo profound change over the course of their lives, while acquiring new ideas and personal qualities through their ongoing dialogue with God. The Bible Dynamics com-mentary is a unique interpretation of the Torah through the lens of this tradition.The previously published Russian edition of Bible Dynamics is a complete commentary on the entire Pentateuch. The present volume is the English translation of this work.

Pinchas Polonsky was born in Moscow in 1958, and from 1975 was active in Rus-sia’s religious Jewish under-ground. After emigrating to Israel in 1987 and settling in Samaria, he continued to study and teach at the Bar Ilan and Ariel universities.Dr. Polonsky is among the most popular Russian-lan-guage authors, having pub-lished over twenty books on Jewish practice and philosophy, of which the best known are: Gates of Prayer; Rabbi A. I. Kook; The Jewish view on Christianity; and Israel and Humanity  — a New Stage of Development.His life quest is modern-ization of Judaism within the traditional frame work.

»

«

Pinc
has

  
Polo

nsk
y

Pinchas  Polonsky

Bible  
Dynamics

ContemPorary torah  Commentary

VoL. 1-a. GenesisPart A. Bereshit – Chayei Sarah

I-a

Bib
le D

yna
mic

s
Ge

ne
sis

  Pa
rt A

Pinchas Polonsky, a notable refusenik of the Soviet era, is today a prolific thinker and writer, introducing Jewish philosophy to the broader public. His latest work, deeply influenced by the teachings of Rabbi Yehuda Leon Ashkenazi, one of French Jewry’s leading philosophers, will introduce his monumental ideas to a wider audience.Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, Chief Rabbi of Moscow, President of the Conference of European Rabbis (CER)

BiBLe DynamiCs —  eVoLVinG PersonaLities  anD iDeasBiblical personalities are traditionally perceived as larger-than-life, heroic figures, who surmount incredible obstacles to advance the world. And yet, little emphasis is placed on their own personal evolution. But according to the centuries-old Kabbalistic tradition revealed in our times by Rabbi Y. L. Ashkenazi (Manitou), the heroes of the Torah are evolving personalities who undergo profound change over the course of their lives, while acquiring new ideas and personal qualities through their ongoing dialogue with God. The Bible Dynamics com-mentary is a unique interpretation of the Torah through the lens of this tradition.The previously published Russian edition of Bible Dynamics is a com-plete commentary on the entire Pentateuch. The present volume is the first of this series to be published in English translation.

»

«

Pinchas Polonsky was born in Moscow in 1958, and from 1975 was active in Rus-sia’s religious Jewish under-ground. After emigrating to Israel in 1987 and settling in Samaria, he continued to study and teach at the Bar Ilan and Ariel universities.Dr. Polonsky is among the most popular Russian-lan-guage authors, having pub-lished over twenty books on Jewish practice and philosophy, of which the best known are: Gates of Prayer; Rabbi A. I. Kook; The Jewish view on Christianity; and Israel and Humanity  — a New Stage of Development.His life quest is modern-ization of Judaism within the traditional frame work.

Pi
nc

ha
s 

 
Po

lo
ns

ky

Pinchas  
Polonsky

Bible  
Dynamics

ContemPorary 
torah  
Commentary

VoL. 1-B. Genesis
part B. Toldot – Vayechi

I-b

Bi
bl

e 
Dy

na
m

ic
s

G
en

es
is

  P
ar

t B

Pinchas Polonsky, a notable refusenik of the Soviet era, is today a prolific thinker and writer, 
introducing Jewish philosophy to the broader public. His latest work, deeply influenced by 
the teachings of Rabbi Yehuda Leon Ashkenazi, one of French Jewry’s leading philosophers, 
will introduce his monumental ideas to a wider audience.

Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, Chief Rabbi of Moscow, 
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§ 1. THE BOOK OF NUMBERS: 
GENERAL OVERVIEW

§ 1.1. THE BOOK OF BEMIDBAR (NUMBERS): ITS NAME  

AND STRUCTURE

As previously mentioned,1 Jewish tradition has given each of the five 
books of the Torah two names. One name of each pair reflects the overall 
theme of the book, and the other corresponds to its opening words. The 
first of each of those name pairs was later translated into Greek and Lat-
in – and from them into other languages as well – thus becoming estab-
lished in European culture, while the second name of each pair became 
standard in Jewish terminology. 

In particular, the fourth book of the Torah, which in Hebrew today is 
usually called Bemidbar, “In the Wilderness,” was known in ancient times 
as Chumash Ha-Pekudim, “The Book of the Census,”2 which in the Euro-
pean tradition became Numeri, “Numbers,” or “the book of Numbers.” 

Henceforth we refer to the entire book as the book of Numbers, and 
we use the name Bemidbar only to refer to the first of its ten weekly 
portions. (In each of the five books of the Torah, the first weekly portion 
bears the same name as the entire book.)

The book of Numbers can be divided into two parts, each consisting 
of five weekly portions:

1	 See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 2.1.
2	 Strictly, the term chumash, “a fifth [part],” means any one of the five books 

of the Torah, “the Pentateuch.” But it is now also used to refer to all five 
books taken together.
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Part One: The Journey Through the Wilderness

1.	 Bemidbar (1:1-4:20) – The initial census of the people, and setup 
of the story line.

2.	 Naso (4:21-7:89) – Crises of the individual.
3.	 Beһaalotecha (8:1-12:16) – Crises of the Torah (teaching and 

leadership).
4.	 Shelach (13:1-15:41) – Crises of the Land of Israel (the meaning 

of the conquest of the Land).
5.	 Korach (16:1-18:32) – Crises of the Jewish nation (establishing 

the nation’s internal structure).

Part Two: Conquest of the Transjordan

1.	 Chukkat (19:1-22:1) – Standing up to the nations at the mili-
tary-political level.

2.	 Balak (22:2-25:9) – Standing up to the nations at the spiritual 
level.

3.	 Pinchas (25:10-30:1) – The final census of the people, and the 
enumeration of its structure by families.

4.	 Mattot (30:2-32:42) – Restoration after the events of Numbers 
part 1.

5.	 Mas‘ei (33:1-36:13) – Restoration after the events of Numbers 
part 2.

We have also noted that the book of Exodus, the second book of the 
Torah, which covers two primary topics – the birth of the Jewish nation 
after the Exodus, and the commandments given at Mount Sinai – has a 
dual conclusion: 

(i) The Cloud of Glory hovers over the Tabernacle, preventing any-
one from entering.

(ii) The Cloud then rises and leads the Jewish people on their journey 
through the wilderness.3

3	  See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 30.5.
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Likewise, the book of Exodus has two different continuations, each 
in its own, later, book: 

(i) The continuation of the aspect of the commandments. This is the 
third book of the Torah, Leviticus, in which God summons Moses to en-
ter the Tabernacle. 

(ii) The continuation of the aspect of Jewish history. This is the 
fourth book of the Torah, the book of Numbers.

§ 1.2. NUMBERS: A BOOK OF WANDERINGS AND OF CRISIS

The book of Numbers is a book of wanderings. The people must jour-
ney across the wilderness for forty years in order to be properly trans-
formed.

Even after they had left Egypt, the former slaves to the Egyptians 
continued to feel and behave like slaves; the generation of the Exodus 
was therefore also known as the dor ha midbar, “the generation of the 
wilderness.” The adults of that generation perished before reaching the 
Promised Land. Only their descendants could become a free people and 
enter the Land of Israel. 

We should not imagine, however, that their children, the next gen-
eration, would automatically grow up to be a worthy people. Growing 
up free is not enough. A people can find itself only after experiencing a 
series of crises that allow it to gain its true freedom and its full sense of 
responsibility.

In this connection, Rabbi Tzvi Yehudah Kook notes that there is, at it 
were, the “stationary Torah,” the Torah as it is observed in the home, and 
the “itinerant Torah,” the Torah of the road. A journey inevitably chang-
es those who follow it. Problems not noticeable in a state of stability 
often become highlighted and exacerbated as soon as movement begins.

The book of Numbers opens with the themes of census and order, 
but a litany of problems soon arises. First there are personal crises, fol-
lowed by social crises: faulty understanding of the Torah, of the Land, 
of the structure of the people of Israel, and of proper relations with the 
nations of the world. As we shall see below, each weekly portion of the 
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book of Numbers is dedicated to one of these crises. Each of these es-
sential components of Jewish identity is examined and corrected in turn.

Having experienced a series of crises at all levels of society, the peo-
ple are able to rebuild. After all transformations are complete, another 
census is performed, in weekly portion Pinchas, toward the end of the 
book of Numbers. The Jewish nation can then finally go on to conquer 
and settle their Land.

Thus, the themes with which the book of Numbers opens and closes –  
counting and refining the structure of the Jewish nation – can be seen as 
a pair of “brackets,” as it were, enclosing the book. And the actual con-
tent of the book consists of the accounts of the various crises that must 
be overcome along the way.

§ 1.3. THE BOOK OF THE LEVITES

Each of the five books of the Torah corresponds to a given stratum 
within the Jewish people:

1.	 Genesis is the book of the Patriarchs.
2.	 Exodus is the book of Moses and Aaron.
3.	 Leviticus is the book of the kohanim, “priests.”
4.	 Numbers is the book of the Levites.
5.	 Deuteronomy is the book of the Jewish nation as a whole.

Like all the people of the wilderness era, the Levites own no land 
of their own. This safeguards the people from plunging headlong into 
materiality. The Levites play a central role in the book of Numbers; the 
entire story essentially revolves around them. Most notably, they replace 
the firstborns for the Temple service, and they are associated with the 
rebellion of Korah. Indeed, it is the responsibility of the tribe of Levi to 
help the nation in surmounting its crises. 

The priests, who are in charge of the Temple, are an aristocracy that 
considers itself the highest echelon of society. (The descendants of Aar-
on must uphold special marriage laws, just like the nobility, for whom 
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this is an accepted fact of life.) And the nation as a whole are farmers, 
each landowner tied to his allotted tract. 

The Levites, however, belong to neither the priestly aristocracy nor 
the landowner. Their position lies between the nobility and the com-
monfolk. Having no land of their own, they live in relative poverty. 

The Torah repeatedly mentions the Levites alongside “the alien, the 
orphan, and the widow,” all of the whom, because they have no material 
support, are always living on the edge of a stable, normal existence. It is 
precisely this “predisposition to crisis” that gives the Levites their power 
to heal society.

We wish to note that although the division of the Jewish people into 
tribes has not survived the vicissitudes of multiple long and trying Jew-
ish exiles, the division of the nation into Priests, Levites, and ordinary 
Israelites has always been so pivotal in Judaism that it exists among the 
Jewish people until this very day.
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§ 2. THE NATIONAL CENSUS

§ 2.1. DEPARTING SINAI (1:1)

דֶשׁ  לַחֹ֨ בְּאֶחָד֩  ד  מוֹעֵ֑ הֶל  בְּאֹ֣ י  סִינַ֖ ר  בְּמִדְבַּ֥ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֛ י֧י  ר  א וַיְדַבֵּ֨
ר׃ יִם לֵאמֹֽ רֶץ מִצְרַ֖ ם מֵאֶ֥ ית לְצֵאתָ֛ י בַּשָּׁנָ֣ה הַשֵּׁנִ֗ הַשֵּׁנִ֜

(1) On the first day of the second month, in the second year 
following the exodus from the land of Egypt, the Lord spoke 
to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai, in the Tent of Meeting, 
saying:

In the wilderness of Sinai: These events take place at Sinai, the 
site of the giving of the Torah. But although it is the same place and the 
same people, the perspective has already changed. In the previous verse –  
the very last words of the book of Leviticus (27:34) – we read: “These are 
the commandments that the Lord gave Moses for the Israelite people on 
Mount Sinai.” But here it is called the wilderness of Sinai.

A person’s situation is determined not only by the place where he 
is physically located at the given moment, but also by his perspective, 
which in turn determines the trajectory of his subsequent movement. 
The perspective of the books of Exodus and Leviticus is Mount Sinai, 
the place where the Torah was given and received. But now the Jewish 
nation has turned toward the wilderness, and in this book of Numbers 
that is the new perspective.

In the Tent of Meeting: This mention of the Tent of Meeting ties 
the beginning of this book of Numbers with the end of the book of Exo-
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dus, where we read: “Moses could not enter the Tent of Meeting, because 
the cloud had settled upon it. When the cloud lifted from the Tabernacle, 
the Israelites would set out, on their various journeys” (Exod. 40:35-6).

(As already noted, Numbers, this fourth book of the Torah, is one of 
two direct continuations of the second book, Exodus. This is notwith-
standing the fact that the other of the two continuations, Leviticus – the 
third book of the Torah – intercedes.)

But there is also a larger thematic connection between Exodus and 
Numbers. All the commandments and instructions received at Sinai – a 
primary theme of the book of Exodus – are essential for conquering the 
Land of Israel. That will be where the fulfillment of those command-
ments is to be realized, and to which this book’s wanderings through the 
wilderness ultimately will lead.

On the first day of the second month: Iyar, the second month of 
the Jewish calendar, is by its very nature a month of independence.4 It 
was precisely such independence that the Jewish nation was now about 
to achieve.

On the first day of the second month, in the second year follow-
ing the exodus from the land of Egypt: We will see later (Num. 9:1) 
that even before the events of the second month as described here, the 
second Passover had already been observed in the middle of the first 
month of that second year (that is, one year after the Exodus).

This is a prime example of the Talmudic principle that the written 
Torah does not always record events in their actual chronological order.

Thus, we can summarize the chronology of the Exodus and the suc-
ceeding twelve months as follows: 

On the fifteenth day of the month of Aviv (which later came to be 
known as Nisan), in the year 2448 from the Creation, the long-awaited 
Exodus occurs, and the Jews finally leave Egypt. This moment marks the 
beginning of the biblical Jewish calendar for both months and years.

Six days later, on the seventh day they cross the Sea of Reeds. 

4	   See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 15.3.



31§ 2. The National Census

And five weeks after that, or about six weeks after the Exodus, they 
reach Mount Sinai, at the beginning of the third month (Sivan) of that 
first year. 

The fiftieth day after the Exodus, the sixth of Sivan, is the day of 
the Giving of the Torah. Moses immediately ascends the mountain, and 
remains there forty days and forty nights.

The end of that forty-day period falls on the seventeenth day of the 
fourth month, Tammuz, still in the first year following the Exodus. On 
that day, the Jews create the golden calf. Some hours later Moses de-
scends from the mountain and breaks the Tablets of the Covenant. A 
major crisis ensues, which delays the nation’s advance to the Land of 
Israel. It even casts a shadow of doubt on the Exodus itself, and on the 
very future existence of the Jewish people (Exod. 32:10). 

Moses then spends another forty days and nights petitioning God to 
forgive the people for their sin. After that he ascends the Mountain once 
again, this time carrying blank stones he has prepared to become the 
second tablets (Exod. 33:1). After forty more days Moses descends from 
the mountain, carrying the second, new set of tablets. 

That day, the tenth day of the seventh month (Tishri), is then de-
clared for all generations to come as Yom Kippur, the most sacred day on 
the Jewish calendar, the day on which each and every year the Almighty 
and man achieve true reconciliation.

Having overcome the crisis of the golden calf, the people begin con-
struction of the Tabernacle and the manufacture of its sacred vessels. 
The Tabernacle is finally complete and fully erected on the first day of 
Nisan of the second year (Exod. 40:17). That date is five months after 
Moses received the second Tablets, and two weeks short of the first an-
niversary of the Exodus.

The consecration of the Tabernacle lasts seven days (Lev. 9:1). One 
week later, on the fifteen day of Nisan, exactly one year after the Exodus, 
the Jews again celebrate Passover (Num. 9:1). 

Two weeks after the anniversary of the Exodus, on the first day of the 
second month, the census begins (as indicated in the opening passage of 
this book of Numbers). The nation then resumes its journey toward the 
Land of Israel – to conquer it, inhabit it, and settle it.
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Thus, the recounting of events at the beginning of this book of Num-
bers does not correspond to the actual historical chronology. Although 
the census is described before the observance of the second Passover, in 
fact it occurred after that second Passover, not before it.

Why does the Torah in this case depart from the chronological order 
of the events?

We can explain this as follows. Because the book of Numbers is 
primarily a book of wanderings, it begins not with a description of the 
Passover celebration, but with God’s instructions concerning the rela-
tive positions that the tribes should occupy during their travels through 
the wilderness. 

§ 2.2. THE RULES GOVERNING THE CENSUS (1:2-19)

ם  אֲבֹתָ֑ ית  לְבֵ֣ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ בְּנֵֽ ת  כָּל־עֲדַ֣ אֶת־ראֹשׁ֙  ב שְׂא֗וּ 

א  עְלָה כָּל־יצֵֹ֥ ים שָׁנָה֙ וָמַ֔ ן עֶשְׂרִ֤ ם׃ ג מִבֶּ֨ ר לְגֻלְגְּלֹתָֽ ר שֵׁמ֔וֹת כָּל־זָכָ֖ בְּמִסְפַּ֣
ישׁ  הְי֔וּ אִ֥ ם יִֽ ן׃ ד וְאִתְּכֶ֣ הֲרֹֽ ה וְאַֽ ם אַתָּ֥ ם לְצִבְאֹתָ֖ ל תִּפְקְד֥וּ אֹתָ֛ א בְּיִשְׂרָאֵ֑ צָבָ֖
ים  אֲנָשִׁ֔ הָֽ שְׁמ֣וֹת  לֶּה֙  הֽוּא׃ ה וְאֵ֨ יו  לְבֵית־אֲבֹתָ֖ אשׁ  ֹ֥ ר ישׁ  אִ֛ ה  לַמַּטֶּ֑ ישׁ  אִ֖
ל  מִיאֵ֖ ן אֱלִיצ֖וּר בֶּן־שְׁדֵיאֽוּר׃ ו לְשִׁמְע֕וֹן שְׁלֻֽ ם לִרְאוּבֵ֕ עַמְד֖וּ אִתְּכֶ֑ ר יַֽ אֲשֶׁ֥
בֶּן־ ל  נְתַנְאֵ֖ ר  שָּׂשכָ֔ ב׃ ח לְיִ֨ ינָדָֽ בֶּן־עַמִּֽ נַחְשׁ֖וֹן  ה  יהוּדָ֕ י׃ ז לִֽ ישַׁדָּֽ בֶּן־צוּרִֽ
ע  ישָׁמָ֖ אֱלִֽ יִם  לְאֶפְרַ֕ ף  יוֹסֵ֔ בֶּן־חֵלֹֽן׃ י לִבְנֵי֣  ב  אֱלִיאָ֖ ן  ר׃ ט לִזְבוּלֻ֕ צוּעָֽ
בֶּן־ ן  אֲבִידָ֖ ן  נְיָמִ֔ בֶּן־פְּדָהצֽוּר׃ יא לְבִ֨ ל  גַּמְלִיאֵ֖ ה  לִמְנַשֶּׁ֕ בֶּן־עַמִּיה֑וּד 
ד  ן׃ יד לְגָ֕ ל בֶּן־עָכְרָֽ ר פַּגְעִיאֵ֖ י׃ יג לְאָשֵׁ֕ ישַׁדָּֽ זֶר בֶּן־עַמִּֽ ן אֲחִיעֶ֖ י׃ יב לְדָ֕ גִּדְענִֹֽ
י(  לֶּה קריאי )קְרוּאֵ֣ ֽן׃ טז אֵ֚ ע בֶּן־עֵינָ� י אֲחִירַ֖ פְתָּלִ֔ ל׃ טו לְנַ֨ ף בֶּן־דְּעוּאֵֽ אֶלְיָסָ֖
ה  מֹשֶׁ֖ ח  ם׃ יז וַיִּקַּ֥ הֵֽ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ י  אַלְפֵ֥ י  רָאשֵׁ֛ ם  אֲבוֹתָ֑ מַטּ֣וֹת  י  נְשִׂיאֵ֖ ה  עֵדָ֔ הָֽ
ה  עֵדָ֜ כָּל־הָֽ ת  ת׃ יח וְאֵ֨ בְּשֵׁמֹֽ נִקְּב֖וּ  ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ לֶּה  הָאֵ֔ ים  אֲנָשִׁ֣ הָֽ ת  אֵ֚ ן  הֲרֹ֑ וְאַֽ
ם  אֲבֹתָ֑ ית  לְבֵ֣ ם  עַל־מִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ לְד֥וּ  וַיִּתְיַֽ י  הַשֵּׁנִ֔ דֶשׁ  לַחֹ֣ בְּאֶחָד֙  ילוּ  הִקְהִ֗
ה י֖י  ר צִוָּ֥ אֲשֶׁ֛ ם׃ יט כַּֽ עְלָה לְגֻלְגְּלֹתָֽ ים שָׁנָ֛ה וָמַ֖ ן עֶשְׂרִ֥ ר שֵׁמ֗וֹת מִבֶּ֨ בְּמִסְפַּ֣

י׃ ר סִינָֽ ם בְּמִדְבַּ֥ ֽיִּפְקְדֵ֖ ה וַ� אֶת־מֹשֶׁ֑

(2) Take a census of the whole Israelite community by the clans 
of its ancestral houses, listing the names, every male, head by 
head.
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(3) You and Aaron shall record them by their groups, from the 
age of twenty years up, all those in Israel who are able to bear 
arms.

(4) Associated with you shall be a man from each tribe, each 
one the head of his ancestral house.

(5) These are the names of the men who shall assist you: From 
Reuben, Elizur son of Shedeur.

(6) From Simeon, Shelumiel son of Zurishaddai.

(7) From Judah, Nahshon son of Amminadab.

(8) From Issachar, Nethanel son of Zuar.

(9) From Zebulun, Eliab son of Helon.

(10) From the sons of Joseph: from Ephraim, Elishama son of 
Ammihud; from Manasseh, Gamaliel son of Pedahzur.

(11) From Benjamin, Abidan son of Gideoni.

(12) From Dan, Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai.

(13) From Asher, Pagiel son of Ochran.

(14) From Gad, Eliasaph son of Deuel.

(15) From Naphtali, Ahira son of Enan.

(16) Those are the elected of the assembly, the chieftains of 
their ancestral tribes: they are the heads of the contingents 
of Israel.

(17) So Moses and Aaron took those men, who were designated 
by name,

(18) and on the first day of the second month they convoked 
the whole community, who were registered by the clans of 
their ancestral houses – the names of those aged twenty 
years and over being listed head by head.

(19) As the Lord had commanded Moses, so he recorded them 
in the wilderness of Sinai.

(2) Take a census of the whole Israelite community: The number 
of people at the time of the Exodus is reported in the Torah in several 
places, and from time to time the information is given in more detail. 
Namely:
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(i) At the time of the Exodus the Torah indicates the number of 
people who left Egypt, but only in approximate terms: “The Israelites 
journeyed from Raamses to Succoth, about six hundred thousand men 
on foot, aside from children” (Exod. 12:37). Moreover, the people them-
selves are not involved in the counting process. 

(ii) At Mount Sinai, soon after the giving of the Torah, God prescribes 
a precise method for counting the people: “When you take a census of 
the Israelite people … This is what everyone … shall pay: a half-shekel” 
(Exod. 30:12-13). Then, some months later, when the construction of 
the Tabernacle is completed, the census count obtained by that method 
is reported precisely, but only as a single grand total: “A half-shekel a 
head, half a shekel by the sanctuary weight, for each one … from the age 
of twenty years up, 603,550 men” (Exod. 38:26).

(iii) Here, at the beginning of the book of Numbers, a systematic, 
detailed census methodology is described, giving full consideration to 
names and social structure, and to the participation of the nation’s rep-
resentatives in organizing and executing the census. The results of that 
census are reported in detail – the number of able-bodied men (“all who 
were able to bear arms” – an oft-repeated phrase in this census) for each 
tribe individually, as well as the grand total.

These changes in the structuring of census information reflect the 
nation’s gradual transition from their complete lack of initiative at the 
Exodus, and their social amorphism as slaves, to the eventual construc-
tion of a self-organized, self-regulating society in which individuality 
and social connections are at least as important as the grand total of the 
census count. In the Land of Israel, the people’s ultimate destination, 
such social autonomy will be essential to life. 

(3) From the age of twenty years up, all those in Israel who are 
able to bear arms: The adult military force is calculated, the military 
that will be needed for waging war.
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If not for the incident of the spies, for which the nation was pun-
ished to roam the wilderness for forty years (Num. 14:33), they could 
have conquered and inhabited the Land immediately. Thus, the census 
conducted here was needed also for ensuring a proportionally equitable 
division of the territory among the tribes.

Take a census of the whole Israelite community: Taking a cen-
sus means gathering, or “enrolling” the individuals into a single, unified 
community. The objective is to make each person responsible for the 
fate of the entire community, but also to provide protection, both phys-
ical and spiritual, to each individual Jew by virtue of his or her member-
ship in the Jewish nation.

A census … listing the names: In our personal associations with 
people, we refer to them by name, but the military requires a numer-
ical, not merely nominal, accounting of its forces. Thus, these are two 
complementary aspects of life. In the individual aspect, names domi-
nate, but in the collective, numbers. This situation corresponds to two 
fundamental human aspirations: to be important as an individual, and 
at the same time to feel that one is a part of a larger whole.

Take a census … by the clans of its ancestral houses, listing the 
names: The counting to be done here is not a mere flat count, but a 
hierarchical count, based on ancestry. A nation is not just an agglomer-
ation of individuals; it has an organic structure, comprised of tribes and 
families. 

A similar multilevel structure exists in all organic (as opposed to me-
chanical) entities. Consider the human body, for example. The human 
body is not a flat structure of just cells; rather, cells combine into tissues, 
and tissues into organs; the body then consists of those organs. It is just 
such structures that give the organism its resilience.

Head by head: The Midrash understands this as meaning that the 
census was conducted at a personal level. In order to be included in the 
census, each individual had to appear in person before Moses and Aaron, 
and before the person’s tribal representatives. Thus, being included in 
the census was essentially equivalent to taking an oath. This created 
among the people an understanding of national belonging and respon-
sibility.
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Record them: Tifkedu derives from the verbal root P K D. Although 
one of its most common meanings is to count, the underlying meaning 
of this word is to be positioned in the proper place, or to function cor-
rectly. (In modern Hebrew, tafkid, from the same verbal root, is a position 
(i.e., of responsibility, for which a person is hired or otherwise engaged).

The census was needed not only for collecting numerical data, but 
to help each person to realize his or her organic place – and function – 
within the nation. In fact, this same verb gives the book itself the name 
Chumash Ha-Pekudim, which later became “the book of Numbers.” The 
core essence of this book is to be found precisely in each person’s reali-
zation of his place and purpose.

You and Aaron: Here the importance of unifying “the Torah of Mo-
ses” and “the Torah of Aaron” is emphasized, for without this the Jewish 
nation could not proceed on its journey.5 

The Exodus from Egypt began similarly with an appeal to Moses and 
Aaron together: “The Lord said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt: 
This month shall mark for you the beginning of the months; it shall be 
the first of the months of the year for you” (Exod. 12:1-2). This union 
of Moses and Aaron, which fractured in the process of the Giving of the 
Torah,6 is now being restored.

(4) Associated with you shall be a man from each tribe: Not only 
the national authorities – Moses and Aaron – execute the census; each 
tribe’s representative also participates in its implementation. This re-
flects the increase in the level of communal self-organization that we 
have mentioned earlier.

(5-17) These are the names of the men who shall assist you 
… So, Moses and Aaron took those men, who were designated by 
name: The fact that this Divine instruction includes designating each 
tribe’s leader by name demonstrates that the approach to leadership 

5	  See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 21.
6	  During the giving of the Torah, Moses ascended the mountain, while Aaron 

remained below. It was this separation that led to the creation of the gold-
en calf. The reason for the separation was that the giving of the Torah could 
happen only through Moses; Aaron was not capable of it. See § 9.7 below.



37§ 2. The National Census

and administration was not homogeneous across the tribes, but varied 
from tribe to tribe. The Exodus has changed the entire structure of social 
life, and here, most likely, each tribe was undergoing its own process of 
forming new leadership.

For Reuben: The tribes and their respective representatives for per-
forming the census are not enumerated in order of seniority, but follow 
the hierarchy of Jacob’s children: first Leah’s sons, then Rachel’s sons, 
and then the maidservants’ sons.

Elizur son of Shedeur: Most of these names include theophanic el-
ements (e.g., el, tsur, shaddai), indicating the strong sense of the Jewish 
people’s connection with the Almighty.

(18) The names of those aged twenty years and over being list-
ed: Literally, “by the numbers of names twenty years and over.” This 
somewhat unusual formulation means that the census was conducted 
such that it considered both the collective aspect, the numbers, and the 
individual aspect, the names.

§ 2.3. THE CENSUS RESULTS (1:20-44)

ם  אֲבֹתָ֑ ית  לְבֵ֣ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ ם  תּֽוֹלְדתָֹ֥ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ר  בְּכֹ֣ י־רְאוּבֵן֙  בְנֵֽ הְי֤וּ  כ וַיִּֽ
א  ל יצֵֹ֥ עְלָה כֹּ֖ ים שָׁנָה֙ וָמַ֔ ן עֶשְׂרִ֤ ר מִבֶּ֨ ם כָּל־זָכָ֗ ר שֵׁמוֹת֙ לְגֻלְגְּלֹתָ֔ בְּמִסְפַּ֤
שׁ מֵאֽוֹת׃  חֲמֵ֥ לֶף וַֽ ים אֶ֖ ה וְאַרְבָּעִ֛ ן שִׁשָּׁ֧ ה רְאוּבֵ֑ ם לְמַטֵּ֣ דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ א׃ כא פּ� צָבָֽ

ר  בְּמִסְפַּ֤ יו  פְּקֻדָ֗ ם  אֲבֹתָ֑ ית  לְבֵ֣ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ ם  תּֽוֹלְדתָֹ֥ שִׁמְע֔וֹן  כב לִבְנֵי֣ 

א  יצֵֹ֥ ל  כֹּ֖ עְלָה  וָמַ֔ שָׁנָה֙  ים  עֶשְׂרִ֤ ן  מִבֶּ֨ ר  כָּל־זָכָ֗ ם  לְגֻלְגְּלֹתָ֔ שֵׁמוֹת֙ 
לֶף וּשְׁלֹ֥שׁ מֵאֽוֹת׃  ים אֶ֖ חֲמִשִּׁ֛ ה וַֽ ה שִׁמְע֑וֹן תִּשְׁעָ֧ ם לְמַטֵּ֣ דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ א׃ כג פּ� צָבָֽ

ן  מִבֶּ֨ שֵׁמ֗וֹת  ר  בְּמִסְפַּ֣ ם  אֲבֹתָ֑ ית  לְבֵ֣ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ ם  תּֽוֹלְדתָֹ֥ ד  גָ֔ כד לִבְנֵי֣ 
ה  חֲמִשָּׁ֤ גָ֑ד  ה  לְמַטֵּ֣ ם  דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ א׃ כה פּ� צָבָֽ א  יצֵֹ֥ ל  כֹּ֖ עְלָה  וָמַ֔ שָׁנָה֙  ים  עֶשְׂרִ֤

ים׃  חֲמִשִּֽׁ שׁ מֵא֖וֹת וַֽ לֶף וְשֵׁ֥ וְאַרְבָּעִים֙ אֶ֔
ן  ת מִבֶּ֨ ר שֵׁמֹ֗ ם בְּמִסְפַּ֣ ית אֲבֹתָ֑ ם לְבֵ֣ ם לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ ה תּֽוֹלְדתָֹ֥ כו לִבְנֵי֣ יְהוּדָ֔
ה  ה אַרְבָּעָ֧ ה יְהוּדָ֑ ם לְמַטֵּ֣ דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ א׃ כז פּ� א צָבָֽ ל יצֵֹ֥ עְלָה כֹּ֖ ים שָׁנָה֙ וָמַ֔ עֶשְׂרִ֤

שׁ מֵאֽוֹת׃  לֶף וְשֵׁ֥ ים אֶ֖ וְשִׁבְעִ֛
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ת  שֵׁמֹ֗ ר  בְּמִסְפַּ֣ ם  אֲבֹתָ֑ ית  לְבֵ֣ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ ם  תּֽוֹלְדתָֹ֥ ר  יִשָּׂשכָ֔ כח לִבְנֵי֣ 
ר  ה יִשָּׂשכָ֑ ם לְמַטֵּ֣ דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ א׃ כט פּ� א צָבָֽ יצֵֹ֥ ל  עְלָה כֹּ֖ וָמַ֔ ים שָׁנָה֙  ן עֶשְׂרִ֤ מִבֶּ֨

ע מֵאֽוֹת׃  לֶף וְאַרְבַּ֥ ים אֶ֖ חֲמִשִּׁ֛ ה וַֽ אַרְבָּעָ֧

ן  מִבֶּ֨ ת  שֵׁמֹ֗ ר  בְּמִסְפַּ֣ ם  אֲבֹתָ֑ ית  לְבֵ֣ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ ם  תּֽוֹלְדתָֹ֥ ן  זְבוּלֻ֔ ל לִבְנֵי֣ 

ה  ן שִׁבְעָ֧ ה זְבוּלֻ֑ ם לְמַטֵּ֣ דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ א׃ לא פּ� א צָבָֽ ל יצֵֹ֥ עְלָה כֹּ֖ וָמַ֔ ים שָׁנָה֙  עֶשְׂרִ֤
ע מֵאֽוֹת׃  לֶף וְאַרְבַּ֥ ים אֶ֖ חֲמִשִּׁ֛ וַֽ

ר  ם בְּמִסְפַּ֣ ית אֲבֹתָ֑ ם לְבֵ֣ ם לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ יִם תּֽוֹלְדתָֹ֥ לב לִבְנֵ֤י יוֹסֵף֙ לִבְנֵי֣ אֶפְרַ֔
ה  לְמַטֵּ֣ ם  דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ א׃ לג פּ� צָבָֽ א  יצֵֹ֥ ל  כֹּ֖ עְלָה  וָמַ֔ שָׁנָה֙  ים  עֶשְׂרִ֤ ן  מִבֶּ֨ ת  שֵׁמֹ֗

שׁ מֵאֽוֹת׃  חֲמֵ֥ לֶף וַֽ ים אֶ֖ יִם אַרְבָּעִ֥ אֶפְרָ֑

ן  ר שֵׁמ֗וֹת מִבֶּ֨ ם בְּמִסְפַּ֣ ית אֲבֹתָ֑ ם לְבֵ֣ ם לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ ה תּֽוֹלְדתָֹ֥ לד לִבְנֵי֣ מְנַשֶּׁ֔
�֧יִם  ה שְׁנַ ה מְנַשֶּׁ֑ ם לְמַטֵּ֣ דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ א׃ לה פּ� א צָבָֽ ל יצֵֹ֥ עְלָה כֹּ֖ וָמַ֔ ים שָׁנָה֙  עֶשְׂרִ֤

יִם׃  לֶף וּמָאתָֽ ים אֶ֖ וּשְׁלֹשִׁ֛

ן  ת מִבֶּ֨ ר שֵׁמֹ֗ ם בְּמִסְפַּ֣ ית אֲבֹתָ֑ ם לְבֵ֣ ם לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ ן תּֽוֹלְדתָֹ֥ לו לִבְנֵי֣ בִנְיָמִ֔
ה  ן חֲמִשָּׁ֧ ה בִנְיָמִ֑ ם לְמַטֵּ֣ דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ א׃ לז פּ� א צָבָֽ ל יצֵֹ֥ עְלָה כֹּ֖ ים שָׁנָה֙ וָמַ֔ עֶשְׂרִ֤

ע מֵאֽוֹת׃  לֶף וְאַרְבַּ֥ ים אֶ֖ וּשְׁלֹשִׁ֛

ן  מִבֶּ֨ ת  שֵׁמֹ֗ ר  בְּמִסְפַּ֣ ם  אֲבֹתָ֑ ית  לְבֵ֣ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ ם  תּֽוֹלְדתָֹ֥ ן  דָ֔ לח לִבְנֵי֣ 
�֧יִם  שְׁנַ ן  דָ֑ ה  לְמַטֵּ֣ ם  דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ א׃ לט פּ� צָבָֽ א  יצֵֹ֥ ל  כֹּ֖ עְלָה  וָמַ֔ שָׁנָה֙  ים  עֶשְׂרִ֤

ע מֵאֽוֹת׃  לֶף וּשְׁבַ֥ ים אֶ֖ וְשִׁשִּׁ֛

ן  מִבֶּ֨ ת  שֵׁמֹ֗ ר  בְּמִסְפַּ֣ ם  אֲבֹתָ֑ ית  לְבֵ֣ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ ם  תּֽוֹלְדתָֹ֥ ר  אָשֵׁ֔ מ לִבְנֵי֣ 

ד  אֶחָ֧ ר  אָשֵׁ֑ ה  לְמַטֵּ֣ ם  דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ א׃ מא פּ� צָבָֽ א  יצֵֹ֥ ל  כֹּ֖ עְלָה  וָמַ֔ שָׁנָה֙  ים  עֶשְׂרִ֤
שׁ מֵאֽוֹת׃  חֲמֵ֥ לֶף וַֽ ים אֶ֖ וְאַרְבָּעִ֛

ן  ת מִבֶּ֨ ר שֵׁמֹ֗ ם בְּמִסְפַּ֣ ית אֲבֹתָ֑ ם לְבֵ֣ ם לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ י תּֽוֹלְדתָֹ֥ מב בְּנֵי֣ נַפְתָּלִ֔

ה  י שְׁלֹשָׁ֧ ה נַפְתָּלִ֑ ם לְמַטֵּ֣ דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ א׃ מג פּ� א צָבָֽ ל יצֵֹ֥ עְלָה כֹּ֖ ים שָׁנָה֙ וָמַ֔ עֶשְׂרִ֤
ע מֵאֽוֹת׃  לֶף וְאַרְבַּ֥ ים אֶ֖ חֲמִשִּׁ֛ וַֽ

שְׁנֵ֥ים  ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ י  וּנְשִׂיאֵ֣ הֲרןֹ֙  וְאַֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֤ ד  פָּקַ֨ אֲשֶׁר֩  ים  הַפְּקֻדִ֡ לֶּה  מד אֵ֣

י־ בְנֵֽ י  כָּל־פְּקוּדֵ֥ הְי֛וּ  הָיֽוּ׃ מה וַיִּֽ יו  לְבֵית־אֲבֹתָ֖ ד  אִישׁ־אֶחָ֥ ישׁ  אִ֑ ר  עָשָׂ֖
א  צָבָ֖ א  כָּל־יצֵֹ֥ עְלָה  וָמַ֔ שָׁנָה֙  ים  עֶשְׂרִ֤ ן  מִבֶּ֨ ם  אֲבֹתָ֑ ית  לְבֵ֣ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֖
ים  אֲלָפִ֑ וּשְׁלֹ֣שֶׁת  לֶף  אֶ֖ שֵׁשׁ־מֵא֥וֹת  ים  כָּל־הַפְּקֻדִ֔ הְיוּ֙  ל׃ מו וַיִּֽ בְּיִשְׂרָאֵֽ
ם׃  קְד֖וּ בְּתוֹכָֽ א הָתְפָּֽ ֹ֥ ם ל ה אֲבֹתָ֑ ם לְמַטֵּ֣ ים׃ מז וְהַלְוִיִּ֖ חֲמִשִּֽׁ שׁ מֵא֖וֹת וַֽ חֲמֵ֥ וַֽ
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(20) They totaled as follows: The descendants of Reuben, 
Israel’s first-born, the registration of the clans of their 
ancestral house, as listed by name, head by head, all males 
aged twenty years and over, all who were able to bear arms –

(21) those enrolled from the tribe of Reuben: 46,500.

(22) Of the descendants of Simeon, the registration of the 
clans of their ancestral house, their enrollment as listed by 
name, head by head, all males aged twenty years and over, all 
who were able to bear arms –

(23) those enrolled from the tribe of Simeon: 59,300.

(24) Of the descendants of Gad, the registration of the clans 
of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty years 
and over, all who were able to bear arms –

(25) those enrolled from the tribe of Gad: 45,650.

(26) Of the descendants of Judah, the registration of the clans 
of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty years 
and over, all who were able to bear arms –

(27) those enrolled from the tribe of Judah: 74,600.

(28) Of the descendants of Issachar, the registration of the 
clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty 
years and over, all who were able to bear arms –

(29) those enrolled from the tribe of Issachar: 54,400.

(30) Of the descendants of Zebulun, the registration of the 
clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty 
years and over, all who were able to bear arms –

(31) those enrolled from the tribe of Zebulun: 57,400.

(32) Of the descendants of Joseph: Of the descendants of 
Ephraim, the registration of the clans of their ancestral house, 
as listed by name, aged twenty years and over, all who were 
able to bear arms –

(33) those enrolled from the tribe of Ephraim: 40,500.

(34) Of the descendants of Manasseh, the registration of the 
clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty 
years and over, all who were able to bear arms –

(35) those enrolled from the tribe of Manasseh: 32,200.
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(36) Of the descendants of Benjamin, the registration of the 
clans of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty 
years and over, all who were able to bear arms –
(37) those enrolled from the tribe of Benjamin: 35,400.
(38) Of the descendants of Dan, the registration of the clans 
of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty years 
and over, all who were able to bear arms –
(39) those enrolled from the tribe of Dan: 62,700.
(40) Of the descendants of Asher, the registration of the clans 
of their ancestral house, as listed by name, aged twenty years 
and over, all who were able to bear arms –
(41) those enrolled from the tribe of Asher: 41,500.
(42) [Of] the descendants of Naphtali, the registration of the 
clans of their ancestral house as listed by name, aged twenty 
years and over, all who were able to bear arms –
(43) those enrolled from the tribe of Naphtali: 53,400.
(44) Those are the enrollments recorded by Moses and Aaron 
and by the chieftains of Israel, who were twelve in number, 
one man to each ancestral house.

(20) The descendants of Reuben, Israel’s first-born: Of all the 
twelve tribes, Reuben’s census results are reported first. Here the tribe 
of Reuben still retains its primacy, but later, as the journey through the 
wilderness begins, the leadership will pass to the tribe of Judah.

(21) Those enrolled from the tribe of Reuben: 46,500: Because 
the purpose of the census is to create an army, all the numbers are 
rounded to the size of one platoon – fifty men.

Reuben ... Simeon ... Gad ... Judah ... Issachar ... Zebulun: Here 
Gad appears before Judah. The ordering has changed; it no longer cor-
responds to the birth-order of Jacob’s children, but to the arrangement 
of the four camps in which the people were organized as they journeyed 
through the wilderness. Gad joins the camp of Reuben and Simon, and 
Judah forms another camp with Issachar and Zebulun (see illustration 
below).

This means that in the process of delineating the nation’s structure 
through a census of the entire Israelite community “by the clans of its 
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ancestral houses, listing the names” (Num. 1:2), a reorganization of the 
social order took place, and the structure of the relationships among 
the tribes was altered. Thus, in preparation for traversing the wilderness, 
the internal transformation of the Jewish people now begins.

§ 2.4. SIX HUNDRED THOUSAND PERSONS (1:45-47)

שְׁנֵ֥ים  ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ י  וּנְשִׂיאֵ֣ הֲרןֹ֙  וְאַֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֤ ד  פָּקַ֨ אֲשֶׁר֩  ים  הַפְּקֻדִ֡ לֶּה  מד אֵ֣

י־ בְנֵֽ י  כָּל־פְּקוּדֵ֥ הְי֛וּ  הָיֽוּ׃ מה וַיִּֽ יו  לְבֵית־אֲבֹתָ֖ ד  אִישׁ־אֶחָ֥ ישׁ  אִ֑ ר  עָשָׂ֖
א  צָבָ֖ א  כָּל־יצֵֹ֥ עְלָה  וָמַ֔ שָׁנָה֙  ים  עֶשְׂרִ֤ ן  מִבֶּ֨ ם  אֲבֹתָ֑ ית  לְבֵ֣ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֖
ים  אֲלָפִ֑ וּשְׁלֹ֣שֶׁת  לֶף  אֶ֖ שֵׁשׁ־מֵא֥וֹת  ים  כָּל־הַפְּקֻדִ֔ הְיוּ֙  ל׃ מו וַיִּֽ בְּיִשְׂרָאֵֽ
ם׃  קְד֖וּ בְּתוֹכָֽ א הָתְפָּֽ ֹ֥ ם ל ה אֲבֹתָ֑ ם לְמַטֵּ֣ ים׃ מז וְהַלְוִיִּ֖ חֲמִשִּֽׁ שׁ מֵא֖וֹת וַֽ חֲמֵ֥ וַֽ

(45) All the Israelites, aged twenty years and over, enrolled by 
ancestral houses, all those in Israel who were able to bear 
arms –

(46) all who were enrolled came to 603,550.

(47) The Levites, however, were not recorded among them by 
their ancestral tribe.

(46) All who were enrolled came to 603,550: That is, somewhat 
more than six hundred thousand men of military age. (The total number 
of people was obviously four to five times greater, or about three million 
people, but no such figure is mentioned anywhere in the Torah.)

We can consider six hundred thousand persons the “minimum na-
tional unit” of the Jewish people, the tipping point at which the quanti-
tative increase in population, reaching a certain threshold, gives rise to a 
qualitative change in the structure of a society: from a family, clan, and 
tribe to a people and nation. (In Jewish tradition there is even a special 
blessing that one recites upon seeing that many Jews in one place at 
the same time.) Only when the Israelite population had reached that 
minimum number could the Exodus happen, and that number remains 
operative for all the forty years of wanderings through the wilderness.
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The Gaon of Vilna once instructed his disciples,7 that when the time 
comes for the ge’ulah, the Messianic redemption, they should do their 
best to assure that there would be six hundred thousand Jews in the 
Land of Israel at that time. For if that should fail to happen, there would 
be very great misfortune. 

At the time of the Holocaust there were more than four hundred 
thousand Jews in the Land of Israel. By 1948 that figure had grown to 
six hundred thousand, and the State of Israel was born. When in 1967 
the population of Israel reached six hundred thousand men of military 
age, the Six Day War broke out, which gave the Jews access to the old 
city of Jerusalem and the Western Wall – the religious focal point of the 
country.

§ 2.5. THE TRIBE OF LEVI IS NOT INCLUDED  
IN THE GENERAL CENSUS (1:48-54)

וְאֶת־ ד  תִפְקֹ֔ א  ֹ֣ ל לֵוִי֙  ה  אֶת־מַטֵּ֤ ךְ  ר׃ מט אַ֣ לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  מח וַיְדַבֵּ֥

אֶת־הַלְוִיִּם֩  ד  ְקֵ֣ הַפ� ה  ל׃ נ וְאַתָּ֡ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ י  בְּנֵ֥ בְּת֖וֹךְ  א  תִשָּׂ֑ א  ֹ֣ ל ם  ראֹשָׁ֖
אֶת־ יִשְׂא֤וּ  מָּה  הֵ֜ כָּל־אֲשֶׁר־לוֹ֒  ל  וְעַ֣ כָּל־כֵּלָיו֮  ל  וְעַ֣ ת  עֵדֻ֜ הָֽ ן  עַל־מִשְׁכַּ֨
עַ  חֲנֽוּ׃ נא וּבִנְסֹ֣ יַֽ ן  לַמִּשְׁכָּ֖ יב  וְסָבִ֥ הוּ  רְתֻ֑ יְשָֽׁ ם  וְהֵ֖ יו  וְאֶת־כָּל־כֵּלָ֔ הַמִּשְׁכָּן֙ 
ר  וְהַזָּ֥ הַלְוִיִּ֑ם  אֹת֖וֹ  ימוּ  �ָקִ֥ י ן  הַמִּשְׁכָּ֔ חֲנֹת֙  וּבַֽ ם  הַלְוִיִּ֔ אֹתוֹ֙  ידוּ  יוֹרִ֤ ן  הַמִּשְׁכָּ֗
עַל־דִּגְל֖וֹ  ישׁ  וְאִ֥ ל־מַחֲנֵ֛הוּ  עַֽ ישׁ  אִ֧ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בְּנֵי֣  ת׃ נב וְחָנ֖וּ  יוּמָֽ ב  הַקָּרֵ֖
עַל־ צֶף  קֶ֔ א־יִהְיֶה֣  ֹֽ וְל ת  עֵדֻ֔ הָֽ ן  לְמִשְׁכַּ֣ סָבִיב֙  חֲנ֤וּ  יַֽ ם  ם׃ נג וְהַלְוִיִּ֞ לְצִבְאֹתָֽ
ֽיַּעֲשׂ֖וּ  עֵדֽוּת׃ נד וַ� ן הָֽ רֶת מִשְׁכַּ֥ ם אֶת־מִשְׁמֶ֖ מְרוּ֙ הַלְוִיִּ֔ ל וְשָֽׁ ת בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ עֲדַ֖

ן עָשֽׂוּ׃ ה כֵּ֥ ה י֛י אֶת־מֹשֶׁ֖ ר צִוָּ֧ כלֹ אֲשֶׁ֨ ל כְּ֠ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑

(48) For the Lord had spoken to Moses, saying:

(49) Do not on any account enroll the tribe of Levi or take a 
census of them with the Israelites.

7	 The Gaon’s disciples later published these statements in their celebrated 
book Kol Ha-Tor, where they describe his vision of the process of the Jewish 
people’s future return to the Land of Israel.
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(50) You shall put the Levites in charge of the Tabernacle of 
the Pact, all its furnishings, and everything that pertains to 
it: they shall carry the Tabernacle and all its furnishings, and 
they shall tend it; and they shall camp around the Tabernacle.

(51) When the Tabernacle is to set out, the Levites shall take it 
down, and when the Tabernacle is to be pitched, the Levites 
shall set it up; any outsider who encroaches shall be put to 
death.

(52) The Israelites shall encamp troop by troop, each man with 
his division and each under his standard.

(53) The Levites, however, shall camp around the Tabernacle of 
the Pact, that wrath may not strike the Israelite community; 
the Levites shall stand guard around the Tabernacle of the 
Pact.

(54) The Israelites did accordingly; just as the Lord had 
commanded Moses, so they did.

(49-50) Do not … enroll … or take a census … You shall put the 
Levites in charge: In this passage the verb P-K-D appears in various 
forms, but all in the sense of something positioned in its proper place, or 
functioning correctly. As noted previously, the same verb has given this 
book, Numbers, its name (Chumash Ha-Pekudim).

Do not on any account enroll the tribe of Levi or take a census 
of them: The Levites, in a certain sense, are “not quite the people of 
Israel.” Later, when the nation enters the Land, the Levites will own no 
portion in it: “You shall, however, have no territorial share among them 
or own any portion in their midst; I am your portion and your share 
among the Israelites” (Num. 18:20; see also Deut. 12:12, 14:27). 

When the nation goes to war, the Levites impart holiness to the sys-
tem by providing a connection between the people and the Temple, but 
they themselves do not fight, and are therefore not included in the cen-
sus. The Levites must remain apart from the people in order to serve as 

“a steppingstone to increased potential,” as it were, thereby promoting 
and increasing sanctity among all the other tribes.8

8	   For details see the discussion of Korah’s rebellion in § 12 below.
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You shall put the Levites in charge of the Tabernacle of the 
Pact: Here, it is the Levites (not the kohanim) who as a group are re-
sponsible for the Temple. The book of Numbers is strongly associated 
with the Levites specifically.

The Tabernacle of the Pact: Or, more literally, “the Tabernacle of 
the Testimony.”

The Tabernacle is known by several names: 

(i) Mishkan, literally, “place of habitation (or rest),” from the Hebrew 
root Sh-K-N, whence also Shekhinah, “the Divine Presence.” 

(ii) Mishkan ha-edut, literally, “dwelling of the testimony”, or (as 
here) “the Tabernacle of the Testimony,” because the two tablets, on 
which the Ten Commandments are inscribed as testimony to the giving 
of the Torah, are stored in the Tabernacle.

(iii) Ohel mo’ed, literally, “the Tent of Meeting (or Assembly),” “the 
Tabernacle of Revelation (or Predestination, Manifestation)”.

The words edut, and mo’ed, are cognates. They mean, respectively, 
“testimony” and “prearranged meeting.” That is, a predetermined place 
for a meeting with the Almighty. 

Another common meaning of mo’ed is “festival.” That is, one of the 
appointed times of the year for a meeting with the Almighty.

(53) The Levites shall stand guard around the Tabernacle of the 
Pact: The Levites are charged with two related functions with respect to 
the Temple: transporting it, and guarding it.
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§ 2.6. THE ORDERING OF THE CAMPS  
IN THE WILDERNESS (2:1-34)

ית  ישׁ עַל־דִּגְל֤וֹ בְאֹתֹת֙ לְבֵ֣ ר׃ ב אִ֣ ן לֵאמֹֽ ל־אַהֲרֹ֖ ה וְאֶֽ ר י֔י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ א וַיְדַבֵּ֣
חנִֹים֙  חֲנֽוּ׃ ג וְהַֽ יַֽ ד  הֶל־מוֹעֵ֖ לְאֹֽ יב  סָבִ֥ גֶד  מִנֶּ֕ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בְּנֵי֣  חֲנ֖וּ  יַֽ ם  אֲבֹתָ֔
ה  יְהוּדָ֔ לִבְנֵי֣  וְנָשִׂיא֙  ם  לְצִבְאֹתָ֑ ה  יְהוּדָ֖ ה  חֲנֵ֥ מַֽ גֶל  דֶּ֛ חָה  מִזְרָ֔ דְמָה  קֵ֣
שׁ  וְשֵׁ֥ לֶף  אֶ֖ ים  וְשִׁבְעִ֛ ה  אַרְבָּעָ֧ ם  דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ וּפ� ב׃ ד וּצְבָא֖וֹ  ינָדָֽ בֶּן־עַמִּֽ נַחְשׁ֖וֹן 
ל בֶּן־ ר נְתַנְאֵ֖ ר וְנָשִׂיא֙ לִבְנֵי֣ יִשָּׂשכָ֔ ה יִשָּׂשכָ֑ יו מַטֵּ֣ ים עָלָ֖ חֹנִ֥ מֵאֽוֹת׃ ה וְהַֽ
ה              מֵאֽוֹת׃ ז מַטֵּ֖ ע  וְאַרְבַּ֥ לֶף  אֶ֖ ים  חֲמִשִּׁ֛ וַֽ ה  אַרְבָּעָ֧ יו  וּפְקֻדָ֑ ר׃ ו וּצְבָא֖וֹ  צוּעָֽ
ה  שִׁבְעָ֧ יו  וּפְקֻדָ֑ בֶּן־חֵלֹֽן׃ ח וּצְבָא֖וֹ  ב  אֱלִיאָ֖ ן  זְבוּלֻ֔ לִבְנֵי֣  וְנָשִׂיא֙  ן  זְבוּלֻ֑
לֶף  ת אֶ֜ ה מְאַ֨ חֲנֵ֣ה יְהוּדָ֗ ים לְמַֽ ל־הַפְּקֻדִ֞ ע מֵאֽוֹת׃ ט כָּֽ לֶף וְאַרְבַּ֥ ים אֶ֖ חֲמִשִּׁ֛ וַֽ
עוּ׃  ה יִסָּֽ אשׁנָֹ֖ ם רִֽ ים וְאַרְבַּע־מֵא֖וֹת לְצִבְאֹתָ֑ שֶׁת־אֲלָפִ֥ לֶף וְשֵֽׁ ים אֶ֛ וּשְׁמֹנִ֥

ן אֱלִיצ֖וּר בֶּן־ ם וְנָשִׂיא֙ לִבְנֵי֣ רְאוּבֵ֔ נָה לְצִבְאֹתָ֑ ן תֵּימָ֖ חֲנֵ֧ה רְאוּבֵ֛ גֶל מַֽ י דֶּ֣

ם  חוֹנִ֥ שׁ מֵאֽוֹת׃ יב וְהַֽ חֲמֵ֥ לֶף וַֽ ים אֶ֖ ה וְאַרְבָּעִ֛ יו שִׁשָּׁ֧ שְׁדֵיאֽוּר׃ יא וּצְבָא֖וֹ וּפְקֻדָ֑
י׃ יג וּצְבָא֖וֹ  ישַׁדָּֽ ל בֶּן־צוּרִֽ מִיאֵ֖ ה שִׁמְע֑וֹן וְנָשִׂיא֙ לִבְנֵי֣ שִׁמְע֔וֹן שְׁלֻֽ יו מַטֵּ֣ עָלָ֖
וְנָשִׂיא֙  גָּ֑ד  ה  מֵאֽוֹת׃ יד וּמַטֵּ֖ וּשְׁלֹ֥שׁ  לֶף  אֶ֖ ים  חֲמִשִּׁ֛ וַֽ ה  תִּשְׁעָ֧ ם  דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ וּפ�
לֶף  ה וְאַרְבָּעִים֙ אֶ֔ ם חֲמִשָּׁ֤ דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ ל׃ טו וּצְבָא֖וֹ וּפ� ף בֶּן־רְעוּאֵֽ ד אֶלְיָסָ֖ לִבְנֵי֣ גָ֔
ד  לֶף וְאֶחָ֨ ת אֶ֜ ן מְאַ֨ חֲנֵ֣ה רְאוּבֵ֗ ים לְמַֽ ל־הַפְּקֻדִ֞ ים׃ טז כָּֽ חֲמִשִּֽׁ שׁ מֵא֖וֹת וַֽ וְשֵׁ֥

עוּ׃  ם יִסָּֽ ם וּשְׁנִיִּ֖ ים לְצִבְאֹתָ֑ חֲמִשִּׁ֖ לֶף וְאַרְבַּע־מֵא֥וֹת וַֽ ים אֶ֛ חֲמִשִּׁ֥ וַֽ

עוּ  ן יִסָּ֔ חֲנוּ֙ כֵּ֣ ר יַֽ אֲשֶׁ֤ ת כַּֽ מַּחֲנֹ֑ ם בְּת֣וֹךְ הַֽ ה הַלְוִיִּ֖ חֲנֵ֥ ד מַֽ הֶל־מוֹעֵ֛ ע אֹֽ יז וְנָסַ֧
ם׃  ישׁ עַל־יָד֖וֹ לְדִגְלֵיהֶֽ אִ֥

ע  ישָׁמָ֖ אֱלִֽ יִם  אֶפְרַ֔ לִבְנֵי֣  וְנָשִׂיא֙  יָ֑מָּה  ם  לְצִבְאֹתָ֖ יִם  אֶפְרַ֛ ה  חֲנֵ֥ מַֽ גֶל  יח דֶּ֣
יו  מֵאֽוֹת׃ כ וְעָלָ֖ שׁ  חֲמֵ֥ וַֽ לֶף  אֶ֖ ים  אַרְבָּעִ֥ ם  דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ וּפ� בֶּן־עַמִּיהֽוּד׃ יט וּצְבָא֖וֹ 
בֶּן־פְּדָהצֽוּר׃ כא וּצְבָא֖וֹ  ל  גַּמְלִיאֵ֖ ה  מְנַשֶּׁ֔ לִבְנֵי֣  וְנָשִׂיא֙  ה  מְנַשֶּׁ֑ ה  מַטֵּ֣
ן וְנָשִׂיא֙ לִבְנֵי֣  ה בִּנְיָמִ֑ יִם׃ כב וּמַטֵּ֖ לֶף וּמָאתָֽ ים אֶ֖ �֧יִם וּשְׁלֹשִׁ֛ ם שְׁנַ דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ וּפ�
לֶף  אֶ֖ ים  וּשְׁלֹשִׁ֛ ה  חֲמִשָּׁ֧ ם  דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ וּפ� י׃ כג וּצְבָא֖וֹ  בֶּן־גִּדְענִֹֽ ן  אֲבִידָ֖ ן  בִנְיָמִ֔
נַת־ וּשְׁמֹֽ לֶף  אֶ֛ ת  מְאַ֥ יִם  אֶפְרַ֗ חֲנֵ֣ה  לְמַֽ ים  ל־הַפְּקֻדִ֞ מֵאֽוֹת׃ כד כָּֽ ע  וְאַרְבַּ֥

עוּ׃  ים יִסָּֽ ם וּשְׁלִשִׁ֖ ה לְצִבְאֹתָ֑ ים וּמֵאָ֖ אֲלָפִ֥
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זֶר  אֲחִיעֶ֖ ן  דָ֔ לִבְנֵי֣  וְנָשִׂיא֙  ם  לְצִבְאֹתָ֑ נָה  צָפֹ֖ ן  דָ֛ ה  חֲנֵ֥ מַֽ גֶל   כה דֶּ֣

ע  וּשְׁבַ֥ לֶף  אֶ֖ ים  וְשִׁשִּׁ֛ �֧יִם  שְׁנַ ם  דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ וּפ� י׃ כו וּצְבָא֖וֹ  ישַׁדָּֽ בֶּן־עַמִּֽ
בֶּן־ ל  פַּגְעִיאֵ֖ ר  אָשֵׁ֔ לִבְנֵי֣  וְנָשִׂיא֙  ר  אָשֵׁ֑ ה  מַטֵּ֣ יו  עָלָ֖ ים  חֹנִ֥ מֵאֽוֹת׃ כז וְהַֽ
ה  שׁ מֵאֽוֹת׃ כט וּמַטֵּ֖ חֲמֵ֥ לֶף וַֽ ים אֶ֖ ד וְאַרְבָּעִ֛ ם אֶחָ֧ דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ ן׃ כח וּצְבָא֖וֹ וּפ� עָכְרָֽ
ה  ם שְׁלֹשָׁ֧ דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ ֽן׃ ל וּצְבָא֖וֹ וּפ� ע בֶּן־עֵינָ� י אֲחִירַ֖ י וְנָשִׂיא֙ לִבְנֵי֣ נַפְתָּלִ֔ נַפְתָּלִ֑
לֶף  אֶ֗ ת  מְאַ֣ ן  דָ֔ חֲנֵה  לְמַ֣ מֵאֽוֹת׃ לא כָּל־הַפְּקֻדִים֙  ע  וְאַרְבַּ֥ לֶף  אֶ֖ ים  חֲמִשִּׁ֛ וַֽ

ם׃  ה יִסְע֖וּ לְדִגְלֵיהֶֽ חֲרנָֹ֥ שׁ מֵא֑וֹת לָאַֽ לֶף וְשֵׁ֣ ים אֶ֖ חֲמִשִּׁ֛ ה וַֽ וְשִׁבְעָ֧

ם  מַּחֲנֹת֙ לְצִבְאֹתָ֔ י הַֽ ם כָּל־פְּקוּדֵ֤ ית אֲבֹתָ֑ ל לְבֵ֣ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ י בְנֵֽ לֶּה פְּקוּדֵ֥ לב אֵ֛
ם  לְוִיִּ֔ ים׃ לג וְהַ֨ חֲמִשִּֽׁ וַֽ מֵא֖וֹת  שׁ  חֲמֵ֥ וַֽ ים  אֲלָפִ֔ וּשְׁלֹ֣שֶׁת  לֶף֙  אֶ֨ שֵׁשׁ־מֵא֥וֹת 
ֽיַּעֲשׂ֖וּ בְּנֵי֣  ה׃ לד וַ� ה י֖י אֶת־מֹשֶֽׁ ר צִוָּ֥ אֲשֶׁ֛ ל כַּֽ קְד֔וּ בְּת֖וֹךְ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ א הָתְפָּֽ ֹ֣ ל
ישׁ  עוּ אִ֥ ן נָסָ֔ ן־חָנ֤וּ לְדִגְלֵיהֶם֙ וְכֵ֣ ה כֵּֽ ה י֜י אֶת־מֹשֶׁ֗ כלֹ אֲשֶׁר־צִוָּ֨ ל כְּ֠ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑

יו׃ ית אֲבֹתָֽ יו עַל־בֵּ֥ לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying:

(2) The Israelites shall camp each with his standard, under the 
banners of their ancestral house; they shall camp around the 
Tent of Meeting at a distance.

(3) Camped on the front, or east side: the standard of the 
division of Judah, troop by troop. Chieftain of the Judites: 
Nahshon son of Amminadab.

(4) His troop, as enrolled: 74,600.

(5) Camping next to it: The tribe of Issachar. Chieftain of the 
Issacharites: Nethanel son of Zuar.

(6) His troop, as enrolled: 54,400.

(7) The tribe of Zebulun. Chieftain of the Zebulunites: Eliab son 
of Helon.

(8) His troop, as enrolled: 57,400.

(9) The total enrolled in the division of Judah: 186,400, for all 
troops. These shall march first.

(10) On the south: the standard of the division of Reuben, troop 
by troop. Chieftain of the Reubenites: Elizur son of Shedeur.
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(11) His troop, as enrolled: 46,500.

(12) Camping next to it: The tribe of Simeon. Chieftain of the 
Simeonites: Shelumiel son of Zurishaddai.

(13) His troop, as enrolled: 59,300.

(14) And the tribe of Gad. Chieftain of the Gadites: Eliasaph son 
of Reuel.

(15) His troop, as enrolled: 45,650.

(16) The total enrolled in the division of Reuben: 151,450, for 
all troops. These shall march second.

(17) Then, midway between the divisions, the Tent of Meeting, 
the division of the Levites, shall move. As they camp, so they 
shall march, each in position, by their standards.

(18) On the west: the standard of the division of Ephraim, 
troop by troop. Chieftain of the Ephraimites: Elishama son of 
Ammihud.

(19) His troop, as enrolled: 40,500.

(20) Next to it: The tribe of Manasseh. Chieftain of the 
Manassites: Gamaliel son of Pedahzur.

(21) His troop, as enrolled: 32,200.

(22) And the tribe of Benjamin. Chieftain of the Benjaminites: 
Abidan son of Gideoni.

(23) His troop, as enrolled: 35,400.

(24) The total enrolled in the division of Ephraim: 108,100 for 
all troops. These shall march third.

(25) On the north: the standard of the division of Dan, troop by 
troop. Chieftain of the Danites: Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai.

(26) His troop, as enrolled: 62,700.

(27) Camping next to it: The tribe of Asher. Chieftain of the 
Asherites: Pagiel son of Ochran.

(28) His troop, as enrolled: 41,500.

(29) And the tribe of Naphtali. Chieftain of the Naphtalites: 
Ahira son of Enan.
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(30) His troop, as enrolled: 53,400.

(31) The total enrolled in the division of Dan: 157,600. These 
shall march last, by their standards.

(32) Those are the enrollments of the Israelites by ancestral 
houses. The total enrolled in the divisions, for all troops: 
603,550.

(33) The Levites, however, were not recorded among the 
Israelites, as the Lord had commanded Moses.

(34) The Israelites did accordingly; just as the Lord had 
commanded Moses, so they camped by their standards, and 
so they marched, each with his clan according to his ancestral 
house.

(2) The Israelites shall camp: Knowing the order of the camps and 
the sequence of their movements helps to understand the structure of 
the nation.

Each with his standard: The banner is visible from afar. It is a very 
noticeable, eye-catching representation of the tribe’s unique identity. 
According to the Midrash, the color of each tribe’s banner matched the 
color of the tribe’s stone on the High Priest's breastpiece (Exod. 28:21). 
The color and banner of each tribe proclaims the tribe’s special char-
acter, its “color” in the sense of a defining principle. Only through the 
integration and unification of all these ideas is it possible to build a fully 
developed Jewish nation.

They shall camp around the Tent of Meeting at a distance: Here 
the Torah establishes the concept of holiness as central to the life of 
the Jewish people. And yet, this concept is further complemented by the 
idea that the people must keep some distance from the Tabernacle, from 
the center of holiness, thus emphasizing that holiness has a transcen-
dental character.

(3-9) Camped on the front, or east side: the standard of the 
division of Judah … These shall march first: The restructuring of the 
national leadership continues. In verse 1:20, Reuben, the eldest son of 
Jacob, was mentioned first. But here the leadership now belongs to the 
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tribe of Judah, and it is the tribe of Judah who will later become the tribe 
of royalty.

On the front, or east side: Judah’s encampment position is on the 
east, facing the entrance to the Tabernacle of Revelation and adjacent to 
Moses’ and Aaron’s position. This strengthens the connection between 
the nation’s religious and military leadership.

(3-7) The standard of the division of Judah... Camping next to 
it: The tribe of Issachar … The tribe of Zebulun: Issachar and Zebu-
lun, Leah’s younger sons, accept Judah’s leadership, unlike Reuben and 
Simon, her two oldest sons, who object to it.

The Midrash also reports that there was a special cooperation and 
partnership between the tribes of Issachar and Zebulun, and that subse-
quently they occupied adjacent territories in the Land of Israel.

(10-14) On the south: the standard of the division of Reuben… 
Camping next to it: The tribe of Simeon … (14) And the tribe of 
Gad: Because Reuben and Simon, Leah’s oldest sons, refuse to acknowl-
edge the leadership of Judah, their younger brother, they are in a differ-
ent camp. Gad, the eldest son of Zilpah, Leah’s maidservant, joins them. 
Thus, this is the camp of those who are offended by the position that 
Judah is now assuming, which will come to a head in the insurrection of 
Korah and with the neighboring family, the descendants of Kohat (see 
below Num. 3:5).

Reuben and Gad, who become close allies during the journey through 
the wilderness, will later settle together in the Transjordan (Num. 32:1), 
while Simon, a problematic tribe,9 loses his right to a receive his own 
inheritance in the Land and is subsumed by the territory of Judah.

(18-22) On the west: the standard of the division of Ephraim 
… Next to it: The tribe of Manasseh … And the tribe of Benjamin: 
These are the children of Rachel, the second center of the Jewish people, 
in the sense that they serve as a counterweight to the kingdom of Judah. 
From them will descend the “other” Messiah, Mashiach ben Yosef, a com-
plement and contrast to the primary Messiah, who is a scion of Judah.

9	 This is evident, for example, in the incident of Zimri (Num. 25:14).
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(25-29) On the north: the standard of the division of Dan … The 
tribe of Asher … And the tribe of Naphtali: These are the descen-
dants of the Jacob’s two handmaidens, Bilhah and Zilpah. Because Gad 
(the first-born of Zilpah, Leah’s handmaiden) was assigned to Reuben’s 
camp, Dan (the first-born of Bilhah, Rachel’s handmaiden) is given a 
leading role here, and the younger sons of the handmaidens consent to 
his leadership. 

Dan is an anarchistic tribe, who opposes the system on principle. Its 
most prominent representative is Samson, a “hooligan judge.”10 In the 
journey through the Wilderness, the Dan camp is called (Num. 10:25) 
the “rear guard” (which the Midrash also understands as “the camp that 
lags behind”).

Thus, although several centuries have already passed since the era 
of Jacob and his twelve sons, the physical positioning and subordination 
hierarchy of the tribes generally preserves the structure of Jacob’s fam-
ily, albeit with some changes, such as the leadership of Judah. But this 
too had been established early on, even during the lifetimes of Jacob’s 
sons, the founders of the twelve tribes (see Gen. 49:10).

(17) Then, midway between the divisions … the division of the 
Levites: Although the tribes retain the hierarchy of Jacob’s twelve sons, 
this does not apply to the Levites, who depart from the structure of the 
tribes and assume a central role in the Temple. Thus, all the rest of the 
tribes align themselves around the Levites.

(17) Then, midway between the divisions, the Tent of Meeting, 
the division of the Levites, shall move: During normal movement 
through the wilderness, the Levites march at the center of the camps of 
the twelve tribes, but at the onset of the wilderness travels the order was 
different. See § 9.2 below.

10	 See Jud. 13:2, and also the story of Micah’s idol in Jud. 18. Later, this tribe 
will not be able to take possession of the territory of the country allotted 
to them (the area along the Mediterranean coast that is now Tel Aviv and 
Gush Dan), and they will relocate instead to the north (the vicinity of to-
day’s Tel Dan Nature Reserve), near the territories of Asher and Naphtali.
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§ 3. ENUMERATING THE LEVITES

§ 3.1. THE LEVITE ADMINISTRATION AS HEADED  
BY AARON’S SONS (3:1-10)

לֶּה  י׃ ב וְאֵ֛ ר סִינָֽ ה בְּהַ֥ ר י֛י אֶת־מֹשֶׁ֖ ה בְּי֗וֹם דִּבֶּ֧ ן וּמֹשֶׁ֑ הֲרֹ֖ ת אַֽ לֶּה תּֽוֹלְדֹ֥ א וְאֵ֛
לֶּה שְׁמוֹת֙  ר׃ ג אֵ֗ יתָמָֽ אֲבִיה֕וּא אֶלְעָזָ֖ר וְאִֽ ב וַֽ ר ׀ נָדָ֑ ן הַבְּכֹ֣ נֵי־אַהֲרֹ֖ שְׁמ֥וֹת בְּֽ
ב  נָדָ֣ ן׃ ד וַיָּמָ֣ת  לְכַהֵֽ ם  יָדָ֖ א  אֲשֶׁר־מִלֵּ֥ ים  הַמְּשֻׁחִ֑ ים  הֲנִ֖ הַכֹּֽ ן  הֲרֹ֔ אַֽ בְּנֵי֣ 
א־ ֹֽ ים ל י וּבָנִ֖ ר סִינַ֔ ה לִפְנֵ֤י יי֙ בְּמִדְבַּ֣ שׁ זָרָ֜ הַקְרִבָם֩ אֵ֨ אֲבִיה֣וּא לִפְנֵי֣ י֡י בְּֽ וַֽ

ם׃  ן אֲבִיהֶֽ הֲרֹ֥ ר עַל־פְּנֵ֖י אַֽ יתָמָ֔ ן אֶלְעָזָר֙ וְאִ֣ ם וַיְכַהֵ֤ הָי֣וּ לָהֶ֑
אֹת֔וֹ  עֲמַדְתָּ֣  וְהַֽ י  לֵוִ֔ ה  אֶת־מַטֵּ֣ ר׃ ו הַקְרֵב֙  לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  ה וַיְדַבֵּ֥
רֶת֙  מְר֣וּ אֶת־מִשְׁמַרְתּ֗וֹ וְאֶת־מִשְׁמֶ֨ רְת֖וּ אֹתֽוֹ׃ ז וְשָֽׁ ן וְשֵֽׁ ן הַכּהֵֹ֑ הֲרֹ֣ לִפְנֵ֖י אַֽ
ת־ מְר֗וּ אֶֽ ן׃ ח וְשָֽׁ ת הַמִּשְׁכָּֽ ד אֶת־עֲבדַֹ֥ עֲבֹ֖ ד לַֽ הֶל מוֹעֵ֑ ה לִפְנֵ֖י אֹ֣ עֵדָ֔ כָּל־הָ֣
ת  אֶת־עֲבדַֹ֥ ד  עֲבֹ֖ לַֽ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בְּנֵי֣  רֶת  וְאֶת־מִשְׁמֶ֖ ד  מוֹעֵ֔ הֶל  אֹ֣ כָּל־כְּלֵי֙ 
ל֔וֹ  מָּה֙  הֵ֨ ם  נְתוּנִ֥ ם  נְתוּנִ֨ וּלְבָנָ֑יו  ן  הֲרֹ֖ לְאַֽ ם  אֶת־הַלְוִיִּ֔ תַתָּה֙  ן׃ ט וְנָֽ הַמִּשְׁכָּֽ
ם  אֶת־כְּהֻנָּתָ֑ מְר֖וּ  וְשָֽׁ ד  תִּפְקֹ֔ וְאֶת־בָּנָיו֙  ן  הֲרֹ֤ ל׃ י וְאֶת־אַֽ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ י  בְּנֵ֥ ת  מֵאֵ֖

ת׃  ב יוּמָֽ ר הַקָּרֵ֖ וְהַזָּ֥

(1) This is the line of Aaron and Moses at the time that the 
Lord spoke with Moses on Mount Sinai.
(2) These were the names of Aaron’s sons: Nadab, the first-
born, and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar;
(3) those were the names of Aaron’s sons, the anointed priests 
who were ordained for priesthood.
(4) But Nadab and Abihu died by the will of the Lord, when 
they offered alien fire before the Lord in the wilderness of 
Sinai; and they left no sons. So it was Eleazar and Ithamar 
who served as priests in the lifetime of their father Aaron.
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(5) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
(6) Advance the tribe of Levi and place them in attendance 
upon Aaron the priest to serve him.
(7) They shall perform duties for him and for the whole 
community before the Tent of Meeting, doing the work of the 
Tabernacle.
(8) They shall take charge of all the furnishings of the Tent of 
Meeting –a duty on behalf of the Israelites – doing the work 
of the Tabernacle.
(9) You shall assign the Levites to Aaron and to his sons: they 
are formally assigned to him from among the Israelites.
(10) You shall make Aaron and his sons responsible for observing 
their priestly duties; and any outsider who encroaches shall 
be put to death.

(1) This is the line of Aaron and Moses at the time that the Lord 
spoke with Moses on Mount Sinai: After that introduction (“the line 
of Aaron and Moses”) only the line of Aaron is mentioned. There is no 
mention of Moses’ line. The Midrash explains that Moses appears in this 
context because he became a spiritual father to Aaron’s sons.11

11	 Aaron’s sons are mentioned in the Torah many times, but Moses’ two sons 
only three times: at the birth of the older son (Exod. 2:22), upon leaving 
Midian (Exod. 4:20), and when Jethro arrives at Sinai, accompanied by Moses’ 
wife and children (Exod. 18:3). Beyond that, nothing at all is reported about 
Moses’ two sons. 

	 Moreover, as personalities Moses’ sons never act anywhere in the Torah; they 
are always objects, never subjects. But Aaron’s sons, on the contrary, are al-
ways subjects and highly active (sometimes even too active, see Lev. 10:1). 
By taking charge of a priesthood after Aaron, they perform the important 
national function.

	 The Midrash even believes that Moses’ sons were rather unworthy individ-
uals, and that the Levite in the incident of Micah’s idol (Jud. 17:7) was a 
descendant of Moses.  We can take this in some sense as a criticism of Moses, 
for being so occupied with needs of the nation that he paid little attention to 
raising his own children. 

	 Moses alienation from family life went still further, for he even separated 
from his wife (which happened at the very beginning of the journey through 
the wilderness, not long after the Revelation at Sinai). It is therefore obvious 
that Moses was not in a position to properly influence his children. 

	 As he also says about himself below (see § 9.4), Moses’ immortal contribution 
to the Jewish people was as Moshe rabbeinu, “Moses our teacher” (not pro-
genitor). He was eminently successful as a teacher, but a failure as a parent.
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(4) So it was Eleazar and Ithamar who served as priests in the 
lifetime of their father Aaron: This verse introduces us to the fact 
that the Levites will eventually concede the leadership position to the, 
kohanim, the descendants of Aaron.

(6) Advance the tribe of Levi and place them in attendance 
upon Aaron the priest to serve him: Earlier, the Torah gave a detailed 
account of the organization of all the other tribes. Here we learn the 
nature of the hierarchical order within the tribe of Levi.

(9) You shall assign the Levites to Aaron and to his sons: they are 
formally assigned to him from among the Israelites: Thus, the Levites 
were removed, as it were, from the nation as a whole, and transferred in-
stead to the descendants of Aaron That is, in terms of governance, Lev-
ites were formally assigned to serve under Aaron's descendants direct 
supervision.

§ 3.2. THE LEVITES REPLACE THE FIRSTBORNS (3:11-16)

ם מִתּוֹךְ֙ בְּנֵי֣  חְתִּי אֶת־הַלְוִיִּ֗ �ָקַ֣ י הִנֵּ֧ה ל אֲנִ֞ ר׃ יב וַֽ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ יא וַיְדַבֵּ֥
י לִי֮  ם׃ יג כִּ֣ י הַלְוִיִּֽ יוּ לִ֖ ל וְהָ֥ חֶם מִבְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ טֶר רֶ֖ חַת כָּל־בְּכ֛וֹר פֶּ֥ ל תַּ֧ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔
י כָל־בְּכוֹר֙  שְׁתִּי לִ֤ יִם הִקְדַּ֨ רֶץ מִצְרַ֗ י כָל־בְּכ֜וֹר בְּאֶ֣ כָּל־בְּכוֹר֒ בְּיוֹם֩ הַכּתִֹ֨

י יֽי׃  הְי֖וּ אֲנִ֥ י יִֽ ה לִ֥ ם עַד־בְּהֵמָ֑ אָדָ֖ ל מֵֽ בְּיִשְׂרָאֵ֔

ית  לְבֵ֥ י  לֵוִ֔ ר׃ טו פְּקדֹ֙ אֶת־בְּנֵי֣  ר סִינַ֖י לֵאמֹֽ ה בְּמִדְבַּ֥ יי֙ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ ר  יד וַיְדַבֵּ֤
ד  ם׃ טז וַיִּפְקֹ֥ תִּפְקְדֵֽ עְלָה  וָמַ֖ דֶשׁ  מִבֶּן־חֹ֥ ר  כָּל־זָכָ֛ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֑ ם  אֲבֹתָ֖
ם  בִּשְׁמֹתָ֑ י  י־לֵוִ֖ בְנֵֽ לֶּה  הְיוּ־אֵ֥ ה׃ יז וַיִּֽ צֻוָּֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֖ כַּֽ י֑י  י  עַל־פִּ֣ ה  מֹשֶׁ֖ ם  אֹתָ֛
י  לִבְנִ֖ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֑ נֵי־גֵרְשׁ֖וֹן  בְּֽ שְׁמ֥וֹת  לֶּה  י׃ יח וְאֵ֛ וּמְרָרִֽ ת  וּקְהָ֖ ֽרְשׁ֕וֹן  גֵּ�
ל׃ כ וּבְנֵ֧י  ר חֶבְר֖וֹן וְעֻזִּיאֵֽ ם וְיִצְהָ֔ ם עַמְרָ֣ ת לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֑ י קְהָ֖ י׃ יט וּבְנֵ֥ וְשִׁמְעִֽ
ית  לְבֵ֥ י  הַלֵּוִ֖ ת  מִשְׁפְּחֹ֥ ם  הֵ֛ לֶּה  אֵ֥ י  וּמוּשִׁ֑ י  מַחְלִ֣ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ י  מְרָרִ֛
לֶּה  אֵ֣ י  הַשִּׁמְעִ֑ חַת  וּמִשְׁפַּ֖ י  הַלִּבְנִ֔ חַת֙  מִשְׁפַּ֨ ם׃ כא לְגֵ�֣רְשׁ֔וֹן  אֲבֹתָֽ
דֶשׁ  מִבֶּן־חֹ֖ ר  כָּל־זָכָ֔ ר  בְּמִסְפַּ֣ דֵיהֶם֙  ְקֻֽ י׃ כב פּ� ֽרְשֻׁנִּֽ הַגֵּ� ת  מִשְׁפְּחֹ֖ ם  הֵ֔
י  ֽרְשֻׁנִּ֑ הַגֵּ� ת  מֵאֽוֹת׃ כג מִשְׁפְּחֹ֖ שׁ  חֲמֵ֥ וַֽ ים  אֲלָפִ֖ ת  שִׁבְעַ֥ ם  דֵיהֶ֔ ְקֻ֣ פּ� עְלָה  וָמָ֑
בֶּן־ ף  אֶלְיָסָ֖ י  ֽרְשֻׁנִּ֑ לַגֵּ� ב  ית־אָ֖ בֵֽ יא  מָּה׃ כד וּנְשִׂ֥ יָֽ חֲנ֖וּ  יַֽ ן  הַמִּשְׁכָּ֛ י  חֲרֵ֧ אַֽ
הוּ  מִכְסֵ֕ הֶל  וְהָאֹ֑ ן  הַמִּשְׁכָּ֖ ד  מוֹעֵ֔ הֶל  בְּאֹ֣ י־גֵרְשׁוֹן֙  בְּנֵֽ רֶת  ל׃ כה וּמִשְׁמֶ֤ לָאֵֽ
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ר  ר אֲשֶׁ֧ חָצֵ֔ תַח הֶֽ ר וְאֶת־מָסַךְ֙ פֶּ֣ חָצֵ֗ י הֶֽ ד׃ כו וְקַלְעֵ֣ הֶל מוֹעֵֽ תַח אֹ֥ ךְ פֶּ֖ וּמָסַ֕
דָתֽוֹ׃  ל עֲבֹֽ יו לְכֹ֖ יתָרָ֔ יב וְאֵת֙ מֵֽ חַ סָבִ֑ ן וְעַל־הַמִּזְבֵּ֖ עַל־הַמִּשְׁכָּ֛

(11) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

(12) I hereby take the Levites from among the Israelites in 
place of all the first-born, the first issue of the womb among 
the Israelites: the Levites shall be Mine.

(13) For every first-born is Mine: at the time that I smote every 
first-born in the land of Egypt, I consecrated every first-born 
in Israel, man and beast, to Myself, to be Mine, the Lord’s.

(14) The Lord spoke to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai, saying:

(15) Record the Levites by ancestral house and by clan; record 
every male among them from the age of one month up.

(16) So Moses recorded them at the command of the Lord, as 
he was bidden.

(13) At the time that I smote every first-born in the land of 
Egypt, I consecrated every first-born in Israel: When God smote all 
the Egyptian firstborns in the last of the ten Egyptian plagues, the Jew-
ish firstborns could have perished as well. This was because they were 
also “first-born in the land of Egypt.” But they were spared, and there-
fore they now “belong to the Almighty.”

(12) I hereby take the Levites … in place of all the first-born: 
Thus, the elevated status now conferred on the Levites represents two 
stages of advancement, as we shall soon explain in the following para-
graphs. First, that special status passed from the Egyptian firstborns to 
their Jewish counterparts. And then the Jewish firstborns were replaced 
by the Levites.

Among all ancient peoples and cultures, the firstborn played an im-
portant role in family life. Because firstborns are chronologically the 
oldest of all the siblings, it was natural that they would occupy a leader-
ship position, in physical terms (becoming the heads of the ruling class) 
and also spiritually (including, for example, their right and/or duty to 
offer sacrifices to higher powers). 

The right of the firstborn also played a significant role in the conflict 
between Egypt and the Israelites leading up to the Exodus. As Moses 
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was about to begin his mission to lead the Israelites out of Egypt, God 
commanded him: “Then you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the Lord: 
Israel is My first-born son’ ” (Exod. 4:22).12 This means that the primacy 
of Egypt (which considered itself the “firstborn” of humanity, that is, the 
oldest and most advanced civilization of that era) would be transferred 
at the Exodus to Israel, for the future was being bequeathed to them. In 
this sense it is symbolic that the final and definitive Egyptian plague was 
none other than the death of the firstborns.

Jewish culture in Egypt adopted many important ideas from the 
dominant Egyptian culture. These would later be superseded by authen-
tic Jewish values, but it could not happen immediately. Therefore, at 
the first stage, the Egyptian system based on the special status of the 
firstborns was replaced by a similar Jewish system: the Jewish firstborns 
were consecrated to God, and they should have become the nation’s 
spiritual leaders. But in fact, the Jewish spiritual leadership passed from 
the firstborns to the Levites.13 And this was the second stage of the de-
parture from the Egyptian spiritual system.

At the superficial level, the transition from the firstborns to the Lev-
ites was the result of worshipping the golden calf. Since it was mainly 
the firstborns who were responsible for maintaining communication 
with higher forces, it was mostly they who were considered at fault for 
creating and worshipping the calf – notwithstanding that members of 
all the other tribes (except Levi) of varied backgrounds and statuses, and 
not only firstborns – also participated. 

The Levites in that situation, demonstrated their staunch loyalty to 
God and to the Torah by opposing the worship of the golden calf. Thus 
became obvious to the entire nation that replacing the firstborns with 
the Levites for the Temple service was only right and proper.

12	 For details see Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, §§ 6.2 and 10.3.Gush 
Dan), and they will relocate instead to the north (the vicinity of today’s Tel 
Dan Nature Reserve), near the territories of Asher and Naphtali.

13	 Nonetheless, certain elements of the firstborns’ special status have been 
preserved in Jewish tradition, most notably: the commandment to redeem 
the firstborns (Exod. 13:1 ff. and elsewhere), the law granting the firstborn 
a double share in his father’s inheritance (Deut. 21:15 ff.), and the fast of 
the firstborns on the eve of Passover.
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However, citing the incident of the golden calf as the reason for that 
is a kind of "reverse logic,” a post-factum justification: because the first-
borns proved themselves unfit for fulfilling their role, they were removed 
from the position of leadership. 

In truth, however, that reason alone would be insufficient to justify 
such a serious change in the firstborns’ status. After all, the Jewish na-
tion as a whole, and not only the firstborns, violated the Covenant by 
worshipping the calf. But the people were granted an opportunity for 
correction; they were not replaced by en masse by another nation.

Obviously then, the worship of the golden calf is only a pretext for 
transferring the firstborns’ leadership status to Levites. From the very 
beginning the Levites were destined to become spiritual leaders; the 
incident of the calf only provided an occasion for the final transfer of 
authority. 

In actuality, however, the true reason for the replacement is com-
pletely different. Namely: the fact that it was Aaron, the founder of the 
kohanim dynasty and also the chief of the Levites, who had managed to 
solve definitively one of mankind’s most complex and challenging prob-
lems – the problem of the primacy of the firstborn. And therefore, it was 
only right that primacy should be given to him.

Throughout all the generations of the book of Genesis, the matter of 
firstborn primacy is a grievous problem. In theory, the firstborn, who is 
the first child in the family to overcome life’s obstacles, and who passes 
on the experience he has so acquired to his younger siblings, should sim-
ply acknowledge and accept his higher level of responsibility. In practice, 
however, things usually turn out quite different, and in the history of 
mankind it was often the firstborn who became a source of conflict. 

Beginning with the story of Cain and Abel, we see ongoing conflicts 
between firstborns and their younger siblings: the conflicts of Isaac 
and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau, and Joseph and his brothers. The replace-
ment of Manasseh with Ephraim in Jacob’s blessing was also a source 
of conflict. In all these cases, the firstborn was unable to cope with the 
leadership entrusted to him. Many generations sought a resolution for 
this problem, but they all failed. Ultimately, it was necessary to abolish 
the special status conferred by the birthright, and to transfer the role of 



58 Bible Dynamics. Book of Numbers

the firstborns (that is, leadership, not inheritance of assets which still 
favored the firstborn who received a double portion) to Aaron and the 
Levites instead.

The source of this problem of the firstborn is revealed in the Torah’s 
description of the birth of Adam and Eve’s children. Eve says: “I have 
gained a male child with the help of the Lord” (Gen. 4:1). The literal 
translation is simply, “I have acquired a man with the Lord.” The Al-
mighty gives life, and man rises to the level of the Creator by bringing 
new life into the world. With the birth of Cain, Eve gained her full human 
status, the status of progenitor, and we should therefore understand her 
words as: “I have myself now acquired the status of a complete human 
being, and in this I am now one with the Lord.” 

Like all firstborns generally, Cain, by the very fact of his birth makes 
parents of Adam and Eve, raising them to a new, higher level, and there-
by also rightfully acquiring for himself a unique, central position within 
the family. 

With the birth of Abel, Adam and Eve’s second child, Cain, the first-
born, is in a certain sense unseated from his central position. This shift 
will in many cases engender in the firstborn a severe emotional crisis. It 
is exceptionally difficult for a firstborn child to come to terms with his 
demotion, as it were, and with suddenly having to share his special place.

At the root of all this conflict among brothers is their claim to a com-
mon inheritance. Indeed, among people in general, the process of shar-
ing is always potentially destructive, but among siblings this problem is 
especially acute, leading to strife, and sometimes even to outright war.

The conflict can be resolved only when one learns to accept his 
brother’s successes as his own, to rejoice in them, and to feel that he 
and his brother are just two parts of a single whole. It was just such 
a positive attitude toward his younger brother Moses that Aaron, who 
was older, was able to achieve. The Almighty told Moses: “There is your 
brother Aaron the Levite. … Even now he is setting out to meet you, and 
he will be happy to see you” (Exod. 4:14). But the literal translation is yet 
stronger: “Upon seeing you, he will rejoice in his heart.” Although Aaron 
is your older brother, he rejoices at your greatness. 



59   § 3. Enumerating the Levites

Aaron blazed a trail to solving the problem of firstborn primacy, and 
helped his younger brother Moses in every way he could. Rather than 
competing with Moses, Aaron regarded his younger brother’s activity as 
their joint activity.

Aaron is, as it were, “the correct and proper firstborn” – it is his spir-
itual heritage that underlies the solution to the problem of the firstborn 
for all of humanity. This is the true reason that Aaron and his Levite 
brothers had to replace the firstborns in the service of the Almighty.

The nation’s spiritual crisis and the breakdown in the incident of 
the golden calf only made the need for that replacement obvious to the 
whole society, but most of all to the firstborns themselves, who would 
otherwise not have been ready to accept that replacement.

(15) Record every male among them from the age of one month 
up: One month is the minimum age at which a newborn infant is con-
sidered viable. Although we find later (Num. 4:3) that the Levites served 
in the Tabernacle from age thirty, they are counted even from infancy for 
inclusion in the Almighty’s “active armed forces.” Besides serving in the 
Temple, the Levites also became the guardians and teachers of the Tra-
dition for all the other tribes, and their initiation therefore began much 
earlier, “from the age of one month up.”

§ 3.3. THE FOUR GROUPS OF LEVITES (3:17-39)

י  חֶבְרנִֹ֔ הַֽ חַת֙  וּמִשְׁפַּ֨ י  הַיִּצְהָרִ֔ חַת  וּמִשְׁפַּ֣ עַמְרָמִי֙  הַֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֤ ת  כז וְלִקְהָ֗
כָּל־ י׃ כח בְּמִסְפַּר֙  הַקְּהָתִֽ ת  מִשְׁפְּחֹ֥ ם  הֵ֖ לֶּה  אֵ֥ י  יאֵלִ֑ הָעָזִּֽ חַת  וּמִשְׁפַּ֖
רֶת  מִשְׁמֶ֥ י  מְרֵ֖ שֹֽׁ מֵא֔וֹת  שׁ  וְשֵׁ֣ אֲלָפִים֙  שְׁמֹנַ֤ת  עְלָה  וָמָ֑ דֶשׁ  מִבֶּן־חֹ֖ ר  זָכָ֔
יא  נָה׃ ל וּנְשִׂ֥ ן תֵּימָֽ יֶ�֥רֶךְ הַמִּשְׁכָּ֖ ל  עַ֛ חֲנ֑וּ  יַֽ ת  י־קְהָ֖ בְּנֵֽ ת  דֶשׁ׃ כט מִשְׁפְּחֹ֥ הַקֹּֽ
ן  אָרֹ֤ הָֽ ם  ל׃ לא וּמִשְׁמַרְתָּ֗ בֶּן־עֻזִּיאֵֽ ן  יצָפָ֖ אֱלִֽ י  הַקְּהָתִ֑ ת  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹ֣ ב  ית־אָ֖ בֵֽ
ךְ  מָּסָ֔ וְהַ֨ ם  רְת֖וּ בָּהֶ֑ יְשָֽׁ ר  דֶשׁ אֲשֶׁ֥ י הַקֹּ֔ ת וּכְלֵ֣ מִּזְבְּחֹ֔ וְהַֽ ה  וְהַמְּנֹרָ֣ וְהַשֻּׁלְחָן֙ 
י  מְרֵ֖ ת שֹֽׁ ן פְּקֻדַּ֕ ן הַכּהֵֹ֑ הֲרֹ֣ י אֶלְעָזָ֖ר בֶּן־אַֽ י הַלֵּוִ֔ דָתֽוֹ׃ לב וּנְשִׂיא֙ נְשִׂיאֵ֣ ל עֲבֹֽ וְכֹ֖
לֶּה  אֵ֥ י  הַמּוּשִׁ֑ חַת  וּמִשְׁפַּ֖ י  הַמַּחְלִ֔ חַת֙  מִשְׁפַּ֨ י  דֶשׁ׃ לג לִמְרָרִ֕ הַקֹּֽ רֶת  מִשְׁמֶ֥
עְלָה  דֶשׁ וָמָ֑ ר מִבֶּן־חֹ֖ ר כָּל־זָכָ֔ דֵיהֶם֙ בְּמִסְפַּ֣ ְקֻֽ י׃ לד וּפ� ת מְרָרִֽ ם מִשְׁפְּחֹ֥ הֵ֖
ל  צֽוּרִיאֵ֖ י  מְרָרִ֔ ת  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹ֣ ית־אָב֙  בֵֽ יא  יִם׃ לה וּנְשִׂ֤ וּמָאתָֽ ים  אֲלָפִ֖ שֶׁת  שֵׁ֥
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ת מִשְׁמֶרֶת֮ בְּנֵי֣ מְרָרִי֒  נָה׃ לו וּפְקֻדַּ֣ חֲנ֖וּ צָפֹֽ ן יַֽ ל יֶ�֧רֶךְ הַמִּשְׁכָּ֛ יִל עַ֣ בֶּן־אֲבִיחָ֑
י  דָתֽוֹ׃ לז וְעַמֻּדֵ֧ ל עֲבֹֽ יו וְכֹ֖ ל־כֵּלָ֔ אֲדָנָ֑יו וְכָ֨ יו וַֽ יו וְעַמֻּדָ֣ ן וּבְרִיחָ֖ קַרְשֵׁי֙ הַמִּשְׁכָּ֔
ן  הַמִּשְׁכָּ֡ לִפְנֵי֣  ים  חֹנִ֣ ם׃ לח וְהַֽ יתְרֵיהֶֽ וּמֵֽ ם  דתָֹ֖ וִיתֵֽ ם  וְאַדְנֵיהֶ֑ יב  סָבִ֖ ר  חָצֵ֛ הֶֽ
רֶת  מְרִים֙ מִשְׁמֶ֣ יו שֹֽׁ ן וּבָנָ֗ הֲרֹ֣ ה ׀ וְאַֽ חָה מֹשֶׁ֣ ד ׀ מִזְרָ֜ הֶל־מוֹעֵ֨ דְמָה לִפְנֵי֩ אֹֽ קֵ֣
י  ת׃ לט כָּל־פְּקוּדֵ֨ יוּמָֽ ב  הַקָּרֵ֖ ר  וְהַזָּ֥ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בְּנֵי֣  רֶת  לְמִשְׁמֶ֖ שׁ  הַמִּקְדָּ֔
מִבֶּן־ כָּל־זָכָר֙  ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֑ י֖י  י  עַל־פִּ֥ ןׄ  ׄ רֹ֛ הֲׄ אַֽׄ וְׄ ה  מֹשֶׁ֧ ד  פָּקַ֨ אֲשֶׁר֩  ם  הַלְוִיִּ֜

לֶף׃ ים אָֽ �֥יִם וְעֶשְׂרִ֖ עְלָה שְׁנַ דֶשׁ וָמַ֔ חֹ֣

(17) These were the sons of Levi by name: Gershon, Kohath, 
and Merari.

(18) These were the names of the sons of Gershon by clan: 
Libni and Shimei.

(19) The sons of Kohath by clan: Amram and Izhar, Hebron and 
Uzziel.

(20) The sons of Merari by clan: Mahli and Mushi. These were 
the clans of the Levites within their ancestral houses:

(21) To Gershon belonged the clan of the Libnites and the clan 
of the Shimeites; those were the clans of the Gershonites.

(22) The recorded entries of all their males from the age of one 
month up, as recorded, came to 7,500.

(23) The clans of the Gershonites were to camp behind the 
Tabernacle, to the west.

(24) The chieftain of the ancestral house of the Gershonites 
was Eliasaph son of Lael.

(25) The duties of the Gershonites in the Tent of Meeting 
comprised: the tabernacle, the tent, its covering, and the 
screen for the entrance of the Tent of Meeting;

(26) the hangings of the enclosure, the screen for the entrance 
of the enclosure which surrounds the Tabernacle, the cords 
thereof, and the altar – all the service connected with these.

(27) To Kohath belonged the clan of the Amramites, the clan of 
the Izharites, the clan of the Hebronites, and the clan of the 
Uzzielites; those were the clans of the Kohathites.

(28) All the listed males from the age of one month up came to 
8,600, attending to the duties of the sanctuary.
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(29) The clans of the Kohathites were to camp along the south 
side of the Tabernacle.

(30) The chieftain of the ancestral house of the Kohathite clans 
was Elizaphan son of Uzziel.

(31) Their duties comprised: the ark, the table, the lampstand, 
the altars, and the sacred utensils that were used with them, 
and the screen – all the service connected with these.

(32) The head chieftain of the Levites was Eleazar son of Aaron 
the priest, in charge of those attending to the duties of the 
sanctuary.

(33) To Merari belonged the clan of the Mahlites and the clan 
of the Mushites; those were the clans of Merari.

(34) The recorded entries of all their males from the age of one 
month up came to 6,200.

(35) The chieftain of the ancestral house of the clans of Merari 
was Zuriel son of Abihail. They were to camp along the north 
side of the Tabernacle.

(36) The assigned duties of the Merarites comprised: the 
planks of the Tabernacle, its bars, posts, and sockets, and all 
its furnishings – all the service connected with these;

(37) also the posts around the enclosure and their sockets, 
pegs, and cords.

(38) Those who were to camp before the Tabernacle, in front 
– before the Tent of Meeting, on the east – were Moses and 
Aaron and his sons, attending to the duties of the sanctuary, 
as a duty on behalf of the Israelites; and any outsider who 
encroached was to be put to death.

(39) All the Levites who were recorded, whom at the Lord’s 
command Moses and Aaron recorded by their clans, all the 
males from the age of one month up, came to 22,000.

(17) These were the sons of Levi by name: Gershon, Kohath, and 
Merari: The Levites are counted separately by families, which was not 
the case in the census of the other tribes. Thus, the tribe of Levi consists, 
we could say, of three “sub-tribes” – Gershon, Kohath, and Merari. (But 
sometimes they are called, simply, “tribes”; see, e.g., Num. 4:18, where 
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“the group of Kohathite clans” translates literally as “the tribe of the 
families of Kohath.”) 

Later the three Levite groups will function as independent units, 
each marching separately. But there is yet one more group of Levites, 
consisting of Moses, Aaron, and their families, who, although they were 
Kohathites, are singled out as special. Thus, effectively, there are four 
groups of Levites, each occupying one side of the Tabernacle, corre-
sponding to the four camps of all the other tribes.

Thus, in the wilderness there are three levels of holiness: the “camp” 
of the Tabernacle itself, surrounded by the camp of the Levites, and sur-
rounding them the camp of the remaining tribes. These three camps and 
their respective levels of holiness are distinguished by the correspond-
ing levels of purity required of persons wishing to be present in each 
camp (see Num. 5:1-4, and our commentary there).

(23) The clans of the Gershonites were to camp behind the Tab-
ernacle, to the west: That is, alongside the sons of Rachel. Gershon was 
Levi’s firstborn, but he had to concede the leadership position to Moses 
and Aaron who were grandsons of Kohath, Gershon’s younger brother. 

(24) The chieftain of the ancestral house of the Gershonites was 
Eliasaph son of Lael: Each Levite family has its own chieftain, specified 
by name, in the same manner that each of the other tribes had its chief-
tain. This underscores that each Levite family is an entirely independent 
entity.

(25) The duties of the Gershonites in the Tent of Meeting com-
prised: the tabernacle, the tent: The Gershonites transport the cover-
ings of the Tabernacle and the hangings of its enclosure (Exod. 26:1 ff.; 
27:9 ff.).

(29) The clans of the Kohathites were to camp along the south 
side: That is, alongside the camp of Reuben. Like Reuben and Simon, 
the Kohath family feels slighted, because most of the Kohathites re-
mained just ordinary Levites, while Moses and Aaron, who were Koha-
thites too, received leadership positions. We see already brewing here 
the discontent that will later manifest in the rebellion of Korah (a Koha-
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thite), in which members of the tribes of Reuben also participated (see 
Num. 16:1-17:27).

(31) Their duties comprised … the sacred utensils: They trans-
port the most important and sacred components of the Temple. Unlike 
the Gershonites and Merarites, who transported their parts of the Tab-
ernacle on wagons, the Kohathites carried the Temple vessels on their 
shoulders.

(32) The head chieftain of the Levites was Eleazar son of Aaron 
the priest: All the activities of the Levites are managed and supervised 
by the kohen.

(35-36) Merari was … to camp along the north side of the 
Tabernacle. The assigned duties of the Merarites comprised: the 
planks: Merari was the youngest of Levi’s sons. The Merarites were re-
sponsible for carrying and installing the heaviest parts of the Taberna-
cle – the Tabernacle planks and the courtyard posts. The Merarites were 
positioned on the north side of the Tabernacle, adjacent to the camp of 
Dan, which also included Asher and Naphtali. These were sons of Jacob’s 
handmaidens.

(38) Before the Tent of Meeting, on the east – were Moses and 
Aaron and his sons: The entrance to the Tabernacle was from the east, 
where Moses and Aaron and their families were positioned. Next to 
them was the camp of Judah, which included the tribes of Issachar and 
Zebulun. This created a connection between spiritual and military lead-
ership, which, according to the Midrash, contributed to a more advanced 
level of Torah study among the members of these tribes. These tribes 
later produced many leading Torah scholars.

With reference to these camp positions, the Midrash cites the aph-
orism: “Woe unto the wicked, woe unto his neighbor. Good for the righ-
teous, good for his neighbor.” That is, the righteous and the wicked each 
influence their neighbors accordingly. The proximity of the Kohathites 
and the Reubenites ended badly, in a rebellion that had to be put down 
(Num. 16:1), whereas Issachar and Zebulun, who camped close to Moses 
and Aaron, went on to be wise and learned in Torah.
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(39) All the Levites who were recorded … came to 22,000: The 
Levites were the smallest of all the tribes. When enumerating all the 
other tribes, the numbers were rounded to fifty, since it was a question 
of military units. But the counts of the Levites, on the contrary, are pre-
cise numbers, as will soon become apparent when they are taken in ex-
change for the firstborns (see Num. 3: 40-51). 

However, if we tally the numbers of the three Levite families as given 
here, we get 7,500 + 8,600 + 6,200 = 22,300, not 22,000 as reported in this 
verse. Tradition states that those additional three hundred Levites were 
themselves firstborns, who were thus already designated for Temple ser-
vice, and therefore could not take the place of other firstborns.

§ 3.4. COUNTING THE FIRSTBORNS  

AND REPLACING THEM WITH THE LEVITES (3:40-51)

דֶשׁ  מִבֶּן־חֹ֖ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ לִבְנֵי֣  זָכָר֙  ר  כָּל־בְּכֹ֤ ד  פְּקֹ֨ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֗ י֜י  אמֶר  ֹ֨  מ וַיּ

חַת  י י֔י תַּ֥ ם לִי֙ אֲנִ֣ קַחְתָּ֨ אֶת־הַלְוִיִּ֥ ם׃ מא וְלָֽ ר שְׁמֹתָֽ ת מִסְפַּ֥ א אֵ֖ עְלָה וְשָׂ֕ וָמָ֑
ת  הֱמַ֖ בְּבֶֽ כָּל־בְּכ֔וֹר  חַת  תַּ֣ ם  הַלְוִיִּ֔ ת  הֱמַ֣ בֶּֽ וְאֵת֙  ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בִּבְנֵי֣  ר  כָּל־בְּכֹ֖
י  בִּבְנֵ֥ ת־כָּל־בְּכ֖וֹר  אֶֽ אֹת֑וֹ  י֖י  ה  צִוָּ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֛ כַּֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ ד  ל׃ מב וַיִּפְקֹ֣ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ י  בְּנֵ֥
עְלָה  וָמַ֖ דֶשׁ  מִבֶּן־חֹ֥ ת  שֵׁמֹ֛ ר  בְּמִסְפַּ֥ ר  זָכָ֜ כָל־בְּכ֨וֹר  ל׃ מג וַיְהִי֩  יִשְׂרָאֵֽ

יִם׃  ים וּמָאתָֽ ה וְשִׁבְעִ֖ לֶף שְׁלֹשָׁ֥ �֤יִם וְעֶשְׂרִים֙ אֶ֔ ם שְׁנַ דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ לִפ�

כָּל־בְּכוֹר֙  חַת  תַּ֤ ם  אֶת־הַלְוִיִּ֗ ח  ר׃ מה קַ֣ לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  מד וַיְדַבֵּ֥
י  אֲנִ֥ ם  הַלְוִיִּ֖ י  יוּ־לִ֥ וְהָֽ ם  בְּהֶמְתָּ֑ חַת  תַּ֣ ם  הַלְוִיִּ֖ ת  הֱמַ֥ וְאֶת־בֶּֽ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ בִּבְנֵי֣ 
ם  עַל־הַלְוִיִּ֔ דְפִים֙  הָעֹֽ יִם  וְהַמָּאתָ֑ ים  וְהַשִּׁבְעִ֖ ה  הַשְּׁלֹשָׁ֔ פְּדוּיֵי֣  יֽי׃ מו וְאֵת֙ 
קֶל  לֶת בְּשֶׁ֤ ים לַגֻּלְגֹּ֑ שֶׁת שְׁקָלִ֖ שֶׁת חֲמֵ֛ קַחְתָּ֗ חֲמֵ֧ ל׃ מז וְלָֽ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ מִבְּכ֖וֹר בְּנֵ֥
וּלְבָנָ֑יו  ן  הֲרֹ֖ לְאַֽ סֶף  הַכֶּ֔ ה  תַתָּ֣ קֶל׃ מח וְנָֽ הַשָּֽׁ ה  גֵּרָ֖ ים  עֶשְׂרִ֥ ח  תִּקָּ֔ דֶשׁ֙  הַקֹּ֨
ים  דְפִ֔ סֶף הַפִּדְי֑וֹם מֵאֵת֙ הָעֹ֣ ת כֶּ֣ ה אֵ֖ ח מֹשֶׁ֔ ם׃ מט וַיִּקַּ֣ ים בָּהֶֽ דְפִ֖ י הָעֹֽ פְּדוּיֵ֕
ה  חֲמִשָּׁ֨ סֶף  אֶת־הַכָּ֑ ח  �ָקַ֣ ל ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ י  בְּנֵ֥ בְּכ֛וֹר  ת  ם׃ נ מֵאֵ֗ הַלְוִיִּֽ י  פְּדוּיֵ֥ ל  עַ֖
סֶף  אֶת־כֶּ֧ ה  מֹשֶׁ֜ ן  דֶשׁ׃ נא וַיִּתֵּ֨ הַקֹּֽ קֶל  בְּשֶׁ֥ לֶף  וָאֶ֖ מֵא֛וֹת  וּשְׁלֹ֥שׁ  ים  וְשִׁשִּׁ֜

ה׃ ה י֖י אֶת־מֹשֶֽׁ ר צִוָּ֥ אֲשֶׁ֛ י י֑י כַּֽ ן וּלְבָנָ֖יו עַל־פִּ֣ הֲרֹ֥ הַפְּדֻיִ֛ם לְאַֽ
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(40) The Lord said to Moses: Record every first-born male of 
the Israelite people from the age of one month up, and make 
a list of their names;

(41) and take the Levites for Me, the Lord, in place of every 
first-born among the Israelite people, and the cattle of the 
Levites in place of every first-born among the cattle of the 
Israelites.

(42) So Moses recorded all the first-born among the Israelites, 
as the Lord had commanded him.

(43) All the first-born males as listed by name, recorded from 
the age of one month up, came to 22,273.

(44) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

(45) Take the Levites in place of all the first-born among the 
Israelite people, and the cattle of the Levites in place of their 
cattle; and the Levites shall be Mine, the Lord’s.

(46) And as the redemption price of the 273 Israelite first-
born over and above the number of the Levites,

(47) take five shekels per head – take this by the sanctuary 
weight, twenty gerahs to the shekel –

(48) and give the money to Aaron and his sons as the 
redemption price for those who are in excess.

(49) So Moses took the redemption money from those over 
and above the ones redeemed by the Levites;

(50) he took the money from the first-born of the Israelites, 
1,365 sanctuary shekels.

(51) And Moses gave the redemption money to Aaron and his 
sons at the Lord’s bidding, as the Lord had commanded Moses.

(40) Record every first-born male of the Israelite people from 
the age of one month up: As with the Levites, all firstborns at least one 
month old are included in the count, because they acquire their firstborn 
status immediately from birth. (But as mentioned previously, a newborn 
is considered viable only after thirty days.)

(47) Take five shekels per head: This is the established, fixed 
amount of silver for redeeming a firstborn (Lev. 27:6).
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Thus, as the final calculation, we have: 22,273 first-born male chil-
dren, minus 22,000 Levites = 273 additional firstborns who cannot be 
redeemed by the Levites taken in their place. Five shekels for each of 
those comes to 5 × 273 = 1,365 shekels.

§ 3.5. THE DUTIES OF THE KOHATHITES:  
THE COVERINGS OF THE TEMPLE VESSELS (4:1–20)

בְּנֵי֣  אֶת־ראֹשׁ֙  א  ֹ֗ ר׃ ב נָשׂ לֵאמֹֽ ן  ל־אַהֲרֹ֖ וְאֶֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֔י  ר  א וַיְדַבֵּ֣
שָׁנָה֙  ים  שְׁלֹשִׁ֤ ן  ם׃ ג מִבֶּ֨ אֲבֹתָֽ ית  לְבֵ֥ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ י  לֵוִ֑ בְּנֵי֣  מִתּ֖וֹךְ  ת  קְהָ֔
הֶל  בְּאֹ֥ ה  עֲשׂ֥וֹת מְלָאכָ֖ לַֽ א  לַצָּבָ֔ שָׁנָ֑ה כָּל־בָּא֙  ים  בֶּן־חֲמִשִּׁ֣ ד  וְעַ֖ עְלָה  וָמַ֔
א  ים׃ ה וּבָ֨ הַקֳּדָשִֽׁ דֶשׁ  קֹ֖ ד  מוֹעֵ֑ הֶל  בְּאֹ֣ ת  י־קְהָ֖ בְּנֵֽ ת  עֲבדַֹ֥ את  ֹ֛ ד׃ ד ז מוֹעֵֽ
ת  אֵ֖ הּ  סּוּ־בָ֔ וְכִ֨ ךְ  הַמָּסָ֑ כֶת  פָּרֹ֣ ת  אֵ֖ דוּ  וְהוֹרִ֕ ה  מַּחֲנֶ֔ הַֽ עַ  בִּנְסֹ֣ וּבָנָיו֙  ן  הֲרֹ֤ אַֽ
לֶת  תְּכֵ֖ יל  גֶד־כְּלִ֛ בֶֽ רְשׂ֧וּ  וּפָֽ חַשׁ  תַּ֔ ע֣וֹר  כְּסוּי֙  יו  עָלָ֗ תְנ֣וּ  ת׃ ו וְנָֽ עֵדֻֽ הָֽ ן  אֲרֹ֥
תְנ֣וּ  וְנָֽ תְּכֵלֶת֒  גֶד  בֶּ֣ יִפְרְשׂוּ֮  ים  הַפָּנִ֗ ן  שֻׁלְחַ֣ ל ׀  יו׃ ז וְעַ֣ בַּדָּֽ וְשָׂמ֖וּ  עְלָה  מִלְמָ֑
חֶם  ת קְשׂ֣וֹת הַנָּ֑סֶךְ וְלֶ֥ ת וְאֵ֖ ֹ֔ ת וְאֶת־הַכַּפֹּת֙ וְאֶת־הַמְּנַקִּיּ לָיו אֶת־הַקְּעָרֹ֤ עָ֠
אֹת֔וֹ  וְכִסּ֣וּ  י  שָׁנִ֔ עַת  תּוֹלַ֣ גֶד  בֶּ֚ ם  עֲלֵיהֶ֗ רְשׂ֣וּ  הְיֶֽה׃ ח וּפָֽ יִֽ יו  עָלָ֥ יד  הַתָּמִ֖
לֶת וְכִסּ֞וּ אֶת־ גֶד תְּכֵ֗ קְח֣וּ ׀ בֶּ֣ יו׃ ט וְלָֽ חַשׁ וְשָׂמ֖וּ אֶת־בַּדָּֽ ה ע֣וֹר תָּ֑ בְּמִכְסֵ֖
י  יהָ וְאֵת֙ כָּל־כְּלֵ֣ יהָ וְאֶת־מַחְתֹּתֶ֑ יהָ וְאֶת־מַלְקָחֶ֖ ת הַמָּאוֹר֙ וְאֶת־נֵ֣רתֶֹ֔ מְנֹרַ֤
ה  יהָ אֶל־מִכְסֵ֖ תְנ֤וּ אֹתָהּ֙ וְאֶת־כָּל־כֵּלֶ֔ ם׃ י וְנָֽ הּ בָּהֶֽ רְתוּ־לָ֖ ר יְשָֽׁ הּ אֲשֶׁ֥ שַׁמְנָ֔
לֶת  תְּכֵ֔ גֶד  בֶּ֣ יִפְרְשׂוּ֙  ב  הַזָּהָ֗ ח  מִזְבַּ֣ ל ׀  תְנ֖וּ עַל־הַמּֽוֹט׃ יא וְעַ֣ וְנָֽ חַשׁ  תָּ֑ ע֣וֹר 
י  קְחוּ֩ אֶת־כָּל־כְּלֵ֨ יו׃ יב וְלָֽ וְשָׂמ֖וּ אֶת־בַּדָּֽ חַשׁ  תָּ֑ ע֣וֹר  ה  בְּמִכְסֵ֖ אֹת֔וֹ  וְכִסּ֣וּ 
ם  אוֹתָ֔ וְכִסּ֣וּ  לֶת  תְּכֵ֔ גֶד  אֶל־בֶּ֣ תְנוּ֙  וְנָֽ דֶשׁ  בַּקֹּ֗ ם  רְתוּ־בָ֣ יְשָֽׁ ר  אֲשֶׁ֧ ת  הַשָּׁרֵ֜
יו  רְשׂ֣וּ עָלָ֔ חַ וּפָֽ תְנ֖וּ עַל־הַמּֽוֹט׃ יג וְדִשְּׁנ֖וּ אֶת־הַמִּזְבֵּ֑ חַשׁ וְנָֽ ה ע֣וֹר תָּ֑ בְּמִכְסֵ֖
ם אֶת־ יו בָּהֶ֗ שָׁרְת֧וּ עָלָ֣ ר יְֽ יו אֲשֶׁ֣ ת־כָּל־כֵּלָ֞ לָיו אֶֽ תְנ֣וּ עָ֠ ן׃ יד וְנָֽ גֶד אַרְגָּמָֽ בֶּ֖
חַ  הַמִּזְבֵּ֑ י  כְּלֵ֣ ל  כֹּ֖ ת  וְאֶת־הַמִּזְרָקֹ֔ ים  וְאֶת־הַיָּעִ֣ אֶת־הַמִּזְלָגֹת֙  ת  הַמַּחְתֹּ֤
ת  הֲרןֹ־וּ֠בָנָיו לְכַסֹּ֨ ה אַֽ יו׃ טו וְכִלָּ֣ חַשׁ וְשָׂמ֥וּ בַדָּֽ יו כְּס֛וּי ע֥וֹר תַּ֖ רְשׂ֣וּ עָלָ֗ וּפָֽ
י־ אוּ בְנֵֽ ן יָבֹ֤ חֲרֵי־כֵ֗ וְאַֽ מַּחֲנֶה֒  עַ הַֽ י הַקּדֶֹשׁ֮ בִּנְסֹ֣ דֶשׁ וְאֶת־כָּל־כְּלֵ֣ אֶת־הַקֹּ֜
הֶל  ת בְּאֹ֥ י־קְהָ֖ א בְנֵֽ לֶּה מַשָּׂ֥ תוּ אֵ֛ דֶשׁ וָמֵ֑ א־יִגְּע֥וּ אֶל־הַקֹּ֖ ֹֽ את וְל קְהָת֙ לָשֵׂ֔
ים  רֶת הַסַּמִּ֔ מֶן הַמָּאוֹר֙ וּקְטֹ֣ ן שֶׁ֤ ן הַכּהֵֹ֗ הֲרֹ֣ ת אֶלְעָזָ֣ר ׀ בֶּן־אַֽ ד׃ טז וּפְקֻדַּ֞ מוֹעֵֽ
וְכָל־אֲשֶׁר־בּ֔וֹ  כָּל־הַמִּשְׁכָּן֙  ת  פְּקֻדַּ֗ ה  הַמִּשְׁחָ֑ מֶן  וְשֶׁ֣ יד  הַתָּמִ֖ ת  וּמִנְחַ֥

יו׃  דֶשׁ וּבְכֵלָֽ בְּקֹ֖
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בֶט  אֶת־שֵׁ֖ יתוּ  ר׃ יח אַל־תַּכְרִ֕ לֵאמֹֽ ן  ל־אַהֲרֹ֖ וְאֶֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֔י  ר  יז וַיְדַבֵּ֣
תוּ  יָמֻ֔ א  ֹ֣ וְל וְחָיוּ֙  ם  לָהֶ֗ עֲשׂ֣וּ  את ׀  ֹ֣ ם׃ יט וְז הַלְוִיִּֽ מִתּ֖וֹךְ  י  הַקְּהָתִ֑ ת  מִשְׁפְּחֹ֣
ישׁ  ישׁ אִ֛ ם אִ֥ אוּ וְשָׂמ֣וּ אוֹתָ֗ ן וּבָנָיו֙ יָבֹ֔ הֲרֹ֤ ים אַֽ דֶשׁ הַקֳּדָשִׁ֑ ם אֶת־קֹ֣ בְּגִשְׁתָּ֖
תוּ׃  דֶשׁ וָמֵֽ ע אֶת־הַקֹּ֖ אוּ לִרְא֛וֹת כְּבַלַּ֥ א־יָבֹ֧ ֹֽ דָת֖וֹ וְאֶל־מַשָּׂאֽוֹ׃ כ וְל עַל־עֲבֹֽ

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying:

(2) Take a [separate] census of the Kohathites among the 
Levites, by the clans of their ancestral house,

(3) from the age of thirty years up to the age of fifty, all who 
are subject to service, to perform tasks for the Tent of Meeting.

(4) This is the responsibility of the Kohathites in the Tent of 
Meeting: the most sacred objects.

(5) At the breaking of camp, Aaron and his sons shall go in and 
take down the screening curtain and cover the Ark of the Pact 
with it.

(6) They shall lay a covering of dolphin skin over it and spread 
a cloth of pure blue on top; and they shall put its poles in 
place.

(7) Over the table of display they shall spread a blue cloth; 
they shall place upon it the bowls, the ladles, the jars, and the 
libation jugs; and the regular bread shall rest upon it.

(8) They shall spread over these a crimson cloth which they 
shall cover with a covering of dolphin skin; and they shall put 
the poles in place.

(9) Then they shall take a blue cloth and cover the lampstand 
for lighting, with its lamps, its tongs, and its fire pans, as well 
as all the oil vessels that are used in its service.

(10) They shall put it and all its furnishings into a covering of 
dolphin skin, which they shall then place on a carrying frame.

(11) Next they shall spread a blue cloth over the altar of gold 
and cover it with a covering of dolphin skin; and they shall put 
its poles in place.

(12) They shall take all the service vessels with which the 
service in the sanctuary is performed, put them into a blue 
cloth and cover them with a covering of dolphin skin, which 
they shall then place on a carrying frame.
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(13) They shall remove the ashes from the [copper] altar and 
spread a purple cloth over it.

(14) Upon it they shall place all the vessels that are used in 
its service: the fire pans, the flesh hooks, the scrapers, and the 
basins – all the vessels of the altar – and over it they shall 
spread a covering of dolphin skin; and they shall put its poles 
in place.

(15) When Aaron and his sons have finished covering the 
sacred objects and all the furnishings of the sacred objects 
at the breaking of camp, only then shall the Kohathites come 
and lift them, so that they do not come in contact with the 
sacred objects and die. These things in the Tent of Meeting 
shall be the porterage of the Kohathites.

(16) Responsibility shall rest with Eleazar son of Aaron the 
priest for the lighting oil, the aromatic incense, the regular 
meal offering, and the anointing oil – responsibility for the 
whole Tabernacle and for everything consecrated that is in it 
or in its vessels.

(17) The Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying:

(18) Do not let the group of Kohathite clans be cut off from 
the Levites.

(19) Do this with them, that they may live and not die when 
they approach the most sacred objects: let Aaron and his 
sons go in and assign each of them to his duties and to his 
porterage.

(20) But let not [the Kohathites] go inside and witness the 
dismantling of the sanctuary, lest they die.

(2) Take a [separate] census of the Kohathites: In the previous 
chapter (Num. 2:21-37), where the Levite families were enumerated, 
they were listed in order of seniority: first Gershon, who was Levi’s first-
born, then Kohath, and then the youngest, Merari. But now, in the de-
scriptions of the Temple service of the three Levite families, the service 
of Kohath is mentioned first, because it is the most important: trans-
porting the Temple vessels.

(3) All who are subject to service, to perform tasks for the Tent 
of Meeting: Above (Num. 1:3), in the census of the entire nation, we 
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read: “All those in Israel who are able to bear arms” – or, more literally, 
“All who go out to do military service.” And in this verse too, the literal 
meaning is: “All who are subject to military service.” Thus, the Levites 
are designated as “an army within the army.” They are responsible for 
maintaining the nation’s spiritual epicenter.

From the age of thirty years: The Levite period of service is from 
thirty to fifty years, which contrasts with that of the other tribes, whose 
soldiers were counted from twenty years and above, with no upper lim-
it. The starting age of the Levites is higher (thirty vs. twenty) because 
their service in the Temple requires not only physical strength, but a 
higher level of understanding and spiritual maturity.

(3) Up to the age of fifty: After fifty years a person’s physical 
strength begins to wane, and he is therefore no longer fit to serve in 
the Temple, where the overriding aim is always to increase strength, 
never to reduce it.

(4) This is the responsibility of the Kohathites: the most sacred 
objects: Literally, “the Holy of Holies,” which refers not only to the 
premises of the sanctuary within the Tabernacle (where the Ark of the 
Covenant stood), but to all the Temple vessels, which have a special de-
gree of holiness. Because the Kohathites are Moses’ and Aaron’s closest 
relatives, they transport the most important objects. At their level of 
holiness, the responsibility is so great that improper actions can lead to 
death.

(5) At the breaking of camp, Aaron and his sons shall go in: All 
the work of covering the Temple vessels is performed only by Aaron and 
his sons. It is they who are responsible for revealing and concealing ho-
liness. No outsiders are allowed even to be present at that time.

And take down the screening curtain and cover the Ark of the 
Pact with it: The curtain that concealed the Holy of Holies, including 
the Ark, now becomes a covering for the Ark. Each of the other most sa-
cred Temple vessels (the Table, the Menorah, the Altar of Incense), had 
its own covering specially made for it. However, the Ark of the Covenant, 
so exalted as it was, required not just any cover, but a cover that was 
itself a sacred vessel of the Tabernacle. Thus, here the “Holy” is used as 
a covering for the “Holy of Holies.”
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Aaron and his sons shall go in and take down the screening cur-
tain and cover the Ark of the Pact with it: We will learn below (Num. 
4:20) that the Levites are not allowed even to see the sacred vessels, 
while even the kohanim are not allowed to see the Ark. Rather, they must 
lower the curtain that obscures the Holy of Holies, all the while averting 
their gaze, until the Ark which stands behind the curtain is completely 
covered and concealed from view. Only then may they begin to prepare 
the Ark for transporting.

(6) They shall lay a covering of dolphin skin over it: We might 
wonder why the Torah goes into such detail when describing the proce-
dure for transporting the Ark, given that it is not a feature of the actual 
Temple service, but seemingly nothing more than an incidental, opera-
tional aspect. But the point here is to emphasize the all-important spir-
itual concepts embodied in these actions. 

Since the Temple is a microcosm of the universe, we may infer by 
analogy from the requirement to conceal its sanctity, that in our every-
day life too holiness must not be kept constantly open to view. There 
must be alternate periods of revelation and concealment, of intimacy 
and estrangement. This is true of married life,14 in God’s relationship 
with the people of Israel, and in the relationship between God and man. 

As we shall see later, increased holiness is not necessarily suitable 
to every situation. Sometimes, holiness should be concealed in order to 
guarantee that the act of creation is going unassisted, undisturbed, and 
fully independent.15 Such self-sufficiency and independence are essen-
tial attributes of the proper divinely development of the world.

They shall lay a covering of dolphin skin over it and spread a 
cloth of pure blue on top: The animal skin is for protection, while 
the azure cloth contributes an air of grandeur. The blue color of the 

14	 n Jewish tradition, this is expressed in the requirement that a couple must 
keep distance between them during the wife’s menstruation and immedi-
ately thereafter. At that time they are prohibited from having even very 
minimal physical contact.

15	 See below, § 5.
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cloth, like that of the sky that it mirrors, corresponds to the attribute of 
Chesed, “kindness, beneficence, grace.”

And they shall put its poles in place: In Exodus (25:15) we read: 
“The poles shall remain in the rings of the ark: they shall not be removed 
from it.” What then is this verse saying? Aren’t the poles already perma-
nently in place?

Here, putting the Ark’s poles in place means moving them to a po-
sition convenient for carrying. When the Ark stands in the Tabernacle, 
its poles, while they remain in the rings, are completely shifted towards 
the curtain and resting against it. That is, the poles establish a fixed 
distance between the Ark and the curtain, while the fact that they must 
never be removed emphasizes the constant remoteness of the Ark, as 
a symbol of the transcendence of Divinity. But in the stowed position, 
after the Ark is covered with skins and cloth, the poles are shifted such 
that they protrude evenly from either side of the Ark, so that the sons of 
Kohath can avoid making physical contact with the Ark while carrying it.

(7) Over the table of display … and the regular bread shall rest 
upon it: The bread of display, which symbolizes the material success 
of the Jewish people, must always remain on the table, even while the 
nation is on the march.

(7-8) Over the table of display they shall spread a blue cloth 
… over these a crimson cloth which they shall cover with a cover-
ing of dolphin skin: A cover of leather protects the blue and crimson 
coverings of the table. But unlike the Ark, which had an additional blue 
covering placed over its leather protection, there is no aspect of external 
splendor for these other vessels. 

The celestial blue color symbolizes the attribute of Chesed, “grace,”, 
while the earthy red represents the attribute of Din, “severe judgment.” 
(The word adom, “red,” derives from the same root as adamah, “earth,” 
and also dam, “blood.” The table’s coverings combine the aspects of both 
of these colors. That is, a successful economic and material life, which 
is what the table symbolizes, must integrate both mercy and judgment.

(8) And they shall put the poles in place: The purpose of the poles 
of the table and the golden altar (the altar of incense), unlike those of 
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the Ark, was only for carrying those vessels. Thus, while those vessels 
stood stationary in the Tabernacle, the poles were removed from their 
rings, to be reinserted once again only in preparation for carrying. Be-
cause the aspects that these vessels represent are not transcendental, 
they do not require maintaining a constant sense of distance.

(9-10) Then they shall take a blue cloth and cover the lamp-
stand … They shall put it … into a covering of dolphin skin: The 
Temple lampstand, the Menorah, which symbolizes wisdom, has only a 
covering of blue, the celestial color of grace.

(10) A covering of dolphin skin, which they shall then place on 
a carrying frame: Unlike the other Temple vessels, the lampstand did 
not have rings and poles for transporting it; it was carried instead inside 
a leather case. 

In its description of how the lamp was to be constructed (Exod. 
25:31), the Torah emphasized that it had to be cast from a single slab 
of gold (unlike the other Temple vessels that were assembled as inter-
connected parts). This reflects the idea of human wisdom as a single, 
integrated view of the world, not a patchwork of diverse elements. The 
lamp therefore has no subsidiary parts, not even poles for transporting 
it. Instead, it is carried in a leather case.

(11) Next they shall spread a blue cloth over the altar of gold 
and cover it with a covering of dolphin skin … They shall take all 
the service vessels … put them into a blue cloth: The golden altar was 
used daily for burning incense in the Temple, invoking the Almighty’s 
mercy.16 The covering for the golden altar and for its vessels are of blue 
color, which is associated with the attribute of Chesed.

(13) They shall remove the ashes from the [copper] altar and 
spread a purple cloth over it: This is the outer altar of copper, upon 
which animal sacrifices were burnt. Because it is associated with the 
shedding of blood, its covering is purple, that is, close to red, an earthy 
color associated with the category of Din.

16	 See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 26.5.
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(16) Responsibility shall rest with Eleazar son of Aaron the 
priest: Eleazar was the chief of all the Levites (Num. 3:32), but he di-
rectly supervised the work of the Kohathites, who were responsible for 
the most important parts of the Tabernacle.

(16) Responsibility shall rest with Eleazar son of Aaron the 
priest for the lighting oil, the aromatic incense: Aaron and his sons 
have their own transport duties. They are responsible for carrying the 

“service materials” themselves: the incense that is offered on the golden 
altar, and the oil that is kindled in the lampstand.

(18) Do not let the group of Kohathite clans be cut off from the 
Levites: The work that the Kohathites perform is downright dangerous. 
Unlike the sons of Aaron, the Kohathites are barred from actually touch-
ing the Temple vessels. They come perilously close to the “high voltage,” 
and can die simply by making physical contact with it.17

(19) Do this with them, that they may live and not die when 
they approach the most sacred objects: let Aaron and his sons go 
in and assign each of them to his duties: Unless the instructions of 
the kohen are obeyed strictly, direct contact with holiness can be fatal.

(20) But let not [the Kohathites] go inside and witness the dis-
mantling of the sanctuary, lest they die: The Kohathites must remain 
keenly aware that they transport not just ordinary material objects that 
are visible to the naked eye, but objects of true holiness – manifestations 
of Divinity that is invisible. 

17	 An actual instance of death caused by chance physical contact with the 
Ark is found in the incident of King David bringing the Ark to Jerusalem  
(2 Sam. 6:7).
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§ 4. THE TRANSPORTING OF THE 
TABERNACLE BY THE LEVITES

§ 4.1. THE DUTIES OF THE GERSHONITES AND MERARITES 

(4:21-33)

גַּם־ ֽרְשׁ֖וֹן  גֵ� י  בְּנֵ֥ אשׁ  ֹ֛ אֶת־ר א  ֹ֗ ר׃ כב נָשׂ לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  כא וַיְדַבֵּ֥
בֶּן־ ד  עַ֛ עְלָה  וָמַ֗ ה  שָׁנָ֜ ים  שְׁלֹשִׁ֨ ם׃ כג מִבֶּן֩  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָֽ ם  אֲבֹתָ֖ ית  לְבֵ֥ ם  הֵ֑
הֶל  ה בְּאֹ֥ ד עֲבדָֹ֖ עֲבֹ֥ א לַֽ א צָבָ֔ ֹ֣ ם כָּל־הַבָּא֙ לִצְב ד אוֹתָ֑ ים שָׁנָ֖ה תִּפְקֹ֣ חֲמִשִּׁ֥
שְׂא֜וּ אֶת־ א׃ כה וְנָ֨ ד וּלְמַשָּֽׂ עֲבֹ֖ י לַֽ ֽרְשֻׁנִּ֑ ת הַגֵּ� ת מִשְׁפְּחֹ֖ את עֲבדַֹ֔ ֹ֣ ד׃ כד ז מוֹעֵֽ
יו  אֲשֶׁר־עָלָ֖ חַשׁ  הַתַּ֥ ה  וּמִכְסֵ֛ הוּ  מִכְסֵ֕ ד  מוֹעֵ֔ הֶל  וְאֶת־אֹ֣ הַמִּשְׁכָּן֙  ת  יְרִיעֹ֤
ךְ ׀  ר וְאֶת־מָסַ֣ חָצֵ֜ י הֶֽ ד׃ כו וְאֵת֩ קַלְעֵ֨ הֶל מוֹעֵֽ תַח אֹ֥ ךְ פֶּ֖ ת־מָסַ֔ עְלָה וְאֶ֨ מִלְמָ֑
ם  יתְרֵיהֶ֔ יב וְאֵת֙ מֵֽ חַ֙ סָבִ֔ ן וְעַל־הַמִּזְבֵּ֨ ר עַל־הַמִּשְׁכָּ֤ ר אֲשֶׁ֨ חָצֵ֗ עַר הֶֽ תַח ׀ שַׁ֣ פֶּ֣
דוּ׃ כז עַל־פִּי֩  וְעָבָֽ ם  לָהֶ֖ ה  עָשֶׂ֛ יֵֽ ר  כָּל־אֲשֶׁ֧ ת  וְאֵ֨ ם  דָתָ֑ עֲבֹֽ י  ת־כָּל־כְּלֵ֖ וְאֶֽ
ם  דָתָ֑ ל עֲבֹֽ ם וּלְכֹ֖ ל־מַשָּׂאָ֔ י לְכָ֨ ֽרְשֻׁנִּ֔ ה כָּל־עֲבדַֹת֙ בְּנֵי֣ הַגֵּ� הְיֶ֗ יו תִּֽ ן וּבָנָ֜ הֲרֹ֨ אַֽ
ת  מִשְׁפְּחֹ֛ ת  עֲבדַֹ֗ את  ֹ֣ ם׃ כח ז כָּל־מַשָּׂאָֽ ת  אֵ֖ רֶת  בְּמִשְׁמֶ֔ עֲלֵהֶם֙  ם  וּפְקַדְתֶּ֤

ן׃  ן הַכּהֵֹֽ ן־אַהֲרֹ֖ ר בֶּֽ יתָמָ֔ ם בְּיַד֙ אִֽ שְׁמַרְתָּ֔ ד וּמִ֨ הֶל מוֹעֵ֑ י בְּאֹ֣ ֽרְשֻׁנִּ֖ י הַגֵּ� בְּנֵ֥

(21) The Lord spoke to Moses:

(22) Take a census of the Gershonites also, by their ancestral 
house and by their clans.

(23) Record them from the age of thirty years up to the age of 
fifty, all who are subject to service in the performance of tasks 
for the Tent of Meeting.
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(24) These are the duties of the Gershonite clans as to labor 
and porterage:

(25) they shall carry the cloths of the Tabernacle, the Tent of 
Meeting with its covering, the covering of dolphin skin that 
is on top of it, and the screen for the entrance of the Tent of 
Meeting;

(26) the hangings of the enclosure, the screen at the entrance 
of the gate of the enclosure that surrounds the Tabernacle, the 
cords thereof, and the altar, and all their service equipment 
and all their accessories; and they shall perform the service.

(27) All the duties of the Gershonites, all their porterage and 
all their service, shall be performed on orders from Aaron and 
his sons; you shall make them responsible for attending to all 
their porterage.

(28) Those are the duties of the Gershonite clans for the Tent 
of Meeting; they shall attend to them under the direction of 
Ithamar son of Aaron the priest.

(29) As for the Merarites, you shall record them by the clans of 
their ancestral house;

(30) you shall record them from the age of thirty years up to the 
age of fifty, all who are subject to service in the performance 
of the duties for the Tent of Meeting.

(31) These are their porterage tasks in connection with their 
various duties for the Tent of Meeting: the planks, the bars, 
the posts, and the sockets of the Tabernacle;

(32) the posts around the enclosure and their sockets, pegs, 
and cords – all these furnishings and their service: you shall 
list by name the objects that are their porterage tasks.

(33) Those are the duties of the Merarite clans, pertaining to 
their various duties in the Tent of Meeting under the direction 
of Ithamar son of Aaron the priest.

 (21-22) The Lord spoke to Moses: Take a census of the Ger-
shonites also: It is important to note that the standard biblical chapter 
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divisions in general use today, even for the five books of the Torah, are 
of non-Jewish, European origin. Jewish tradition never had (or needed) 
those divisions, but eventually adopted them in limited measure only as 
a matter of convenience and nothing more. In some cases, in fact, those 
divisions run counter to the Jewish understanding of the Scriptures, and 
here we have a case in point.

In the European perception of the book of Numbers, the distribu-
tion of tasks across the three Levite families is a single topic. Chapter 
4 therefore simply continues here.18 But in the Hebrew division of the 
Torah text, a new weekly portion, Naso, begins with this passage; that is, 
it is seen as a new topic. 

This division can be explained as follows. The Kohathites carry the 
Temple vessels as whole objects that are not taken apart; on the con-
trary, in the process of packing the sacred vessels, as described in the 
previous section, the Kohathites cover those vessels, and by virtue of 
that concealment add a further dimension of wholeness to them.

Contrarily, in preparation for transporting their parts of the Taber-
nacle, the Gershonites and Merarites dismantle those components – the 
Tent of Meeting and the enclosure – into their constituent elements: 
sockets, planks, and coverings, which they then transport in that form. 

Thus, the family of Kohath is associated with the “stable, stationary” 
aspect of the Temple service – those parts that can stand on their own 
just as they are – while Gershon and Merari are occupied with the “col-
lapsible, nomadic” aspect – the Temple components as seen from the 
perspective of the journey across the wilderness.

This dichotomy corresponds to the essential difference between the 
Bemidbar weekly portion just ended, and the Naso portion that begins 
here. As noted earlier, the book of Numbers begins with the Bemidbar 

18	 The division of the text of the Torah into chapters is of non-Jewish origin. 
It was introduced by Christian monks in the thirteenth century, when they 
were preparing the first concordances of the Bible. Those divisions were ac-
cepted into the Jewish editions of the Tanakh only later, and thus, from the 
Jewish point of view, they have no real status as “logical separators.” For 
more details see “The Division of the Torah Text into Modern Chapters” sec-
tion in the Bible Dynamics on the book of Genesis.
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portion, in which there is still order and stasis, after which, in portion 
Naso, the movement and the crises associated with it begin. 

Any departure from a stable existence to the world of the road is 
necessarily fraught with a serious degradation of order and stability. 
The underlying message of the book of Numbers is that each of us must 
acquire in our lives a realization and an understanding of the ideas of 
structure and order. Then, when crises eventually descend upon us as 
they inevitably will, we can overcome those crises and return to the 
more ordered state that we have acknowledged previously as the ideal.

Thus, the Jewish approach to dividing the Torah text into weekly 
portions emphasizes that the people’s journey through the wilderness 
had a goal and a purpose, which lay in the internal dynamics of the situ-
ation – in overcoming the crises, and adjusting and correcting all aspects 
and elements of the national mission.

(24-31) The Gershonite clans … shall carry the cloths … As for 
the Merarites … the planks: The Kohathites carried the most sacred 
objects, which were not, however, particularly heavy. The Gershonites 
were entrusted with the less important but heavier parts. And the last 
of the three Levite families, the Merarites, transported the heaviest ele-
ments of the Tabernacle. 

On the other hand, however, the Gershonites and Merarites received 
wagons for carrying their loads, “but to the Kohathites he did not give 
any wagons; since theirs was the service of the most sacred objects, their 
porterage was by shoulder” (Num. 7:9).

(28) Under the direction of Ithamar son of Aaron the priest: 
The Kohathites served under Eleazar, the older of Aaron’s two remain-
ing sons after the tragedy that took the lives of Nadab and Abihu (see 
Num. 3:4). The Gershonites and Merarites were under the leadership of 
Ithamar, Eleazar’s younger brother.



81§ 4. The Transporting of the Tabernacle by the Levites

§ 4.2. COUNTING THE LEVITES ELIGIBLE FOR SERVICE  
(4:34-49)

ים  שְׁלֹשִׁ֨ ם׃ ל מִבֶּן֩  אֹתָֽ ד  תִּפְקֹ֥ ם  לְבֵית־אֲבֹתָ֖ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֥ י  מְרָרִ֑  כט בְּנֵ֖י 

ד  עֲבֹ֕ לַֽ א  לַצָּבָ֔ כָּל־הַבָּא֙  ם  תִּפְקְדֵ֑ שָׁנָ֖ה  ים  בֶּן־חֲמִשִּׁ֥ ד  וְעַ֛ עְלָה  וָמַ֗ ה  שָׁנָ֜
הֶל  ם בְּאֹ֣ דָתָ֖ ם לְכָל־עֲבֹֽ רֶת מַשָּׂאָ֔ ד׃ לא וְזאֹת֙ מִשְׁמֶ֣ הֶל מוֹעֵֽ ת אֹ֥ אֶת־עֲבדַֹ֖
יב  ר סָבִ֜ חָצֵ֨ יו׃ לב וְעַמּוּדֵי֩ הֶֽ אֲדָנָֽ יו וַֽ יו וְעַמּוּדָ֥ ן וּבְרִיחָ֖ ד קַרְשֵׁי֙ הַמִּשְׁכָּ֔ מוֹעֵ֑
ת  וּבְשֵׁמֹ֣ ם  דָתָ֑ עֲבֹֽ ל  וּלְכֹ֖ ם  ל־כְּלֵיהֶ֔ לְכָ֨ ם  יתְרֵיהֶ֔ וּמֵ֣ דתָֹם֙  וִיתֵֽ ם  וְאַדְנֵיהֶ֗
י  מְרָרִ֔ בְּנֵי֣  ת מִשְׁפְּחֹת֙  את עֲבדַֹ֗ ֹ֣ ם׃ לג ז רֶת מַשָּׂאָֽ י מִשְׁמֶ֥ תִּפְקְד֔וּ אֶת־כְּלֵ֖
ד  ן׃ לד וַיִּפְקֹ֨ הַכּהֵֹֽ ן  ן־אַהֲרֹ֖ בֶּֽ ר  יתָמָ֔ אִֽ בְּיַד֙  ד  מוֹעֵ֑ הֶל  בְּאֹ֣ ם  דָתָ֖ לְכָל־עֲבֹֽ
ית  וּלְבֵ֥ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ י  הַקְּהָתִ֑ אֶת־בְּנֵי֣  ה  עֵדָ֖ הָֽ י  וּנְשִׂיאֵ֥ ן  הֲרֹ֛ וְאַֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֧
ים שָׁנָ֑ה כָּל־הַבָּא֙  ד בֶּן־חֲמִשִּׁ֣ עְלָה וְעַ֖ ים שָׁנָה֙ וָמַ֔ ן שְׁלֹשִׁ֤ ם׃ לה מִבֶּ֨ אֲבֹתָֽ
יִם  אַלְפַּ֕ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֑ ם  דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ פ� הְי֥וּ  ד׃ לו וַיִּֽ מוֹעֵֽ הֶל  בְּאֹ֥ ה  עֲבדָֹ֖ לַֽ א  לַצָּבָ֔
ד  עבֵֹ֖ כָּל־הָֽ י  הַקְּהָתִ֔ ת  מִשְׁפְּחֹ֣ פְקוּדֵי֙  לֶּה  ים׃ לז אֵ֤ חֲמִשִּֽׁ וַֽ מֵא֖וֹת  ע  שְׁבַ֥

ה׃  י י֖י בְּיַד־מֹשֶֽׁ ן עַל־פִּ֥ הֲרֹ֔ ד מֹשֶׁה֙ וְאַֽ �ָקַ֤ ר פּ ד אֲשֶׁ֨ הֶל מוֹעֵ֑ בְּאֹ֣

ים  שְׁלֹשִׁ֤ ן  ם׃ לט מִבֶּ֨ אֲבֹתָֽ ית  וּלְבֵ֥ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחוֹתָ֖ ֽרְשׁ֑וֹן  גֵ� בְּנֵי֣  י   לח וּפְקוּדֵ֖

הֶל  בְּאֹ֥ ה  עֲבדָֹ֖ לַֽ א  לַצָּבָ֔ כָּל־הַבָּא֙  שָׁנָ֑ה  ים  בֶּן־חֲמִשִּׁ֣ ד  וְעַ֖ עְלָה  וָמַ֔ שָׁנָה֙ 
שׁ מֵא֖וֹת  יִם וְשֵׁ֥ ם אַלְפַּ֕ ית אֲבֹתָ֑ ם לְבֵ֣ ם לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ דֵיהֶ֔ ְקֻ֣ הְיוּ֙ פּ� ד׃ מ וַיִּֽ מוֹעֵֽ
ד  הֶל מוֹעֵ֑ ד בְּאֹ֣ עבֵֹ֖ ֽרְשׁ֔וֹן כָּל־הָֽ י מִשְׁפְּחֹת֙ בְּנֵי֣ גֵ� לֶּה פְקוּדֵ֗ ים׃ מא אֵ֣ וּשְׁלֹשִֽׁ
י  מְרָרִ֑ בְּנֵי֣  ת  מִשְׁפְּחֹ֖ י  יֽי׃ מב וּפְקוּדֵ֕ י  עַל־פִּ֥ ן  הֲרֹ֖ וְאַֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֛ ד  �ָקַ֥ פּ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨
בֶּן־ ד  וְעַ֖ עְלָה  וָמַ֔ שָׁנָה֙  ים  שְׁלֹשִׁ֤ ן  ם׃ מג מִבֶּ֨ אֲבֹתָֽ ית  לְבֵ֥ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖
ם  דֵיהֶ֖ ְקֻֽ הְי֥וּ פ� ד׃ מד וַיִּֽ הֶל מוֹעֵֽ ה בְּאֹ֥ עֲבדָֹ֖ א לַֽ ים שָׁנָ֑ה כָּל־הַבָּא֙ לַצָּבָ֔ חֲמִשִּׁ֣
בְּנֵי֣  ת  מִשְׁפְּחֹ֖ י  פְקוּדֵ֔ לֶּה  יִם׃ מה אֵ֣ וּמָאתָֽ ים  אֲלָפִ֖ שְׁלֹ֥שֶׁת  ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֑
ים  ל־הַפְּקֻדִ֡ ה׃ מו כָּֽ בְּיַד־מֹשֶֽׁ י֖י  י  עַל־פִּ֥ ן  הֲרֹ֔ וְאַֽ מֹשֶׁה֙  ד  �ָקַ֤ פּ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ י  מְרָרִ֑
ית  ם וּלְבֵ֥ ל אֶת־הַלְוִיִּ֑ם לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֖ י יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ן וּנְשִׂיאֵ֥ הֲרֹ֛ ה וְאַֽ ד מֹשֶׁ֧ אֲשֶׁר֩ פָּקַ֨
א  שָׁנָ֑ה כָּל־הַבָּ֗ ים  ד בֶּן־חֲמִשִּׁ֣ וְעַ֖ עְלָה  וָמַ֔ ים שָׁנָה֙  ן שְׁלֹשִׁ֤ ם׃ מז מִבֶּ֨ אֲבֹתָֽ
ם  דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ פּ� הְי֖וּ  ד׃ מח וַיִּֽ מוֹעֵֽ הֶל  בְּאֹ֥ א  מַשָּׂ֖ ת  עֲבדַֹ֥ וַֽ ה  עֲבדָֹ֛ ת  עֲבדַֹ֧ ד  עֲבֹ֨ לַֽ
בְּיַד־ אוֹתָם֙  ד  �ָקַ֤ פּ י֜י  י  ים׃ מט עַל־פִּ֨ וּשְׁמֹנִֽ מֵא֖וֹת  שׁ  חֲמֵ֥ וַֽ ים  אֲלָפִ֔ שְׁמֹנַ֣ת 
אֶת־ י֖י  ה  אֲשֶׁר־צִוָּ֥ יו  וּפְקֻדָ֕ וְעַל־מַשָּׂא֑וֹ  דָת֖וֹ  עַל־עֲבֹֽ ישׁ  אִ֛ ישׁ  אִ֥ ה  מֹשֶׁ֔

ה׃  מֹשֶֽׁ

(34) So Moses, Aaron, and the chieftains of the community 
recorded the Kohathites by the clans of their ancestral house,
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(35) from the age of thirty years up to the age of fifty, all 
who were subject to service for work relating to the Tent of 
Meeting.
(36) Those recorded by their clans came to 2,750.
(37) That was the enrollment of the Kohathite clans, all 
those who performed duties relating to the Tent of Meeting, 
whom Moses and Aaron recorded at the command of the Lord 
through Moses.
(38) The Gershonites who were recorded by the clans of their 
ancestral house,
(39) from the age of thirty years up to the age of fifty, all 
who were subject to service for work relating to the Tent of 
Meeting –
(40) those recorded by the clans of their ancestral house came 
to 2,630.
(41) That was the enrollment of the Gershonite clans, all 
those performing duties relating to the Tent of Meeting whom 
Moses and Aaron recorded at the command of the Lord.
(42) The enrollment of the Merarite clans by the clans of their 
ancestral house,
(43) from the age of thirty years up to the age of fifty, all 
who were subject to service for work relating to the Tent of 
Meeting –
(44) those recorded by their clans came to 3,200.
(45) That was the enrollment of the Merarite clans which 
Moses and Aaron recorded at the command of the Lord 
through Moses.
(46) All the Levites whom Moses, Aaron, and the chieftains of 
Israel recorded by the clans of their ancestral houses,
(47) from the age of thirty years up to the age of fifty, all who 
were subject to duties of service and porterage relating to the 
Tent of Meeting –
(48) those recorded came to 8,580.
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(49) Each one was given responsibility for his service and 
porterage at the command of the Lord through Moses, and 
each was recorded as the Lord had commanded Moses.

(49) Each one was given responsibility for his service: Each Lev-
ite was assigned a permanent place in the service of the Tabernacle. Lat-
er, in the Temple in Jerusalem, the function of each of Aaron’s descen-
dants passed to their respective families through inheritance.

(47) All who were subject to duties of service: The Hebrew trans-
lates very literally as “All who come to serve the service of service and 
the service of portage.”

The unusual wording avodat avodah, “the service of service,” is un-
derstood to mean service that enables other service to take place. In 
contemporary terms we would say it is “back office” work performed in 
support of the priestly activities. According to the Midrash, this refers 
to the music that was an integral part of the Temple service. For many 
thousands of Levites, music was the primary form of service performed.

The Midrash further emphasizes that the music performed in the 
Temple was more than just a background activity. Music is essential to 
proper development of the soul, for prophecy, and for coming near to 
God. We see this, for example, in the incident of “Saul among the disci-
ples of the prophets” (1 Sam. 10:5): “There, as you enter the town, you 
will encounter a band of prophets coming down from the shrine, pre-
ceded by lyres, timbrels, flutes, and harps, and they will be speaking in 
ecstasy”; in the story of David playing the lyre in order to dispel the “evil 
spirit” that had come over Saul (1 Sam. 16:16), in the words “‘ Now then, 
get me a musician.’ As the musician played, the hand of the Lord came 
upon him” (i.e., the spirit of prophecy, 2 Kings 3:15); and in many other 
biblical passages.19

19	 The Gaon of Vilna said that if time had permitted, he would have devoted all 
his energies to studying only music; that music is the language of the soul; 
that it can be used to kill a person by taking his soul, but it can be used to 
resurrect the dead as well. (The Midrash believes that the cause of the death 
of Sennacherib’s army was their having heard the angels singing. See 2 Kings 
19:35.) The spiritual level of a society depends on the level of its musical 
culture. According to the complexity of the music that a nation or a society 
consumes, so does it develop and advance.



84 Bible Dynamics. Book of Numbers

§ 5. COMING CLOSER TO HOLINESS, 
AND ALIENATION FROM HOLINESS

§ 5.1. SOLVING PROBLEMS THROUGH ALIENATION FROM 
HOLINESS AND BY COMING CLOSER TO HOLINESS 

This book of Numbers recounts the nation’s journey through the 
wilderness. A journey is a time when the routine, normal way of life is 
often broken. Weekly portion Naso, the first of the “portion of crises,” 
is associated with personality crises – finding solutions to atypical 
problems that individuals experience. The Torah tells us that there are 
two ways that a person can find correction in such situations: by coming 
closer to holiness, or by moving further away from it.

The Torah cites three examples of how a person’s correction can be 
affected by bringing him nearer to holiness: a person repenting from the 
sin of committing deceit, the sotah, “a wife suspected of infidelity,” and 
the nazirite.

To illustrate the idea of correcting an individual by distancing him 
from holiness, the Torah cites three examples of persons who must be 
temporarily removed from the Israelite camp. These are the ritually 
unclean (by reason of defilement by a corpse), persons suffering a flux of 
bodily fluids, and lepers.

In all these situations, the person’s relationship to the aspect of 
holiness must be adjusted. But whether he needs to be moved closer to 
holiness or further away from holiness depends on the specific correction 
that the Torah prescribes in each case. Either way, the individual’s 
relationship to holiness is the axis around which he moves. And since 
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holiness is territorially concentrated in the Temple, he or she must be 
either brought closer to the Temple, or distanced further from it.

After the Torah has described the arrangement of the tribes’ 
encampments around the Tabernacle (see § 2.6 above) – the “inner circle” 
(the Levites) and the “outer circle” (the twelve tribes) – the physical 
structure of the national organism is now revealed, at the center of 
which is Revelation, holiness. 

While this focus on holiness is immensely important, it can also be a 
source of problems. There are cases when excessive proximity to holiness 
complicates a person’s life because it does not allow him to be himself. 
(And in fact, as noted above – see § 3.5 – the periodic concealment of 
holiness is, for that very reason, one of the most important features of 
its operation.) The outward manifestation of this kind of problem is 
ritual impurity, and the correction of a person so affected is to move 
away from Holiness.

Tzara‘at (a skin condition commonly but incorrectly translated 
as “leprosy”; see below Num. 5:2) is the highest degree of impurity. 
According to the Torah (see Num. 12:1,10,14; Deut. 24:8-9), and as 
greatly amplified in the Oral Tradition, this disease is a consequence 
of the sin of leshon hara‘,“speaking evil” of one’s fellow human being, 
or, more generally, immoral behavior in one’s relationship with his 
neighbor. A person afflicted with tzara‘at must remove himself beyond 
the boundaries of all three camps. There, alienated from society, he 
can renew contact with his true inner essence and correct himself, thus 
becoming pure once again.

The impurity of a person suffering from flux is a lesser grade of 
impurity than the leper’s because it is not a direct result of his actions, 
although it is the indirect consequence of his having neglected personal 
hygiene with respect to his physical – and also spiritual – health. Such 
a person is removed from the Levite camp, because he cannot meet the 
purity requirements of that camp, as they apply to persons who wish to 
reside or enter there.20 

The third type of impurity arises from coming in contact with the 
dead. It is not an indication of a person’s defective morality or behavior; 
rather, it highlights the imperfection of this world, in which death exists 

20	 See details below, §  8.2.
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as the result of the sin of Adam and Eve. A person defiled by contact 
with the dead is allowed to remain in the Israelite and Levite camps, and 
is excluded only from the territory of the Temple, because the Temple 
represents eternity, in which there is no death.

After describing those three situations where a person is required 
to distance himself from holiness, the Torah goes on to speak of three 
cases of the opposite situation, where being out of touch with holiness 
is in fact the source of a person’s difficulties. 

The first example of the three, is a person who has become estranged 
from holiness to such a degree that he has been negligent with respect 
to his neighbor’s property and has misappropriated some part of it to 
himself. This is somewhat reminiscent of the leper mentioned just above, 
who spoke ill of his neighbor. But unlike the leper, here the individual 
resolves to repent and to correct the situation on his own, of his own free 
will and with no pressure from external circumstances. That is, there is 
no evidence against him in court, nor is he is experiencing any outward 
physical symptoms, as in the case of the disease of tzara‘at, brought on 
by the sin of scandalous speech.

A person who finds himself in this situation must draw closer to 
holiness, by coming to the Temple and offering a sacrifice to atone for his 
sin of duplicity, of misappropriating another’s property. By drawing near 
to the Temple, he is brought to the realization that inflicting material 
harm on one's neighbor is likewise a serious detriment to holiness.

The second situation requiring a person to come near to the Temple 
involves a husband and wife who are troubled and perplexed in their 
relationship, each blaming the other for causing the conflict. This is 
similar to the case of the person suffering from flux, which came upon 
him as the result of his negligence, in allowing his surrounding space to 
become contaminated. Peace in the family must be built on a foundation 
of awareness of the Divine Presence between the spouses; when that 
foundation is lacking, their marital relationship is easily destroyed. The 
spouses must therefore be brought to the Temple, where they see that 
even the Divine Name can be erased21 on their account – an extreme 
measure undertaken with the sole purpose of restoring peace in their 
home.

21	 See below, §  5.4.
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Finally, the last of the three situations that require drawing near to 
the Temple involves the nazirite – an individual who takes upon himself 
a vow of social separation and other specific restrictions, through which 
he is raised to a level like that of the High Priest, where there is no place 
for ritual impurity or death.

These two opposite sets of three situations show us the way for 
correcting the souls of private citizens. But they concern individuals, 
and if we concentrate only on those persons, we risk losing the national 
perspective. Therefore, immediately after them the Torah will speak of 
the blessing of Israel by the priests, which unites the entire Jewish nation 
under a plea for the Divine Presence to descend upon the community as 
a whole. 

As important as it is to begin our work of correcting the specific 
problems of individuals, we must not lose sight that the full correction 
of private affairs can happen only when done within the context of 
correcting the larger community.

§ 5.2. REMOVING RITUALLY UNCLEAN PERSONS  
FROM THE CAMP (5:1-4)

ה  מַּחֲנֶ֔ ישַׁלְּחוּ֙ מִן־הַֽ ל וִֽ ו אֶת־בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ר׃ ב צַ֚ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ א וַיְדַבֵּ֥
אֶל־ חוּ  תְּשַׁלֵּ֔ עַד־נְקֵבָה֙  ר  פֶשׁ׃ ג מִזָּכָ֤ לָנָֽ א  טָמֵ֥ ל  וְכֹ֖ וְכָל־זָ֑ב  כָּל־צָר֖וּעַ 
ן  שׁכֵֹ֥ י  אֲנִ֖ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ ם  חֲנֵיהֶ֔ אֶת־מַ֣ יְטַמְּאוּ֙  א  ֹ֤ וְל תְּשַׁלְּח֑וּם  מַּחֲנֶ֖ה  לַֽ מִח֥וּץ 
מַּחֲנֶ֑ה  לַֽ אֶל־מִח֖וּץ  ם  אוֹתָ֔ וַיְשַׁלְּח֣וּ  ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ בְּנֵי֣  עֲשׂוּ־כֵן֙  ם׃ ד וַיַּֽ בְּתוֹכָֽ

ל׃  י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ן עָשׂ֖וּ בְּנֵ֥ ה כֵּ֥ ר יי֙ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ ר דִּבֶּ֤ אֲשֶׁ֨ כַּֽ

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
(2) Instruct the Israelites to remove from camp anyone with an 
eruption or a discharge and anyone defiled by a corpse.
(3) Remove male and female alike; put them outside the camp 
so that they do not defile the camp of those in whose midst 
I dwell.
(4) The Israelites did so, putting them outside the camp; as the 
Lord had spoken to Moses, so the Israelites did.
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 (2) Instruct the Israelites to remove from camp: After the 
structure of the camp has been described in detail in the opening 
chapters of this book of Numbers, laws are now given to preserve its 
purity.

To remove from camp anyone with an eruption or a discharge 
and anyone defiled by a corpse: These are the three categories of ritual 
impurity for whose correction a person can expelled from the camp. 
That correction takes the form of distancing the unclean individual 
from holiness, because holiness cannot in and of itself improve a 
person – rather, such correction depends on the nature of the encounter.  
A meeting with holiness when a person is in a state of impurity can do 
him actual harm, rather than helping him.

(2-3) To remove from camp … put them outside the camp so 
that they do not defile the camp: The word “camp” appears in these 
verses three times. Tradition understands this repetition as signifying 

“three levels of camp.” 
The first level is the “camp of holiness” – the territory of the Temple 

as managed by Aaron and his sons.
The second level is the “camp of purity,” where the Levites are 

located. 
And the third level is the “camp of Israel,” where all the other tribes 

reside. 
The degree of a person’s “removal” from the camp depends on the 

type of impurity he or she is experiencing. Lepers must not remain 
even in the camp of Israel; they are expelled beyond the limits of all 
three camps. Persons suffering a flux are removed from the camp of 
holiness and the camp of purity (that is, the camps of the kohanim and 
the Levites), but they may remain in the camp of Israel. And those who 
have been defiled by coming in contact with the dead (the least stringent 
form of impurity) are allowed even in the camp of the Levites, but not in 
the camp of holiness.

Later, when the Jewish nation is settled in the Land of Israel, the 
Temple edifice and its courtyard will correspond to the camp of holiness, 
the Temple Mount to the camp of the Levites, i.e., the camp of purity, 
and urban residential zones (whether of Jerusalem or other cities 
surrounded by a wall) equate to the level of the camp of Israel.
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(2) Anyone with an eruption: This disease, known as tzara‘at 
in the Torah, is often translated as “leprosy,” but it does not actually 
correspond to leprosy in any modern sense, for the two conditions have 
entirely different symptoms. The translation given here (“anyone with 
an eruption”) avoids this problem.

To remove from camp anyone with an eruption: This person’s 
disease has made his guilt manifest to all, namely, he has perverted 
the God-given gift of speech, thereby harming his fellow human. Thus, 
his connection with society is an unhealthy one, and the remedy is to 
alienate him, to move him beyond the framework of society, where he 
can begin to understand the essence of his problem and undertake to 
improve himself. When the disease passes and he becomes pure again, 
he will be allowed to return to the camp.

Or a discharge: This is a painful, purulent discharge from the 
genital organs, a condition that materially compromises one’s health. 
It is assumed that he brought this on himself because of his negligent 
attitude to his own well-being. Although we cannot say that he is directly 
at fault, there is certainly a certain dereliction of duty. A person guilty of 
such negligence is not entirely expelled from society, but neither can he 
relate normally to purity or holiness. He is therefore expelled from the 
two inner camps, and allowed to remain only in the outermost one – on 
the periphery.

And anyone defiled by a corpse: The third level of impurity is 
that caused by coming in contact with a corpse. This impurity is short-
term – it is removed when the affected person immerses in a mikveh (and 
is sprinkled with the ashes of the Red Heifer; see Num. 19:1-19 ff.). A 
person who has been so defiled has done nothing wrong. Should we hold 
him personally responsible for bringing death into the world, which 
in fact happened about only as the result of Adam and Eve’s sin in the 
Garden of Eden?

Such a person may therefore remain even in the camp of the Levites. 
He is forbidden only to enter the camp of holiness, the Temple courtyard, 
for death has no place in the Temple.

So that they do not defile the camp of those in whose midst I 
dwell: All these strictures are imposed both for the benefit of the nation 
and for the benefit of the impure persons themselves.
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(4) The Israelites did so, putting them outside the camp: Here 
we see at work the concept of “reducing one’s level” in order to make 
correction possible. It is a fundamental principle of life. 

For example, in order to create Eve, God had first to put Adam to sleep 
(Gen. 2:21), because it would have been impossible in Adam’s normal, 
waking state to surgically remove an integral part of his anatomy and to 
reconstruct his body. 

As another example, in order to repair a leaky vessel, we must first 
empty it entirely of any water it might still contain. Only after we plug 
and seal the holes is it once again fit to hold water. 

And so it is with man. If he is spiritually defective, then no amount of 
holiness, or increased hours of Torah study, can help him. He must first 
be estranged from holiness, so that in that state of relative alienation, 
he can refine his character, and only then can he come closer to holiness 
once again.

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook applies this same idea to the level of 
religiosity of the Jewish people in the twentieth century. He explains 
that for the correct restructuring of the Jewish nation, they had to move 
away at some stage from holiness. And this, says Rabbi Kook, is the 
underlying reason for the Zionist movement’s departure from religion 
in the early days of the State of Israel.

The people who had grown up in galut, “exile,” understood holiness 
only in its galut form – Torah study and observance of the command-
ments; its “vessels” (i.e. the people’s souls shaped by the exilic experi-
ence) were therefore unsuited to contain a more advanced level of Di-
vine light. To enable the people to perceive the Divine light of the Land 
of Israel, which is of a Messianic character, it was first necessary to break 
down and reconstruct the “vessels” – a temporary move away from holi-
ness. That temporary departure from holiness, which was necessary for 
achieving national independence, is the notorious chutzpah, the brash 
impudence of the pioneers, for which the Zionist movement was famous 
in the earliest stages of its development.
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§ 5.3. CORRECTION FOR UNLAWFUL APPROPRIATION  
OF PROPERTY (5:5-10)

אֽוֹ־ ישׁ  אִ֣ יִשְׂרָאֵל֒  אֶל־בְּנֵי֣  ר׃ ו דַּבֵּר֮  לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  ה וַיְדַבֵּ֥
פֶשׁ  הַנֶּ֥ ה  שְׁמָ֖ וְאָֽ י֑י  בַּֽ עַל  מַ֖ ל  לִמְעֹ֥ ם  אָדָ֔ הָֽ את  ֹ֣ מִכָּל־חַטּ עֲשׂוּ֙  יַֽ י  כִּ֤ ה  אִשָּׁ֗
בְּראֹשׁ֔וֹ  אֶת־אֲשָׁמוֹ֙  יב  וְהֵשִׁ֤ עָשׂוּ֒  ר  אֲשֶׁ֣ ת־חַטָּאתָם֮  אֶֽ וא׃ ז וְהִתְוַדּ֗וּ  הַהִֽ
ל  גֹּאֵ֗ ישׁ  לָאִ֜ ין  לֽוֹ׃ ח וְאִם־אֵ֨ ם  אָשַׁ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֖ לַֽ ן  וְנָתַ֕ יו  עָלָ֑ ף  יסֵֹ֣ ישִׁת֖וֹ  וַחֲמִֽ
ים  הַכִּפֻּרִ֔ יל  אֵ֚ ד  מִלְּבַ֗ ן  לַכּהֵֹ֑ י֖י  לַֽ ב  הַמּוּשָׁ֥ ם  אָשָׁ֛ הָֽ יו  אֵלָ֔ אָשָׁם֙  הָֽ יב  לְהָשִׁ֤
אֲשֶׁר־ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֛ בְנֵֽ י  לְכָל־קָדְשֵׁ֧ ה  יו׃ ט וְכָל־תְּרוּמָ֞ עָלָֽ יְכַפֶּר־בּ֖וֹ  ר  אֲשֶׁ֥
ן  ן לַכּהֵֹ֖ ישׁ אֲשֶׁר־יִתֵּ֥ הְי֑וּ אִ֛ יו ל֣וֹ יִֽ ישׁ אֶת־קֳדָשָׁ֖ הְיֶֽה׃ י וְאִ֥ ן ל֥וֹ יִֽ יבוּ לַכּהֵֹ֖ יַקְרִ֥

הְיֶֽה׃  ל֥וֹ יִֽ

(5) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
(6) Speak to the Israelites: When a man or woman commits any 
wrong toward a fellow man, thus breaking faith with the Lord, 
and that person realizes his guilt,
(7) he shall confess the wrong that he has done. He shall make 
restitution in the principal amount and add one-fifth to it, 
giving it to him whom he has wronged.
(8) If the man has no kinsman to whom restitution can be 
made, the amount repaid shall go to the Lord for the priest 

– in addition to the ram of expiation with which expiation is 
made on his behalf.
(9) So, too, any gift among the sacred donations that the 
Israelites offer shall be the priest’s.
(10) And each shall retain his sacred donations: each priest 
shall keep what is given to him. 

This passage stands in contrast to the previous one, where the 
correction consisted in removing the affected party from holiness. Here, 
in the case of misappropriation of another's property, the solution lies 
in drawing closer to the source of holiness.

(7) He shall make restitution in the principal amount: When the 
crime involves material property – the misappropriation of a person’s 
possessions by another – the guilty party must confess to his wrongdoing 
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and restore the property in question (or the value thereof), plus a certain 
amount in addition, to the individual he has wronged. Finally, he must 
offer a sacrifice for atonement.

And add one-fifth to it: That is, he must add a quarter of the original 
value to it, such that the added amount will then be one fifth of the 
total that is returned. But actually, as we have noted earlier (Exod. 21:37, 
22:3) the material compensation in the case of actual theft is much more 
stringent – the thief must pay twice the value of the article he stole, or 
for certain types of theft even several times that amount.

However, the case under consideration here involves property that 
came into the hands of the perpetrator lawfully. For example, he is a 
bailee who received an article for storage, and later claims that the 
article has been lost or stolen. Or he was obliged to pay and hasn’t paid. 
Or he was otherwise negligent with respect to the other party’s property.

(6) When a man or woman commits any wrong toward a fellow 
man, thus breaking faith with the Lord: The literal translation is 
somewhat different: “When a man or woman commits any wrong toward 
a fellow man, and breaks faith with the Lord.” Thus, we can interpret this 
verse in two ways.

(i) The Torah here speaks of two distinct actions: first a sin against 
a person, which then leads to a second sinful act, a betrayal of the Lord 
in the form of a false oath. That is, he misappropriated the property of 
another, and then swore falsely about it. 

(ii) There was only one act, a sin against man. But such an act is 
itself also a betrayal of God. Because any crime committed against one’s 
fellow human being is also a crime against the Almighty.

The first of those two interpretations is also how the halachah 
understands this verse. But the main translation given here (“thus 
breaking faith with the Lord”) accords with the second interpretation.

And that person realizes his guilt: That is, he experiences pangs of 
remorse and decides to right the wrong he has committed, although no 
court decision or outsider testimony has compelled him to do so.

The mode of restitution described in this passage applies only to 
such a situation.
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(8) If the man has no kinsman to whom restitution can be 
made, the amount repaid shall go to the Lord: Returning the 
misappropriated property is important not only in order to restore the 
aggrieved party to his former position, but also for effecting repentance 
and atonement for the perpetrator.

In addition to the ram of expiation with which expiation is 
made on his behalf: The sinner, sensing his guilt, has decided to reform, 
but he needs to be moved further in that direction, in order to come 
closer to holiness. He has confessed to having sinned against his fellow 
human, but he as yet fails to understand that he has sinned also against 
God. Such a person is therefore obligated to bring a ram of expiation to 
the Temple, which helps him establish contact with holiness.

The amount repaid shall go to the Lord for the priest: The ko-
hanim are entitled to use part of what is dedicated to the Almighty for 
their own purposes.

(10) And each shall retain his sacred donations: These verses 
are added here based on the “associative principle” of how the Torah 
organizes it topics. Since offerings brought by a penitent to the Temple 
were being discussed, other donations to the priests are now also 
mentioned.

(10) And each shall retain his sacred donations: each priest shall 
keep what is given to him: A person who brings a sacrifice or a donation 
to the Temple (this includes also the tithes given to the Levites) has the 
right to choose the kohen (or Levite) to whom he wants to transfer his 
offering, and the other kohanim have no right to object to his choice.

The kohanim and the Levites were not merely servants of the 
Temple. In the Land of Israel, they were divided into a rotating schedule 
of twenty-four annual mishmarot, “watches,” such that each of them 
served in the Temple for only two weeks out of each year. The rest of the 
time they lived among the other tribes – the kohanim mostly near the 
Temple, the Levites throughout the Land of Israel. Their responsibilities 
at those times were to preserve religious tradition, instruct the people, 
educate the children, and other similar activities. 

Every Jew was required to donate a portion of his produce to the 
kohanim and the Levites as terumah, “heave-offerings,” and ma‘aser, 

“tithes,” respectively. But it was always the prerogative of each citizen 
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to choose the kohen and the Levite to whom he wanted to give those 
donations. Of course, he would normally choose someone closely 
aligned with him spiritually and psychologically, who served his family 
ably in the capacity of religious teacher and mentor – in other words, a 
person who executed his duties responsibly and admirably. Thus, a kind 
of “popular reciprocity” arose, wherein the most conscientious kohanim 
and Levites received the greatest portion of donations. This created 
competition among the Levites and among the kohanim, the overall 
effect of which was to positively impact the quality of their work.

The Tradition further states that the Levites and the kohanim also 
ran a small philanthropic organization for distribution of funds, so that 
the least fortunate among their brethren would not be left destitute. 
Those in need would receive something like what today we would call 

“union benefits.”

§ 5.4. SOTAH: THE ORDEAL OF A WOMAN SUSPECTED  
OF INFIDELITY (5:11 31)

ם  אֲלֵהֶ֑ מַרְתָּ֖  וְאָֽ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ אֶל־בְּנֵי֣  ר׃ יב דַּבֵּר֙  לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  יא וַיְדַבֵּ֥
אֹתָהּ֮  ישׁ  אִ֣ ב  עַל׃ יג וְשָׁכַ֨ מָֽ ב֖וֹ  ה  עֲלָ֥ וּמָֽ אִשְׁתּ֔וֹ  ה  י־תִשְׂטֶ֣ כִּֽ אִישׁ֙  ישׁ  אִ֥
ין  אֵ֣ וְעֵד֙  אָה  נִטְמָ֑ יא  וְהִ֣ ה  וְנִסְתְּרָ֖ הּ  אִישָׁ֔ עֵינֵי֣  מֵֽ וְנֶעְלַם֙  שִׁכְבַת־זֶרַע֒ 
אֶת־אִשְׁתּ֖וֹ  א  וְקִנֵּ֥ ה  רֽוּחַ־קִנְאָ֛ יו  עָלָ֧ ר  שָׂה׃ יד וְעָבַ֨ נִתְפָּֽ א  ֹ֥ ל וא  וְהִ֖ הּ  בָּ֔
א  ֹ֥ ל יא  וְהִ֖ אֶת־אִשְׁתּ֔וֹ  וְקִנֵּ֣א  רֽוּחַ־קִנְאָה֙  יו  עָלָ֤ ר  אֽוֹ־עָבַ֨ אָה  נִטְמָ֑ וא  וְהִ֣
אֶת־קָרְבָּנָהּ֙  יא  וְהֵבִ֤ אֶל־הַכּהֵֹן֒  אֶת־אִשְׁתּוֹ֮  ישׁ  הָאִ֣ יא  אָה׃ טו וְהֵבִ֨ נִטְמָֽ
ן עָלָיו֙  א־יִתֵּ֤ ֹֽ מֶן וְל יו שֶׁ֗ ק עָלָ֜ א־יִצֹ֨ ֹֽ ים ל מַח שְׂערִֹ֑ ה קֶ֣ אֵיפָ֖ ת הָֽ יהָ עֲשִׂירִ֥ עָלֶ֔
יב  עָוֽןֺ׃ טז וְהִקְרִ֥ רֶת  מַזְכֶּ֥ זִכָּר֖וֹן  ת  מִנְחַ֥ ה֔וּא  קְנָאֹת֙  ת  י־מִנְחַ֤ כִּֽ ה  לְבנָֹ֔
בִּכְלִי־ ים  קְדשִֹׁ֖ יִם  מַ֥ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֛ ח  �ָקַ֧ יֽי׃ יז וְל י  לִפְנֵ֥ הּ  עֱמִדָ֖ וְהֶֽ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֑ הּ  אֹתָ֖
אֶל־ ן  וְנָתַ֥ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֖ ח  יִקַּ֥ ן  הַמִּשְׁכָּ֔ ע  ְקַ֣ בְּקַר� הְיֶה֙  יִֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֤ ר  עָפָ֗ וּמִן־הֶֽ רֶשׂ  חָ֑
ה  אִשָּׁ֔ הָֽ אשׁ  ֹ֣ וּפָרַע֙ אֶת־ר יי֒  לִפְנֵי֣  ת־הָאִשָּׁה֮  אֶֽ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֥ יד  עֱמִ֨ יִם׃ יח וְהֶֽ הַמָּֽ
י  הְי֔וּ מֵ֥ וא וּבְיַ֤ד הַכּהֵֹן֙ יִֽ ת הִ֑ ת קְנָאֹ֖ ת הַזִּכָּר֔וֹן מִנְחַ֥ ת מִנְחַ֣ יהָ אֵ֚ ן עַל־כַּפֶּ֗ וְנָתַ֣
א  ֹ֨ אִשָּׁה֙ אִם־ל ר אֶל־הָֽ ן וְאָמַ֤ הּ הַכּהֵֹ֗ יעַ אֹתָ֜ ים׃ יט וְהִשְׁבִּ֨ רְרִֽ ים הַמְאָֽ הַמָּרִ֖
ים  י הַמָּרִ֥ י מִמֵּ֛ ךְ הִנָּקִ֕ חַת אִישֵׁ֑ ה תַּ֣ ית טֻמְאָ֖ א שָׂטִ֛ ֹ֥ ךְ וְאִם־ל ב אִישׁ֙ אֹתָ֔ שָׁכַ֥
ן  וַיִּתֵּ֨ את  נִטְמֵ֑ י  וְכִ֣ ךְ  אִישֵׁ֖ חַת  תַּ֥ ית  שָׂטִ֛ י  כִּ֥ תְּ  לֶּה׃ כ וְאַ֗ הָאֵֽ ים  מְאָרְרִ֖ הַֽ
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ת־הָאִשָּׁה֮  אֶֽ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֥ יעַ  ךְ׃ כא וְהִשְׁבִּ֨ אִישֵֽׁ י  בַּלְעֲדֵ֖ מִֽ בָּךְ֙ אֶת־שְׁכָבְתּ֔וֹ  ישׁ  אִ֥
ה  וְלִשְׁבֻעָ֖ ה  לְאָלָ֥ ךְ  אוֹתָ֛ י֥י  ן  יִתֵּ֨ ה  אִשָּׁ֔ לָֽ הַכּהֵֹן֙  ר  וְאָמַ֤ אָלָה֒  הָֽ ת  בִּשְׁבֻעַ֣
יִם  ה׃ כב וּ֠בָאוּ הַמַּ֨ לֶת וְאֶת־בִּטְנֵ�֖ךְ צָבָֽ ת י֤י אֶת־יְרֵכֵךְ֙ נֹפֶ֔ ךְ בְּתֵ֨ בְּת֣וֹךְ עַמֵּ֑
ה  אִשָּׁ֖ הָֽ ה  מְרָ֥ וְאָֽ ךְ  יָרֵ֑ ל  וְלַנְפִּ֣ טֶן  בֶּ֖ לַצְבּ֥וֹת  יִךְ  מֵעַ֔ בְּֽ לֶּה֙  הָאֵ֨ ים  רְרִ֤ הַמְאָֽ
י  אֶל־מֵ֥ ה  וּמָחָ֖ פֶר  בַּסֵּ֑ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֖ לֶּה  הָאֵ֛ אָלֹ֥ת  אֶת־הָֽ כָתַב  ן׃ כג וְ֠ אָמֵֽ ן ׀  אָמֵ֥
הּ  בָ֛ אוּ  וּבָ֥ ים  רְרִ֑ הַמְאָֽ ים  הַמָּרִ֖ י  אֶת־מֵ֥ ה  אִשָּׁ֔ אֶת־הָ֣ ים׃ כד וְהִשְׁקָה֙  הַמָּרִֽ
ת  מִנְחַ֣ ת  אֵ֖ ה  אִשָּׁ֔ הָֽ מִיַּד֣  הַכּהֵֹן֙  ח  �ָקַ֤ ים׃ כה וְל לְמָרִֽ ים  מְאָרְרִ֖ הַֽ יִם  הַמַּ֥
ץ  חַ׃ כו וְקָמַ֨ הּ אֶל־הַמִּזְבֵּֽ יב אֹתָ֖ יף אֶת־הַמִּנְחָה֙ לִפְנֵי֣ י֔י וְהִקְרִ֥ ת וְהֵנִ֤ הַקְּנָאֹ֑
ה אֶת־ ְקֶ֥ ר יַשׁ� חָה וְאַחַ֛ יר הַמִּזְבֵּ֑ הּ וְהִקְטִ֖ רָתָ֔ ן מִן־הַמִּנְחָה֙ אֶת־אַזְכָּ֣ הַכּהֵֹ֤
ל  וַתִּמְעֹ֣ ם־נִטְמְאָה֮  אִֽ ה  יְתָ֣ וְהָֽ יִם  הּ אֶת־הַמַּ֗ ְקָ֣ יִם׃ כז וְהִשׁ� ה אֶת־הַמָּֽ אִשָּׁ֖ הָֽ
ה  פְלָ֖ הּ וְנָֽ ה בִטְנָ֔ בְתָ֣ ים וְצָֽ רְרִים֙ לְמָרִ֔ יִם הַמְאָֽ הּ הַמַּ֤ אוּ בָ֜ עַל בְּאִישָׁהּ֒ וּבָ֨ מַ֣
ה  אִשָּׁ֔ א נִטְמְאָה֙ הָֽ ֹ֤ הּ׃ כח וְאִם־ל רֶב עַמָּֽ ְקֶ֥ ה בּ� ה לְאָלָ֖ אִשָּׁ֛ ה הָֽ יְתָ֧ הּ וְהָֽ יְרֵכָ֑
ה  ר תִּשְׂטֶ֥ ת אֲשֶׁ֨ ת הַקְּנָאֹ֑ את תּוֹרַ֖ ֹ֥ ֽרַע׃ כט ז ה זָ� ה וְנִזְרְעָ֥ וא וְנִקְּתָ֖ ה הִ֑ וּטְהֹרָ֖
ה  יו ר֥וּחַ קִנְאָ֖ ר עָלָ֛ עֲבֹ֥ ר תַּֽ ישׁ אֲשֶׁ֨ אָה׃ ל א֣וֹ אִ֗ וְנִטְמָֽ הּ  חַת אִישָׁ֖ ה תַּ֥ אִשָּׁ֛
ת כָּל־ ן אֵ֥ שָׂה לָהּ֙ הַכּהֵֹ֔ אִשָּׁה֙ לִפְנֵי֣ י֔י וְעָ֤ יד אֶת־הָֽ עֱמִ֤ וְקִנֵּ֣א אֶת־אִשְׁתּ֑וֹ וְהֶֽ
הּ׃  א אֶת־עֲונָֺֽ וא תִּשָּׂ֖ ה הַהִ֔ אִשָּׁ֣ עָו֑ןֺ וְהָֽ ישׁ מֵֽ ה הָאִ֖ את׃ לא וְנִקָּ֥ ֹֽ ה הַזּ הַתּוֹרָ֖

(11) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

(12) Speak to the Israelite people and say to them: If any man’s 
wife has gone astray and broken faith with him

(13) in that a man has had carnal relations with her unbeknown 
to her husband, and she keeps secret the fact that she has 
defiled herself without being forced, and there is no witness 
against her –

(14) but a fit of jealousy comes over him and he is wrought up 
about the wife who has defiled herself; or if a fit of jealousy 
comes over one and he is wrought up about his wife although 
she has not defiled herself –

(15) the man shall bring his wife to the priest. And he shall 
bring as an offering for her one-tenth of an ephah of barley 
flour. No oil shall be poured upon it and no frankincense 
shall be laid on it, for it is a meal offering of jealousy, a meal 
offering of remembrance which recalls wrongdoing.
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(16) The priest shall bring her forward and have her stand 
before the Lord.

(17) The priest shall take sacral water in an earthen vessel and, 
taking some of the earth that is on the floor of the Tabernacle, 
the priest shall put it into the water.

(18) After he has made the woman stand before the Lord, the 
priest shall bare the woman’s head and place upon her hands 
the meal offering of remembrance, which is a meal offering 
of jealousy. And in the priest’s hands shall be the water of 
bitterness that induces the spell.

(19) The priest shall adjure the woman, saying to her, “If no man 
has lain with you, if you have not gone astray in defilement 
while married to your husband, be immune to harm from this 
water of bitterness that induces the spell.

(20) But if you have gone astray while married to your husband 
and have defiled yourself, if a man other than your husband 
has had carnal relations with you” –

(21) here the priest shall administer the curse of adjuration to 
the woman, as the priest goes on to say to the woman – “may 
the Lord make you a curse and an imprecation among your 
people, as the Lord causes your thigh to sag and your belly 
to distend;

(22) may this water that induces the spell enter your body, 
causing the belly to distend and the thigh to sag.” And the 
woman shall say, “Amen, amen!”

(23) The priest shall put these curses down in writing and rub 
it off into the water of bitterness.

(24) He is to make the woman drink the water of bitterness 
that induces the spell, so that the spell-inducing water may 
enter into her to bring on bitterness.

(25) Then the priest shall take from the woman’s hand the 
meal offering of jealousy, elevate the meal offering before 
the Lord, and present it on the altar.
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(26) The priest shall scoop out of the meal offering a token 
part of it and turn it into smoke on the altar. Last, he shall 
make the woman drink the water.

(27) Once he has made her drink the water – if she has defiled 
herself by breaking faith with her husband, the spell-inducing 
water shall enter into her to bring on bitterness, so that her 
belly shall distend and her thigh shall sag; and the woman 
shall become a curse among her people.

(28) But if the woman has not defiled herself and is pure, she 
shall be unharmed and able to retain seed.

(29) This is the ritual in cases of jealousy, when a woman goes 
astray while married to her husband and defiles herself,

(30) or when a fit of jealousy comes over a man and he is 
wrought up over his wife: the woman shall be made to stand 
before the Lord and the priest shall carry out all this ritual 
with her.

(31) The man shall be clear of guilt; but that woman shall 
suffer for her guilt.

The family is the very foundation of society. Therefore, the correction 
of a functioning of society must begin with ways of restoring family trust.

(12) If any man’s wife has gone astray and broken faith with 
him: The verb, S-T-H, “to go astray” – whence “sotah,” the wife who 
is unfaithful, or has merely brought suspicion of that upon herself – 
means “to turn away from the proper path.” That is, this woman has 
veered from the honorable path, thus arousing her husband’s suspicion, 
such that his jealousy is not unreasonable or unfounded. Because we 
read in Num. 5:13, “she keeps secret the fact that she has defiled herself,” 
the halachah understands the situation as follows. 

The man’s wife has gone into seclusion with another man, after 
her husband importuned her not to do so. But she paid no heed and 
proceeded to act against her husband’s wishes and admonitions. Thus, 
the husband’s jealousy has been aroused by his wife’s indiscreet behavior 
and her violation of his explicit exhortations. At very least, the woman is 
guilty of gross disrespect and frivolity.
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(13) Without being forced: If an actual rape was committed, then 
the woman cannot be held accountable.

(14) But a fit of jealousy comes over him: This is the secondary 
reason, or perhaps even the primary reason, that the sotah procedure 
must be performed. The test aims to assuage the husband’s jealousy, 
which can easily lead to destruction of the family. Thus, both the woman 
and her husband are to blame for this family crisis. She acted frivolously, 
disregarding her husband's entreaties. And he allowed himself to be 
overcome by jealousy, from which he now cannot backtrack.

And he is wrought up about the wife: The full verse reads, “But a fit 
of jealousy comes over him and he is wrought up about the wife who has 
defiled herself; or if a fit of jealousy comes over him and he is wrought 
up about his wife although she has not defiled herself.” 

We know that the Torah is always sparing with its words, and would 
not repeat a passage gratuitously.

Thus, the repetition of the words “a fit of jealousy comes over him 
and he is wrought up about his wife” may be understood as in some 
sense indicating that this was not the first time she had committed 
such an impropriety, and that he had actively warned her after that first 
incident never to repeat it, but she disregarded those admonitions. And 
so it came to this. 

(Hence the halachic requirement that in order for the sotah procedure 
to be performed the husband must have actively warned his wife not to 
seclude herself with the other man, for it is reasonable to assume that 
he actually did so after the first occurrence. The word ve kinne is thus 
taken to mean “and he warned,” notwithstanding that the word ve kinne, 
strictly speaking, only indicates feeling an emotion of jealousy, rather 
than acting on that jealousy by issuing a warning or other such.)

(15) The man shall bring his wife to the priest: The man has the 
right to simply divorce his wife – no one obligates him to bring his wife 
to the Temple to verify her fidelity. And of course, it must be extremely 
unpleasant for him to declare publicly that his wife has disobeyed his 
warnings to keep away from another man. 

The wife too has the right to avoid this humiliating procedure and to 
opt for divorce instead. 
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Thus, if the couple has decided to come to the Temple for a resolution, 
it means that neither of them wants a divorce; they both want to preserve 
the marriage, but they have gone so far in their conflict that they cannot 
break the impasse on their own. They need help.

The essence of the correction of their relationship here is precisely 
in their coming to the Temple. When a husband and wife are in conflict, 
most likely they have moved away from holiness. Once the sense of the 
Divine presence disappears from their relationship, they concentrate on 
trifles and jealousy, and quarrels begin. Their correction lies in returning 
to holiness, and they must therefore be brought to the Temple in order 
to restore the feeling of the Divine presence in their lives.

There in the Temple they participate in a powerful series of events 
that is designed to sober them up and return them to reality, so to speak. 
Although only the woman is tested, since it is she, halachically speaking, 
who is guilty of immorality or frivolity, the sotah procedure is for both 
of them an unnerving psychological drama. This inordinate stress helps 
them find closure for the entire situation and restore a normal family 
life. The conflict of mutual misunderstanding is resolved by bringing the 
couple closer to holiness, instead of the alienation from it that they had 
been experiencing.

(15) And he shall bring as an offering for her one-tenth of an 
ephah of barley flour: Meal offerings in the Torah are usually made 
from wheat flour, but here from barley, a grain used primarily as animal 
fodder. The Mishnah (Sotah 2:1) explains that this is meant to highlight 
that the entire incident is the result of concession to animal instincts.

No oil shall be poured upon it and no frankincense shall be 
laid on it: Olive oil and frankincense were standard accompaniments 
for meal offerings (Lev. 2:1). But not here. 

Olive oil, widely used in ancient times for kindling lamps, was a 
symbol of enlightenment. But this situation of the sotah, on the contrary, 
is a “dark episode.” And frankincense, which imparted a sweet smell to 
the offerings, is deliberately omitted in this situation, which is all in all 
a “foul-smelling” affair.

The common thread is that oil and fragrant resin are symbols of joy, 
and it is therefore inappropriate to use either one of them in this case.
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(16) The priest shall bring her forward and have her stand 
before the Lord: Because the source of the problem was the woman’s 
alienation from the Almighty, we effect her correction by bringing her 
closer to Him.

 (17) The priest shall take sacral water: “Sacral water” means 
water taken from the copper laver that stood in the Temple courtyard. 
(The priests washed their hands and feet from this laver in order to 
sanctify themselves before performing their daily service in the Temple; 
see Exod. 30:18-21.) 

Torah (Exod. 38:8) tells us that the laver was constructed from 
copper mirrors donated by women who performed tasks at the entrance 
to the Tabernacle. The Midrash explains that the women had used these 
mirrors in Egypt to adorn themselves, in order to be attractive to their 
husbands and to increase the Jewish nation. Thus, sacral water taken 
from the laver is used here in the sotah procedure, because it is the water 
most appropriate for promoting properly channeled sexual urges.

And, taking some of the earth that is on the floor of the 
Tabernacle, the priest shall put it into the water: Soon, as part of 
this sotah procedure, the woman will drink this potion, but with a text 
written by the priest further rubbed off into the mixture (Num. 5:23). 
It is a rather unusual brew – water never otherwise used for drinking 
mixed with sacral earth and the erased letters of a text that includes 
God’s holy name. All these details are designed to stun the participants, 
to propel them from their normal condition into a state of confusion.

And, taking some of the earth that is on the floor of the Tabernacle: 
Much later, when the permanent Temple was built in Jerusalem, one 
of the stone slabs with which the Temple courtyard was paved was 
deliberately left loose and unsecured, and fitted with a special hook, to 
be used as a handle. The intent was to allow that slab to be raised in 
order to take from beneath it a clod of “the earth that is on the floor of 
the Tabernacle,” if and when needed for performing the sotah procedure.

(18) The priest shall bare the woman’s head: He loosens her 
headdress, removes it, and dishevels her hair. As it is considered indecent 
for a married woman to appear in public with her hair loose, this is yet 
one more of a series of actions in the sotah procedure that are intended 
to be shocking and humiliating.
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And place upon her hands the meal offering of remembrance, 
which is a meal offering of jealousy: All this is meant to give the 
woman serious pause as to whether she is prepared to take an oath 
before God declaring her fidelity to her husband. If at this moment she 
decides that she does not wish to undergo the sotah procedure, she can 
still refuse and opt instead for divorce.

(19) The priest shall adjure the woman, saying to her, “If no 
man has lain with you, if you have not gone astray in defilement 
while married to your husband, be immune to harm: The kohen 
begins from a presumption of innocence.

(20) But if you have gone astray while married to your husband 
and have defiled yourself: Only after expressing exculpatory 
assumptions does the kohen then speak of a possible betrayal.

(21) As the Lord causes your thigh to sag and your belly to 
distend”: These are the organs that participate in sexual intercourse. 
Thigh is a euphemism for the genital organs, and the womb is the organ 
of conception.

And the woman shall say, “Amen, amen!”: The “amen” twice 
spoken by the wife expresses her acceptance of the oath uttered by the 
priest. The purpose of this psychological duress was to urge the woman, 
if she was in fact guilty of infidelity, to refuse to undergo the test.

(23) The priest shall put these curses down in writing and rub 
it off into the water of bitterness: This is the third ingredient of the 
drink. The priest writes a text containing the Name of the Almighty. 
Erasing God’s name is normally strictly forbidden, but a unique 
exception is made for the sotah. For when the husband and wife see 
that the Almighty is prepared even to have His name erased in order 
to restore peace between them, they are imbued with the urgency of 
restoring the Divine presence to their relationship.

(27) Once he has made her drink the water – if she has defiled 
herself … the spell-inducing water shall enter into her to bring on 
bitterness, so that her belly shall distend … and the woman shall 
become a curse among her people: If she is guilty, a swift but agonizing 
death awaits her, revealing to all the crime that she committed in secret.

(28) But if the woman has not defiled herself and is pure, she 
shall be unharmed and able to retain seed: If the woman is innocent, 
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Heaven bestows on her yet another blessing: if she was barren before, 
she will now conceive and give birth. By drawing near to holiness, 
besides clearing herself of baseless charges she also merits to rebuild 
her relationship with her husband and augment their family.

(31) The man shall be clear of guilt: Because the woman is in 
fact innocent, her husband is now cleared of the sin of suspecting an 
innocent person of a serious offense.

§ 5.5. THE VOW OF THE NAZIRITE (6:1-21)

ם  אֲלֵהֶ֑ מַרְתָּ֖  וְאָֽ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ אֶל־בְּנֵי֣  ר׃ ב דַּבֵּר֙  לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  א וַיְדַבֵּ֥
יר  יֽי׃ ג מִיַּ�֤יִן וְשֵׁכָר֙ יַזִּ֔ יר לַֽ יר לְהַזִּ֖ י יַפְלִא֙ לִנְדּרֹ֙ נֶ�֣דֶר נָזִ֔ ה כִּ֤ ישׁ אֽוֹ־אִשָּׁ֗ אִ֣
ים  עֲנָבִ֛ ה וַֽ א יִשְׁתֶּ֔ ֹ֣ ת עֲנָבִים֙ ל ה וְכָל־מִשְׁרַ֤ א יִשְׁתֶּ֑ ֹ֣ ר ל מֶץ שֵׁכָ֖ מֶץ יַ�֛יִן וְחֹ֥ חֹ֥
יִן  הַיַּ֗ מִגֶּ֣פֶן  ה  עָשֶׂ֜ יֵֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ מִכּלֹ֩  נִזְר֑וֹ  י  יְמֵ֣ ל  ל׃ ד כֹּ֖ יאֹכֵֽ א  ֹ֥ ל ים  יבֵשִׁ֖ וִֽ ים  לַחִ֥
ר עַל־ א־יַעֲבֹ֣ ֹֽ ל עַר  תַּ֖ נִזְר֔וֹ  נֶ�֣דֶר  ל׃ ה כָּל־יְמֵי֙  יאֹכֵֽ א  ֹ֥ ל ג  וְעַד־זָ֖ ים  חַרְצַנִּ֛ מֵֽ
ר  שְׂעַ֥ רַע  פֶּ֖ ל  גַּדֵּ֥ ה  הְיֶ֔ יִֽ שׁ  קָדֹ֣ יי֙  לַֽ יר  אֲשֶׁר־יַזִּ֤ ם  הַיָּמִ֜ את  ֹ֨ עַד־מְל ראֹשׁ֑וֹ 
וּלְאִמּ֗וֹ  יו  א׃ ז לְאָבִ֣ ֹֽ יָב א  ֹ֥ ל ת  מֵ֖ פֶשׁ  עַל־נֶ֥ י֑י  לַֽ הַזִּיר֖וֹ  י  ראֹשֽׁוֹ׃ ו כָּל־יְמֵ֥
ל  יו עַל־ראֹשֽׁוֹ׃ ח כֹּ֖ �֥זֶר אֱלֹהָ֖ י נֵ ם כִּ֛ ם בְּמֹתָ֑ א לָהֶ֖ א־יִטַּמָּ֥ ֹֽ חֹת֔וֹ ל לְאָחִיו֙ וּלְאַ֣
א  וְטִמֵּ֖ ם  פִּתְאֹ֔ תַע  בְּפֶ֣ עָלָיו֙  ת  מֵ֤ י־יָמ֨וּת  יֽי׃ ט וְכִֽ לַֽ ה֖וּא  שׁ  קָדֹ֥ נִזְר֑וֹ  י  יְמֵ֣
נּוּ׃ י וּבַיּ֣וֹם  יְגַלְּחֶֽ י  הַשְּׁבִיעִ֖ בַּיּ֥וֹם  הֳרָת֔וֹ  טָֽ בְּי֣וֹם  ראֹשׁוֹ֙  ח  וְגִלַּ֤ נִזְר֑וֹ  אשׁ  ֹ֣ ר
הֶל  אֹ֥ תַח  אֶל־פֶּ֖ ן  ל־הַכּהֵֹ֔ אֶ֨ יוֹנָ֑ה  בְּנֵי֣  שְׁנֵ֖י  א֥וֹ  ים  תֹרִ֔ י  שְׁתֵּ֣ יָבִא֙  י  הַשְּׁמִינִ֗
ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ יו מֵֽ ר עָלָ֔ ה וְכִפֶּ֣ ד לְעֹלָ֔ ד לְחַטָּאת֙ וְאֶחָ֣ ן אֶחָ֤ ה הַכּהֵֹ֗ ד׃ יא וְעָשָׂ֣ מוֹעֵֽ
י  אֶת־יְמֵ֣ יי֙  לַֽ יר  הַהֽוּא׃ יב וְהִזִּ֤ בַּיּ֥וֹם  אֶת־ראֹשׁ֖וֹ  שׁ  וְקִדַּ֥ עַל־הַנָּ֑פֶשׁ  א  חָטָ֖
א  י טָמֵ֖ כִּ֥ יִפְּל֔וּ  אשׁנִֹים֙  ים הָרִֽ וְהַיָּמִ֤ ם  לְאָשָׁ֑ בֶשׂ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֖וֹ  כֶּ֥ יא  וְהֵבִ֛ נִזְר֔וֹ 
תַח  יא אֹת֔וֹ אֶל־פֶּ֖ יָבִ֣ נִזְר֔וֹ  י  יְמֵ֣ יר בְּי֗וֹם מְלאֹת֙  ת הַנָּזִ֑ את תּוֹרַ֖ ֹ֥ נִזְרֽוֹ׃ יג וְז
אֶחָד֙  ים  תָמִ֤ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֨וֹ  כֶּבֶשׂ֩  י֡י  לַֽ אֶת־קָרְבָּנ֣וֹ  יב  ד׃ יד וְהִקְרִ֣ מוֹעֵֽ הֶל  אֹ֥
ים  תָּמִ֖ ד  יִל־אֶחָ֥ וְאַֽ את  לְחַטָּ֑ ה  תְּמִימָ֖ הּ  בַּת־שְׁנָתָ֛ ת  אַחַ֧ ה  וְכַבְשָׂ֨ ה  לְעֹלָ֔
ים  י מַצּ֖וֹת מְשֻׁחִ֣ מֶן וּרְקִי�קֵ֥ לֶת חַלֹּת֙ בְּלוּלֹ֣ת בַּשֶּׁ֔ ל מַצּ֗וֹת סֹ֤ ים׃ טו וְסַ֣ לִשְׁלָמִֽ
ה אֶת־חַטָּאת֖וֹ  ן לִפְנֵי֣ י֑י וְעָשָׂ֥ יב הַכּהֵֹ֖ ם׃ טז וְהִקְרִ֥ ם וְנִסְכֵּיהֶֽ מֶן וּמִנְחָתָ֖ בַּשָּׁ֑
ל הַמַּצּ֑וֹת וְעָשָׂה֙  ל סַ֣ י֔י עַ֖ ה זֶ֤בַח שְׁלָמִים֙ לַֽ עֲשֶׂ֨ יִל יַֽ לָתֽוֹ׃ יז וְאֶת־הָאַ֜ וְאֶת־עֹֽ
אֶת־ ד  מוֹעֵ֖ הֶל  אֹ֥ תַח  פֶּ֛ יר  הַנָּזִ֗ ח  וְאֶת־נִסְכּֽוֹ׃ יח וְגִלַּ֣ אֶת־מִנְחָת֖וֹ  ן  הַכּהֵֹ֔
חַת זֶ֥בַח  שׁ אֲשֶׁר־תַּ֖ אשׁ נִזְר֔וֹ וְנָתַן֙ עַל־הָאֵ֔ ֹ֣ ח אֶת־שְׂעַר֙ ר אשׁ נִזְר֑וֹ וְלָקַ֗ ֹ֣ ר
ה אַחַת֙  ת מַצָּ֤ חַלַּ֨ עַ בְּשֵׁלָה֮ מִן־הָאַיִל֒ וְֽ ן אֶת־הַזְּרֹ֣ ח הַכּהֵֹ֜ ים׃ יט וְלָקַ֨ הַשְּׁלָמִֽ
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אֶת־ תְגַּלְּח֥וֹ  הִֽ ר  אַחַ֖ יר  הַנָּזִ֔ י  עַל־כַּפֵּ֣ וְנָתַן֙  ד  אֶחָ֑ ה  מַצָּ֖ יק  ְקִ֥ וּר� ל  מִן־הַסַּ֔
ל חֲזֵ֣ה  עַ֚ ן  דֶשׁ הוּא֙ לַכּהֵֹ֔ ן ׀ תְּנוּפָה֮ לִפְנֵי֣ יי֒ קֹ֤ ם הַכּהֵֹ֥ נִזְרֽוֹ׃ כ וְהֵנִיף֩ אוֹתָ֨
ת  תּוֹרַ֣ את  ֹ֣ ֽיִן׃ כא ז יָ� יר  הַנָּזִ֖ ה  יִשְׁתֶּ֥ ר  וְאַחַ֛ ה  הַתְּרוּמָ֑ שׁ֣וֹק  ל  וְעַ֖ ה  הַתְּנוּפָ֔
י נִדְרוֹ֙  יג יָד֑וֹ כְּפִ֤ ד אֲשֶׁר־תַּשִּׂ֣ יי֙ עַל־נִזְר֔וֹ מִלְּבַ֖ ר יִדּרֹ֒ קָרְבָּנ֤וֹ לַֽ הַנָּזִיר֮ אֲשֶׁ֣

ת נִזְרֽוֹ׃  ל תּוֹרַ֥ ה עַ֖ עֲשֶׂ֔ ן יַֽ ר כֵּ֣ ר יִדֹּ֔ אֲשֶׁ֣
General principles:

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
(2) Speak to the Israelites and say to them: If anyone, man or 
woman, explicitly utters a nazirite’s vow, to set himself apart 
for the Lord,
(3) he shall abstain from wine and any other intoxicant; he 
shall not drink vinegar of wine or of any other intoxicant, 
neither shall he drink anything in which grapes have been 
steeped, nor eat grapes fresh or dried.
(4) Throughout his term as nazirite, he may not eat anything 
that is obtained from the grapevine, even seeds or skin.
(5) Throughout the term of his vow as nazirite, no razor 
shall touch his head; it shall remain consecrated until the 
completion of his term as nazirite of the Lord, the hair of his 
head being left to grow untrimmed.
(6) Throughout the term that he has set apart for the Lord, he 
shall not go in where there is a dead person.
(7) Even if his father or mother, or his brother or sister should 
die, he must not defile himself for them, since hair set apart 
for his God is upon his head:
(8) throughout his term as nazirite he is consecrated to the 
Lord.

If a person dies suddenly near him:

(9) If a person dies suddenly near him, defiling his consecrated 
hair, he shall shave his head on the day he becomes clean; he 
shall shave it on the seventh day.
(10) On the eighth day he shall bring two turtledoves or two 
pigeons to the priest, at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting.
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(11) The priest shall offer one as a sin offering and the other 
as a burnt offering, and make expiation on his behalf for the 
guilt that he incurred through the corpse. That same day he 
shall reconsecrate his head
(12) and rededicate to the Lord his term as nazirite; and he 
shall bring a lamb in its first year as a penalty offering. The 
previous period shall be void, since his consecrated hair was 
defiled.

The procedure for concluding the period of nazirhood:

(13) This is the ritual for the nazirite: On the day that his term 
as nazirite is completed, he shall be brought to the entrance 
of the Tent of Meeting.
(14) As his offering to the Lord he shall present: one male lamb 
in its first year, without blemish, for a burnt offering; one ewe 
lamb in its first year, without blemish, for a sin offering; one 
ram without blemish for an offering of well-being;
(15) a basket of unleavened cakes of choice flour with oil 
mixed in, and unleavened wafers spread with oil; and the 
proper meal offerings and libations.
(16) The priest shall present them before the Lord and offer 
the sin offering and the burnt offering.
(17) He shall offer the ram as a sacrifice of well-being to the 
Lord, together with the basket of unleavened cakes; the priest 
shall also offer the meal offerings and the libations.
(18) The nazirite shall then shave his consecrated hair, at the 
entrance of the Tent of Meeting, and take the locks of his 
consecrated hair and put them on the fire that is under the 
sacrifice of well-being.
(19) The priest shall take the shoulder of the ram when it has 
been boiled, one unleavened cake from the basket, and one 
unleavened wafer, and place them on the hands of the nazirite 
after he has shaved his consecrated hair.
(20) The priest shall elevate them as an elevation offering 
before the Lord; and this shall be a sacred donation for the 
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priest, in addition to the breast of the elevation offering and 
the thigh of gift offering. After that the nazirite may drink 
wine.

(21) Such is the obligation of a nazirite; except that he who 
vows an offering to the Lord of what he can afford, beyond his 
nazirite requirements, must do exactly according to the vow 
that he has made beyond his obligation as a nazirite.

(2) A nazirite’s vow: A nazirite (Hebrew nazir, from N-Z-R, “to 
separate oneself, abstain”) is a person who wishes to adopt and 
demonstrate to others a greater level of sanctity than is normally 
required. This decision is motivated by the person’s overall sense that 
there is insufficient holiness in the life of the Jewish nation, and his 
desire to remedy that shortcoming. The Torah gives such a person the 
status of a “temporary High Priest in the Divine service,” and imposes 
restrictions on him corresponding to that status.

But a nazirite is by no means a hermit. He continues normal family 
life and retains his social connections, all the while correcting those 
around him, which he does, in a certain sense, by scandalizing society. 
His full head of hair makes the nazirite conspicuous; he is noticed 
everywhere he goes. Everyone knows him. His mere presence proclaims 
the lack of “normalized sanctity” in society and calls for its correction. 
In this regard, Amos (2:11) places the nazirite on par with a prophet.

We spoke earlier of effecting correction for people who have 
committed some wrongdoing, or who are ritually unclean; that is, 
correcting the negative aspects of society. But for promoting a healthy 
society this is not enough. We also need people who voluntarily embrace 
an increased level of purity and holiness – people who actively promote 
society’s positive aspects.

The vow of nazirhood is not a generally recommended action; it 
is a path suitable for only a select few. But for society as a whole, it is 
nevertheless essential that there will always be people who undertake 
this vow.

Nazir: Various terms found in this chapter – “vow,” “nazirhood,” 
“dedicating oneself,” “abstaining from,” “crown” (as in “the crown of his 
God” and “his crown of hair,” alternate translations used in Num. 6:7, 19) –  
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all derive from the same verbal root, N-Z-R. That root denotes being 
singled out or keeping apart from the rest (Jud. 13:5, 7), abstaining from 
something (Lev. 22:2; Zech. 7:3), or leaving something untouched and 
without interference (e.g., with reference to grapevines that grow during 
the shemittah and Jubilee years without cultivation; see Lev. 25:5, 11). 
All these concepts find concrete expression in the nazirite.

A nazirite’s vow, to set himself apart for the Lord: As the 
essence of nazirhood is to dedicate oneself to the Almighty, the specific 
restrictions by which the nazirite must abide merely follow as the natural 
consequence of that general principle.

(3) He shall abstain from wine and any other intoxicant: 
The kohen, while serving in the Temple, must refrain from wine and 
intoxicating beverages (Lev. 10:9). Likewise the nazirite, for he is, as it 
were, performing the Temple service of the Almighty.

(4) He may not eat anything that is obtained from the grapevine, 
even seeds or skin: This exceeds what is expected even from the priests, 
who are commanded: “Drink no wine or other intoxicant, you or your 
sons, when you enter the Tent of Meeting, that you may not die … for 
you must distinguish between the sacred and the profane, and between 
the unclean and the clean” (Lev. 10:9). 

A drunken priest is forbidden to perform the Temple service or 
execute any of his priestly duties, which includes teaching Torah to the 
people or rendering complex legal decisions (“for you must distinguish 
between the sacred and the profane, and between the unclean and the 
clean”). 

For the nazirite, however, not only is intoxication forbidden, but 
even eating any part or derivative of the grape, including even the seeds 
or the rind. This demonstrates that the point here is not only personal 
sobriety, but also a “declarative distancing” from anything associated 
with grapes in any way, for it is in this that the nazirite’s moral influence 
on society consists. Grapes and wine are positive, even essential, things, 
but a person can easily become enslaved to them. The nazirite therefore 
loudly proclaims his total separation from them.

(5) Throughout the term of his vow as nazirite, no razor shall 
touch his head; it shall remain consecrated … the hair of his 
head being left to grow untrimmed: This head of hair is called nezer  
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elohav ’al rosho, “the crown of his God upon his head” (Num. 6:7, literal 
translation). In this sense the nazirite’s hair is like the diadem on the 
head of the High Priest, which is also called nezer (Exod. 29:6). 

More literally, the words gaddel pera‘, “the hair of his head being left 
to grow untrimmed” (Num. 6:7) would be translated as “the hair of his 
head wildly let grown.” From this phrasing the Tradition concludes that 
the minimum term of nazirhood is thirty days, since hair growth of any 
shorter interval would not create the impression of something allowed 
to grow wild.

(6) Throughout the term that he has set apart for the Lord, he 
shall not go in where there is a dead person: Of the nazirite’s three 
prohibitions, this one is primary, because if it is violated the nazirite 
is considered defiled, and must begin anew the period of his vow 
(which is not the case for the other two prohibitions, drinking wine and 
haircutting).

(7) Even if his father or mother, or his brother or sister should 
die, he must not defile himself for them: This requirement is more 
stringent for the nazirite than even for a High Priest (whereas for an 
ordinary priest it does not apply at all, see Lev. 21:11, 21:2 ff.). In other 
words, the nazirite is deemed comparable to the High Priest doing the 
Divine service in God’s Temple. 

The prohibition of coming in contact with a corpse emphasizes that 
the essence of the Temple – and of Divinity – is life. Death is only a 
consequence of humanity’s (temporary) distancing from God, and will 
ultimately be overcome.

The nazirite’s restrictions can also be interpreted in another way – 
as the expression of his desire to return to the primordial conditions of 
the Garden of Eden before Adam and Eve transgressed. 

If we follow this approach, the nazirite’s prohibition of consuming 
grapes is analogous to Adam and Eve’s prohibition of partaking from the 
fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. According to one opinion 
in the Talmud, that fruit was in fact the grape (Berachot 40a). And the 
nazirite’s prohibition of coming in contact with the dead emphasizes 
that there was no death before the expulsion from the Garden of Eden. 
Finally, the haircutting prohibition symbolizes a desire to return to the 
pre-Edenic state of the world in which neither society nor its influence 
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existed (for it is only the influence of society that dictates the aesthetics 
represented by a haircut).

This does not mean that the development of civilization as a whole 
was a bad thing that should never have happened. Nazirhood is by no 
means the proper path for everyone, but there is a definite need to 
remind society of its original, “pre-civilized” state, because it too has its 
positive elements.

(8) Throughout his term as nazirite he is consecrated to the 
Lord: This is the essence of the nazirite: he creates an additional 
channel for holiness to enter into the world. The attendant prohibitions 
are only the consequences of this special state.

(9) If a person dies suddenly near him: The Hebrew here uses the 
expression be-peta‘ pit’om, “due to an unexpected suddenness.” The 
double intensifier further emphasizes that the nazirite’s defilement 
is the result of an event that could not have been anticipated (see  
Num. 6:11).

Defiling his consecrated hair: The nazirite’s physical contact with 
a corpse, even if it happened against his will, completely cancels the 
observance of his vow heretofore. But drinking wine and haircutting 
have no such power. Contact with death is a desecration of the Divine 
and everything sacred, which, in essence, are life, and they manifest 
themselves in the life force. Defilement by a corpse therefore negates 
the previous period of observance.

(11) The priest shall offer … and make expiation on his behalf 
for the guilt that he incurred through the corpse: Although the 
defilement was unintentional and not the result of negligence, the 
Torah nevertheless places a share of the blame on the nazirite himself. 

A person who takes upon himself to rise above the required standard 
is held to a higher level of responsibility than an ordinary person. The 
nazirite should therefore have foreseen every problem that might arise 

– to foresee even the unforeseeable, as it were. (When the Torah stressed 
in Num. 6:9 the “unexpected suddenness” of the defilement, it was in 
order to make this point.) 

The priest shall offer one as a sin offering: What is the sin for 
which this offering atones? In the direct sense, this sacrifice atones for 
the nazirite’s sin of having come in contact with impurity, because he 
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failed to foresee his defilement by the dead, and did not take proper 
precautions to guard himself against it. 

But it is also possible that the vow of nazirhood is itself in some 
sense a sin on his part: since he was ultimately defiled, this is an 
indication that he took on more than he was able to fulfill, and such an 
attempt to “jump above and ahead of oneself” is wrong. The Talmud 
relates that Simon the Righteous would never partake of a nazirite’s sin 
offering, because he believed that in most cases a vow of nazirhood is a 
manifestation of self-pride and conceit (Nedarim 9b).

(13) This is the ritual for the nazirite: On the day that his term 
as nazirite is completed, he shall be brought to the entrance of the 
Tent of Meeting: The nazirite comes nearest to the Almighty not during 
his period of ecstatic exaltation, but only when at the end of the term of 
his vow he returns to a normal lifestyle.22 Therefore, he is brought to the 
Tent of the Meeting only on the final day of his term as nazirite.

(17) He shall offer the ram as a sacrifice of well-being to the 
Lord, together with the basket of unleavened cakes; the priest 
shall also offer the meal offerings and the libations: The nazirite’s 
sacrifices include all four categories of Temple offerings. Namely, three 
animal offerings:

(i) Olah, a “burnt offering.”
(ii) Chattat, a “sin offering.”
(iii) Shelamim, a “peace offering.”
(iv) Minchah, a “meal offering of flour.” 

In this sense we can compare the nazirite’s sacrifices to the milu’im –  
the High Priest’s initiation sacrifices that symbolize and confirm his 
promotion to that elevated status (as described in Exod. 29:1 ff.).

(18) The nazirite shall then shave his consecrated hair, at the 
entrance of the Tent of Meeting: By doing so the nazirite renounces 
his former “High Priest” status.

And take the locks of his consecrated hair and put them on the fire 
that is under the sacrifice of well-being: He simultaneously offers that 

22	 Likewise, the essence of the Akedah, the Binding of Isaac, is Abraham’s re-
turn to his normal, everyday life. See Bible Dynamics on Gen. 22.
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hair as a sacrifice and destroys it completely. The nazirite must not 
preserve that hair as a keepsake, lest he come to worship it as a symbol 
of his achievements.

(19-20) The priest shall take the shoulder of the ram …, one 
unleavened cake …, and one unleavened wafer, and place them on 
the hands of the nazirite after he has shaved his consecrated hair. 
The priest shall elevate them … before the Lord: Only after shaving 
his hair and returning to his prior, normal state is the nazirite worthy 
to receive parts of the sacrifices on his hands and dedicate them to the 
Almighty.

After that the nazirite may drink wine: More literally, the Hebrew 
should be translated as, “After that the nazirite shall drink wine.”

All three prohibitions of nazirhood are now lifted, but only this 
one is mentioned explicitly. Moreover, it is formulated not merely as 
permission, but as an instruction: The nazirite shall drink wine. He 
must return to his former, normal life. Only by his doing so can the true 
purpose of his nazirite vow be realized.

§ 5.6. THE PRIESTLY BLESSING (6:22-27)

ה  ר כֹּ֥ וְאֶל־בָּנָ֣יו לֵאמֹ֔ ל־אַהֲרןֹ֙  אֶֽ ר  ר׃ כג דַּבֵּ֤ ה לֵּאמֹֽ י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ ר  כב וַיְדַבֵּ֥
ם׃  ל אָמ֖וֹר לָהֶֽ רְכ֖וּ אֶת־בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ תְבָֽ

ךָ׃  רֶכְךָ֥ י֖י וְיִשְׁמְרֶֽ  כד יְבָֽ

ֽךָּ׃  יחֻנֶּ� יךָ וִֽ ר י֧י ׀ פָּנָ֛יו אֵלֶ֖  כה יָאֵ֨

ם לְךָ֖ שָׁלֽוֹם׃  יךָ וְיָשֵׂ֥ א י֤י ׀ פָּנָיו֙ אֵלֶ֔  כו יִשָּׂ֨

ם׃  רְכֵֽ י אֲבָֽ אֲנִ֖ ל וַֽ י עַל־בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑  כז וְשָׂמ֥וּ אֶת־שְׁמִ֖

(22) The Lord spoke to Moses:

(23) Speak to Aaron and his sons: Thus shall you bless the 
people of Israel. Say to them:

(24) The Lord bless you and protect you!

(25) The Lord deal kindly and graciously with you!

(26) The Lord bestow His favor upon you and grant you peace!
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(27) Thus they shall link My name with the people of Israel, and 
I will bless them.

(23) Thus shall you bless the people of Israel: Here the Torah 
commands that Aaron and his sons must bless the Jewish nation regularly, 
as must also their descendants the priests do for all generations to come. 
The Priestly Blessing has the power to unite all the people of Israel.

Thus shall you bless: The birkat kohanim, “the Blessing of the 
Priests,” serves to maintain God’s ongoing connection with the entire 
Jewish nation and with each individual Jew. It presents a general scheme 
of human development that consists of three ascending levels: material, 
mental, and spiritual.

The blessing of the nation by the kohanim was an important 
component of the Temple service. It later passed also into the liturgy, 
and still survives today as the only remaining “special kohen moment” of 
our synagogue service. In the Land of Israel the kohanim bless the people 
every day, while in the Diaspora they do so only on major festivals. The 
rationale for that difference is stated as follows. “The Priestly Blessings 
require a state of joy. In the Land of Israel every day is joyful, but 
everywhere else joy is not constant; it exists only on the festivals.”

A silver scroll on which the text of the Priestly Blessing is engraved, 
dating from the eighth century BCE, has been found at an archaeological 
site in Jerusalem. It is the oldest known surviving passage of the Hebrew 
scriptures found to date.

(24) The Lord bless you and protect you!: The material and 
physical aspects – a dignified, successful, and secure life – comprise the 
first and most basic level of the blessing. Alone, these are, of course, not 
sufficient, but they are necessary. In the Torah’s view, material success 
is a precondition for proper spiritual advancement.

(25) The Lord deal kindly and graciously with you!: Translated 
literally, the first half of this passage reads, “May the Lord illuminate 
you with his countenance.” This verse is the second of the three levels 
mentioned previously – the mental and psychological. Receiving 
illumination from the Divine countenance means that a person can live 
a life of joy that is filled with meaning. And the meaning of that grace is 
that the Almighty will bestow this benefit on each Jew, even if they are 
not fully deserving of it.
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(26) The Lord bestow His favor upon you and grant you peace!: 
Translated literally, the first half of this passage reads, “May the Lord 
turn His face unto you.” This is the third level, the spiritual. Besides 
giving mercy and grace, the Almighty also turns His face unto each 
individual – he maintains a dialogue with every person. Receiving the 

“illumination of his countenance” (Num. 6:25) is a one-sided action: 
He illuminates, and they receive. But here, “May the Lord turn His face 
unto you” – there is two-way contact, i.e., there is dialogue. God will 
illuminate you with His countenance, and at the same time also give ear 
to what you have to say.

And grant you peace!: Hebrew shalom, meaning “peace,” is very 
closely related to shalem, meaning “whole,” “complete.” Peace means 
not merely the absence of war and unrest, but also wholeness, fullness. 
Achieving true wholeness is possible only at this level, which combines 
physical, psychological, and spiritual advancement.

(27) Thus they shall link My name with the people of Israel, and 
I will bless them: Ultimately, is not the priests who bless the people, 
but God. The priests only recite the words of the blessing, making them 
audible and recognizable to the people.
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§ 6. THE CHIEFTAINS’ GIFTS  
TO THE SANCTUARY

§ 6.1. THE GIFTS OF THE OXEN AND THE CARTS (7:1-9) 

שׁ  וַיְקַדֵּ֤ אֹת֜וֹ  ח  וַיִּמְשַׁ֨ ן  אֶת־הַמִּשְׁכָּ֗ ים  �ָקִ֣ לְה ה  מֹשֶׁ֜ כַּלּ֨וֹת  בְּיוֹם֩  י  א וַיְהִ֡
שׁ  וַיְקַדֵּ֥ ם  וַיִּמְשָׁחֵ֖ יו  וְאֶת־כָּל־כֵּלָ֑ חַ  וְאֶת־הַמִּזְבֵּ֖ יו  וְאֶת־כָּל־כֵּלָ֔ אֹתוֹ֙ 
ת  י הַמַּטֹּ֔ ם נְשִׂיאֵ֣ ם הֵ֚ ית אֲבֹתָ֑ י בֵּ֣ ל רָאשֵׁ֖ י יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ יבוּ֙ נְשִׂיאֵ֣ ם׃ ב וַיַּקְרִ֨ אֹתָֽ
שֵׁשׁ־עֶגְלֹ֥ת  י֗י  לִפְנֵי֣  ם  אֶת־קָרְבָּנָ֜ יאוּ  ים׃ ג וַיָּבִ֨ עַל־הַפְּקֻדִֽ ים  מְדִ֖ הָעֹֽ ם  הֵ֥
יבוּ  וַיַּקְרִ֥ ד  לְאֶחָ֑ וְשׁ֣וֹר  ים  הַנְּשִׂאִ֖ י  עַל־שְׁנֵ֥ ה  עֲגָלָ֛ ר  בָּקָ֔ ר  עָשָׂ֣ וּשְׁנֵי֣  צָב֙ 
ם  אִתָּ֔ מֵֽ ח  ר׃ ה קַ֚ לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  אמֶר  ֹ֥ ן׃ ד וַיּ הַמִּשְׁכָּֽ י  לִפְנֵ֥ ם  אוֹתָ֖
ישׁ  אִ֖ ם  אֶל־הַלְוִיִּ֔ אוֹתָם֙  ה  תַתָּ֤ וְנָֽ ד  מוֹעֵ֑ הֶל  אֹ֣ ת  אֶת־עֲבדַֹ֖ ד  עֲבֹ֕ לַֽ וְהָי֕וּ 
אֶל־ ם  אוֹתָ֖ ן  וַיִּתֵּ֥ ר  �ָקָ֑ וְאֶת־הַבּ עֲגָלֹ֖ת  אֶת־הָֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ ח  דָתֽוֹ׃ ו וַיִּקַּ֣ עֲבֹֽ י  כְּפִ֥
י  ֽרְשׁ֑וֹן כְּפִ֖ ן לִבְנֵי֣ גֵ� ר נָתַ֖ עַת הַבָּקָ֔ עֲגָל֗וֹת וְאֵת֙ אַרְבַּ֣ י הָֽ ת ׀ שְׁתֵּ֣ ם׃ ז אֵ֣ הַלְוִיִּֽ
י כְּפִי֙  ן לִבְנֵי֣ מְרָרִ֑ ר נָתַ֖ עֲגָלֹ֗ת וְאֵת֙ שְׁמֹנַ֣ת הַבָּקָ֔ ע הָֽ ת ׀ אַרְבַּ֣ ם׃ ח וְאֵ֣ דָתָֽ עֲבֹֽ
ת  י־עֲבדַֹ֤ ן כִּֽ א נָתָ֑ ֹ֣ ת ל י קְהָ֖ ן׃ ט וְלִבְנֵ֥ ן הַכּהֵֹֽ ן־אַהֲרֹ֖ ר בֶּֽ יתָמָ֔ ם בְּיַד֙ אִֽ דָתָ֔ עֲבֹ֣

אוּ׃ ֹ ף יִשָּֽׂ ם בַּכָּתֵ֖ דֶשׁ֙ עֲלֵהֶ֔ הַקֹּ֨

(1) On the day that Moses finished setting up the Tabernacle, 
he anointed and consecrated it and all its furnishings, as 
well as the altar and its utensils. When he had anointed and 
consecrated them,

(2) the chieftains of Israel, the heads of ancestral houses, 
namely, the chieftains of the tribes, those who were in charge 
of enrollment, drew near
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(3) and brought their offering before the Lord: six draught carts 
and twelve oxen, a cart for every two chieftains and an ox for 
each one. When they had brought them before the Tabernacle,

(4) the Lord said to Moses:

(5) Accept these from them for use in the service of the Tent 
of Meeting, and give them to the Levites according to their 
respective services.

(6) Moses took the carts and the oxen and gave them to the 
Levites.

(7) Two carts and four oxen he gave to the Gershonites, as 
required for their service,

(8) and four carts and eight oxen he gave to the Merarites, as 
required for their service – under the direction of Ithamar son 
of Aaron the priest.

(9) But to the Kohathites he did not give any; since theirs was 
the service of the [most] sacred objects, their porterage was 
by shoulder.

The final section of weekly portion Naso speaks of the connection 
that the tribes forge with the Tabernacle. Now that each individual has 
formulated the proper framework of his or her relationship with the 
Tabernacle (as expressed in the ideas of moving closer to holiness or 
temporarily further away from it), and the priests’ blessing of the people 
is also in place, Israel’s connection with the Sanctuary at a higher, 
national level must likewise be actualized. This happens through the 
gifts that the chieftain of each tribe presents to the Tabernacle.

(1) On the day that Moses finished setting up the Tabernacle: 
Here the Torah departs from the actual sequence of events. The 
narrative of this book, Bemidbar (Numbers), began on the first day of 
the second month, Iyar, the month following the first anniversary of the 
Exodus. However, the dedication of the Tabernacle to be described here 
happened one month earlier, on the first of Nisan, two weeks before that 
first anniversary of the Exodus.

(2) The chieftains of Israel, the heads of ancestral houses, namely, 
the chieftains of the tribes … drew near: They are simultaneously the 
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chieftains of Israel and the chieftains of their respective tribes, i.e., each 
chieftain combines responsibility for his tribe and a sense of community 
with the entire nation.

Those who were in charge of enrollment: Since the same chieftains 
(Num. 1:5-15) were responsible for the census that was conducted before 
the journey through the wilderness was undertaken, their offering to the 
Tabernacle can be seen also as preparation for that journey.

(3) And brought their offering before the Lord: six draught carts 
and twelve oxen: This concretely unites the Levites with all of Israel. 
Transporting the Tabernacle is not the concern of the Levites exclusively; 
rather, all twelve tribes participated by virtue of their offerings.

(4-5) The Lord said to Moses: Accept these from them: Why 
must God explicitly instruct Moses to accept these gifts? It is because 
the offering of oxen and carts was not originally a command received 
from Above, but only an “initiative from below.” At first Moses does not 
approve of this initiative, but he agrees to it only after receiving Divine 
direction. 

This topic of “initiative from below” – extraordinarily important and 
at the same time problematic – becomes especially relevant in the next 
weekly portion, Behaalotecha, which addresses the conflict of humility 
and insolence – one of the central themes of the first part of the book of 
Numbers.

(7-8) Two carts … he gave to the Gershonites … and four carts 
… he gave to the Merarites: The burden of the Gershonites (the cloths 
and the coverings, see Num. 4:24 ff.) was lighter than the burden of the 
Merarites (who were responsible for the planks, bars, and posts of the 
Tabernacle and its enclosure, see Num. 4:31 ff.). The Merarites therefore 
received twice as many wagons.

(9) But to the Kohathites he did not give any; since theirs 
was the service of the [most] sacred objects, their porterage was 
by shoulder: The Kohathites were responsible for the Temple vessels 
directly associated with Divine revelation, and these could not be 
transported on carts. In this sense, the outermost layer of the Temple’s 
sanctity (the pillars and coverings of the Tabernacle and the enclosure) 
relates, inter alia, with man’s lower instincts (as symbolized by animals 
transporting these components of the Sanctuary), but its internal 
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content – the Temple vessels – has its foundations only in the Divine 
soul that is uniquely human.

§ 6.2. OFFERINGS FOR THE DEDICATION OF THE 
TABERNACLE (7:10-88)

יבוּ  וַיַּקְרִ֧ אֹת֑וֹ  ח  הִמָּשַׁ֣ בְּי֖וֹם  חַ  הַמִּזְבֵּ֔ ת  חֲנֻכַּ֣ ת  אֵ֚ ים  הַנְּשִׂאִ֗ יבוּ  י וַיַּקְרִ֣
ד  יא אֶחָ֜ ה נָשִׂ֨ אמֶר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֑ ֹ֥ חַ׃ יא וַיּ י הַמִּזְבֵּֽ ם אֶת־קָרְבָּנָ֖ם לִפְנֵ֥ הַנְּשִׂיאִ֛

חַ׃  ת הַמִּזְבֵּֽ חֲנֻכַּ֖ ם לַֽ יבוּ֙ אֶת־קָרְבָּנָ֔ יא אֶחָד֙ לַיּ֔וֹם יַקְרִ֨ לַיּ֗וֹם נָשִׂ֤

ה  ב לְמַטֵּ֥ ינָדָ֖ רִאשׁ֖וֹן אֶת־קָרְבָּנ֑וֹ נַחְשׁ֥וֹן בֶּן־עַמִּֽ יב בַּיּ֥וֹם הָֽ י הַמַּקְרִ֛ יב וַיְהִ֗
ק  מִזְרָ֤ מִשְׁקָלָהּ֒  וּמֵאָה֮  ים  שְׁלֹשִׁ֣ ת  אַחַ֗ סֶף  עֲרַת־כֶּ֣ קַֽ ה׃ יג וְקָרְבָּנ֞וֹ  יְהוּדָֽ
ה  לֶת בְּלוּלָ֥ ים סֹ֛ ם ׀ מְלֵאִ֗ דֶשׁ שְׁנֵיהֶ֣ קֶל הַקֹּ֑ קֶל בְּשֶׁ֣ ים שֶׁ֖ סֶף שִׁבְעִ֥ אֶחָד֙ כֶּ֔
ד  אֶחָ֞ ר  רֶת׃ טו פַּ֣ קְטֹֽ ה  מְלֵאָ֥ ב  זָהָ֖ ה  עֲשָׂרָ֥ ת  אַחַ֛ ף  ה׃ יד כַּ֥ לְמִנְחָֽ מֶן  בַשֶּׁ֖
ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ה׃ טז שְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ לְעֹלָֽ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֖וֹ  ד  בֶשׂ־אֶחָ֥ כֶּֽ ד  אֶחָ֛ יִל  אַ֧ ר  בֶּן־בָּקָ֗
ה  ים חֲמִשָּׁ֔ ם חֲמִשָּׁה֙ עַתּוּדִ֣ ר שְׁנַיִם֒ אֵילִ֤ �ָקָ֣ את׃ יז וּלְזֶבַ֣ח הַשְּׁלָמִים֮ בּ לְחַטָּֽ

ב׃  ינָדָֽ ן נַחְשׁ֖וֹן בֶּן־עַמִּֽ ה זֶ֛ה קָרְבַּ֥ י־שָׁנָ֖ה חֲמִשָּׁ֑ ים בְּנֵֽ כְּבָשִׂ֥

ב אֶת־ ר׃ יט הִקְרִ֨ יא יִשָּׂשכָֽ נְשִׂ֖ ר  ל בֶּן־צוּעָ֑ נְתַנְאֵ֣ יב  י הִקְרִ֖ יח בַּיּוֹם֙ הַשֵּׁנִ֔
סֶף  כֶּ֔ אֶחָד֙  ק  מִזְרָ֤ מִשְׁקָלָהּ֒  וּמֵאָה֮  ים  שְׁלֹשִׁ֣ ת  אַחַ֗ סֶף  עֲרַת־כֶּ֣ קַֽ קָרְבָּנ֜וֹ 
מֶן  בַשֶּׁ֖ ה  בְּלוּלָ֥ לֶת  סֹ֛ ים  מְלֵאִ֗ ם ׀  שְׁנֵיהֶ֣ דֶשׁ  הַקֹּ֑ קֶל  בְּשֶׁ֣ קֶל  שֶׁ֖ ים  שִׁבְעִ֥
בֶּן־ ד  אֶחָ֞ ר  רֶת׃ כא פַּ֣ קְטֹֽ ה  מְלֵאָ֥ ב  זָהָ֖ ה  עֲשָׂרָ֥ ת  אַחַ֛ ף  ה׃ כ כַּ֥ לְמִנְחָֽ
ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ה׃ כב שְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ לְעֹלָֽ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֖וֹ  ד  בֶשׂ־אֶחָ֥ כֶּֽ ד  אֶחָ֛ יִל  אַ֧ ר  בָּקָ֗
ה  ים חֲמִשָּׁ֔ ם חֲמִשָּׁה֙ עַתֻּדִ֣ ר שְׁנַיִם֒ אֵילִ֤ �ָקָ֣ את׃ כג וּלְזֶבַ֣ח הַשְּׁלָמִים֮ בּ לְחַטָּֽ

ר׃  ל בֶּן־צוּעָֽ ן נְתַנְאֵ֖ ה זֶ֛ה קָרְבַּ֥ י־שָׁנָ֖ה חֲמִשָּׁ֑ ים בְּנֵֽ כְּבָשִׂ֥

עֲרַת־ ב בֶּן־חֵלֹֽן׃ כה קָרְבָּנ֞וֹ קַֽ ן אֱלִיאָ֖ יא לִבְנֵי֣ זְבוּלֻ֑ י נָשִׂ֖ כד בַּיּוֹם֙ הַשְּׁלִישִׁ֔
קֶל  שֶׁ֖ ים  שִׁבְעִ֥ סֶף  כֶּ֔ אֶחָד֙  ק  מִזְרָ֤ מִשְׁקָלָהּ֒  וּמֵאָה֮  ים  שְׁלֹשִׁ֣ ת  אַחַ֗ סֶף  כֶּ֣
ת  ף אַחַ֛ ה׃ כו כַּ֥ מֶן לְמִנְחָֽ ה בַשֶּׁ֖ לֶת בְּלוּלָ֥ ים סֹ֛ ם ׀ מְלֵאִ֗ דֶשׁ שְׁנֵיהֶ֣ קֶל הַקֹּ֑ בְּשֶׁ֣
ד  בֶשׂ־אֶחָ֥ ד כֶּֽ יִל אֶחָ֛ ר אַ֧ ד בֶּן־בָּקָ֗ ר אֶחָ֞ רֶת׃ כז פַּ֣ ה קְטֹֽ ב מְלֵאָ֥ ה זָהָ֖ עֲשָׂרָ֥
הַשְּׁלָמִים֮  את׃ כט וּלְזֶבַ֣ח  לְחַטָּֽ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ה׃ כח שְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ לְעֹלָֽ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֖וֹ 
ה זֶ֛ה  י־שָׁנָ֖ה חֲמִשָּׁ֑ ים בְּנֵֽ ה כְּבָשִׂ֥ ים חֲמִשָּׁ֔ ם חֲמִשָּׁה֙ עַתֻּדִ֣ ר שְׁנַיִם֒ אֵילִ֤ �ָקָ֣ בּ

ב בֶּן־חֵלֹֽן׃  ן אֱלִיאָ֖ קָרְבַּ֥
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בֶּן־שְׁדֵיאֽוּר׃ לא קָרְבָּנ֞וֹ  אֱלִיצ֖וּר  ן  רְאוּבֵ֑ לִבְנֵי֣  יא  נָשִׂ֖ י  רְבִיעִ֔ הָֽ ל בַּיּוֹם֙ 

ים  סֶף שִׁבְעִ֥ כֶּ֔ ק אֶחָד֙  מִזְרָ֤ ים וּמֵאָה֮ מִשְׁקָלָהּ֒  ת שְׁלֹשִׁ֣ סֶף אַחַ֗ עֲרַת־כֶּ֣ קַֽ
ף  ה׃ לב כַּ֥ מֶן לְמִנְחָֽ ה בַשֶּׁ֖ לֶת בְּלוּלָ֥ ים סֹ֛ ם ׀ מְלֵאִ֗ דֶשׁ שְׁנֵיהֶ֣ קֶל הַקֹּ֑ קֶל בְּשֶׁ֣ שֶׁ֖
ד  אֶחָ֛ יִל  אַ֧ ר  בֶּן־בָּקָ֗ ד  אֶחָ֞ ר  רֶת׃ לג פַּ֣ קְטֹֽ ה  מְלֵאָ֥ ב  זָהָ֖ ה  עֲשָׂרָ֥ ת  אַחַ֛
את׃ לה וּלְזֶבַ֣ח  לְחַטָּֽ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ה׃ לד שְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ לְעֹלָֽ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֖וֹ  ד  בֶשׂ־אֶחָ֥ כֶּֽ
ה  י־שָׁנָ֖ ים בְּנֵֽ ה כְּבָשִׂ֥ ים חֲמִשָּׁ֔ ם חֲמִשָּׁה֙ עַתֻּדִ֣ ר שְׁנַיִם֒ אֵילִ֤ �ָקָ֣ הַשְּׁלָמִים֮ בּ

ן אֱלִיצ֖וּר בֶּן־שְׁדֵיאֽוּר׃  ה זֶ֛ה קָרְבַּ֥ חֲמִשָּׁ֑

י׃ לז קָרְבָּנ֞וֹ  ישַׁדָּֽ ל בֶּן־צוּרִֽ מִיאֵ֖ יא לִבְנֵי֣ שִׁמְע֑וֹן שְׁלֻֽ י נָשִׂ֖ חֲמִישִׁ֔ לו בַּיּוֹם֙ הַֽ
ים  סֶף שִׁבְעִ֥ כֶּ֔ ק אֶחָד֙  מִזְרָ֤ ים וּמֵאָה֮ מִשְׁקָלָהּ֒  ת שְׁלֹשִׁ֣ סֶף אַחַ֗ עֲרַת־כֶּ֣ קַֽ
ף  ה׃ לח כַּ֥ מֶן לְמִנְחָֽ ה בַשֶּׁ֖ לֶת בְּלוּלָ֥ ים סֹ֛ ם ׀ מְלֵאִ֗ דֶשׁ שְׁנֵיהֶ֣ קֶל הַקֹּ֑ קֶל בְּשֶׁ֣ שֶׁ֖
ד  אֶחָ֛ יִל  אַ֧ ר  בֶּן־בָּקָ֗ ד  אֶחָ֞ ר  רֶת׃ לט פַּ֣ קְטֹֽ ה  מְלֵאָ֥ ב  זָהָ֖ ה  עֲשָׂרָ֥ ת  אַחַ֛
את׃ מא וּלְזֶבַ֣ח  לְחַטָּֽ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ה׃ מ שְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ לְעֹלָֽ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֖וֹ  ד  בֶשׂ־אֶחָ֥ כֶּֽ
ה  י־שָׁנָ֖ ים בְּנֵֽ ה כְּבָשִׂ֥ ים חֲמִשָּׁ֔ ם חֲמִשָּׁה֙ עַתֻּדִ֣ ר שְׁנַיִם֒ אֵילִ֤ �ָקָ֣ הַשְּׁלָמִים֮ בּ

י׃  ישַׁדָּֽ ל בֶּן־צוּרִֽ מִיאֵ֖ ן שְׁלֻֽ ה זֶ֛ה קָרְבַּ֥ חֲמִשָּׁ֑

עֲרַת־ קַֽ ל׃ מג קָרְבָּנ֞וֹ  בֶּן־דְּעוּאֵֽ ף  אֶלְיָסָ֖ גָ֑ד  לִבְנֵי֣  יא  נָשִׂ֖ י  הַשִּׁשִּׁ֔ מב בַּיּוֹם֙ 
קֶל  שֶׁ֖ ים  שִׁבְעִ֥ סֶף  כֶּ֔ אֶחָד֙  ק  מִזְרָ֤ מִשְׁקָלָהּ֒  וּמֵאָה֮  ים  שְׁלֹשִׁ֣ ת  אַחַ֗ סֶף  כֶּ֣
ף  ה׃ מד כַּ֥ לְמִנְחָֽ מֶן  בַשֶּׁ֖ ה  בְּלוּלָ֥ לֶת  סֹ֛ ים  מְלֵאִ֗ ם ׀  שְׁנֵיהֶ֣ דֶשׁ  הַקֹּ֑ קֶל  בְּשֶׁ֣
ד  אֶחָ֛ יִל  אַ֧ ר  בֶּן־בָּקָ֗ ד  אֶחָ֞ ר  רֶת׃ מה פַּ֣ קְטֹֽ ה  מְלֵאָ֥ ב  זָהָ֖ ה  עֲשָׂרָ֥ ת  אַחַ֛
את׃ מז וּלְזֶבַ֣ח  לְחַטָּֽ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ה׃ מו שְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ לְעֹלָֽ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֖וֹ  ד  בֶשׂ־אֶחָ֥ כֶּֽ
ה  י־שָׁנָ֖ ים בְּנֵֽ ה כְּבָשִׂ֥ ים חֲמִשָּׁ֔ ם חֲמִשָּׁה֙ עַתֻּדִ֣ ר שְׁנַיִם֒ אֵילִ֤ �ָקָ֣ הַשְּׁלָמִים֮ בּ

ל׃  ף בֶּן־דְּעוּאֵֽ ן אֶלְיָסָ֖ ה זֶ֛ה קָרְבַּ֥ חֲמִשָּׁ֑

ע בֶּן־עַמִּיהֽוּד׃ מט קָרְבָּנ֞וֹ  ישָׁמָ֖ יִם אֱלִֽ יא לִבְנֵי֣ אֶפְרָ֑ י נָשִׂ֖ מח בַּיּוֹם֙ הַשְּׁבִיעִ֔
ים  סֶף שִׁבְעִ֥ כֶּ֔ ק אֶחָד֙  מִזְרָ֤ ים וּמֵאָה֮ מִשְׁקָלָהּ֒  ת שְׁלֹשִׁ֣ סֶף אַחַ֗ עֲרַת־כֶּ֣ קַֽ
ף  ה׃ נ כַּ֥ מֶן לְמִנְחָֽ ה בַשֶּׁ֖ לֶת בְּלוּלָ֥ ים סֹ֛ ם ׀ מְלֵאִ֗ דֶשׁ שְׁנֵיהֶ֣ קֶל הַקֹּ֑ קֶל בְּשֶׁ֣ שֶׁ֖
ד  אֶחָ֛ יִל  אַ֧ ר  בֶּן־בָּקָ֗ ד  אֶחָ֞ ר  רֶת׃ נא פַּ֣ קְטֹֽ ה  מְלֵאָ֥ ב  זָהָ֖ ה  עֲשָׂרָ֥ ת  אַחַ֛
את׃ נג וּלְזֶבַ֣ח  לְחַטָּֽ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ה׃ נב שְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ לְעֹלָֽ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֖וֹ  ד  בֶשׂ־אֶחָ֥ כֶּֽ
ה  י־שָׁנָ֖ ים בְּנֵֽ ה כְּבָשִׂ֥ ים חֲמִשָּׁ֔ ם חֲמִשָּׁה֙ עַתֻּדִ֣ ר שְׁנַיִם֒ אֵילִ֤ �ָקָ֣ הַשְּׁלָמִים֮ בּ

ע בֶּן־עַמִּיהֽוּד׃  ישָׁמָ֖ ן אֱלִֽ ה זֶ֛ה קָרְבַּ֥ חֲמִשָּׁ֑

בֶּן־פְּדָהצֽוּר׃ נה קָרְבָּנ֞וֹ  ל  גַּמְלִיאֵ֖ ה  מְנַשֶּׁ֑ לִבְנֵי֣  יא  נָשִׂ֖ י  הַשְּׁמִינִ֔ נד בַּיּוֹם֙ 
ים  סֶף שִׁבְעִ֥ כֶּ֔ ק אֶחָד֙  מִזְרָ֤ ים וּמֵאָה֮ מִשְׁקָלָהּ֒  ת שְׁלֹשִׁ֣ סֶף אַחַ֗ עֲרַת־כֶּ֣ קַֽ
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ף  ה׃ נו כַּ֥ מֶן לְמִנְחָֽ ה בַשֶּׁ֖ לֶת בְּלוּלָ֥ ים סֹ֛ ם ׀ מְלֵאִ֗ דֶשׁ שְׁנֵיהֶ֣ קֶל הַקֹּ֑ קֶל בְּשֶׁ֣ שֶׁ֖
ד  אֶחָ֛ יִל  אַ֧ ר  בֶּן־בָּקָ֗ ד  אֶחָ֞ ר  רֶת׃ נז פַּ֣ קְטֹֽ ה  מְלֵאָ֥ ב  זָהָ֖ ה  עֲשָׂרָ֥ ת  אַחַ֛
את׃ נט וּלְזֶבַ֣ח  לְחַטָּֽ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ה׃ נח שְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ לְעֹלָֽ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֖וֹ  ד  בֶשׂ־אֶחָ֥ כֶּֽ
ה  י־שָׁנָ֖ ים בְּנֵֽ ה כְּבָשִׂ֥ ים חֲמִשָּׁ֔ ם חֲמִשָּׁה֙ עַתֻּדִ֣ ר שְׁנַיִם֒ אֵילִ֤ �ָקָ֣ הַשְּׁלָמִים֮ בּ

ל בֶּן־פְּדָהצֽוּר׃  ן גַּמְלִיאֵ֖ ה זֶ֛ה קָרְבַּ֥ חֲמִשָּׁ֑

עֲרַת־ י׃ סא קָרְבָּנ֞וֹ קַֽ ן בֶּן־גִּדְענִֹֽ ן אֲבִידָ֖ יא לִבְנֵי֣ בִנְיָמִ֑ י נָשִׂ֖ ס בַּיּוֹם֙ הַתְּשִׁיעִ֔

קֶל  שֶׁ֖ ים  שִׁבְעִ֥ סֶף  כֶּ֔ אֶחָד֙  ק  מִזְרָ֤ מִשְׁקָלָהּ֒  וּמֵאָה֮  ים  שְׁלֹשִׁ֣ ת  אַחַ֗ סֶף  כֶּ֣
ף  ה׃ סב כַּ֥ לְמִנְחָֽ מֶן  בַשֶּׁ֖ ה  בְּלוּלָ֥ לֶת  סֹ֛ ים  מְלֵאִ֗ ם ׀  שְׁנֵיהֶ֣ דֶשׁ  הַקֹּ֑ קֶל  בְּשֶׁ֣
ד  אֶחָ֛ יִל  אַ֧ ר  בֶּן־בָּקָ֗ ד  אֶחָ֞ ר  רֶת׃ סג פַּ֣ קְטֹֽ ה  מְלֵאָ֥ ב  זָהָ֖ ה  עֲשָׂרָ֥ ת  אַחַ֛
את׃ סה וּלְזֶבַ֣ח  לְחַטָּֽ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ה׃ סד שְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ לְעֹלָֽ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֖וֹ  ד  בֶשׂ־אֶחָ֥ כֶּֽ
ה  י־שָׁנָ֖ ים בְּנֵֽ ה כְּבָשִׂ֥ ים חֲמִשָּׁ֔ ם חֲמִשָּׁה֙ עַתֻּדִ֣ ר שְׁנַיִם֒ אֵילִ֤ �ָקָ֣ הַשְּׁלָמִים֮ בּ

י׃  ן בֶּן־גִּדְענִֹֽ ן אֲבִידָ֖ ה זֶ֛ה קָרְבַּ֥ חֲמִשָּׁ֑

עֲרַת־ י׃ סז קָרְבָּנ֞וֹ קַֽ ישַׁדָּֽ זֶר בֶּן־עַמִּֽ ן אֲחִיעֶ֖ יא לִבְנֵי֣ דָ֑ י נָשִׂ֖ עֲשִׂירִ֔ סו בַּיּוֹם֙ הָֽ
קֶל  שֶׁ֖ ים  שִׁבְעִ֥ סֶף  כֶּ֔ אֶחָד֙  ק  מִזְרָ֤ מִשְׁקָלָהּ֒  וּמֵאָה֮  ים  שְׁלֹשִׁ֣ ת  אַחַ֗ סֶף  כֶּ֣
ף  ה׃ סח כַּ֥ לְמִנְחָֽ מֶן  בַשֶּׁ֖ ה  בְּלוּלָ֥ לֶת  סֹ֛ ים  מְלֵאִ֗ ם ׀  שְׁנֵיהֶ֣ דֶשׁ  הַקֹּ֑ קֶל  בְּשֶׁ֣
ד  אֶחָ֛ יִל  אַ֧ ר  בֶּן־בָּקָ֗ ד  אֶחָ֞ ר  רֶת׃ סט פַּ֣ קְטֹֽ ה  מְלֵאָ֥ ב  זָהָ֖ ה  עֲשָׂרָ֥ ת  אַחַ֛
את׃ עא וּלְזֶבַ֣ח  לְחַטָּֽ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ה׃ ע שְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ לְעֹלָֽ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֖וֹ  ד  בֶשׂ־אֶחָ֥ כֶּֽ
ה  י־שָׁנָ֖ ים בְּנֵֽ ה כְּבָשִׂ֥ ים חֲמִשָּׁ֔ ם חֲמִשָּׁה֙ עַתֻּדִ֣ ר שְׁנַיִם֒ אֵילִ֤ �ָקָ֣ הַשְּׁלָמִים֮ בּ

י׃  ישַׁדָּֽ זֶר בֶּן־עַמִּֽ ן אֲחִיעֶ֖ ה זֶ֛ה קָרְבַּ֥ חֲמִשָּׁ֑

ן׃ עג קָרְבָּנ֞וֹ  ל בֶּן־עָכְרָֽ ר פַּגְעִיאֵ֖ יא לִבְנֵי֣ אָשֵׁ֑ ר י֔וֹם נָשִׂ֖ י עָשָׂ֣ עב בְּיוֹם֙ עַשְׁתֵּ֣
ים  סֶף שִׁבְעִ֥ כֶּ֔ ק אֶחָד֙  מִזְרָ֤ ים וּמֵאָה֮ מִשְׁקָלָהּ֒  ת שְׁלֹשִׁ֣ סֶף אַחַ֗ עֲרַת־כֶּ֣ קַֽ
ף  ה׃ עד כַּ֥ מֶן לְמִנְחָֽ ה בַשֶּׁ֖ לֶת בְּלוּלָ֥ ים סֹ֛ ם ׀ מְלֵאִ֗ דֶשׁ שְׁנֵיהֶ֣ קֶל הַקֹּ֑ קֶל בְּשֶׁ֣ שֶׁ֖
ד  אֶחָ֛ יִל  אַ֧ ר  בֶּן־בָּקָ֗ ד  אֶחָ֞ ר  רֶת׃ עה פַּ֣ קְטֹֽ ה  מְלֵאָ֥ ב  זָהָ֖ ה  עֲשָׂרָ֥ ת  אַחַ֛
את׃ עז וּלְזֶבַ֣ח  לְחַטָּֽ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ה׃ עו שְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ לְעֹלָֽ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֖וֹ  ד  בֶשׂ־אֶחָ֥ כֶּֽ
ה  י־שָׁנָ֖ ים בְּנֵֽ ה כְּבָשִׂ֥ ים חֲמִשָּׁ֔ ם חֲמִשָּׁה֙ עַתֻּדִ֣ ר שְׁנַיִם֒ אֵילִ֤ �ָקָ֣ הַשְּׁלָמִים֮ בּ

ן׃  ל בֶּן־עָכְרָֽ ן פַּגְעִיאֵ֖ ה זֶ֛ה קָרְבַּ֥ חֲמִשָּׁ֑

ֽן׃ עט קָרְבָּנ֞וֹ  ע בֶּן־עֵינָ� י אֲחִירַ֖ יא לִבְנֵי֣ נַפְתָּלִ֑ ר י֔וֹם נָשִׂ֖ עח בְּיוֹם֙ שְׁנֵי֣ם עָשָׂ֣
ים  סֶף שִׁבְעִ֥ כֶּ֔ ק אֶחָד֙  מִזְרָ֤ ים וּמֵאָה֮ מִשְׁקָלָהּ֒  ת שְׁלֹשִׁ֣ סֶף אַחַ֗ עֲרַת־כֶּ֣ קַֽ
ף  ה׃ פ כַּ֥ מֶן לְמִנְחָֽ ה בַשֶּׁ֖ לֶת בְּלוּלָ֥ ים סֹ֛ ם ׀ מְלֵאִ֗ דֶשׁ שְׁנֵיהֶ֣ קֶל הַקֹּ֑ קֶל בְּשֶׁ֣ שֶׁ֖
ד  אֶחָ֛ יִל  אַ֧ ר  בֶּן־בָּקָ֗ ד  אֶחָ֞ ר  רֶת׃ פא פַּ֣ קְטֹֽ ה  מְלֵאָ֥ ב  זָהָ֖ ה  עֲשָׂרָ֥ ת  אַחַ֛
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את׃ פג וּלְזֶבַ֣ח  לְחַטָּֽ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ה׃ פב שְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ לְעֹלָֽ בֶּן־שְׁנָת֖וֹ  ד  בֶשׂ־אֶחָ֥ כֶּֽ
ה  י־שָׁנָ֖ ים בְּנֵֽ ה כְּבָשִׂ֥ ים חֲמִשָּׁ֔ ם חֲמִשָּׁה֙ עַתֻּדִ֣ ר שְׁנַיִם֒ אֵילִ֤ �ָקָ֣ הַשְּׁלָמִים֮ בּ

ֽן׃  ע בֶּן־עֵינָ� ן אֲחִירַ֖ ה זֶ֛ה קָרְבַּ֥ חֲמִשָּׁ֑

ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ י  נְשִׂיאֵ֣ ת  מֵאֵ֖ אֹת֔וֹ  ח  הִמָּשַׁ֣ בְּיוֹם֙  חַ  הַמִּזְבֵּ֗ ת  חֲנֻכַּ֣ את ׀  ֹ֣ פד ז

ים  ב שְׁתֵּ֥ ר כַּפּ֥וֹת זָהָ֖ סֶף֙ שְׁנֵי֣ם עָשָׂ֔ זְרְקֵי־כֶ֨ ה מִֽ ים עֶשְׂרֵ֗ סֶף שְׁתֵּ֣ ת כֶּ֜ עֲרֹ֨ קַֽ
ק  הַמִּזְרָ֣ ים  וְשִׁבְעִ֖ סֶף  כֶּ֔ אַחַת֙  הָֽ ה  הַקְּעָרָ֤ ה  וּמֵאָ֗ ים  ה׃ פה שְׁלֹשִׁ֣ עֶשְׂרֵֽ
דֶשׁ׃ פו כַּפּ֨וֹת  קֶל הַקֹּֽ יִם וְאַרְבַּע־מֵא֖וֹת בְּשֶׁ֥ ים אַלְפַּ֥ סֶף הַכֵּלִ֔ ל כֶּ֣ ד כֹּ֚ אֶחָ֑ הָֽ
דֶשׁ  קֶל הַקֹּ֑ ף בְּשֶׁ֣ ה הַכַּ֖ ה עֲשָׂרָ֛ רֶת עֲשָׂרָ֧ ת קְטֹ֔ ב שְׁתֵּים־עֶשְׂרֵה֙ מְלֵאֹ֣ זָהָ֤
ים  ר פָּרִ֗ ה שְׁנֵ֧ים עָשָׂ֣ עֹלָ֜ ר לָֽ ה׃ פז כָּל־הַבָּקָ֨ ים וּמֵאָֽ ב הַכַּפּ֖וֹת עֶשְׂרִ֥ כָּל־זְהַ֥
י  וּשְׂעִירֵ֥ ם  וּמִנְחָתָ֑ ר  עָשָׂ֖ שְׁנֵ֥ים  י־שָׁנָ֛ה  בְּנֵֽ ים  כְּבָשִׂ֧ שְׁנֵים־עָשָׂר֙  ם  אֵילִ֤
ים  עֶשְׂרִ֣ ים  הַשְּׁלָמִ֗ זֶבַ֣ח  ר ׀  ְקַ֣ בּ� ל  את׃ פח וְכֹ֞ לְחַטָּֽ ר  עָשָׂ֖ שְׁנֵ֥ים  ים  עִזִּ֛
ים  י־שָׁנָ֖ה שִׁשִּׁ֑ ים בְּנֵֽ ים כְּבָשִׂ֥ ים שִׁשִּׁ֔ ם שִׁשִּׁים֙ עַתֻּדִ֣ וְאַרְבָּעָה֮ פָּרִים֒ אֵילִ֤

ח אֹתֽוֹ׃  י הִמָּשַׁ֥ חֲרֵ֖ חַ אַֽ ת הַמִּזְבֵּ֔ זאֹ֚ת חֲנֻכַּ֣

(10) The chieftains also brought the dedication offering for 
the altar upon its being anointed. As the chieftains were 
presenting their offerings before the altar,
(11) the Lord said to Moses: Let them present their offerings 
for the dedication of the altar, one chieftain each day.
(12) The one who presented his offering on the first day was 
Nahshon son of Amminadab of the tribe of Judah.
(13) His offering: one silver bowl weighing 130 shekels and 
one silver basin of 70 shekels by the sanctuary weight, both 
filled with choice flour with oil mixed in, for a meal offering;
(14) one gold ladle of 10 shekels, filled with incense;
(15) one bull of the herd, one ram, and one lamb in its first year, 
for a burnt offering;
(16) one goat for a sin offering;
(17) and for his sacrifice of well-being: two oxen, five rams, five 
he-goats, and five yearling lambs. That was the offering of 
Nahshon son of Amminadab.
(18) On the second day, Nethanel son of Zuar, chieftain of 
Issachar, made his offering.
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(19) He presented as his offering: one silver bowl weighing 130 
shekels and one silver basin of 70 shekels by the sanctuary 
weight, both filled with choice flour with oil mixed in, for a 
meal offering;

(20) one gold ladle of 10 shekels, filled with incense;

(21) one bull of the herd, one ram, and one lamb in its first year, 
for a burnt offering;

(22) one goat for a sin offering;

(23) and for his sacrifice of well-being: two oxen, five rams, five 
he-goats, and five yearling lambs. That was the offering of 
Nethanel son of Zuar.

(24) On the third day, it was the chieftain of the Zebulunites, 
Eliab son of Helon.

(25) His offering: one silver bowl weighing 130 shekels and 
one silver basin of 70 shekels by the sanctuary weight, both 
filled with choice flour with oil mixed in, for a meal offering;

(26) one gold ladle of 10 shekels, filled with incense;

(27) one bull of the herd, one ram, and one lamb in its first year, 
for a burnt offering;

(28) one goat for a sin offering;

(29) and for his sacrifice of well-being: two oxen, five rams, five 
he-goats, and five yearling lambs. That was the offering of 
Eliab son of Helon.

(30) On the fourth day, it was the chieftain of the Reubenites, 
Elizur son of Shedeur.

(31) His offering: one silver bowl weighing 130 shekels and 
one silver basin of 70 shekels by the sanctuary weight, both 
filled with choice flour with oil mixed in, for a meal offering;

(32) one gold ladle of 10 shekels, filled with incense;

(33) one bull of the herd, one ram, and one lamb in its first year, 
for a burnt offering;

(34) one goat for a sin offering;
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(35) and for his sacrifice of well-being: two oxen, five rams, five 
he-goats, and five yearling lambs. That was the offering of 
Elizur son of Shedeur.

(36) On the fifth day, it was the chieftain of the Simeonites, 
Shelumiel son of Zurishaddai.

(37) His offering: one silver bowl weighing 130 shekels and 
one silver basin of 70 shekels by the sanctuary weight, both 
filled with choice flour with oil mixed in, for a meal offering;

(38) one gold ladle of 10 shekels, filled with incense;

(39) one bull of the herd, one ram, and one lamb in its first year, 
for a burnt offering;

(40) one goat for a sin offering;

(41) and for his sacrifice of well-being: two oxen, five rams, five 
he-goats, and five yearling lambs. That was the offering of 
Shelumiel son of Zurishaddai.

(42) On the sixth day, it was the chieftain of the Gadites, 
Eliasaph son of Deuel.

(43) His offering: one silver bowl weighing 130 shekels and 
one silver basin of 70 shekels by the sanctuary weight, both 
filled with choice flour with oil mixed in, for a meal offering;

(44) one gold ladle of 10 shekels, filled with incense;

(45) one bull of the herd, one ram, and one lamb in its first year, 
for a burnt offering;

(46) one goat for a sin offering;

(47) and for his sacrifice of well-being: two oxen, five rams, five 
he-goats, and five yearling lambs. That was the offering of 
Eliasaph son of Deuel.

(48) On the seventh day, it was the chieftain of the Ephraimites, 
Elishama son of Ammihud.

(49) His offering: one silver bowl weighing 130 shekels and 
one silver basin of 70 shekels by the sanctuary weight, both 
filled with choice flour with oil mixed in, for a meal offering;

(50) one gold ladle of 10 shekels, filled with incense;
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(51) one bull of the herd, one ram, and one lamb in its first year, 
for a burnt offering;

(52) one goat for a sin offering;

(53) and for his sacrifice of well-being: two oxen, five rams, five 
he-goats, and five yearling lambs. That was the offering of 
Elishama son of Ammihud.

(54) On the eighth day, it was the chieftain of the Manassites, 
Gamaliel son of Pedahzur.

(55) His offering: one silver bowl weighing 130 shekels and 
one silver basin of 70 shekels by the sanctuary weight, both 
filled with choice flour with oil mixed in, for a meal offering;

(56) one gold ladle of 10 shekels, filled with incense;

(57) one bull of the herd, one ram, and one lamb in its first year, 
for a burnt offering;

(58) one goat for a sin offering;

(59) and for his sacrifice of well-being: two oxen, five rams, five 
he-goats, and five yearling lambs. That was the offering of 
Gamaliel son of Pedahzur.

(60) On the ninth day, it was the chieftain of the Benjaminites, 
Abidan son of Gideoni.

(61) His offering: one silver bowl weighing 130 shekels and 
one silver basin of 70 shekels by the sanctuary weight, both 
filled with choice flour with oil mixed in, for a meal offering;

(62) one gold ladle of 10 shekels, filled with incense;

(63) one bull of the herd, one ram, and one lamb in its first year, 
for a burnt offering;

(64) one goat for a sin offering;

(65) and for his sacrifice of well-being: two oxen, five rams, five 
he-goats, and five yearling lambs. That was the offering of 
Abidan son of Gideoni.

(66) On the tenth day, it was the chieftain of the Danites, 
Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai.



123§ 6. The Chieftains’ Gifts to the Sanctuary

(67) His offering: one silver bowl weighing 130 shekels and 
one silver basin of 70 shekels by the sanctuary weight, both 
filled with choice flour with oil mixed in, for a meal offering;

(68) one gold ladle of 10 shekels, filled with incense;

(69) one bull of the herd, one ram, and one lamb in its first year, 
for a burnt offering;

(70) one goat for a sin offering;

(71) and for his sacrifice of well-being: two oxen, five rams, five 
he-goats, and five yearling lambs. That was the offering of 
Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai.

(72) On the eleventh day, it was the chieftain of the Asherites, 
Pagiel son of Ochran.

(73) His offering: one silver bowl weighing 130 shekels and 
one silver basin of 70 shekels by the sanctuary weight, both 
filled with choice flour with oil mixed in, for a meal offering;

(74) one gold ladle of 10 shekels, filled with incense;

(75) one bull of the herd, one ram, and one lamb in its first year, 
for a burnt offering;

(76) one goat for a sin offering;

(77) and for his sacrifice of well-being: two oxen, five rams, five 
he-goats, and five yearling lambs. That was the offering of 
Pagiel son of Ochran.

(78) On the twelfth day, it was the chieftain of the Naphtalites, 
Ahira son of Enan.

(79) His offering: one silver bowl weighing 130 shekels and 
one silver basin of 70 shekels by the sanctuary weight, both 
filled with choice flour with oil mixed in, for a meal offering;

(80) one gold ladle of 10 shekels, filled with incense;

(81) one bull of the herd, one ram, and one lamb in its first year, 
for a burnt offering;

(82) one goat for a sin offering;
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(83) and for his sacrifice of well-being: two oxen, five rams, five 
he-goats, and five yearling lambs. That was the offering of 
Ahira son of Enan.

(84) This was the dedication offering for the altar from the 
chieftains of Israel upon its be-ing anointed: silver bowls, 12; 
silver basins, 12; gold ladles, 12.

(85) Silver per bowl, 130; per basin, 70. Total silver of vessels, 
2,400 sanctuary shekels.

(86) The 12 gold ladles filled with incense—10 sanctuary 
shekels per ladle – total gold of the ladles, 120.

(87) Total of herd animals for burnt offerings, 12 bulls; of rams, 
12; of yearling lambs, 12 – with their proper meal offerings; 
of goats for sin offerings, 12.

(88) Total of herd animals for sacrifices of well-being, 24 bulls; 
of rams, 60; of he-goats, 60; of yearling lambs, 60. That was 
the dedication offering for the altar after its anointing.

(10) The chieftains also brought the dedication offering for the 
altar: Having seen that their offering of oxen and carts was accepted, the 
chieftains now embrace a new initiative, and make offerings in honor of 
the consecration of the altar.

(11) Let them present their offerings … one chieftain each day: 
Although the Sanctuary belongs to the entire nation, each tribe must 
have its own special connection with it. In order to give each tribe an 
opportunity to establish such a relationship, each is given its own day 
for bringing its offerings.

One chieftain each day: The sequence of offerings has been 
established by God, but the initiative itself belongs to the chieftain of 
each tribe. The offering of gifts from the chieftain of each tribe to the 
Temple and to the Levites completes the process of connecting that 
tribe to the larger system, and to the Shekhinah’s presence among the 
Jewish people.

The twelve days of the chieftains’ offerings spanned almost the entire 
first half of the month of Nisan, after which the nation was commanded 
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to celebrate their second Passover, exactly one year following the Exodus 
itself.

(12-18) The one who presented his offering on the first day was 
Nahshon son of Amminadab of the tribe of Judah. … On the second 
day, Nethanel son of Zuar, chieftain of Issachar, made his offering: 
Beginning with the next (second) day, Nethanel of the tribe of Issachar, 
and likewise the chieftains of the remaining tribes on all the following 
days, will each be identified as “chieftain of such-and-such tribe.” Only 
Nahshon son of Amminadab on this first day was not designated by the 
title “chieftain of the tribe of Judah.” This indicates that for Nahshon –  
and for the tribe of Judah in general – the needs of the entire Jewish 
nation are the dominant value, more important to them than merely 
promoting their own individual tribal interests. And this is why the tribe 
of Judah will ultimately be chosen to receive the kingdom and reign over 
the entire nation.

The sequence of these offerings establishes a new hierarchical 
system, wherein the relative priority of the tribes is determined not by 
birth order, but by their physical locations with respect to the Tabernacle 
while journeying through the wilderness, and during encampment.

(12-24) On the first day the tribe of Judah ... On the second day 
Issachar ... On the third day ... the Zebulunites: These are the three 
tribes of the camp of Judah (see Num. 2:3 ff.). They camp on the east and 
march first.

(30-42) On the fourth day the Reubenites ... On the fifth day 
the Simeonites ... On the sixth day the Gadites: These are the three 
tribes of the camp of Reuben (Num. 2:10 ff.), who camp on the south and 
march second.

(48-60) On the seventh day the Ephraimites ... On the eighth 
day the Manassites ... On the ninth day the Benjaminites: This is 
the camp of the sons of Rachel’s sons (Num. 2:18 ff.), who camp on the 
west and march third.

(66-78) On the tenth day the Danites ... On the eleventh day the 
Asherites ... On the twelfth day the Naphtalites: This is the camp of 
the sons of the concubines (Num. 2:25 ff.), who camp on the north, and 
march last – “the rear guard of all the divisions” (Num. 10:25).
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(13..., 19..., 25..., 31..., 37..., 43..., 49..., 55..., 61..., 67..., 73..., 
79...) His offering: one silver bowl ...: Each of these twelve groups of 
offerings is repeated again and again in the exact same words – twelve 
times the very same list. Couldn’t the Torah have enumerated these 
offerings in detail only the first time, and then just said on the second 
day, “Nethanel offered the same” – and so for each of the following ten 
days? But the Torah chose not to do so. Instead, it repeats the entire 
sequence of offerings twelve times verbatim.

The reason for that can be explained as follows. Although the 
chieftains agreed that they would all bring identical offerings (so that 
there would be no envy among the tribes), each tribe brought its offering 
with its own individual orientation. These offerings thus symbolize 
completely different aspects and events in the history of the respective 
tribes. And because these sacrifices are only externally identical, the 
Torah could not say, “and each of the others brought the same.”

The chieftains’ agreeing to bringing identical offerings, and their 
acceptance of the given sequence of days and tribes, demonstrate that 
they acknowledged their fundamental mutual equality and their consent 
to the new tribal hierarchy and order.

(84) This was the dedication offering for the altar from the 
chieftains of Israel upon its being anointed: silver bowls, 12; silver 
basins, 12; gold ladles, 12: Here the Torah will tally all the offerings and 
summarize the data, underscoring the essential unity of all the separate 
but mutually complementary components. Although the offerings were 
brought separately in order to emphasize the individuality of each tribe, 
the single final count demonstrates the integration of all tribal units 
into a single whole.
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§ 6.3. GOD’S REVELATION TO MOSES AS THE CONCLUSION  
OF THE TRIBES’ OFFERINGS

ר  מִדַּבֵּ֣ אֶת־הַקּ֜וֹל  ע  וַיִּשְׁמַ֨ אִתּוֹ֒  ר  לְדַבֵּ֣ הֶל מוֹעֵד֮  אֶל־אֹ֣ ה  מֹשֶׁ֜ א  ֹ֨ פט וּבְב

ר  וַיְדַבֵּ֖ ים  הַכְּרֻבִ֑ שְׁנֵי֣  ין  מִבֵּ֖ ת  עֵדֻ֔ הָֽ ן  עַל־אֲרֹ֣ אֲשֶׁר֙  רֶת֙  הַכַּפֹּ֨ ל  מֵעַ֤ יו  אֵלָ֗
יו׃ אֵלָֽ

(89) When Moses went into the Tent of Meeting to speak with 
Him, he would hear the Voice addressing him from above the 
cover that was on top of the Ark of the Pact between the two 
cherubim; thus He spoke to him.

When Moses went into the Tent of Meeting to speak with 
Him, he would hear the Voice …; thus He spoke to him: This verse 
establishes the connection between the tribes’ offerings just completed 
and God’s Revelation to Moses. Only when there is unity among the 
people can Moses receive Revelation from the Almighty.
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§ 7. THE OVERALL MEANING  
OF WEEKLY PORTION BEHAALOTECHA

§ 7.1 COMPARING MOSES AND THE MESSIAH:  
ANAVAH, “HUMILITY,” VS. CHUTZPAH

Behaalotecha, the third weekly portion of the book of Numbers, is 
pivotal to the entire book. The events of Behaalotecha are precursors for 
everything else that follows.

At first glance one gets the impression that this weekly portion is 
highly heterogeneous in its subject matter; it addresses diverse topics that 
are almost completely unrelated. First the Menorah, then the cleansing 
of the Levites, then the observance of Passover and the supplemental 
Passover, setting out on the journey, the silver trumpets and the 
marching order of the camps, the people’s rumblings, convocation of 
the seventy prophet-elders, the incident of the quails, and, finally, God’s 
reproach of Miriam and Aaron in the matter of Moses’ wife.

However, the impression that this weekly portion lacks a coherent 
topical connection is quite superficial; the entire portion is in fact united 
by a profound internal unity. In the paragraphs below we summarize the 
logic of the Behaalotecha portion’s construction as explained by Rabbi 
Abraham Isaac Kook. 

Readers might find the explanation that follows somewhat unclear 
if they have not yet made a detailed study of the Torah text that it 
elaborates. Nonetheless, we place it here in this preface to weekly 
portion Behaalotecha on the presumption that the reader will return to 
this preface after digesting those later chapters, to better understand 
what still remained unclear after a first reading.
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***

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook understands weekly portion Behaalote-
cha as a description of the relationship between Moses and the Mashiach, 

“Messiah,” based on a comparison of the concepts of anavah, “humility, 
meekness, obedience,” and chutzpah, “brazen independence, audacity, 
insolence, impudence.”

The following is excerpted from Rabbi Kook’s Shemonah Kevatzim, 
“Eight Collections,” 8:157, as elucidated by Rabbi Ouri Cherki in his 
commentary.

In Moses, our Teacher, are incorporated all the souls of Israel with 
respect to the Torah,

Moses is connected with every Jew of the people of Israel at the 
level of the Torah, as it perceives and teaches each individual. When one 
studies the Torah (and in general any field of knowledge), an essential 
prerequisite is to respect the authorities – the student must be humble. 
That is, the teacher works within the attribute of anavah.

And the Messiah unites all the souls of Israel with respect to those 
souls themselves.

Mashiach, in contrast to Moses, is associated with every Jew of 
the people of Israel not within the context of the Torah, but from the 
perspective of their own personality.

Elsewhere Rabbi Kook quotes the verse, “The breath of our life, the 
Lord’s anointed (mashiach)” (Lam. 4:20) explaining it as follows. “The 
Mashiach is the breath of our nostrils – that is, our own essence; in him 
we seek our own ‘I.’ We seek and find our very own essence” (Shemonah 
Kevatzim, 3:24).

And since the soul of the Messiah incorporates the roots of the 
souls of all Israel, no impudence (chutzpah) can impact the Messiah’s 
holiness.

Impudence, chutzpah, is the position of independent decision-
making, as opposed to obeying authority. If I have chutzpah, it is the 
consequence of my feeling that I have my own independent value. Since 
the Mashiach is connected precisely with this “independence” of all the 
souls of Israel, chutzpah cannot impact him negatively.
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In this respect the Messiah stands higher than the revelation of 
the Torah. In order to understand the Torah, one must have a sense 
of shame – the very opposite of impudence. As we read at the giving 
of the Torah: “Moses answered the people, ‘Be not afraid; for God has 
come only in order to test you, and in order that the fear of Him may be 
ever with you, so that you do not go astray’ ” (Exod. 20:17). Our sages 
understood that fear as shame.

That is, the sages explained that “in order that the fear of Him 
may be ever with you” refers to a feeling of shame and awe before 
God’s greatness, without which it is impossible to teach or even to 
comprehend the Torah. And that feeling is anavah, “humility.” If 
insolence and impudence are the primary forces in a student’s character, 
there is nothing that a teacher of Torah can teach that student.

The Messiah descends from Moab.
Indeed he does, because King David, ancestor of the Messiah, 

was a descendant of Ruth the Moabite (Ruth 4:22). Moab was Lot’s 
grandson by his (Lot’s) own daughter, who named their son Moab, 
boldly proclaiming to the world that she had borne him from her own 
father (“Moab” = “me-ab,” “from [my] father,” see Gen. 19:37). Thus, 
Moab symbolizes brazenness, and it is no coincidence that the Messiah 
descends from him.

But not only did that wreak no damage on his soul, it even gave it 
its shine, as David himself remarked about this, “Moab would be my 
washbasin” (Ps. 60:10). In the days leading up to the coming of the 
Messiah, insolence will multiply greatly. But this will in no way reduce 
the influence of his holiness.

A washbasin is something that “adds shine.” As explained in the 
Talmud (Sotah 49b), at the onset of the Messianic process insolence will 
increase dramatically. However, that insolence detracts not a whit from 
the Messiah’s holiness, but on the contrary, it imparts further shine to 
his holiness.

The awakening of the Messiah’s holiness occurs through the 
prophecy of Eldad and Medad, who speak of the war of Gog and 
Magog, which encompasses all matters of the Messiah’s light and the 
circumstances surrounding his arrival.



134 Bible Dynamics. Book of Numbers

That is, a veiled discussion of the Messiah is found in the Torah 
in the story of Eldad and Medad’s prophecy, in this weekly portion  
Behaalotecha (see § 9.5 for further details).

In the highest radiance of Adam, the first man,
In the Kabbalah, “the highest radiance of Adam” means the level 

that Adam and Eve had attained before they were driven out of Eden, as 
the consequence of disobeying God’s command never to partake of the 
fruit of the Tree of Knowledge.

the light of Moses and the light of the Mashiach were one and the 
same, since in reality they are one soul. But because of the world’s 
decline that resulted from Adam’s sin, Moses and the Messiah were 
separated, and Moses could no longer be radiant through insolence,

Because of Adam’s sin, Moses’ soul and the Messiah’s soul were 
divided. The anavah, “humility,” went entirely to Moses, and all the 
chutzpah to the Messiah. Therefore, Moses, who is “a very humble man, 
more so than any other man on earth” (Num. 12:2), cannot transmit the 
Torah if the people are in a state of insolence.

which is also the reason that Moses distanced himself from his wife.
Moses distanced himself from all things that have their basis in 

nature (see § 9.7 for further details).

The holiness of the wilderness generation longed for the unity of 
first Adam’s radiance. The people therefore wanted Moses to feed them 
meat specifically, namely, so that he could begin to shine even in the 
presence of their insolence.

They wanted Moses to master the attribute of chutzpah in addition 
to his unrivaled anavah (see the commentary below in this § 7.1 for 
further details).

 But Moses responded (11:12): “Did I conceive all this people, did 
I bear them?” By which he meant to say: “I cannot possibly shine with 
insolence.”

Moses lacks any unity of nature with the people. Unlike Adam, 
he did not conceive or bear them, giving birth the entire human race, 
and unlike the Messiah, he feels no essential unity with them except 
for the unity of teaching them Torah. He therefore cannot shine when 
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their essence – that is, when their insolence – dominates. Moses simply 
cannot illuminate insolence.

The Messianic end times therefore remained hidden and unelabo-
rated in the Torah.

Moses makes no mention of the Messianic end times in the Torah, 
because the advancement of the world in the Messianic period is 
associated with the concept of insolence, in which Moses is unable 
to shine. And since Moses cannot illuminate the Messianic end times, 
neither can he enter the Land of Israel, which is very tightly connected 
to the Messianic light.

Aaron and Miriam felt all this, and protested their brother’s 
estrangement (perishut, “asceticism”), but still they could not restore 
to Moses the ability to illuminate insolence, for he ever remained in his 
anavah, “humility,” as it is said, “Now Moses was a very humble man, 
more so than any other man on earth.”

The quality of anavah is so dominant in Moses that he refuses to 
function as the Messiah, or even to try. Any attempt by Miriam and 
Aaron to move him in that direction ends in failure.

The Menorah unites in itself the holiness of the souls of Israel as 
concerns the people themselves.

That is precisely why this weekly portion Behaalotecha, which deals 
with the problems involving Moses and the Messiah, begins with the 
commandment of lighting the Menorah.

The Menorah seems more “external” compared to the Ark that 
is hidden in the Holy of Holies, but it is the Menorah that shines for 
everyone.

The Jewish people illuminate the world primarily through the 
essence of their souls. That is, it is an openly visible light, like that of 
the Menorah, whereas the light of the Ark that is concealed in the Holy 
of Holies – i.e., the Torah – is a hidden light. 

Therefore, Aaron, who lights the Menorah, is connected to the 
people more closely than he is connected to the Almighty. He “feels” the 
Jewish people in their naturalness. And Miriam too, for whom family 
connections are paramount, is by virtue of that likewise connected to 
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naturalness. Miriam and Aaron therefore feel keenly Moses’ distancing 
from naturalness, and want to remedy the situation.

To unite the light of Moses and the light of the Messiah, the soul of 
a ger, “a proselyte,” is needed, of which Jethro is the foundation, for he 
is the father of all proselytes,

Jethro is the archetypical proselyte. Only he, “a man of the peoples of 
the world,” can connect the light of Moses, originally intended only for 
Israel, with the light of the Messiah, which must shine for all of mankind.

and Moses therefore bids Jethro, “Please do not leave us, … be our 
guide,”

The literal translation is, “be eyes (einayim) for us.” This too will be 
elaborated later in this weekly portion (see the commentary in § 9.2).

and this word (einayim, “eyes”) also connects this request with 
Tamar, who, in order to bring out the light of the Mashiach, “sat down 
at the entrance to Enaim” (Gen. 38:14).

(Although it is the name of a place, and transliterated there as Enaim, 
in Hebrew it is the very same word as einayim, “eyes.”) Tamar seduced 
Judah in order to produce the Messiah dynasty from him,23 and David 
was a descendant of Perez, Judah’s son from Tamar. Moses is referring to 
this when he asks Jethro to stay with the Jewish people in order to “be 
their eyes.” That is, to advance the Messianic light in this world.

But the light of the Mashiach cannot exist without the support of 
the light of the Torah, and therefore the topic turns immediately to 
the Ark that contains the Torah: “When the Ark was to set out, Moses 
would say: Advance, O Lord! May Your enemies be scattered, and may 
Your foes flee before You!”

Thus, the path to the Land of Israel, where the Messianic light will 
be revealed, takes place under the guidance of the Ark, the symbol of the 
Divine teachings.

The silver trumpets
 See the commentary below in this weekly portion (§ 8.8).

23	 See Bible Dynamics on Gen. 38.
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are man-made wind instruments,
And in this respect the trumpets differ from the shofar, a natural 

instrument, made from a ram’s horn.

and in this respect, they are like the soul of the proselyte,
who is not naturally born into the Jewish people, but joins them 

from the outside.

which unites the light of the Torah
It does so at the same level and in the same manner that the Torah 

came into the world at Sinai – received by man from God, the ultimate 
transcendental source. Thus, the Torah corresponds to Moses, who 
distanced and removed himself from natural causes and forces.

with the light of the Messiah, who blows the great shofar of 
Redemption (Isa. 27:13),

Unlike Moses, whom God commands to create silver trumpets, 
artificially made instruments that symbolize Moses’ separation from 
nature, the Messiah blows the shofar, a ram’s horn, a natural instrument. 
The Exodus from Egypt was a miraculous (i.e., super-natural) event, 
while the Messianic redemption will be a natural event, in which the 
natural, everyday world will be received into the domain of holiness.

Precisely because of this naturalness, the Messiah is properly 
characterized by the attribute of chutzpah. It is the attribute of a natural 
life, of a person who is his own self-sufficient entity. This contrasts with 
the attribute of anavah, which is the attribute of a pupil with respect to 
his schoolmasters.

for then the light of Moses and the light of the Messiah shall be 
united, as it is written (Psalm 98:6), “With trumpets and the blast of 
the horn raise a shout before the LORD, the King,” – both types of 
instruments sounding together.

That is, the Messiah cannot arrive without the support of Moses’ 
teachings as well, for it is the element that unites them as one.
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In summary:

When a nation hungers for meat they are not villains. At the internal 
level, they yearn for greater holiness, striving to manifest holiness in 
their passions – in their ordinary, everyday life. They want meat, natural 
food, not manna, an artificial (albeit miraculous) food. 

Wilderness life is a completely subordinate, dependent life. Manna 
is food that cannot be stored up for the morrow; thus, the people are 
reminded daily of their utter dependence for keeping themselves fed. 
The Cloud of Glory shows the people their direction of movement, and 
also protects them. The people is fed with filling but monotonous food, 
without asking about anyone’s personal tastes, indifferent to anyone’s 
personal tastes. 

These are abnormal, unnatural conditions, rather like the conditions 
of a closed educational institution, where there is no presumption 
whatsoever of personal freedom – you must simply obey the curriculum. 
In this sense, Moses acts as a teacher in a yeshivah, rather than a leader of 
a nation in its own country. The holiness that he passes on to his charges 
is the scholastic holiness of study, not the living, dynamic holiness of 
independence. Thus, the people’s cravings for meat are their yearnings 
for naturalness. And Moses is unable to cope with this kind of situation.

Moses’ flaws in this case are extensions of his virtues. To receive the 
Torah and transmit it to the people, Moses needs enormous anavah, but 
that same anavah cannot but interfere with the further advancement of 
the nation.

At the Kabbalistic (mystical) level, we can state the problem as 
follows. Because of the sin that Adam and Eve committed when they ate 
the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, Adam’s soul was divided into “super-
natural” holiness and “natural” holiness. These two types of holiness are 
at the root of Moses’ soul and the Messiah’s soul, respectively. 

It follows that Moses’ personality is realized in an artificial system, 
while the Messiah’s personality can only be realized in a natural one. 

Thus, Moses and the Messiah represent the two complementary 
components, as it were, of Adam’s soul. The first of those, Moses’ soul, 
can be effective only among shy, humble people. And the second, the 
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soul of the Messiah, is realized when people, on the contrary, are self-
confident and assert their independence.

Moses therefore can govern the people (and manifest holiness) only 
in the wilderness, where everything is unnatural, where the operative 
system is a system of open miracles, in which food literally falls from 
the sky. It is the phase of prehistory. Moses can have no dominion in the 
Land of Israel, where history will unfold in ordinary, normal fashion, and 
the people will live a fully natural life.

By their display of chutzpah, the generation of the Exodus is saying 
to Moses that they are tired of living a schoolbook life; they want holiness 
in real life; they want meat! The people should be made to understand 
that their demands, which are in fact legitimate, will be honored at  
a later time, but at the moment those demands are premature. To Moses, 
however, their demands are unacceptable because they are antithetical 
to the educational process. The most essential human quality, so far 
as Moses is concerned, is humility; he does not perceive chutzpah as a 
positive element at all. If only Moses could lead an impudent and self-
sufficient people, he could become the Messiah and lead the Jewish 
nation to the Land of Israel.

But Moses is unable to respond properly. Instead, he tries to suppress 
what he sees as a student rebellion. But student rebellion is a necessary 
part of life; school, after all, is hardly the ideal, but only a preparation 
for real life. In that gap between school and reality lies the source of the 
rebellion. To Moses, school is the ideal. Moses’ response to the people 
is – you have food to eat (manna), a roof over your heads (the Cloud of 
Glory), and a meaningful ‘curriculum,’ what, then, is your problem? 

If only Moses could have channeled the people’s lust for meat into 
enthusiasm for conquering the land. But, alas, Moses was not capable 
of that.

In reality, however, the people’s demands were premature, for they 
were not yet ready to complete their education. Miriam and Aaron’s 
attempt to open the path to the Land of Israel for that entire generation 
was thus doomed to failure (see the commentaries below – §§ 10.8, 
10.9, 16).
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§ 8. PREPARATIONS  
FOR THE WILDERNESS JOURNEY

§ 8.1. THE MENORAH (8:1-4) 

יו בְּהַעֲלֹֽתְךָ֙  מַרְתָּ֖ אֵלָ֑ ן וְאָֽ ל־אַהֲרֹ֔ ר׃ ב דַּבֵּר֙ אֶֽ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ א וַיְדַבֵּ֥
ן  הֲרֹ֔ ת הַנֵּרֽוֹת׃ ג וַיַּ֤עַשׂ כֵּן֙ אַֽ ירוּ שִׁבְעַ֥ ה יָאִ֖ ת אֶל־מוּל֙ פְּנֵי֣ הַמְּנוֹרָ֔ אֶת־הַנֵּרֹ֔
ה  ה׃ ד וְזֶ֨ אֶת־מֹשֶֽׁ י֖י  ה  צִוָּ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֛ כַּֽ יהָ  רתֶֹ֑ נֵֽ ה  עֱלָ֖ הֶֽ ה  הַמְּנוֹרָ֔ פְּנֵי֣  אֶל־מוּל֙ 
ה  וא כַּמַּרְאֶ֗ ה הִ֑ הּ מִקְשָׁ֣ הּ עַד־פִּרְחָ֖ ב עַד־יְרֵכָ֥ ה זָהָ֔ ה הַמְּנֹרָה֙ מִקְשָׁ֣ עֲשֵׂ֤ מַֽ

ה׃ ה אֶת־הַמְּנֹרָֽ ן עָשָׂ֖ ה כֵּ֥ ה יי֙ אֶת־מֹשֶׁ֔ ר הֶרְאָ֤ אֲשֶׁ֨

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

(2) Speak to Aaron and say to him, “When you mount the lamps, 
let the seven lamps give light at the front of the lampstand.”

(3) Aaron did so; he mounted the lamps at the front of the 
lampstand, as the Lord had commanded Moses. –

(4) Now this is how the lampstand was made: it was hammered 
work of gold, hammered from base to petal. According to the 
pattern that the Lord had shown Moses, so was the lampstand 
made.

The focus of weekly portion Behaalotecha, “when you mount the 
lamps,” is problems of teaching and leadership. It begins by describing 
the lighting of the Menorah, which symbolizes an “awakening from 
below” that originates within the Jewish people themselves. Weekly 
portion Behaalotecha then goes on to address the right and wrong 
approaches to such an awakening.
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(2) Speak to Aaron and say to him: God’s command that Aaron and 
his sons must light the Menorah has already been stated earlier in the 
Torah (Exod. 27:21). The laws governing the manner of the Menorah’s 
construction from a single slab of gold have also been covered (Exod. 
25:31-40). The new element being introduced here is the connection 
between the lighting of the lamp and the overall theme of this book of 
Numbers; that is, with the preceding verse (Num. 7:89): “When Moses 
went into the Tent of Meeting to speak with Him, he would hear the 
Voice addressing him from above the cover that was on top of the Ark 
of the Pact between the two cherubim; thus He spoke to him.” Here, 
Aaron’s service is contrasted with that of Moses. Moses is associated 
with the Ark of the Covenant, and Aaron with the Menorah.

When you mount the lamps: The Torah here refers to the lighting 
of the lamps as “mounting” the lamps, a rather unusual expression. The 
Menorah does not function on its own; it must be “mounted,” or “raised.” 
This “awakening from below” is executed by Aaron.

There are two centers of holiness within the temple, the Ark and 
the Menorah. The Ark creates communication with God “from above, 
downward”: Revelation. The Almighty speaks and Moses perceives the 
message. This is the Written Torah. 

In contrast, the Menorah creates communication with God “from 
below, upward”: the people’s awakening to the Torah and to holiness. 
This is the Oral Torah.

The Ark resides inside the Holy of Holies, behind a curtain, which 
symbolizes the Ark’s transcendence. The voice that emanates from 
it, i.e., the Written Torah, must be heeded, but that voice requires no 
human participation for improving or correcting it. 

The Menorah, however, standing in the Temple’s main Sanctuary, 
requires active human participation – adding oil to it and kindling it. 
The Menorah – the Oral Torah – illuminates only by virtue of our own 
vigorous activity, and itself develops according to our participation. 
Through our actions we take part in its formation.

Moses, who is effectively cut off from the people, brings the light 
from Above downward. Aaron, on the other hand, remains in touch with 
the people – he feels their needs. For the Jewish people, Moses is the 
agent of Revelation, but Aaron – of holiness. It is therefore Aaron who 
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must kindle the Menorah, and the Oral Torah is actively realized by his 
doing so.

Let the seven lamps give light at the front of the lampstand: 
The Hebrew for “at the front of the lampstand” is el mul penei ha-Meno-
rah, literally, “toward the face of the Menorah.”

In this somewhat ambiguous phrase, the “face” of the Menorah can 
be understood to mean either its central column (so the lamps on the 
six side branches all face the seventh, middle lamp), or the space in 
front of the Menorah (so both side branches and the central column face 
the Temple space in front of the Menorah). The Menorah should then 
illuminate both itself (the central trunk of the Menorah) and the path in 
a forward direction (the space in front of the Menorah).

Thus, the Written Torah, as symbolized by the Ark, speaks, while 
the Oral Torah – the Menorah – illuminates. Without this light, which 
illuminates both the Menorah itself (the wisdom inherent in the Jewish 
people) and the space of the Temple in front of it, movement within the 
Temple, i.e., advancement in holiness, would be impossible. 

We can correctly implement God’s instructions, the voice of the 
Written Torah, only thanks to the illumination of the Temple, which the 
light of the Oral Torah creates. Without the light of the Oral Torah (the 
Menorah), the path to the Written Torah (the Ark) lies in darkness, and 
in seeking that path it is easy to lose one’s way.

(3) Aaron did so … as the Lord had commanded Moses: Moses 
is the source of all prescriptions, including the relationship between the 
Oral and Written Torahs.

(4) Now this is how the lampstand was made: it was hammered 
work of gold, hammered from base to petal: This means that the Menorah 
had to be fashioned from a single slab of gold.

The Oral Torah is a single integral unit, not an assembly of disparate 
elements. If one tries to extract from it only isolated provisions, this 
will immediately create a wrong picture. Adopting that approach with 
the Written Torah – taking individual quotations from it and building 
one’s life upon them – is much more feasible (although this too can of 
course lead to distortions).

According to the pattern that the Lord had shown Moses, so 
was the lampstand made: The literal translation is: “So did he make 
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the lampstand.” The subject, “he,” is left unspecified – the Torah does 
not say who actually made it.

The Midrash explains that Moses struggled to envision the 
Menorah from its verbal description, and God therefore showed him its 
appearance graphically. But even then, Moses was unable to construct 
the Menorah, and it was made without his participation. 

Moses’ connection is with the Written Torah. The concept of self-
advancement, an essential aspect of the Oral Torah symbolized by 
ignition and ascent in the Menorah, is therefore problematic for him.

§ 8.2 CLEANSING THE LEVITES AND INITIATING THEM  
INTO THEIR SERVICE (8:5-26)

הַרְתָּ֖  ל וְטִֽ ם מִתּ֖וֹךְ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ ח אֶת־הַלְוִיִּ֔ ר׃ ו קַ֚ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ ה וַיְדַבֵּ֥
עַר֙  ירוּ תַ֨ עֱבִ֤ את וְהֶֽ י חַטָּ֑ ם מֵ֣ ה עֲלֵיהֶ֖ ם הַזֵּ֥ הֲרָ֔ ה לָהֶם֙ לְטַֽ ה־תַעֲשֶׂ֤ ם׃ ז וְכֹֽ אֹתָֽ
נְחָת֔וֹ  ר וּמִ֨ ר בֶּן־בָּקָ֔ קְחוּ֙ פַּ֣ רוּ׃ ח וְלָֽ ם וְהִטֶּהָֽ ם וְכִבְּס֥וּ בִגְדֵיהֶ֖ עַל־כָּל־בְּשָׂרָ֔
את׃ ט וְהִקְרַבְתָּ֙ אֶת־ ח לְחַטָּֽ ר תִּקַּ֥ �ָקָ֖ י בֶן־בּ מֶן וּפַר־שֵׁנִ֥ ה בַשָּׁ֑ לֶת בְּלוּלָ֣ סֹ֖
ל׃ י וְהִקְרַבְתָּ֥  י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ת בְּנֵ֥ ת־כָּל־עֲדַ֖ קְהַלְתָּ֔ אֶֽ ד וְהִ֨ הֶל מוֹעֵ֑ ם לִפְנֵ֖י אֹ֣ הַלְוִיִּ֔
ם׃ יא וְהֵנִיף֩  ם עַל־הַלְוִיִּֽ ל אֶת־יְדֵיהֶ֖ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֛ מְכ֧וּ בְנֵֽ ם לִפְנֵי֣ י֑י וְסָֽ אֶת־הַלְוִיִּ֖
ד אֶת־ עֲבֹ֖ לַֽ וְהָי֕וּ  ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בְּנֵי֣  ת  מֵאֵ֖ י֔י  לִפְנֵי֣  תְּנוּפָה֙  ן אֶת־הַלְוִיִּ֤ם  הֲרֹ֨ אַֽ
עֲשֵׂה אֶת־ וַֽ֠ ים  הַפָּרִ֑ אשׁ  ֹ֣ ר ל  עַ֖ ם  יִסְמְכ֣וּ אֶת־יְדֵיהֶ֔ יֽי׃ יב וְהַלְוִיִּם֙  ת  עֲבדַֹ֥
עֲמַדְתָּ֙  ם׃ יג וְהַֽ עַל־הַלְוִיִּֽ ר  לְכַפֵּ֖ י֔י  לַֽ עֹלָה֙  ד  אֶחָ֤ וְאֶת־הָֽ את  חַטָּ֜ ד  אֶחָ֨ הָֽ
יֽי׃ יד וְהִבְדַּלְתָּ֙  ה לַֽ ם תְּנוּפָ֖ נַפְתָּ֥ אֹתָ֛ ן וְלִפְנֵי֣ בָנָ֑יו וְהֵֽ הֲרֹ֖ י אַֽ ם לִפְנֵ֥ אֶת־הַלְוִיִּ֔
אוּ  יָבֹ֣ חֲרֵי־כֵן֙  ם׃ טו וְאַֽ הַלְוִיִּֽ י  לִ֖ יוּ  וְהָ֥ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בְּנֵי֣  מִתּ֖וֹךְ  ם  אֶת־הַלְוִיִּ֔
ה׃ טז כִּי֩  ם תְּנוּפָֽ נַפְתָּ֥ אֹתָ֖ ם וְהֵֽ הַרְתָּ֣ אֹתָ֔ ד וְטִֽ הֶל מוֹעֵ֑ ד אֶת־אֹ֣ עֲבֹ֖ ם לַֽ הַלְוִיִּ֔
חֶם בְּכ֥וֹר  ת כָּל־רֶ֜ ל תַּחַת֩ פִּטְרַ֨ י מִתּ֖וֹךְ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ מָּה֙ לִ֔ ים הֵ֨ ים נְתֻנִ֥ נְתֻנִ֨
ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ בִּבְנֵי֣  כָל־בְּכוֹר֙  י  לִ֤ י  י׃ יז כִּ֣ לִֽ ם  אֹתָ֖ חְתִּי  �ָקַ֥ ל ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ מִבְּנֵי֣  כּלֹ֙ 
ם  שְׁתִּי אֹתָ֖ יִם הִקְדַּ֥ רֶץ מִצְרַ֔ י כָל־בְּכוֹר֙ בְּאֶ֣ ה בְּי֗וֹם הַכּתִֹ֤ ם וּבַבְּהֵמָ֑ אָדָ֖ בָּֽ
ה אֶת־ אֶתְּנָ֨ ל׃ יט וָֽ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ חַת כָּל־בְּכ֖וֹר בִּבְנֵ֥ ח אֶת־הַלְוִיִּ֑ם תַּ֥ אֶקַּ֖ י׃ יח וָֽ לִֽ
י־ ת בְּנֵֽ ד אֶת־עֲבדַֹ֤ עֲבֹ֞ יו מִתּוֹךְ֮ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵל֒ לַֽ ן וּלְבָנָ֗ הֲרֹ֣ ים ׀ לְאַֽ ם נְתֻנִ֣ הַלְוִיִּ֜
ה בִּבְנֵ֤י יִשְׂרָאֵל֙  הְיֶ֜ יִֽ א  ֹ֨ ל וְל ר עַל־בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ ד וּלְכַפֵּ֖ הֶל מוֹעֵ֔ יִשְׂרָאֵל֙ בְּאֹ֣
ת  וְכָל־עֲדַ֥ ן  הֲרֹ֛ וְאַֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֧ עַשׂ  דֶשׁ׃ כ וַיַּ֨ אֶל־הַקֹּֽ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ בְּנֵֽ שֶׁת  בְּגֶ֥ גֶף  נֶ֔
ם  ם כֵּן־עָשׂ֥וּ לָהֶ֖ ה י֤י אֶת־מֹשֶׁה֙ לַלְוִיִּ֔ כלֹ אֲשֶׁר־צִוָּ֨ ל לַלְוִיִּ֑ם כְּ֠ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ בְּנֵֽ
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ם  אֹתָ֛ ן  הֲרֹ֥ אַֽ נֶף  וַיָּ֨ ם  בִּגְדֵיהֶ֔ ֽיְכַבְּסוּ֙  וַ� ם  הַלְוִיִּ֗ תְחַטְּא֣וּ  ל׃ כא וַיִּֽ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ י  בְּנֵ֥
ם  אוּ הַלְוִיִּ֗ ן בָּ֣ חֲרֵי־כֵ֞ ם׃ כב וְאַֽ הֲרָֽ ן לְטַֽ הֲרֹ֖ ם אַֽ ר עֲלֵיהֶ֛ ה לִפְנֵי֣ י֑י וַיְכַפֵּ֧ תְּנוּפָ֖
ה י֤י  אֲשֶׁר֩ צִוָּ֨ ן וְלִפְנֵי֣ בָנָ֑יו כַּֽ הֲרֹ֖ י אַֽ ד לִפְנֵ֥ הֶל מוֹעֵ֔ דָתָם֙ בְּאֹ֣ ד אֶת־עֲבֹֽ עֲבֹ֤ לַֽ

ם׃  ן עָשׂ֥וּ לָהֶֽ ם כֵּ֖ אֶת־מֹשֶׁה֙ עַל־הַלְוִיִּ֔

(5) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

(6) Take the Levites from among the Israelites and cleanse 
them.

(7) This is what you shall do to them to cleanse them: sprinkle 
on them water of purification, and let them go over their 
whole body with a razor, and wash their clothes; thus they 
shall be cleansed.

(8) Let them take a bull of the herd, and with it a meal offering 
of choice flour with oil mixed in, and you take a second bull 
of the herd for a sin offering.

(9) You shall bring the Levites forward before the Tent of 
Meeting. Assemble the whole Israelite community,

(10) and bring the Levites forward before the Lord. Let the 
Israelites lay their hands upon the Levites,

(11) and let Aaron designate the Levites before the Lord as an 
elevation offering from the Israelites, that they may perform 
the service of the Lord.

(12) The Levites shall now lay their hands upon the heads of 
the bulls; one shall be offered to the Lord as a sin offering 
and the other as a burnt offering, to make expiation for the 
Levites.

(13) You shall place the Levites in attendance upon Aaron and 
his sons, and designate them as an elevation offering to the 
Lord.

(14) Thus you shall set the Levites apart from the Israelites, 
and the Levites shall be Mine.

(15) Thereafter the Levites shall be qualified for the service 
of the Tent of Meeting, once you have cleansed them and 
designated them as an elevation offering.
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(16) For they are formally assigned to Me from among the 
Israelites: I have taken them for Myself in place of all the 
first issue of the womb, of all the first-born of the Israelites.

(17) For every first-born among the Israelites, man as well as 
beast, is Mine; I consecrated them to Myself at the time that 
I smote every first-born in the land of Egypt.

(18) Now I take the Levites instead of every first-born of the 
Israelites;

(19) and from among the Israelites I formally assign the 
Levites to Aaron and his sons, to perform the service for the 
Israelites in the Tent of Meeting and to make expiation for 
the Israelites, so that no plague may afflict the Israelites for 
coming too near the sanctuary.

(20) Moses, Aaron, and the whole Israelite community did with 
the Levites accordingly; just as the Lord had commanded 
Moses in regard to the Levites, so the Israelites did with 
them.

(21) The Levites purified themselves and washed their 
clothes; and Aaron designated them as an elevation offering 
before the Lord, and Aaron made expiation for them to 
cleanse them.

(22) Thereafter the Levites were qualified to perform their 
service in the Tent of Meeting, under Aaron and his sons. As 
the Lord had commanded Moses in regard to the Levites, so 
they did to them.

(23) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

(24) This is the rule for the Levites. From twenty-five years of 
age up they shall participate in the work force in the service 
of the Tent of Meeting;

(25) but at the age of fifty they shall retire from the work 
force and shall serve no more.

(26) They may assist their brother Levites at the Tent of 
Meeting by standing guard, but they shall perform no labor. 
Thus you shall deal with the Levites in regard to their duties.
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(6) Take the Levites: The Levites were singled out for service even earlier, 
but only here do they actually assume that role.

From among the Israelites: The Levites serve in the Temple as 
representatives of the entire nation.

And cleanse them: For the Levites, the central concept is tohorah, 
“purity,” in contrast to the kohanim, for whom the central concept is 
kedushah, “holiness.” It follows directly that the priests are “sanctified,” 
but the Levites are “cleansed.” Accordingly, the camp of the priests, the 
site of the Temple itself, is the “camp of holiness,” while the camp of 
the Levites is the “camp of purity.”

Kadosh, “holy,” and tahor, “pure,” are completely different concepts. 
Kadosh is the opposite of chol, “profane, secular,” while tahor is the 
opposite of tame’, “impure” (or “unclean,” in the ritual sense). These 
respective distinctions are quite different in their character.

When something is holy, this means that the thing (a person, place, 
time, or event) has been removed from its ordinary, everyday context, 
and is now singled out – dedicated – for the purpose of communicating 
with God. Ordinary, everyday existence is not the opposite of holiness; 
rather, it serves as a basis, a foundation, for holiness.

“Pure” and “impure” are opposite concepts, both associated with 
everything that is ordinary and unremarkable. A life that is ordinary 
but pure can serve as a basis for holiness, and can be directed toward 
holiness. But an ordinary, impure life can never serve as a basis for 
holiness. Purity can receive holiness; impurity cannot. In summary: 
purity is not holiness, but it is a precondition for holiness.

The priests live their lives so close to the Temple that they are cut 
off from everyday life. (One of the best indicators of this is that priests 
are strictly prohibited from coming into contact with the dead.) For the 
general population, the priests are the conduit through whom holiness 
comes to them from Above. 

The Levites, on the other hand, are much closer to the reality of this 
world. Their task is to cleanse the real world, both as individuals and 
society as a whole, from impurity, making it possible for the kohanim 
to bring holiness to the people. The purity of the Levites is elaborated 
in the book of Numbers, since it is the Levites who are the protagonists 
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of this book, whereas holiness is covered in Leviticus,24 the book that 
details the laws to be followed by the kohanim.

(7) This is what you shall do to them to cleanse them … and 
let them go over their whole body with a razor: This parallels the 
procedure for cleansing the leper (Lev. 14:8). Because the Levites will 
soon be called upon to purify all the children of Israel, first they must 
themselves be cleansed from every type of impurity.

And wash their clothes: This expression means immersion 
in the waters of a mikveh (see Gen. 35:2, Exod. 19:10), a necessary 
element of cleansing from any form of impurity. The waters of the 
mikveh symbolize uniting the person who immerses in them with the 
fundamental essence of the universe. The purification that results is 
based on that principle. Their clothes also have to be purified.

(9) You shall bring the Levites forward before the Tent of 
Meeting: The verb hakrev, “to bring near,” also means “to bring a 
sacrifice.” In receiving their status of special closeness to God, the 
Levites also forfeit their right to own land, the foundation of a normal 
life. Thus, the Levites in this sense “sacrifice themselves.”

(10) Let the Israelites lay their hands upon the Levites: Laying 
hands is an important feature of bringing a sacrifice in the Temple 
(Lev. 1:4). The Levites are, as it were, an atoning sacrifice for the entire 
nation.

(12) The Levites shall now lay their hands upon the heads of 
the bulls: The essence of the sacrifice is shifted from the Levites to 
the bulls.

(13) You shall place the Levites in attendance upon Aaron and 
his sons, and designate them as an elevation offering to the Lord: 
The Levites must acknowledge their subservience to the kohanim, and 
submit to them.

(14) And you will single out the Levites from among the 
children of Israel, and the Levites will become Mine: The Levites 
are no longer “just ordinary people,” for they now “belong to God.”

24	 As already mentioned, the original Hebrew name of the third book of the To-
rah is torat kohanim, “The Priestly Law.” The change from kohanim to Levites 
in the name was introduced only when the name of the book was translated 
from Hebrew to Greek and Latin.
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(19) And to make expiation for the Israelites, so that no plague 
may afflict the Israelites for coming too near the sanctuary: 
Because the Jewish nation bears the guilt of having worshiped the 
golden calf, they are enjoined from approaching the sanctuary.

(24) From twenty-five years of age up they shall participate in 
the work force in the service: The Levites’ actual service begins at 
the age of thirty, but they begin their practical training at the age of 
twenty-five.

(25-26) At the age of fifty they shall retire from the work force 
and shall serve no more … They may assist their brother Levites … 
by standing guard: After that retirement their activities still include 
keeping order in the Temple – supervising the work of the younger 
Levites, and later, in the permanent Temple in Jerusalem, also the 
opening and closing of the gates.

§ 8.3. CELEBRATING PASSOVER ONE YEAR AFTER THE 
EXODUS (9:1-5)

רֶץ  מֵאֶ֧ ם  לְצֵאתָ֨ ית  הַשֵּׁנִ֜ ה  בַּשָּׁנָ֨ ינַי  בְמִדְבַּר־סִ֠ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֣ י֣י  ר  א וַיְדַבֵּ֣
סַח  אֶת־הַפָּ֖ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֛ בְנֵֽ עֲשׂ֧וּ  ר׃ ב וְיַֽ לֵאמֹֽ רִאשׁ֖וֹן  הָֽ דֶשׁ  בַּחֹ֥ יִם  מִצְרַ֛
אֹת֖וֹ  עֲשׂ֥וּ  תַּֽ יִם  עַרְבַּ֛ הָֽ ין  בֵּ֧ ה  הַזֶּ֜ דֶשׁ  בַּחֹ֨ ר־י֠וֹם  עָשָֽׂ ה  בְּמֽוֹעֲדֽוֹ׃ ג בְּאַרְבָּעָ֣
י  ה אֶל־בְּנֵ֥ ר מֹשֶׁ֛ עֲשׂ֥וּ אֹתֽוֹ׃ ד וַיְדַבֵּ֥ יו תַּֽ יו וּכְכָל־מִשְׁפָּטָ֖ עֲד֑וֹ כְּכָל־חֻקּתָֹ֥ בְּמֹֽ
ר  עָשָׂ֨ בְּאַרְבָּעָה֩  רִאשׁ֡וֹן  בָּֽ סַח  אֶת־הַפֶּ֡ עֲשׂ֣וּ  סַח׃ ה וַיַּֽ הַפָּֽ ת  עֲשֹׂ֥ לַֽ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֖
ן  ה כֵּ֥ ה יי֙ אֶת־מֹשֶׁ֔ ר צִוָּ֤ כלֹ אֲשֶׁ֨ ר סִינָ֑י כְּ֠ יִם בְּמִדְבַּ֣ עַרְבַּ֖ ין הָֽ דֶשׁ בֵּ֥ י֥וֹם לַחֹ֛

ל׃ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ עָשׂ֖וּ בְּנֵ֥

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai, on the 
first new moon of the second year following the exodus from 
the land of Egypt, saying:

(2) Let the Israelite people offer the passover sacrifice at its 
set time:

(3) you shall offer it on the fourteenth day of this month, at 
twilight, at its set time; you shall offer it in accordance with 
all its rules and rites.
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(4) Moses instructed the Israelites to offer the passover 
sacrifice;
(5) and they offered the passover sacrifice in the first month, 
on the fourteenth day of the month, at twilight, in the 
wilderness of Sinai. Just as the Lord had commanded Moses, 
so the Israelites did.

(1) On the first new moon of the second year following the 
exodus from the land of Egypt: This happened one month earlier 
than the census of weekly portion Bemidbar, with which this book of 
Numbers begins (“On the first day of the second month,” see Num. 1:1).

(2) Let the Israelite people offer the passover sacrifice at its 
set time: Passover represents the onset of the journey to the Land of 
Israel. The original plan was for the Jews to arrive there within a year of 
the Exodus, but the incident of the golden calf has now caused a delay. 
And so, with that now behind them, the people begin their journey 
anew, and celebrate Passover again.

§ 8.4. A SUPPLEMENTAL PASSOVER FOR THOSE  
WHO WERE IMPURE AT THE FIRST (9:6-14)

סַח  עֲשׂתֹ־הַפֶּ֖ א־יָכְל֥וּ לַֽ ֹֽ ם וְל ר הָי֤וּ טְמֵאִים֙ לְנֶ֣פֶשׁ אָדָ֔ ים אֲשֶׁ֨ י אֲנָשִׁ֗  ו וַיְהִ֣
אמְרוּ  ֹֽ יּ הַהֽוּא׃ ז וַ֠ בַּיּ֥וֹם  ן  הֲרֹ֖ אַֽ י  וְלִפְנֵ֥ ה  מֹשֶׁ֛ י  לִפְנֵ֥ ֽיִּקְרְב֞וּ  וַ� הַה֑וּא  בַּיּ֣וֹם 
י  ע לְבִלְתִּ֨ נִגָּרַ֗ מָּה  לָ֣ ם  לְנֶ֣פֶשׁ אָדָ֑ ים  חְנוּ טְמֵאִ֖ יו אֲנַ֥ מָּה֙ אֵלָ֔ ים הָהֵ֨ אֲנָשִׁ֤ הָֽ
ה  ם מֹשֶׁ֑ אמֶר אֲלֵהֶ֖ ֹ֥ ל׃ ח וַיּ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ עֲד֔וֹ בְּת֖וֹךְ בְּנֵ֥ ן יי֙ בְּמֹ֣ יב אֶת־קָרְבַּ֤ הַקְרִ֜

ם׃  ה י֖י לָכֶֽ ה מַה־יְצַוֶּ֥ עִמְד֣וּ וְאֶשְׁמְעָ֔

ישׁ  ישׁ אִ֣ ר אִ֣ ל לֵאמֹ֑ י יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ר אֶל־בְּנֵ֥ ר׃ י דַּבֵּ֛ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ ט וַיְדַבֵּ֥
שָׂה  וְעָ֥ ם  תֵיכֶ֔ לְדרֹֹ֣ א֚וֹ  ם  לָכֶ֗ הׄ  רְחֹקָ֜ רֶךְ  בְדֶ֨ אוֹ֩  פֶשׁ  לָנֶ֡ א ׀  כִּי־יִהְיֶֽה־טָמֵ֣
עֲשׂ֣וּ אֹת֑וֹ  יִם יַֽ עַרְבַּ֖ ין הָֽ ר י֛וֹם בֵּ֥ ה עָשָׂ֥ י בְּאַרְבָּעָ֨ דֶשׁ הַשֵּׁנִ֜ יֽי׃ יא בַּחֹ֨ סַח לַֽ פֶ֖
א  ֹ֣ ל צֶם  וְעֶ֖ קֶר  עַד־בֹּ֔ נּוּ֙  מִמֶּ֨ ירוּ  א־יַשְׁאִ֤ ֹֽ הוּ׃ יב ל אכְלֻֽ ֹֽ י ים  וּמְררִֹ֖ עַל־מַצּ֥וֹת 
טָה֜וֹר  אֲשֶׁר־ה֨וּא  אֹתֽוֹ׃ יג וְהָאִישׁ֩  עֲשׂ֥וּ  יַֽ סַח  הַפֶּ֖ ת  כְּכָל־חֻקַּ֥ יִשְׁבְּרוּ־ב֑וֹ 
יהָ  עַמֶּ֑ מֵֽ וא  הַהִ֖ פֶשׁ  הַנֶּ֥ ה  וְנִכְרְתָ֛ סַח  הַפֶּ֔ עֲשׂ֣וֹת  לַֽ וְחָדַל֙  ה  א־הָיָ֗ ֹֽ רֶךְ ל וּבְדֶ֣
י־יָג֨וּר  ישׁ הַהֽוּא׃ יד וְכִֽ א הָאִ֥ עֲד֔וֹ חֶטְא֥וֹ יִשָּׂ֖ א הִקְרִיב֙ בְּמֹ֣ ֹ֤ ן י֗י ל י ׀ קָרְבַּ֣ כִּ֣
ה  חֻקָּ֤ ה  עֲשֶׂ֑ יַֽ ן  כֵּ֣ וּכְמִשְׁפָּט֖וֹ  סַח  הַפֶּ֛ ת  כְּחֻקַּ֥ י֔י  לַֽ סַח֙  פֶ֨ ה  שָֽׂ וְעָ֤ ר  גֵּ֗ ם  אִתְּכֶ֜

רֶץ׃  ח הָאָֽ ר וּלְאֶזְרַ֥ ם וְלַגֵּ֖ הְיֶה֣ לָכֶ֔ אַחַת֙ יִֽ
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(6) But there were some men who were unclean by reason of 
a corpse and could not offer the passover sacrifice on that 
day. Appearing that same day before Moses and Aaron,

(7) those men said to them, “Unclean though we are by reason 
of a corpse, why must we be debarred from presenting the 
Lord’s offering at its set time with the rest of the Israelites?”

(8) Moses said to them, “Stand by, and let me hear what 
instructions the Lord gives about you.”

(9) And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

(10) Speak to the Israelite people, saying: When any of you or 
of your posterity who are defiled by a corpse or are on a long 
journey would offer a passover sacrifice to the Lord,

(11) they shall offer it in the second month, on the fourteenth 
day of the month, at twilight. They shall eat it with 
unleavened bread and bitter herbs,

(12) and they shall not leave any of it over until morning. 
They shall not break a bone of it. They shall offer it in strict 
accord with the law of the passover sacrifice.

(13) But if a man who is clean and not on a journey refrains 
from offering the passover sacrifice, that person shall be cut 
off from his kin, for he did not present the Lord’s offering at 
its set time; that man shall bear his guilt.

(14) And when a stranger who resides with you would offer a 
passover sacrifice to the Lord, he must offer it in accordance 
with the rules and rites of the passover sacrifice. There shall 
be one law for you, whether stranger or citizen of the country.

(6) But there were some men who were unclean by reason of 
a corpse and could not offer the passover sacrifice on that day:  
A person who is defiled by coming in contact with the dead is barred 
from entering the Temple (Num. 5:2) and from eating any part of a 
sacrifice. 

In Egypt, immediately prior to the Exodus itself, when the Passover 
sacrifice was offered for the first time, impurity through defilement to 
the dead was not yet an issue. Only now, after the Levites, who are the 
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focus of national purity, have been singled out for their special status 
among the Jewish people, does the principle of purification become an 
issue for everyone else as well. The problem of impurity resulting in an 
inability to offer the Passover sacrifice now arises.

Appearing that same day: They demonstrate initiative. This first 
“awakening from below” – the Jewish people’s desire to correctly realize 
Divine ideals even when there is no explicit Divine instruction – is the 
root of Jewish chutzpah.

To Moses and Aaron: The general commandment to observe 
Passover in the wilderness was transmitted to the people through 
Moses (Num. 9:1). But when a problem arises, the people approach 
both Moses and Aaron jointly. Moses brings revelation “from Above, 
downward.” But for a correct understanding of the people’s problems, 
for realizing their “awakening from below,” they need Aaron as well.

(7) Those men said to them … why must we be debarred from 
presenting the Lord’s offering at its set time with the rest of the 
Israelites?: Passover is the moment of birth of the Jewish people. One 
who does not observe Passover is excluded, as it were, from membership 
in the nation of Israel.

(8) Moses said to them, “Stand by, and let me hear what 
instructions the Lord gives about you”: This is the very first time 
that Moses is at a loss to respond to some question of Torah law. Here 
a new facet of the law is born in the process of God’s dialogue with the 
Jewish people, and as a response to the initiative taken by members of 
the Jewish nation. 

Because no Jew had ever before expressed an aspiration to reclaim 
a lost opportunity to observe Passover, the law of a supplemental 
Passover had not been given to them. Revelation requires that people 
themselves step forward to demand it. New opportunities open up 
from Above only after we demand that they appear.

(10) Would offer a passover sacrifice to the Lord: The 
“awakening from below” is granted, thus establishing the existence of 
two complementary aspects of the Torah: the giving of the Torah in its 
initial, static form, and the giving of the Torah as a process of ongoing 
development. The first of those comes solely from above, while the 
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latter occurs as “a response from Above to initiative expressed from 
below.”

Moses’ approach to Revelation is the “from Above, downward” 
approach. But here the problem is directed “from below, upward,” 
which is why Moses is at a loss to answer. The idea that the Torah could 
develop at the people’s initiative is highly problematic for Moses, and 
the people therefore approach Moses and Aaron together. Only then is 
it possible to ask God to revisit the commandment.

(11) In the second month, on the fourteenth day of the month: 
This is the fourteenth of Iyar, exactly one month after the main Passover. 
This additional day for bringing the Passover sacrifice is called Pesach 
Sheini, “Supplemental Passover” (literally, “second Passover”). It is a 
new festival instituted here at the initiative of the Jews themselves.

They shall offer it in strict accord with the law of the passover 
sacrifice: The laws of this “supplemental Passover” are somewhat 
different from those of the main Passover, in that the laws apply only 
to the sacrifice, and not to the day itself. 

Thus, there is no general prohibition against having chametz, 
“leaven” in the house on this day. The chametz prohibition applies 
only to the Passover sacrifice, that is, while it is actually being eaten. 
Moreover, this day is not a “sacred occasion” like the main Passover 
and other major Jewish festivals (see Lev. 23). All forms of work and 
constructive activity are permitted on Pesach Sheini.

(13) But if a man who is clean and not on a journey: Jewish 
perseverance created this additional Passover opportunity, which may 
be used, however, only when absolutely necessary – when a person 
could not observe the main Passover.

Refrains from offering the passover sacrifice, that person shall 
be cut off from his kin: A Jew who could have observed Passover but 
intentionally refrained from doing so has severed his ties with the 
national destiny, and is thus cut off from the people of Israel.

(14) There shall be one law for you, whether stranger or citizen 
of the country: Here, the Hebrew word for “stranger” is ger, which in 
the classical Jewish Tradition means, simply, a convert to Judaism. 

By celebrating Passover, which commemorates and reenacts the 
process of the birth of the Jewish people, the newcomers integrate 
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with the Jews who are Jews by birth, and they all then share a common 
national foundation.

The idea of “recouping a lost Passover opportunity” is quite unusual. 
No such mechanism exists for reclaiming any other commandment 
that was not observed in its proper time.

If, for example, a Jew did not hear the blowing of the shofar on 
Rosh Hashanah, there is no provision for a “make-up event” one month 
later. And so with all the other holidays. An exception is made only for 
Pesach – because it is associated with the very origins of the nation’s 
existence. If one fails to connect with his people at their root, all other 
commandments have lost their meaning. And that is why only Passover 
comes with a built-in second-chance opportunity.

This point serves to clarify the relationship between the Torah and 
the people of Israel. National holiness is the starting point for all other 
holiness in the Torah. No person can possibly have a Torah unless he 
or she first unites with the Jewish people.

§ 8.5. “AWAKENING FROM BELOW”  
AS AN INTEGRAL PART OF THE TORAH

The Torah establishes that Pesach Sheini should be observed in 
the second month of the Jewish year, Iyar. In the first month, in Nisan, 
deliverance comes from Above: God leads the people out of Egypt, and 
all they do is follow orders. 

But in the second month, Iyar, the situation is different: there is an 
“awakening from below,” when the people take initiative; their demand 
for an additional Passover is a manifestation of such independence. 
Nisan is the month of deliverance, but only under submission, which 
is an essential shortcoming in the idea of the Exodus. Iyar, a month of 
self-assertive deliverance, corrects this deficiency.

Therefore, on the main Passover, in Nisan, one must not eat 
(or even own) chametz for the entire holiday. Matzah is a symbol of 
subordination. (I use no food products of my own “fermentation” – i.e., 
I have no ideas of my own, I do only what I am told.) But on Pesach 
Sheini, observed in Iyar, there is no requirement to distance oneself 
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from chametz, except at the actual moment when the sacrifice is being 
eaten.

Pesach Sheini, initiated by the Jews themselves, is the archetype of 
a festival that emerged at the Jews’ own initiative. It is no coincidence 
that in our times Israel’s Independence Day and Yom Yerushalayim 
likewise both fall in the month of Iyar. (Yom Yerushalayim, “Jerusalem 
Day” is Israel’s national holiday commemorating the reunification 
of Jerusalem and establishing Israeli control over the Old City in the 
aftermath of the June 1967 Six-Day War.) 

The idea of Pesach Sheini, “Supplemental Passover,” is that if 
something given to you from Above does not suit your needs, then you 
may challenge God by asking for something else. This is a manifestation 
of the chutzpah that is an integral part of Judaism and, in fact, an 
important quality of the Jewish people. 

We must of course accept the decisions handed down to us from 
Above. But this does not mean that we must accept God’s decisions 
uncritically and unquestioningly. Divine orders are meant to be not 
just blindly carried out, but deliberated and debated. Such discussion 
often leads even to amendment of those orders. Proper development 
of religion can happen only as the result of this type of interaction – a 
collaboratio25

New Divine revelation occurs only as a response to the demands of 
the people. This requirement fosters independence of thought among 
the people and goads them to action. It teaches them to ponder how 
the commandments should be implemented, and, if necessary, even 
to demand an amendment. The religious independence of the people 
has been an inherent feature of Judaism from the earliest days of its 
inception.

25	 Further instances of this principle can be found in Abraham’s dispute with 
God, Jacob’s struggle with the angel, the incident of the breaking of the Tab-
lets of the Law, and the second tablets as written jointly by God and man, 
among others.
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§ 8.6. SUSPENSION OF PASSOVER OBSERVANCE IN THE 
WILDERNESS FOR THIRTY-NINE YEARS

The book of Joshua informs us that the Passover that the Israelites 
observed one year after the Exodus, the one that the Torah describes 
here, was the only such Passover observed during the entire forty years 
in the wilderness. For the next thirty-nine years the Israelites did not 
practice circumcision and did not celebrate Pesach:

“At that time the Lord said to Joshua, ‘Make flint knives and proceed 
with a second circumcision of the Israelites.’ … This is the reason why 
Joshua had the circumcision performed: All … the people who came out 
of Egypt had been circumcised, [but] none of the people born after the 
exodus, during the wilderness wanderings, had been circumcised. … For 
they were uncircumcised, not having been circumcised on the way. … 
Encamped at Gilgal, in the steppes of Jericho, the Israelites offered the 
passover sacrifice on the fourteenth day of the month, toward evening” 
(Josh. 5:2-7). 

However, no reason is given for the fact that no newborns were 
circumcised for thirty-nine of the forty years of the wilderness journey 
(the repetition of ba-derekh, “on the way,” might suggest that the reason 
had something to do with the dangers of travelling for persons having 
just undergone circumcision; see the Bible Dynamics commentary on 
Exod. 4:24). And this meant that neither could they celebrate Passover 
during all that time, for only the circumcised are allowed to partake of 
the Passover sacrifice.26 (On the possible reason why couldn’t the older 
generation, at least, who were already circumcised, celebrate Passover 
during the years in the wilderness, see the discussion of Manitou’s ideas 
about Moses’ perception of the Abrahamic covenant between God and 
the Patriarchs and the Sinai covenant between God and the nation of 
Israel that left Egypt in the Bible Dynamics commentary on Exod. 4:24.)

Those two commandments – circumcision and Passover – both hark 
back to the birth of the Jewish nation, and lie at the very foundation 

26	 This grouping of of commandments itself is very unusual. An uncircumcised 
Jew can fulfill all other command-ments (shabbat, tefillin, etc.), but he may 
not partake of the Passover sacrifice. Note that this restriction does not apply 
to the modern observance of the Passover seder, but only to the Passover 
sacrifice during Temple times.
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of Jewish tradition. Circumcision originates from Abraham, the proto-
ancestor of the Jewish people. And Passover originated with the Exodus 
from Egypt, the actual birth of the Jewish nation. 

Moreover, both of those stages in the birth of the Jewish people are 
very closely associated with the Land of Israel. 

God told Abraham: “Go forth from your native land and from your 
father’s house to the land that I will show you” (Gen. 12:1). And this 
was repeated at the covenant of circumcision: “I assign the land you 
sojourn in to you and your offspring to come, all the land of Canaan, as 
an everlasting holding. … As for you … keep My covenant … between Me 
and you and your offspring to follow which you shall keep: every male 
among you shall be circumcised” (Gen. 17:8-10).

At the moment of the Exodus there is also a focus on the land: “Say, 
therefore, to the Israelite people: I am the Lord. I will free you from the 
labors of the Egyptians … I will bring you into the land which I swore to 
give to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and I will give it to you for a posses-
sion, I the Lord” (Exod. 6:6-8).

The critical importance of the Land of Israel in the life of the Jewish 
people is that the mission of the Jewish people can only be realized in 
the Holy Land. That mission is the very essence of the nation and the 
foundation of the Jewish people’s life. 

Even when the Jewish people are in exile, but are anticipating an 
opportunity to return to their land at any moment, circumcision retains 
its meaning. But when an entire generation is fundamentally cut off 
from the Land of Israel, then it is cut off from its mission and from the 
meaning of its existence. Effectively, Judaism and Jewry are frozen, as it 
were, in a state of suspended animation.

The generation of the Exodus was condemned to wander in the 
wilderness for forty years, and ultimately to perish there, because in the 
incident of the spies they rejected the Land of Israel. And with that they 
also gave up circumcising their newborns and celebrating Passover. The 
Almighty does not accept the Passover sacrifice, which is a symbol of 
liberation, from those who refuse to conquer and possess the Land of 
Israel. 

Only when that generation had passed on, and their children 
and grandchildren, with Joshua as their new leader, entered into the 
Land of Israel, their mission and their connection with the land were 
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reestablished, and observance of circumcision and Passover could then 
be restored.

Thus, in the course of the Exodus, the actual journey began not just 
once but three times, in three different senses, corresponding to three 
celebrations of Passover. 

The first of those was the true beginning of the journey, the first 
Passover. That movement began during the sojourn in Egypt, but was 
suspended by the incident of the golden calf. 

The second onset of the journey is here in the Book of Numbers. We 
might call it the “second take” of the Exodus, when the Israelites took up 
the journey anew. But soon came yet another interruption, the incident 
of the spies. 

The third onset of the journey occurs at the end of the forty years of 
wanderings, and after Moses’ death, when Joshua has just become the 
leader of the nation. Joshua circumcises everyone and reinstitutes the 
observance of Passover. He even “reprises” the Exodus, with the crossing 
of the Jordan mirroring the crossing of the Sea of Reeds. Joshua and the 
people then go on to conquer and possess the Land.

§ 8.7. THE CLOUD HOVERING OVER THE TABERNACLE  
(9:15-23)

ת  עֵדֻ֑ הָֽ הֶל  לְאֹ֖ ן  אֶת־הַמִּשְׁכָּ֔ עָנָן֙  הֶֽ ה  כִּסָּ֤ ן  אֶת־הַמִּשְׁכָּ֔ ים  �ָקִ֣ ה  טו וּבְיוֹם֙ 

יד  תָמִ֔ הְיֶה֣  יִֽ ן  קֶר׃ טז כֵּ֚ עַד־בֹּֽ שׁ  כְּמַרְאֵה־אֵ֖ ן  ל־הַמִּשְׁכָּ֛ עַֽ הְיֶ֧ה  יִֽ רֶב  וּבָעֶ֜
הֶל  הָאֹ֔ ל  מֵעַ֣ עָנָן֙  הֶֽ עָל֤וֹת  הֵֽ י  יְלָה׃ יז וּלְפִ֞ לָֽ שׁ  וּמַרְאֵה־אֵ֖ נּוּ  יְכַסֶּ֑ �֖ן  עָנָ הֶֽ
חֲנ֖וּ  יַֽ ם  ן שָׁ֥ עָנָ֔ הֶֽ יִשְׁכָּן־שָׁם֙  ר  ל וּבִמְק֗וֹם אֲשֶׁ֤ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ יִסְע֖וּ בְּנֵי֣  ן  כֵ֔ חֲרֵי  וְאַ֣
ר  י אֲשֶׁ֨ חֲנ֑וּ כָּל־יְמֵ֗ י י֖י יַֽ ל וְעַל־פִּ֥ י י֗י יִסְעוּ֙ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ל׃ יח עַל־פִּ֣ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ בְּנֵ֥
ים  יָמִ֣ ן  עַל־הַמִּשְׁכָּ֖ �֛ן  עָנָ הֶֽ יךְ  אֲרִ֧ חֲנֽוּ׃ יט וּבְהַֽ יַֽ ן  עַל־הַמִּשְׁכָּ֖ �֛ן  עָנָ הֶֽ ן  יִשְׁכֹּ֧
הְיֶ֧ה  ר יִֽ שׁ אֲשֶׁ֨ עוּ׃ כ וְיֵ֞ א יִסָּֽ ֹ֥ רֶת י֖י וְל ל אֶת־מִשְׁמֶ֥ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֛ מְר֧וּ בְנֵֽ ים וְשָֽׁ רַבִּ֑
שׁ  עוּ׃ כא וְיֵ֞ י י֖י יִסָּֽ חֲנ֔וּ וְעַל־פִּ֥ י יי֙ יַֽ ן עַל־פִּ֤ ר עַל־הַמִּשְׁכָּ֑ ים מִסְפָּ֖ �֛ן יָמִ֥ עָנָ הֶֽ
ם  עוּ א֚וֹ יוֹמָ֣ קֶר וְנָסָ֑ �֛ן בַּבֹּ֖ עָנָ ה הֶֽ עֲלָ֧ קֶר וְנַֽ רֶב עַד־בֹּ֔ עָנָן֙ מֵעֶ֣ הְיֶה֤ הֶֽ אֲשֶׁר־יִֽ
יךְ  אֲרִ֨ בְּהַֽ ים  אֽוֹ־יָמִ֗ דֶשׁ  אוֹ־חֹ֣ יִם  עוּ׃ כב אֽוֹ־ימַֹ֜ וְנָסָֽ �֖ן  עָנָ הֶֽ ה  עֲלָ֥ וְנַֽ יְלָה  וָלַ֔
לֹת֖וֹ  וּבְהֵעָֽ עוּ  יִסָּ֑ א  ֹ֣ וְל ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ בְנֵֽ חֲנ֥וּ  יַֽ יו  עָלָ֔ ן  לִשְׁכֹּ֣ עַל־הַמִּשְׁכָּן֙  �֤ן  עָנָ הֶֽ
י  רוּ עַל־פִּ֥ רֶת יי֙ שָׁמָ֔ עוּ אֶת־מִשְׁמֶ֤ יִסָּ֑ י֖י  י  חֲנ֔וּ וְעַל־פִּ֥ יַֽ י יי֙  עוּ׃ כג עַל־פִּ֤ יִסָּֽ

ה׃  י֖י בְּיַד־מֹשֶֽׁ
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(15) On the day that the Tabernacle was set up, the cloud 
covered the Tabernacle, the Tent of the Pact; and in the 
evening it rested over the Tabernacle in the likeness of fire 
until morning.

(16) It was always so: the cloud covered it, appearing as fire 
by night.

(17) And whenever the cloud lifted from the Tent, the Israelites 
would set out accordingly; and at the spot where the cloud 
settled, there the Israelites would make camp.

(18) At a command of the Lord the Israelites broke camp, and 
at a command of the Lord they made camp: they remained 
encamped as long as the cloud stayed over the Tabernacle.

(19) When the cloud lingered over the Tabernacle many days, 
the Israelites observed the Lord’s mandate and did not 
journey on.

(20) At such times as the cloud rested over the Tabernacle for 
but a few days, they remained encamped at a command of 
the Lord, and broke camp at a command of the Lord.

(21) And at such times as the cloud stayed from evening until 
morning, they broke camp as soon as the cloud lifted in the 
morning. Day or night, whenever the cloud lifted, they would 
break camp.

(22) Whether it was two days or a month or a year – however 
long the cloud lingered over the Tabernacle – the Israelites 
remained encamped and did not set out; only when it lifted 
did they break camp.

(23) On a sign from the Lord they made camp and on a sign 
from the Lord they broke camp; they observed the Lord’s 
mandate at the Lord’s bidding through Moses.

(15) On the day that the Tabernacle was set up: With these 
verses, the Torah returns us to the day of the completion and 
installation of the Tabernacle, the first day of Nisan, two weeks short 
of the first anniversary of the Exodus.
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The cloud covered the Tabernacle, the Tent of the Pact: The 
purpose of the Tabernacle is to serve as a resting place for the Tablets, 
which give testimony to the giving of the Torah. The cloud and fire over 
the Tabernacle derive from the cloud and fire that appeared on Mount 
Sinai (Exod. 24:15). In other words, the Tabernacle is a Mount Sinai in 
miniature, a mobile version of it that accompanies the Jewish people 
wherever they go. 

Here, as at Mount Sinai, the combination of cloud and fire 
symbolizes the Torah’s juxtaposition of the attribute of chesed, “mercy” 
(water vapor) with the attribute of din, “judgment” (fire). 

Water gives and restores life, thus representing the quality of mercy, 
while fire destroys and divides, symbolizing the attribute of judgment. 
For the Shekhinah to be present, both a manifestation of mercy and a 
manifestation of judgment are necessary.

(16) The cloud covered it, appearing as fire by night: The very 
same cloud of the daytime became a “cloud” of fire at night. In this 
way it differed from the pillar of fire and the pillar of cloud that led the 
Jews out of Egypt (Exod. 13:19). Those pillars were two distinct things, 
but here the night and day manifestations of the cloud are just two 
different forms of one and the same entity. 

At the beginning of the journey, at the time of the Exodus, 
it seems that the two pillars – of fire and of cloud, at night and by 
day – represented two entirely different situations. Being fiery and 
being cloudy are hardly one and the same thing. There is a visible, 
comprehensible world, and there is a dark, impenetrable world. Such 
was the perception of the people at the onset of the Exodus.

But as the people built the Tabernacle, they came to an 
understanding of monotheism as their most fundamental new 
concept, of which one aspect is the understanding that all the world’s 
phenomena derive from a single source. Monotheism is thus a truly 
complex religious idea, because it claims that both good and bad have 
a common source, that both come from God. Human understanding is 
in general far more amenable to a dualistic conception of the world, 
that “good comes from God, and evil from the devil.”
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When the pillar of cloud and the pillar of fire were united in a 
single cloud, this advanced the Jewish nation to a uniquely Jewish 
understanding of the unity of God.

(16) It was always so: the cloud covered it: All the verbs in this 
passage are expressed in the “continuous tense.” (This verbal form in 
modern Hebrew always indicates the future tense, but in the grammar 
of biblical Hebrew it can also be understood as a prolonged or repeated 
action, even if it occurred in the past.) Thus, here the Torah lays out 
the principles upon which the Jews’ journey through the wilderness 
will be based, irrespective of how long that journey will last.

(17, 23) And whenever the cloud lifted from the Tent, the 
Israelites would set out accordingly; and at the spot where the 
cloud settled, there the Israelites would make camp.... at the 
Lord’s bidding through Moses: The Midrash describes it as follows. 
When it was time to set off, the cloud inclined toward the direction 
where the Almighty wished the people to go. As the people prepared to 
embark, the trumpets were sounded, but the cloud did not move from 
its place until “Moses would say: Advance, O Lord! May Your enemies 
be scattered, and may Your foes flee before You!” (Num. 10:35).

Only then the Ark and the cloud would begin to move. And when 
the cloud stopped, showing the children of Israel the place where 
they were to camp, the cloud would not descend upon the Tabernacle 
until Moses said: “Return, O Lord, you who are Israel’s myriads of 
thousands!” (Num. 10:36).

(18) As long as the cloud stayed over the Tabernacle: “Stayed” 
here in the Hebrew is yishkon, from the verbal root Sh-Kh-N, “to dwell, 
rest, hover.” The word mishkan, “Tabernacle,” also derives from the 
same root, as does Shekhinah, “the Divine Presence.” Thus, the cloud 
is an actual component, as it were, of the Tabernacle – the part that 
guides, showing the way. Those two together, the Tabernacle and the 
cloud, are the visible indicator of God's presence in the camp of Israel.

(23) On a sign from the Lord they made camp and on a 
sign from the Lord they broke camp; they observed the Lord’s 
mandate: As the people had not yet advanced to a fully self-sufficient 
and independent life, they were still in a state of complete submission.



161§ 8. Preparations for the Wilderness Journey

§ 8.8. THE SILVER TRUMPETS (10:1-10) 

ה  מִקְשָׁ֖ סֶף  כֶּ֔ ת  חֲצֽוֹצְרֹ֣ שְׁתֵּי֙  לְךָ֗  ה  ר׃ ב עֲשֵׂ֣ לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  א וַיְדַבֵּ֥
קְע֖וּ  מַּחֲנֽוֹת׃ ג וְתָֽ אֶת־הַֽ ע  וּלְמַסַּ֖ ה  עֵדָ֔ הָֽ א  לְמִקְרָ֣ לְךָ֙  וְהָי֤וּ  ם  אֹתָ֑ ה  עֲשֶׂ֣ תַּֽ
ת  ד׃ ד וְאִם־בְּאַחַ֖ מוֹעֵֽ הֶל  אֹ֥ תַח  אֶל־פֶּ֖ ה  עֵדָ֔ כָּל־הָ֣ יךָ֙  אֵלֶ֨ וְנֽוֹעֲד֤וּ  ן  בָּהֵ֑
ם  ל׃ ה וּתְקַעְתֶּ֖ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ י  אַלְפֵ֥ י  רָאשֵׁ֖ ים  הַנְּשִׂיאִ֔ יךָ֙  אֵלֶ֨ וְנֽוֹעֲד֤וּ  עוּ  ְקָ֑ יִת�
סְעוּ֙  ית וְנָֽ ם תְּרוּעָה֙ שֵׁנִ֔ דְמָה׃ ו וּתְקַעְתֶּ֤ ים קֵֽ חנִֹ֖ מַּחֲנ֔וֹת הַֽ סְעוּ֙ הַֽ ה וְנָֽ תְּרוּעָ֑
אֶת־ יל  ם׃ ז וּבְהַקְהִ֖ לְמַסְעֵיהֶֽ יִתְקְע֖וּ  ה  תְּרוּעָ֥ נָה  תֵּימָ֑ ים  חֹנִ֖ הַֽ מַּחֲנ֔וֹת  הַֽ
צְר֑וֹת  בַּחֲצֹֽ יִתְקְע֖וּ  ים  הֲנִ֔ הַכֹּ֣ הֲרןֹ֙  אַֽ יעוּ׃ ח וּבְנֵ֤י  תָרִֽ א  ֹ֥ וְל תִּתְקְע֖וּ  ל  הַקָּהָ֑
ם  בְּאַרְצְכֶ֗ ה  מִלְחָמָ֜ אוּ  י־תָבֹ֨ ם׃ ט וְכִֽ תֵיכֶֽ לְדרֹֹֽ ם  עוֹלָ֖ ת  לְחֻקַּ֥ ם  לָכֶ֛ וְהָי֥וּ 
ם  ם לִפְנֵי֙ י֣י אֱלֹֽהֵיכֶ֔ ת וְנִזְכַּרְתֶּ֗ צְרֹ֑ ם בַּחֲצֹֽ עתֶֹ֖ ם וַהֲרֵֽ ר אֶתְכֶ֔ עַל־הַצַּר֙ הַצּרֵֹ֣
י חָדְשֵׁיכֶם֒  ם וּֽבְמוֹעֲדֵיכֶם֮ וּבְרָאשֵׁ֣ ם׃ י וּבְי֨וֹם שִׂמְחַתְכֶ֥ יְבֵיכֶֽ ם מֵאֹֽ וְנֽוֹשַׁעְתֶּ֖
ם לְזִכָּרוֹן֙  ם וְהָי֨וּ לָכֶ֤ י שַׁלְמֵיכֶ֑ ל זִבְחֵ֣ ם וְעַ֖ ל עֹלֹ֣תֵיכֶ֔ ת עַ֚ צְרֹ֗ ם בַּחֲצֹֽ וּתְקַעְתֶּ֣

ם׃  י י֥י אֱלֹֽהֵיכֶֽ ם אֲנִ֖ לִפְנֵי֣ אֱלֹֽהֵיכֶ֔

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
(2) Have two silver trumpets made; make them of hammered 
work. They shall serve you to summon the community and to 
set the divisions in motion.
(3) When both are blown in long blasts, the whole community 
shall assemble before you at the entrance of the Tent of 
Meeting;
(4) and if only one is blown, the chieftains, heads of Israel’s 
contingents, shall assemble before you.
(5) But when you sound short blasts, the divisions encamped 
on the east shall move forward;
(6) and when you sound short blasts a second time, those 
encamped on the south shall move forward. Thus short 
blasts shall be blown for setting them in motion,
(7) while to convoke the congregation you shall blow long 
blasts, not short ones.
(8) The trumpets shall be blown by Aaron’s sons, the priests; 
they shall be for you an institution for all time throughout 
the ages.
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(9) When you are at war in your land against an aggressor who 
attacks you, you shall sound short blasts on the trumpets, 
that you may be remembered before the Lord your God and 
be delivered from your enemies.

(10) And on your joyous occasions – your fixed festivals and 
new moon days – you shall sound the trumpets over your 
burnt offerings and your sacrifices of well-being. They shall 
be a reminder of you before your God: I, the Lord, am your 
God.

(2) Have two silver trumpets made: We noted earlier (see § 7.1) 
that the silver trumpets are man-made instruments, corresponding 
not to natural, everyday life but to wilderness life and all that was 
miraculous in the Exodus from Egypt. This distinguishes the silver 
trumpets from the shofar that the Messiah will blow (Isa. 27:13). The 
Shofar is a natural instrument made from a ram’s horn. The future, 
Messianic redemption is associated with natural, ordinary life in 
the Land of Israel, where the Jewish people advance naturally to the 
Messianic era. 

They shall serve you to summon the community and to set 
the divisions in motion: Thus, there were three indicators that the 
people followed in order to know when they should start moving: the 
rise of the cloud, the trumpet blasts, and Moses’ recitation. 

The first of those three, the rise of the cloud, was an action brought 
about by God, an action “from Above, downward” that initiated the 
next transition. 

The second indicator, the sounding of the trumpets, is the result of 
Jewish internal, social organization. The people hear and respond to 
the Divine appeal. This all happens below, in the earthly domain. 

The third and final indicator that movement should begin is Moses’ 
words addressed to the Ark. This is an appeal “from below, upward,” 
which can be realized only after the preceding two events have occurred –  
directions received from God, and Jewish self-organization. 

And only after that appeal “from below, upward” can the movement 
previously described actually commence. These three sequential actions 
together create a model for the Jewish people’s ongoing relationship 
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with God throughout their entire history. It is a model in which there is 
not merely submission, but, rather, a complex interaction of both sides.

Make them of hammered work: Each trumpet had to be hammered 
from a single piece of silver. This integrity of construction emphasizes 
that the purpose of the trumpets is to gather all of Israel together as 
a single assembly. In other words, this requirement underscores the 
unity of the Jewish people at all levels.

Have two silver trumpets made: The Hebrew here is actually 
quite different: Aseh lecha, “Make for yourself” (two silver trumpets).

The word lecha, “for yourself,” is unusual for a command in which 
God is instructing Moses to create something for the entire nation.

The Midrash therefore interprets this as “do it for yourself,” 
i.e., “for your own honor, that the trumpets may be sounded before 
you, Moses, as is done before a king.” Moses combined the offices of 
prophet, priest, sage, and king.27 In the view of the Midrash, the silver 
trumpets served the additional purpose of emphasizing to the people 
Moses’ regal status.

Have two silver trumpets made; make them of hammered 
work: “Hammered work” in the Hebrew is mikshah. As emphasized 
by Tradition, this means that the object must be made entirely from 
a single silver ingot hammered out to the desired shape, rather than 
being assembled from separate components.

This requirement parallels the description of the Menorah, where 
the same word – mikshah – figures prominently (see Num. 8:4; Exod. 
25:31 and 37:17). The Menorah too must be forged from a single solid 
slab of metal, but in that case not silver, but gold. The trumpets and 
the Menorah represent two different modes of communication. 

The Menorah represents higher communication – with God (from 
below upward, while the Ark, also made of gold, from Above downward). 

Contrarily, the trumpets are used for communication here on earth –  
internally within the Jewish people. They are therefore made of silver, 

27	 n the book of Deuteronomy (17-18), Moses explicitly requires separat-
ing these offices in the future, in order to create a balance of power in the 
branches of government of Jewish society. We will take a closer look at this 
issue in our commentary there.
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Hebrew kesef, which also means “money,” something indispensable 
for communication within society. But zahav, “gold,” the material of 
which the Menorah is made, is not symbolic of monetary value, but of 
worthy human behavior (cf. “the golden mean”) which is the path to 
communicating with God.28

(5) But when you sound short blasts, the divisions encamped 
on the east shall move forward: Those intermittent, staccato blasts, 
which, taken together, the Torah here calls terua’ah, symbolize a 
shattering of integrity. It is thus a signal for movement – a disturbance 
of the peace. Contrarily, the tek’iah, a single unbroken, elongated 
sound, is a signal for assembly – unification. As we read below: “To 
convoke the congregation you shall blow long blasts, not short ones” 
(Num. 10:7).

The divisions encamped on the east shall move forward: This is the 
camp of Judah, which includes Issachar and Zebulun as well.

(6) And when you sound short blasts a second time, those 
encamped on the south shall move forward: The camp of Reuben, 
Simon, and Gad.

Thus short blasts shall be blown for setting them in motion: 
That is, the same sounds should be used to signal the onset of movement 
of the other two (the third and fourth) camps.

(7) While to convoke the congregation you shall blow long 
blasts, not short ones: When the community assembles, integrity is 
restored.

(8) The trumpets shall be blown by Aaron’s sons, the priests: 
The priests are responsible for proper communication within society. 
It was the Temple, not other branches of government, that was 
responsible for the unity of the Jewish people.29

They shall be for you an institution for all time throughout 
the ages: The trumpets were still used in the Second Temple, which 
stood in Jerusalem for four centuries, until destroyed by the Romans in 

28	 We have covered this issue in greater detail in our commentary to the inci-
dent of the golden calf. See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 27.1.

29	 This issue will be discussed in greater detail in the Bible Dynamics commen-
tary on the book of Deuteronomy.
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the year 70 CE. Their image can still be seen in the “spoils of Jerusalem” 
relief on the arch of Titus in Rome (built ca. 81 CE).

(9) When you are at war in your land against an aggressor who 
attacks you, you shall sound short blasts on the trumpets: War is 
a crisis, a situation of instability. The short, broken blasts reflect the 
unrest felt by the people.

That you may be remembered before the Lord your God and be 
delivered from your enemies: The sound of the trumpets counteracts 
fear and instills courage and joy. The Almighty will then send help 
from Heaven.

(10) And on your joyous occasions – your fixed festivals 
and new moon days – you shall sound the trumpets over your 
burnt offerings and your sacrifices of well-being. They shall be 
a reminder of you before your God: I, the Lord, am your God: The 
sounding of the trumpets organizes the people and stimulates their 
emotions. The Almighty responds in turn by endowing them with 
success.
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§ 9. THE JOURNEY BEGINS

§ 9.1 THE MARCHING ORDER (10:11-28)

ל  ן מֵעַ֖ עָנָ֔ עֲלָה֙ הֶֽ דֶשׁ נַֽ ים בַּחֹ֑ י בְּעֶשְׂרִ֣ דֶשׁ הַשֵּׁנִ֖ ית בַּחֹ֥ י בַּשָּׁנָ֧ה הַשֵּׁנִ֛ יא וַיְהִ֞
ן  וַיִּשְׁכֹּ֥ סִינָ֑י  ר  מִמִּדְבַּ֣ ם  לְמַסְעֵיהֶ֖ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֛ בְנֵֽ ת׃ יב וַיִּסְע֧וּ  עֵדֻֽ הָֽ ן  מִשְׁכַּ֥
ע  ה׃ יד וַיִּסַּ֞ בְּיַד־מֹשֶֽׁ י֖י  י  עַל־פִּ֥ אשׁנָֹ֑ה  בָּרִֽ ן׃ יג וַיִּסְע֖וּ  פָּארָֽ ר  בְּמִדְבַּ֥ �֖ן  עָנָ הֶֽ
בֶּן־ נַחְשׁ֖וֹן  ל־צְבָא֔וֹ  וְעַ֨ ם  לְצִבְאֹתָ֑ ה  אשׁנָֹ֖ בָּרִֽ ה  י־יְהוּדָ֛ בְנֵֽ חֲנֵ֧ה  מַֽ גֶל  דֶּ֣
א  ל־צְבָ֔ ר׃ טז וְעַ֨ ל בֶּן־צוּעָֽ ר נְתַנְאֵ֖ ה בְּנֵי֣ יִשָּׂשכָ֑ א מַטֵּ֖ ל־צְבָ֔ ב׃ טו וְעַ֨ ינָדָֽ עַמִּֽ
י־גֵרְשׁוֹן֙  בְנֵֽ סְע֤וּ  וְנָֽ ן  הַמִּשְׁכָּ֑ ד  בֶּן־חֵלֹֽן׃ יז וְהוּרַ֖ ב  אֱלִיאָ֖ ן  זְבוּלֻ֑ בְּנֵי֣  ה  מַטֵּ֖
ל־ וְעַ֨ ם  לְצִבְאֹתָ֑ ן  ה רְאוּבֵ֖ חֲנֵ֥ מַֽ גֶל  דֶּ֛ ע  ן׃ יח וְנָסַ֗ הַמִּשְׁכָּֽ י  שְׂאֵ֖ נֹֽ י  מְרָרִ֔ וּבְנֵי֣ 
ל  מִיאֵ֖ שְׁלֻֽ שִׁמְע֑וֹן  בְּנֵי֣  ה  מַטֵּ֖ א  ל־צְבָ֔ בֶּן־שְׁדֵיאֽוּר׃ יט וְעַ֨ אֱלִיצ֖וּר  צְבָא֔וֹ 
סְעוּ֙  ל׃ כא וְנָֽ בֶּן־דְּעוּאֵֽ ף  אֶלְיָסָ֖ בְנֵי־גָ֑ד  ה  מַטֵּ֣ א  י׃ כ וְעַל־צְבָ֖ ישַׁדָּֽ בֶּן־צוּרִֽ
גֶל  ע דֶּ֛ ם׃ כב וְנָסַ֗ ן עַד־בּאָֹֽ ימוּ אֶת־הַמִּשְׁכָּ֖ �ֵקִ֥ שׁ וְה י הַמִּקְדָּ֑ שְׂאֵ֖ ים נֹֽ הַקְּהָתִ֔
ל־ ע בֶּן־עַמִּיהֽוּד׃ כג וְעַ֨ ישָׁמָ֖ ל־צְבָא֔וֹ אֱלִֽ ם וְעַ֨ יִם לְצִבְאֹתָ֑ י־אֶפְרַ֖ ה בְנֵֽ חֲנֵ֥ מַֽ
בְּנֵי֣  ה  מַטֵּ֖ א  ל־צְבָ֔ בֶּן־פְּדָהצֽוּר׃ כד וְעַ֨ ל  גַּמְלִיאֵ֖ ה  מְנַשֶּׁ֑ בְּנֵי֣  ה  מַטֵּ֖ א  צְבָ֔
לְכָל־ ף  מְאַסֵּ֥ ן  בְנֵי־דָ֔ חֲנֵ֣ה  מַֽ גֶל  דֶּ֚ ע  י׃ כה וְנָסַ֗ בֶּן־גִּדְעוֹנִֽ ן  אֲבִידָ֖ ן  בִנְיָמִ֑
ה  א מַטֵּ֖ ל־צְבָ֔ י׃ כו וְעַ֨ ישַׁדָּֽ זֶר בֶּן־עַמִּֽ ל־צְבָא֔וֹ אֲחִיעֶ֖ ם וְעַ֨ ת לְצִבְאֹתָ֑ מַּחֲנֹ֖ הַֽ
ע בֶּן־ י אֲחִירַ֖ ה בְּנֵי֣ נַפְתָּלִ֑ א מַטֵּ֖ ל־צְבָ֔ ן׃ כז וְעַ֨ ל בֶּן־עָכְרָֽ ר פַּגְעִיאֵ֖ בְּנֵי֣ אָשֵׁ֑

עוּ׃  ם וַיִּסָּֽ ל לְצִבְאֹתָ֑ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ י בְנֵֽ לֶּה מַסְעֵ֥ ֽן׃ כח אֵ֛ עֵינָ�

(11) In the second year, on the twentieth day of the second 
month, the cloud lifted from the Tabernacle of the Pact
(12) and the Israelites set out on their journeys from the 
wilderness of Sinai. The cloud came to rest in the wilderness 
of Paran.
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(13) When the march was to begin, at the Lord’s command 
through Moses,
(14) the first standard to set out, troop by troop, was the 
division of Judah. In command of its troops was Nahshon son 
of Amminadab;
(15) in command of the tribal troop of Issachar, Nethanel son 
of Zuar;
(16) and in command of the tribal troop of Zebulun, Eliab son 
of Helon.
(17) Then the Tabernacle would be taken apart; and the 
Gershonites and the Merarites, who carried the Tabernacle, 
would set out.
(18) The next standard to set out, troop by troop, was the 
division of Reuben. In command of its troop was Elizur son 
of Shedeur;
(19) in command of the tribal troop of Simeon, Shelumiel son 
of Zurishaddai;
(20) and in command of the tribal troop of Gad, Eliasaph son 
of Deuel.
(21) Then the Kohathites, who carried the sacred objects, 
would set out; and by the time they arrived, the Tabernacle 
would be set up again.
(22) The next standard to set out, troop by troop, was the 
division of Ephraim. In command of its troop was Elishama 
son of Ammihud;
(23) in command of the tribal troop of Manasseh, Gamaliel son 
of Pedahzur;
(24) and in command of the tribal troop of Benjamin, Abidan 
son of Gideoni.
(25) Then, as the rear guard of all the divisions, the standard of 
the division of Dan would set out, troop by troop. In command 
of its troop was Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai;
(26) in command of the tribal troop of Asher, Pagiel son of 
Ochran;
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(27) and in command of the tribal troop of Naphtali, Ahira son 
of Enan.

(28) Such was the order of march of the Israelites, as they 
marched troop by troop.

(11) In the second year, on the twentieth day of the second 
month: They set out on the twentieth of Iyar, so that those who needed 
to observe the “supplemental Passover” on the fourteenth of Iyar could 
do so. All told, they spent a bit less than a year at Mount Sinai – from 
the first of Sivan (Exod. 19:1) until the twentieth of Iyar (the month 
that precedes Sivan) of the following year.

(12) And the Israelites set out on their journeys from the 
wilderness of Sinai: The description that follows here is the “normal, 
standard” order of movement that the Israelites were supposed to 
observe when crossing the wilderness. But later we will see that the 
first transition proceeded somewhat differently from the standard 
order described here (see § 9.2). 

The cloud came to rest in the wilderness of Paran: The Paran 
wilderness is located on the southern border of the Land of Israel. 
Thus, already during the first campaign (which apparently lasted three 
days, as it will be explained below) they had reached the boundary of 
the Promised Land. And they could have entered it immediately, if not 
for the incident of the spies (see §§ 13-14).

(14) The first standard to set out, troop by troop, was the 
division of Judah: This tribe, Judah, leads the people, and therefore, 
later, will also receive the kingdom, in the time of King David and his 
royal dynasty.

(15-16) In command of the tribal troop of Issachar … and … 
the tribal troop of Zebulun: They too are members of the camp of 
Judah, located on the east.

(17) Then the Tabernacle would be taken apart; and the 
Gershonites and the Merarites, who carried the Tabernacle, would 
set out: When the camp of Judah is ready to depart, Aaron and his sons 
enter the Tabernacle to pack up the temple vessels and prepare them 
to be transported by the Kohathites. The Gershonites and Merarites 
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dismantle the Tent and the posts and hangings of the Tabernacle 
enclosure, load them onto carts, and march behind the camp of Judah.

(18-20) The next standard to set out … was the division of 
Reuben … Simeon … Gad: The southern camp marches second.

(21) Then the Kohathites, who carried the sacred objects, 
would set out: The holiest objects march at the middle of the column. 
Thus, the standard order is:

(i) Judah. The Tabernacle structure. 
(ii) Reuven. The vessels. 
(iii) Ephraim. 
(iv) Dan.

And by the time they arrived, the Tabernacle would be set 
up again: The Gershonites and Merarites managed to assemble the 
Tabernacle and its enclosure in time for the arrival of the Kohathites, 
so that they could immediately bring the Temple vessels inside.

(22) The next standard to set out… was the division of Ephraim 
… Manasseh … Benjamin: The western camp marched third. These 
are Rachel’s sons.

(25) Then, as the rear guard of all the divisions, … Dan … Asher 
… Naphtali: The northern camp marched fourth.

§ 9.2. JETHRO, MOSES, AND THE ARK (10:29-36)

חְנוּ  ים ׀ אֲנַ֗ סְעִ֣ ן מֹשֶׁה֒ נֹֽ ל הַמִּדְיָנִי֮ חֹתֵ֣ חבָֹב בֶּן־רְעוּאֵ֣ ה לְ֠ אמֶר מֹשֶׁ֗ ֹ֣  י,כט וַיּ
י־ ךְ כִּֽ בְנוּ לָ֔ נוּ֙ וְהֵטַ֣ ה אִתָּ֨ ם לְכָ֤ ן לָכֶ֑ ר י֔י אֹת֖וֹ אֶתֵּ֣ ר אָמַ֣ אֶל־הַמָּקוֹם֙ אֲשֶׁ֣
י  אִם־אֶל־אַרְצִ֛ י  כִּ֧ ךְ  אֵלֵ֑ א  ֹ֣ ל יו  אֵלָ֖ אמֶר  ֹ֥ ל׃ ל וַיּ עַל־יִשְׂרָאֵֽ דִּבֶּר־ט֖וֹב  י֥י 
עְתָּ  יָדַ֗ ן  עַל־כֵּ֣ י ׀  כִּ֣ נוּ  אֹתָ֑ ב  עֲזֹ֣ תַּֽ אַל־נָ֖א  אמֶר  ֹ֕ ךְ׃ לא וַיּ אֵלֵֽ י  וְאֶל־מֽוֹלַדְתִּ֖
נוּ וְהָיָה֣ ׀ הַטּ֣וֹב  ךְ עִמָּ֑ י־תֵלֵ֣ ֽיִם׃ לב וְהָיָ֖ה כִּֽ נוּ לְעֵינָ� יתָ לָּ֖ ר וְהָיִ֥ נוּ֙ בַּמִּדְבָּ֔ חֲנֹתֵ֨
רֶךְ שְׁלֹ֣שֶׁת  ר י֔י דֶּ֖ ךְ׃ לג וַיִּסְעוּ֙ מֵהַ֣ בְנוּ לָֽ נוּ וְהֵטַ֥ יב י֛י עִמָּ֖ ר יֵיטִ֧ הַה֗וּא אֲשֶׁ֨
ם  לָהֶ֖ לָת֥וּר  ים  יָמִ֔ שְׁלֹ֣שֶׁת  רֶךְ  דֶּ֚ ם  לִפְנֵיהֶ֗ עַ  נֹסֵ֣ בְּרִית־י֜י  אֲר֨וֹן  וַֽ ים  יָמִ֑

ה׃  מַּחֲנֶֽ ם מִן־הַֽ ם בְּנָסְעָ֖ ם יוֹמָ֑ �֧ן י֛י עֲלֵיהֶ֖ עֲנַ ה׃ לד וַֽ מְנוּחָֽ

יךָ  יךָ וְיָנֻ֥סוּ מְשַׂנְאֶ֖ יְבֶ֔ צוּ֙ אֹֽ ה ׀ י֗י וְיָפֻ֨ ה קוּמָ֣ אמֶר מֹשֶׁ֑ ֹ֣ ן וַיּ אָרֹ֖ עַ הָֽ י בִּנְסֹ֥ לה וַיְהִ֛

ל׃  י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ בְב֖וֹת אַלְפֵ֥ ה י֔י רִֽ ר שׁוּבָ֣ ה יאֹמַ֑ יךָ׃ לו וּבְנֻחֹ֖ מִפָּנֶֽ
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(29) Moses said to Hobab son of Reuel the Midianite, Moses’ 
father-in-law, “We are setting out for the place of which the 
Lord has said, ‘I will give it to you.’ Come with us and we will be 
generous with you; for the Lord has promised to be generous 
to Israel.”

(30) “I will not go,” he replied to him, “but will return to my 
native land.”

(31) He said, “Please do not leave us, inasmuch as you know 
where we should camp in the wilderness and can be our guide.

(32) So if you come with us, we will extend to you the same 
bounty that the Lord grants us.”

(33) They marched from the mountain of the Lord a distance 
of three days. The Ark of the Covenant of the Lord traveled in 
front of them on that three days’ journey to seek out a resting 
place for them;

(34) and the Lord’s cloud kept above them by day, as they 
moved on from camp.

(35) When the Ark was to set out, Moses would say: Advance,  
O Lord! May Your enemies be scattered, and may Your foes 
flee before You!

(36) And when it halted, he would say: Return, O Lord, you who 
are Israel’s myriads of thousands!

At first glance the section that follows seems to consist of several 
completely unrelated topics: Moses’ conversation with Jethro, the role 
of the cloud, and the movement of the Ark under Moses’ direction. We 
must understand the connection between these things.

(29) Moses said to Hobab son of Reuel the Midianite, Moses’ 
father-in-law: Choten, can mean either “one’s wife’s father” or “one’s 
wife’s brother”; it is thus not clear here whether the reference here is 
to Jethro or to his son. (It is also not clear how we are to reconcile this 
passage chronologically with Exod. 18:27, where we learned that Jethro 
has already returned to Midian.) 

However, we can consider those details less than completely 
pertinent, since the essence of the discussion here is the realization 
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of “Jethro’s function” – that function which he (or his son) declines to 
take upon himself, and which therefore goes to Moses instead.

We are setting out for the place of which the Lord has said, ‘I 
will give it to you.’ Come with us and we will be generous with 
you; for the Lord has promised to be generous to Israel: Jethro is a 
non-Jew who accepts upon himself the teachings of the Torah. Moses 
invites him not only to embrace the Jewish teachings, but to join in the 
destiny of the Jewish people. 

Moses always strives to bring the peoples of the world closer to 
the Torah of Israel. In the book of Exodus (12:38) it was Moses who 
insisted that the eirev rav, the “mixed multitude,” should join the 
Jewish people.30 The Torah is a universal doctrine intended for all of 
mankind. Proselytes help their respective nations to create for each 
nation, their own special connection with God that is most appropriate 
for them.

Jethro and the eirev rav represent two prototypical models of how 
non-Jews can unite with the Jewish people. 

The eirev rav, who converted to Judaism and became a part of the 
Jewish people at the Exodus, are the prototype of the geirim, “converts 
to Judaism” of subsequent generations. 

Jethro and his family, on the other hand, embraced the Sinai 
religion, but did not convert and did not become Jews. Thus, they are 
the prototype of the Bnei Noach, “Descendants of Noah” – non-Jews of 
the Jewish faith. (However, they follow the Seven Laws of Noah (Gen. 
2:16, 9:4), but not the whole Jewish faith.) It was essential that these 
two models of how non-Jews can align themselves with Judaism were 
established at the onset of Jewish history, at the time of the creation 
of the Jewish nation.

(30-32) “We will extend to you the same bounty” … “I will not 
go,” he replied to him, “but will return to my native land”: Jethro 
finds Moses’ promise unattractive. He can receive the same benefits in 
his own country.

(31) He said, “Please do not leave us, inasmuch as you know 
where we should camp in the wilderness and can be our guide”: 

30	 See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 12.3.
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Rather than “you know where we should camp,” the literal translation 
is: “You know our encampment.”

Moses’ next proposal to Jethro is now different, and much more 
attractive. It is for Jethro to assume an important mission. 

The movement of the nation occurs not simply by edict from Above; 
rather, it happens by virtue of a dialogue between the Jewish people 
and God (whose obvious representative is the cloud). 

Since Jethro had earlier played a constructive role in advancing 
“initiatives from below” – namely, by formulating a judicial system 
(see Exod. 18) – Moses now invites him to continue further along the 
same path – specifically, with respect to the places where the Israelites 
will halt and camp. For although the cloud establishes the direction of 
movement of the people and where they camp, their correct positioning 
once there – what happens at and within each location, that is, proper 
organization in the life of the people – is the responsibility of their 
leaders.

In a certain sense, we can apply the same idea to our own lives. 
Divine control determines the direction of our movement, but we must 
ourselves choose how we arrange our position at each location on that 
path.

Moses tells Jethro, “You can be our guide.” But literally, “You shall 
be our eyes.”

A key point here is that not only does that proper encampment 
within each location require “eyes,” but those eyes are the eyes of 
those non-Jews who attach themselves to Judaism, even while they 
remain non-Jews; that is, the Bnei Noach. In other words, some aspects 
of Jewish life can be correctly perceived and understood only from the 
outside. (We shall discuss this point in greater detail below.)

This orientation toward the Bnei Noach, who represent the 
universalistic aspect of Judaism, is essential, for without it the Jewish 
nation cannot advance properly. Although Divine governance (the 
pillar of cloud) shows the way, an outside perspective is also needed. 
This is because the Jews are here on this earth not only for their own 
sake, but to fulfill their mission of being “a light of nations” (Isa. 42:6). 
Therefore, the Jews must also be able to see their path as the nations 
of the world see it.
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(32) So if you come with us, we will extend to you the same 
bounty that the Lord grants us: Moses is saying: This is not 
just about us sharing our bounty with you. Rather, because of your 
participation in Jewish history and its influence on the world you will 
receive a share in the blessings that God bestows on us. This too is 
meant to be much more attractive to Jethro than the original offer. And 
it is the approach that Judaism offers the Bnei Noach even today.

(32-33) “So if you come with us ....” They marched: It is not 
clear from the text whether or not Jethro actually accepted Moses’ 
offer and stayed with the Israelites. We know from the later prophetical 
books that Jethro’s descendants lived in the land of Israel (Jud. 1:16, 
4:17; 1 Sam. 15:6), from which we may surmise that some of Jethro’s 
descendants did remain with the Jews. 

But the Torah does not tell us so explicitly. The main point here 
is that Jethro would not assume the function he was offered, and 
Moses therefore had to take on that role himself, which he did by being 
involved in directing the movement of the Ark.

(33) They marched from the mountain of the Lord a distance 
of three days: This was the first of the three legs of the wilderness 
journey, as explained earlier, from the Sinai wilderness to the Paran 
wilderness.

The Ark of the Covenant of the Lord traveled in front of them 
on that three days’ journey: The Hebrew is somewhat ambiguous, and 
without context might be understood to mean that the Ark remained 
consistently ahead of them by the distance of a three-day journey. But 
that cannot be the actual meaning here because that would have left 
the people with no connection whatsoever with the Ark, not even a 
visual one. Rather, it means as just translated – that during that three-
day journey the ark was always traveling close by, and directly in front 
of them. 

When the Ark travels in front of the people, it is assuming a warlike 
stance. This is different from the standard marching position, in which 
the Ark moves in the center of the column.

Under ordinary, peaceful conditions spiritual leadership exerts its 
influence “from the center,” maintaining a balance between the diverse 
groups of society. But in a crisis, the Ark instead assumes its “battle 
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position” out in front.31 That is, at such times spiritual leadership must 
lead from the front, not from the center.

Here, too, the Ark assumes its battle position because the Israelites 
are now prepared to enter the land immediately to begin the conquest.

To seek out a resting place for them: It is the Ark that must seek 
a resting place for them, because Jethro (or his son) declined to take 
on the function of being the people’s “eyes.” The Ark, traveling out in 
front, will find the location of the next encampment. But the Ark is 
moving under Moses’ control, after all. Effectively, then, it is Moses 
who has now taken on these functions.

As already mentioned, this demonstrates that in the wilderness era 
Moses reserves for himself all those functions of governing the people 
that will later be delegated. 

(34) And the Lord’s cloud kept above them by day, as they 
moved on from camp: The Ark is traveling out in front (the “battle 
position” of internal spiritual leadership), but the cloud (the Divine 
presence) sits above all. The Midrash understands this also in a 
physical sense: “The cloud provided shade, protecting the people from 
the scorching heat so that they could journey comfortably and without 
impedance through wilderness.” That is, even simple movement under 
such environmental conditions would have been impossible without 
Divine protection.

(35) When the Ark was to set out, Moses would say: Until Moses 
uttered these words neither the Ark nor the cloud could begin to move.

The Ark’s movement in front of the people and this solemn 
ceremony emphasize the unity of the movement of the people and the 
Ark. The purpose of all this is to imprint on the national consciousness 
an understanding that the conquest of the land, although ostensibly a 
military operation, is actually a religious action necessary for revealing 
the Divine light to all of humanity.

The ark moves by itself, but Moses, by giving it a blessing, controls 
the nation’s movements and encampments. Moses’ ability to be the 
nation’s “eyes,” a function that Jethro declined to perform, is rooted 

31	 We find a similar order of movement, with the Ark positioned in front, at the 
crossing of the Jordan (Josh. 3:6). On taking the Ark out to the battlefield, see 
1 Sam. 4:3.
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in Moses’ most prominent quality: his ability to see a situation from 
the outside, to see it with a broader perspective than the people 
themselves can.

Moses’ unique view from the outside can be detected, in particular, 
in how Moses addresses God in critical situations, such as the incidents 
of the golden calf and the report of spies. Moses’ argument in those 
cases is, “What will the Egyptians say? What will humanity think?” 
Moses rescues the Jewish people only through that approach. 

Apparently, Moses acquired this ability to “see things from the 
outside” during his decades-long stay in Midian. We have noted 
previously that Moses received three types of upbringing and education. 

In the first stage of his life Moses grew up among his own (Jewish) 
people. When Pharaoh’s daughter found him as a newborn on the 
banks of the Nile, she returned him (albeit unknowingly) to his own 
mother to nurse, a period that must have lasted at least two years, 
or perhaps even longer. But that connection continued even long 
thereafter. (Moses “went out to his kinsfolk” (Exod. 2:11). He knew 
about his brother Aaron and apparently kept in touch with him. And 
upon Moses’ return to Egypt none of the Jews were taken by surprise. 
Everyone seemed to know who he was.)

After his Jewish upbringing Moses also receives an Egyptian 
education. He grows up in Pharaoh’s palace as a member of the ruling 
dynasty. And in fact, this is the reason that Aaron, who was more of 
a community leader than a statesman, could not lead the Exodus. 
Because only Moses had the necessary political, state-oriented view of 
the world; only he could lead the Israelites out of Egypt.

Moses received his third education from Jethro in Midian.32 

Through that prolonged exposure, which lasted several decades, Moses 
acquired the universalist “pan-international” perspective of a nomad, 
who keeps in view not only his own country (as farmers often do), but 
also the surrounding countries and their dynamics. 

This is why Moses can see through the eyes of Jethro, the priest of 
Midian, “from the outside.” He grasps not only the Jewish perspective 
of events taking place, but their universal significance and importance 

32	 See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 5.12.
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as well. Accordingly, even when he asks God to forgive the Jewish 
people, he does so in consideration of what the larger consequences of 
the action in question would be for the peoples of the world. 

Were the Jewish nation to perish in the wilderness, Moses argues, 
such an outcome would be so incomprehensible to the surrounding 
nations, that it would no longer be merely an internal Jewish matter – 
it would become a problem for all of mankind. 

In the end, the Almighty did in fact accept that argument. But one 
had to be Moses to be able to see the world from this point of view 
and to formulate such an argument. It was essential not only that the 
Jewish people would learn to have this vision, but that all humanity, 
on reading the biblical text in the future, would also assimilate this 
critical lesson. (We could phrase this point in contemporary terms 
that reflect modern realities: Any leader of the Jewish people must of 
course receive a sound Jewish education, but it is no less important 
that he or she has gotten a solid secular, universal education too.)

Jethro too is the bearer of a universal approach – and that is 
precisely why he is invited to be the “eyes” of the Jewish people. To 
perform that function, one needs the ability to see a situation from 
the outside looking in. When Jethro (or his son) declines to undertake 
that function, Moses himself can act on that universal level, which he 
does through the Ark. This is another aspect of Moses’ greatness as a 
teacher: he has the entire Torah concentrated within himself, which is 
why the Torah is called torat Moshe – “the Torah of Moses.”

(35-36) When the Ark was to set out, Moses would say: … And 
when it halted, he would say: In the standard Jewish synagogue 
liturgy, whenever the ark is opened to take out the Torah for reading, 
and then later again to return the Torah to the ark, these very verses 
are recited. The clear implication is that taking out the Torah so that 
it can be read publicly is likened to the transporting of the Ark of the 
Covenant in the wilderness.

(35) Advance, O Lord! May Your enemies be scattered, and 
may Your foes flee before You!: Israel’s enemies are ipso facto also 
the enemies of the Almighty.

(36) And when it halted, he would say: Return, O Lord, you 
who are Israel’s myriads of thousands!: 
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The Hebrew for “when it halted” is u-ve-nucho, from the same root 
as menuchah, “rest” (physical or emotional).

Yes, we must keep moving forward, but periods of rest are no 
less essential to our spiritual advancement. It is just at those times 
that an understanding of the Divine presence returns to the many 
thousands who may have lost their bearings under the exertions of 
their peregrinations.

Thus, there are two complementary states: the first is the movement 
that consists in overcoming Israel’s enemies, and the second is the 
state of rest that is necessary for restoring the national unity.

Note that Jethro would have had to indicate not only the direction 
and final destination of movement, but also where, when, and how 
to stop. The Jewish connection with the peoples of the world arises 
primarily in the second of those two states – not when we are at war 
with the enemy, but when we are encamped and at rest, when peaceful 
communication becomes possible. 

With that said, the fact is that there is often a war going on all 
around us, most often not by our own choice. But how we position 
ourselves in our own encampment depends only on us. The Bnei Noach, 
whose representation in the Torah is Jethro, play a vital role in helping 
us understand the Jewish perspective on the situation.

(35-36) When the Ark was to set out, Moses would say: 
Advance, O Lord! May Your enemies be scattered, and may Your 
foes flee before You! And when it halted, he would say: Return, O 
Lord, you who are Israel’s myriads of thousands!: In actual Torah 
scrolls this critical passage is written in a very unusual way – bracketed 
between two nuns that are inverted from right to left. Each of these two 
special nuns is the mirror image of a normal nun (the fourteenth letter 
of the Hebrew alphabet). This is the only place in all the five books of 
the Torah that letters appear reversed in this way.

These two special nuns serve as brackets whose purpose is to 
highlight the text that appears between them. The effect is to set these 
two verses apart from everything in the Torah that came before them 
and everything that will come after.

The Tradition sees these two verses as a complete, self-contained 
topic in their own right – almost its own independent book of the Torah. 
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This would mean that the Torah consists not merely of five books, but 
seven. According to that scheme this book of Numbers actually consists 
of three separate books:

(i) From the beginning up to and including verse 10:34. 
(ii) Just these two verses, 10:35-36. 
(iii) From the next verse, 11:1 and through the end of Numbers.

What, then, is the very special character of these two verses that 
make them worthy of being an entire book in their own right?

In an important sense we can say that these two verses comprise, 
as it were, “The Book of Jethro.” In addition to performing here his 
primary function, Moses also takes on the role that Jethro declined to 
assume upon himself, the role of offering advice to God. 

Because Jethro would not accept Moses’ invitation, the Ark itself 
must become the “eyes” of the Israelites in the wilderness. And this 
is why the account of Jethro’s refusal is followed immediately by this 
passage, the blessing for the road that Moses would recite whenever 
the Ark was set in motion to continue the nation’s journey.

The presence of “the Book of Jethro” here in the Torah – and later, 
the prophecies of Balaam33 – is based on the Midrash that says that 

“There were three figures (in that generation), who were at so high a 
spiritual level that the Torah could have been given through any of 
them. Those three were Moses, Jethro, and Balaam. But in the end the 
Torah was given only through Moses.” 

The reason for that choice was not that Moses was the most 
righteous of the three. (For had that been the determining factor, Jethro –  
and Balaam all the more so – could never have been considered even 
a possible contender with Moses.) Rather, the reason for the choice 
was different. The Torah was given through Moses because only he 
was equipped to take on all three functions: his own, Jethro’s, and 
Balaam’s.34 The Torah of Moses therefore incorporates also “the Book 

33	 Num. 22-24.
34	 We will discuss this incident in part 2 of this commentary on the Book of 

Numbers.
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of Jethro” and “the prophecy of Balaam.” Moses was able to assume the 
positive functions of both Jethro and Balaam in addition to his own, 
and his Torah therefore incorporates their messages as well.

§ 9.3 RUMBLINGS ON THE ROAD (11:1-10)

ע יי֙ וַיִּ֣חַר אַפּ֔וֹ וַתִּבְעַר־בָּם֙  ע בְּאָזְנֵי֣ י֑י וַיִּשְׁמַ֤ ים רַ֖ נְנִ֔ י הָעָם֙ כְּמִתְאֹ֣ א וַיְהִ֤
ל מֹשֶׁה֙  ה וַיִּתְפַּלֵּ֤ ם אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֑ ק הָעָ֖ ה׃ ב וַיִּצְעַ֥ מַּחֲנֶֽ ה הַֽ אכַל בִּקְצֵ֥ ֹ֖ שׁ י֔י וַתּ אֵ֣
ה  י־בָעֲרָ֥ כִּֽ ה  תַּבְעֵרָ֑ הַה֖וּא  ם־הַמָּק֥וֹם  שֵֽׁ א  שׁ׃ ג וַיִּקְרָ֛ הָאֵֽ ע  ְקַ֖ וַתִּשׁ� אֶל־י֔י 
ם  גַּ֚ וַיִּבְכּ֗וּ  בוּ  וַיָּשֻׁ֣ ה  אֲוָ֑ תַּֽ הִתְאַוּ֖וּ  בְּקִרְבּ֔וֹ  ר  אֲשֶׁ֣ אסַפְסֻף֙  יֽי׃ ד וְהָֽ שׁ  אֵ֥ ם  בָ֖
ל  ה אֲשֶׁר־נאֹכַ֥ רְנוּ֙ אֶת־הַדָּגָ֔ ר׃ ה זָכַ֨ נוּ בָּשָֽׂ אֲכִלֵ֖ י יַֽ אמְר֔וּ מִ֥ ֹ֣ ל וַיּ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔
וְאֶת־ יר  חָצִ֥ וְאֶת־הֶֽ ים  אֲבַטִּחִ֔ הָֽ וְאֵת֙  ים  הַקִּשֻּׁאִ֗ ת  אֵ֣ חִנָּ֑ם  יִם  בְּמִצְרַ֖
ן  י אֶל־הַמָּ֥ בִּלְתִּ֖ ל  כֹּ֑ ין  אֵ֣ ה  יְבֵשָׁ֖ נוּ  נַפְשֵׁ֥ ה  ים׃ ו וְעַתָּ֛ וְאֶת־הַשּׁוּמִֽ ים  הַבְּצָלִ֖
קְט֜וּ  וְלָֽ ם  הָעָ֨ לַח׃ ח שָׁטוּ֩  הַבְּדֹֽ ין  כְּעֵ֥ וְעֵינ֖וֹ  ה֑וּא  כִּזְרַע־גַּ֖ד  ן  ינוּ׃ ז וְהַמָּ֕ עֵינֵֽ
ה וּבִשְּׁלוּ֙ בַּפָּר֔וּר וְעָשׂ֥וּ אֹת֖וֹ עֻג֑וֹת וְהָיָה֣  יִם א֤וֹ דָכוּ֙ בַּמְּדכָֹ֔ רֵחַ֗ חֲנ֣וּ בָֽ וְטָֽ
ן  ד הַמָּ֖ יְלָה יֵרֵ֥ מַּחֲנֶ֖ה לָ֑ ל עַל־הַֽ דֶת הַטַּ֛ מֶן׃ ט וּבְרֶ֧ ד הַשָּֽׁ עַם לְשַׁ֥ טַעְמ֔וֹ כְּטַ֖
הֳל֑וֹ  אָֽ תַח  לְפֶ֣ ישׁ  אִ֖ יו  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֔ בּכֶֹה֙  ם  אֶת־הָעָ֗ ה  מֹשֶׁ֜ ע  יו׃ י וַיִּשְׁמַ֨ עָלָֽ

ע׃ ה רָֽ י מֹשֶׁ֖ ד וּבְעֵינֵ֥ ף יי֙ מְאֹ֔ חַר־אַ֤ וַיִּֽ

(1) The people took to complaining bitterly before the Lord. 
The Lord heard and was incensed: a fire of the Lord broke out 
against them, ravaging the outskirts of the camp.

(2) The people cried out to Moses. Moses prayed to the Lord, 
and the fire died down.

(3) That place was named Taberah, because a fire of the Lord 
had broken out against them. 

(4) The riffraff in their midst felt a gluttonous craving; and 
then the Israelites wept and said, “If only we had meat to eat!

(5) We remember the fish that we used to eat free in Egypt, the 
cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic.

(6) Now our gullets are shriveled. There is nothing at all! 
Nothing but this manna to look to!”
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(7) Now the manna was like coriander seed, and in color it was 
like bdellium.
(8) The people would go about and gather it, grind it between 
millstones or pound it in a mortar, boil it in a pot, and make it 
into cakes. It tasted like rich cream.
(9) When the dew fell on the camp at night, the manna would 
fall upon it.
(10) Moses heard the people weeping, every clan apart, each 
person at the entrance of his tent. The Lord was very angry, 
and Moses was distressed.

(1) The people took to complaining: By all appearances, the 
people have everything they need for the journey. The marching 
order of the tribes has been established. The Levites have taken 
responsibility for transporting the Tabernacle. There is food and water, 
and protection from the harsh wilderness elements. The people have 
guides for the way – the cloud, the trumpets, and the Ark – to tell them 
where and when to start and to stop marching and encamp. But even 
with all that in place, the crisis begins almost immediately.

(1) The people took to complaining bitterly before the Lord: 
Translated literally, the unusual Hebrew word ke-mit’onenim means: 

“The people were seeking, as it were, an excuse to grumble and behave 
badly.” The commentators understand it as saying that the people 
began looking for pretexts to express dissatisfaction, even when they 
had no actual reason to be dissatisfied. Thus, their sin, essentially, was 
losing their sense of gratitude to God for all the good that He had done 
and was doing for them.

Alternatively, however, the word ke-mit’onenim can be seen as 
very closely related to onen, “a person who is in mourning.” Except 
that the grammatical form is reflexive, which suggests that they were 
mourning over the loss of themselves. Understanding as they did that 
their lives would continue to unfold in an atypical and unusual manner, 
completely unlike the norm for other nations, they perceived that as a 
form of death.

To complaining bitterly before the Lord: The Torah does not 
elaborate here on what exactly the people were complaining so bitterly 
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about. The literal translation of “bitterly before the Lord” is “evil in 
the ears of the Lord.” The Midrash understands these words to mean 
that they were complaining to God about God Himself. Having decided 
that the Almighty was Himself the cause of all their difficulties, they 
lamented: “Woe is us! Already three days we are being led around with 
no rest or respite from the strains and stresses of the journey.” The 
Almighty, incensed, responded: “I wanted only the best for you, that 
you would enter the Promised Land immediately. But you imagine that 
you are the object of some evil plan!”

However, a different explanation is also possible, viz., that the 
Torah does not tell us what the people were complaining about, because 
even Moses himself had no clue what their problem was, and why they 
were so unhappy.

The Lord heard and was incensed: The Almighty decided that 
this was a serious problem that required His intervention.

A fire of the Lord … ravaging the outskirts of the camp: I.e., 
this is only a warning, not a serious punishment.

The outskirts of the camp: At the center of the camp was the 
Tabernacle, around it camped the Levites, and around them the twelve 
tribes. Therefore, the “outskirts of the camp” means those who were 
furthest from the center, from holiness, and whose connection with it 
was weakest.

(2) The people cried out to Moses. Moses prayed to the Lord, 
and the fire died down: Whenever the people find themselves in a 
bad situation, they routinely turn to Moses, who can then take some 
action to halt the devastation and stay the hand of death.

But here Moses does not understand the problem and makes 
no attempt to get to the heart of it, limiting himself instead to just 

“extinguishing the fire” (literally and figuratively). Thus, the initial 
warning is not heeded, and the situation only gets worse.

(4) The riffraff in their midst: The Midrash identifies this “riffraff” 
with the eirev rav, the “mixed multitude” that joined the Jews at the 
Exodus (Exod. 12:38). As we have already discussed,35 on the one hand 
this is a highly problematic group, but on the other they are extremely 

35	 See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 12.3.
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important, even essential, because the Jewish mission is to bring 
Divine light to all of mankind, and they do so through the eirev rav.

Felt a gluttonous craving: A very literal translation is “were 
lusting for lust,” or, “were craving whimsies.” That is, they were 
feeling a capricious desire for nonessentials, things without which a 
person can make do perfectly well. Paradoxically, however, even such 

“whimsies” are a necessary part of a fulfilling and fulfilled life.
Yet another possible translation is “longed for passion.” They 

longed to have passion, i.e., they yearned to live a normal, natural life, 
rather than the artificial, sterile life they were living, as attested by the 

“heavenly bread” (manna) they received daily – tasty, nutritious, and 
aesthetically pleasing, but monotonous, and provided by Divine decree 
merely as a substance that guarantees minimum survival.

And then the Israelites wept and said, “If only we had meat 
to eat!: The Israelites were not the initiators of this complaint, they 
were only following the lead of the eirev rav. While this can be seen as 
a mitigating factor in their guilt, it also means that the Jewish people 
at that stage had no independent sense of chutzpah. This will later 
become the source of an even worse problem.

The Israelites themselves expressed this wish and the ones that 
follow, whereas the Torah does not indicate what the eirev rav was 
actually lusting for. That is, the eirev rav served as an abstract trigger 
for the Israelites to have desires, but not for any specific, identifiable 
desire.

The riffraff in their midst felt a gluttonous craving; and then 
the Israelites wept and said, “If only we had meat to eat!: The 
Hebrew includes the word gam, “also” or “too.” That is, “and then 
the Israelites wept too.” When the cravings of the riffraff began, 
the Israelites wept with them. But it was a “copycat weeping” – the 
Israelites were only following the lead of the mixed multitude.

And said, “If only we had meat to eat!: The Midrash notes that 
they actually did have meat. At the Exodus the Torah stated very 
clearly: “Moreover, a mixed multitude went up with them, and very 
much livestock, both flocks and herds” (Exod. 12:38). Thus, the essence 
of their complaint was obviously not the food itself.
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(5) We remember the fish that we used to eat free in Egypt: As 
slaves in Egypt performing backbreaking labor, they were hardly fed 
for free. But they recall it that way, inaccurately idealizing their former 
Egyptian life. This demonstrates that the people are emotionally 
unprepared to advance.

(5-6) The cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, and 
the garlic. Now our gullets are shriveled. There is nothing at all!: 
The detailed list of foods mentioned here emphasizes their significant 
psychological value, which went beyond their mere nutritional 
importance.

Nothing but this manna to look to!”: Morning and evening, 
there is nothing but manna everywhere we look!

With this obvious gross exaggeration, the people bemoan their 
monotonous life.

(7) Now the manna was like coriander seed: In size the manna 
resembled pepper seed.

And in color it was like bdellium: It was a mild and aesthetically 
pleasing food.

(8) The people would go about and gather it, grind it between 
millstones or pound it in a mortar, boil it in a pot: The point being 
made is that the manna was easy to obtain and easy to process.

And make it into cakes. It tasted like rich cream: Here are 
emphasized the manna’s exquisite taste and its ability to sate the eater.

(9) When the dew fell on the camp at night, the manna would 
fall upon it: The “bread from the sky” (Exod. 16:4) is consistently 
available and very conveniently obtainable. The problem, therefore, 
was not that the people were short of water or food. There was quite 
enough food, but not enough interesting things to look at.

The people were living “anomalous life” in the wilderness. In a very 
real sense, they lived not on earth, but in servitude to Heaven, and 
even the food they ate – an anomalous food, “bread from the sky” –  
was itself a vivid symbol of this. We can compare it to the “space food” 
that astronauts eat, which they squeeze from a tube like so much 
toothpaste. Such tube food might taste like meat, but they do not want 
such “meat.” They want real meat.
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Until only recently the Israelites had spent almost a year at Mount 
Sinai, in direct dialogue with God, cut off from natural life. They had 
thus been hoping that that unusual episode in their lives was now 
behind them, that they could now finally begin to live a normal life. But 
that is not how things have turned out, and the built-up tension leads 
to an explosion. The Israelites are seeking “whimsies” (desires, lusts), 
they are “longing for passion.” A human being who can never indulge 
his caprices is a machine – a robot, or perhaps even an angel, but not a 
human. The people are longing to return to a normal human existence.

(10) Moses heard the people weeping, every clan apart, each 
person at the entrance of his tent: In the previous instance (Num. 
11:2), Moses was able to extinguish the fire, but he did not use the 
crisis to understand the people’s problems and to establish rapport 
with them. This time Moses has given ear to their problems, but there 
is still no mutual understanding. He is therefore confused, not knowing 
what to do.

In the incident of the golden calf Moses acted quickly and decisively, 
crushing resistance with military force. But here there is no actual 
resistance nor an organized protest; the people have simply lost heart, 
which is not something that can be remedied by giving orders. 

It seems that Moses cannot possibly do any more than he has 
done. The people have everything they need, and are about to begin 
their conquest of the land. They are working toward the realization 
of lofty ideals. But suddenly it turns out that this is still not enough. 
The people still lack a certain “fullness of normal life” (called here “a 
craving for passion”), without which they do not wish to live. Moses is 
therefore powerless to correct the situation.

Moses heard the people weeping … The Lord was very angry: 
At the beginning of this chapter, in describing the initial episode of 
discontent, the text said, “The Lord heard and was incensed.” If we 
compare the two verses, we understand that in that case, only the Lord 
heard, but Moses did not “hear.” That is, he failed to grasp the essence 
of the problem, which he finally does only now. 

Moreover, in that first instance God was merely “incensed,” but 
here He is “very angry.” (The Hebrew in both cases is va-yichar, but 
here the intensifier me’od, “very,” is added.)
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We can explain this difference as saying that in this latter case, 
God’s anger was directed not only at the people, for failing to heed His 
previous warning, but at Moses as well, who even after the first clear 
signs of a serious problem still made no special effort to get to the 
heart of the matter.

In a certain sense, the punishment in the first instance of discontent, 
“a fire from the Lord,” can be likened to the kind of physical pain that is 
not just an external problem, but a symptom of more serious internal 
anomalies. Moses, not grasping this point, and failing to understand 
the underlying reasons for the people’s discontent, therefore tried 
to alleviate only the pain itself by prescribing a “pain reliever.” And 
so now he is faced with a more troubling situation: there is no pain 
(“fire”) at this time, but only the actual problem itself, and Moses has 
no clear sense of how to address it.

And Moses was distressed: The previous discontent among the 
population was not a disaster for Moses by any means. He received a 
signal (the people cried out to him), he reacted (took his request to 
God), and the imminent danger was quickly averted.

But here the situation is incomprehensible to him. The people 
are dispirited and downcast, but Moses is powerless to help them. 
Inasmuch as he saw nothing wrong in his prior actions, he cannot 
escape the fact that he is now facing not merely a minor, transient 
problem, but nothing less than a calamity, a crisis that fully threatens 
his status as leader of the nation.

§ 9.4. MOSES’ PERPLEXITY (11:11-15)

ן בְּעֵינֶ֑יךָ  תִי חֵ֖ א־מָצָ֥ ֹֽ מָּה ל ךָ וְלָ֛ תָ֙ לְעַבְדֶּ֔ ה הֲרֵעֹ֨ ה אֶל־י֗י לָמָ֤ אמֶר מֹשֶׁ֜ ֹ֨ יא וַיּ

ה  ם הַזֶּ֔ ת כָּל־הָעָ֣ יתִי אֵ֚ י הָרִ֗ נֹכִ֣ י׃ יב הֶאָֽ ם הַזֶּ֖ה עָלָֽ א כָּל־הָעָ֥ לָשׂ֗וּם אֶת־מַשָּׂ֛
אֹמֵן֙  א הָֽ יִשָּׂ֤ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ כַּֽ ךָ  הוּ בְחֵיקֶ֗ י שָׂאֵ֣ ר אֵלַ֜ י־תאֹמַ֨ יהוּ כִּֽ יְלִדְתִּ֑ י  נֹכִ֖ אִם־אָֽ
ת  לָתֵ֖ ר  בָּשָׂ֔ לִי֙  יִן  יו׃ יג מֵאַ֤ אֲבֹתָֽ לַֽ עְתָּ  נִשְׁבַּ֖ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ ה  אֲדָמָ֔ הָֽ ל  עַ֚ ק  אֶת־הַיּנֵֹ֔
א־ ֹֽ לָה׃ יד ל וְנאֹכֵֽ ר  בָשָׂ֖ נוּ  תְּנָה־לָּ֥ ר  לֵאמֹ֔ עָלַי֙  י־יִבְכּ֤וּ  כִּֽ הַזֶּ֑ה  ם  לְכָל־הָעָ֣
נִּי׃ טו וְאִם־ מִמֶּֽ ד  כָבֵ֖ י  כִּ֥ הַזֶּ֑ה  ם  אֶת־כָּל־הָעָ֣ את  לָשֵׂ֖ י  לְבַדִּ֔ נֹכִי֙  אָֽ ל  אוּכַ֤
ה  ן בְּעֵינֶ֑יךָ וְאַל־אֶרְאֶ֖ אתִי חֵ֖ ג אִם־מָצָ֥ נִי נָא֙ הָרֹ֔ י הָרְגֵ֤ שֶׂה לִּ֗ כָה ׀ אַתְּ־עֹ֣ כָּ֣

י׃ עָתִֽ בְּרָֽ
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(11) And Moses said to the Lord, “Why have You dealt ill with 
Your servant, and why have I not enjoyed Your favor, that You 
have laid the burden of all this people upon me?
(12) Did I conceive all this people, did I bear them, that You 
should say to me, ‘Carry them in your bosom as a nurse carries 
an infant,’ to the land that You have promised on oath to their 
fathers?
(13) Where am I to get meat to give to all this people, when 
they whine before me and say, ‘Give us meat to eat!’
(14) I cannot carry all this people by myself, for it is too much 
for me.
(15) If You would deal thus with me, kill me rather, I beg You, 
and let me see no more of my wretchedness!”

(11) And Moses said to the Lord: Moses is known in Jewish 
tradition as Moshe Rabeinu, “Moses, our teacher.” We usually perceive 
this title as strictly positive, as indicating the highest achievable level 
of greatness. 

But it turns out that in reality, Moses’ choice to prioritize teaching 
among other activities actually limits him.But it turns out that in 
reality, Moses’ orientation to teaching exclusively actually limits him. 
Moses has difficulty responding to the challenge that is addressed to 
him, not merely as a teacher of students, who are limited by the narrow 
framework of their educational institution, but as the leader of a free 
people. 

In essence, the people’s request for meat was not merely a national 
rebellion, but a personal challenge to Moses’ leadership abilities. Would 
he manage to find a positive core within their impudent behavior, and 
thus achieve mutual understanding with the people? In fact, this was a 
problem that Moses was unable to solve.

And Moses said to the Lord, “Why have You dealt ill with Your 
servant?”: Earlier, the people spoke similarly. We read: “The people 
took to complaining bitterly before the Lord.” They said, “Why have 
you brought us here?” We see that the people’s deficiency is also a 
flaw in Moses himself. He, too, blames God for the problem, instead of 
trying to understand the mistakes that are its underlying cause.
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And why have I not enjoyed Your favor, that You have laid 
the burden of all this people upon me?: By “enjoying God’s favor,” 
Moses means that he would not need to deal with the entire nation as 
a whole, and instead could teach the Torah only to the best disciples, 
those who have a genuine desire to understand it. He would then not 
need to bother himself with the troublesome ones.

(12) Did I conceive all this people, did I bear them, that You 
should say to me, ‘Carry them in your bosom as a nurse carries 
an infant,’ to the land that You have promised on oath to their 
fathers?: Moses is the people’s teacher, not their parent. Therefore, he 
can pass on the Torah only to those who are willing to listen to him. 
He is not prepared to take up the disgruntled folk and carry them in 
his arms.

A parent’s inextricable connection to his or her child is based on 
their blood relationship. But the connection between teacher and 
student endures only as long as the latter continues to meet the 
standards of the school. 

From the very outset, a parent sees his child as just a work in 
progress. Childhood is only one temporary stage of life. Ultimately the 
parent is determined to communicate with the child as an adult and an 
independent personality, and the parent tends to take for granted that 
this will eventually happen. 

Even from the time of the child’s birth the parent never idealizes 
childhood, because he is oriented toward seeing the child grow up. 
Moreover, the parent wants the child to overtake him at some stage, 
and gives the child all possible support in advance in order to achieve 
that outcome. The parent therefore sees his child’s independent 
and audacious nature as something normal and very often even as a 
positive development. 

But a teacher’s orientation toward his young students is entirely 
different. He relates to them exclusively as children, and this remains 
an immutable parameter in their relationship. As a teacher’s work at 
school is always only with children, he has no reason to see them as 
adults or even envision them as ever becoming adults. In his worldview 
as teacher there is a tacit (but obviously false) assumption that his 
students will forever remain children. He demands obedience and 
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humility from them, and he sees any audacity or independence that 
they might demonstrate as nothing but a serious hindrance to learning.

(13) Where am I to get meat to give to all this people: Moses’ 
main problem is the people’s chutzpah, their impudence in demanding 
meat when they have manna. The people seek to satisfy their whims, 
and Moses finds this intolerable. But without whims there is no 
development or advancement, and no natural life. In other words, those 
whims of the people are a major challenge now confronting Moses, and 
he is unable to deal with that challenge.

Where am I to get meat: Moses perceives the problem merely 
in its physical aspect – the lack of meat. But the real problem lies 
elsewhere, in the people's unwillingness to continue their abnormal 
way of life in the wilderness.

(14) I cannot carry all this people by myself, for it is too much 
for me: Moses cannot continue to lead the people in the manner that 
he did before. Moses himself is quite satisfied with the manna, but he 
struggles to be the leader of a people who want meat. The Almighty 
therefore gives him “prophet-helpers” who demonstrate the qualities 
that are needed in order to be, as it were, “parents” to the people.

(15) If You would deal thus with me, kill me rather, I beg You, 
and let me see no more of my wretchedness!: Moses’ response 
here strikes us as gross over-reaction. Should he really be asking to 
die simply because the people want meat? In other, earlier situations, 
when Pharaoh’s army was chasing them down at the Sea of Reeds, 
or when the people created the golden calf, Moses showed himself a 
strong leader, not backing down even in the face of the most severe 
difficulties. But here he is perplexed precisely because he cannot figure 
out in which direction to move. Moses’ approach to leading the people 
suddenly turns out to be entirely inadequate. His worldview collapses 
and he is no longer able to function.
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§ 9.5. THE SEVENTY PROPHET-ELDERS (11:16-30)

ר  אֲשֶׁ֣ יִשְׂרָאֵל֒  מִזִּקְנֵי֣  אִישׁ֮  ים  שִׁבְעִ֣ י  אֶסְפָה־לִּ֞ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֗ י֜י  אמֶר  ֹ֨ טז וַיּ
ד  מוֹעֵ֔ הֶל  אֶל־אֹ֣ אֹתָם֙  קַחְתָּ֤  וְלָֽ יו  טְרָ֑ וְשֹֽׁ ם  הָעָ֖ י  זִקְנֵ֥ ם  כִּי־הֵ֛ עְתָּ  יָדַ֔
מִן־הָר֛וּחַ  י  צַלְתִּ֗ וְאָֽ שָׁם֒  עִמְּךָ֮  י  וְדִבַּרְתִּ֣ י  ֽרַדְתִּ֗ ךְ׃ יז וְיָ� עִמָּֽ ם  שָׁ֖ תְיַצְּב֥וּ  וְהִֽ
ה  א אַתָּ֖ א־תִשָּׂ֥ ֹֽ ם וְל א הָעָ֔ שְׂא֤וּ אִתְּךָ֙ בְּמַשָּׂ֣ ם וְנָֽ י עֲלֵיהֶ֑ יךָ וְשַׂמְתִּ֣ ר עָלֶ֖ אֲשֶׁ֥
י בְּכִיתֶם֩  ם בָּשָׂר֒ כִּ֡ אֲכַלְתֶּ֣ ר הִתְקַדְּשׁ֣וּ לְמָחָר֮ וַֽ ם תּאֹמַ֜ ךָ׃ יח וְאֶל־הָעָ֨ לְבַדֶּֽ
ם  לָכֶ֛ י֥י  ן  וְנָתַ֨ יִם  בְּמִצְרָ֑ נוּ  לָ֖ כִּי־ט֥וֹב  ר  בָּשָׂ֔ נוּ֙  אֲכִלֵ֨ יַֽ י  מִ֤ ר  לֵאמֹ֗ י֜י  י  בְּאָזְנֵ֨
ה  חֲמִשָּׁ֣ א ׀  ֹ֣ וְל יִם  יוֹמָ֑ א  ֹ֣ וְל אכְל֖וּן  ֹֽ תּ ד  אֶחָ֛ י֥וֹם  א  ֹ֣ ם׃ יט ל אֲכַלְתֶּֽ וַֽ ר  בָּשָׂ֖
ד אֲשֶׁר־ ים עַ֤ דֶשׁ יָמִ֗ ד ׀ חֹ֣ ים יֽוֹם׃ כ עַ֣ א עֶשְׂרִ֥ ֹ֖ ים וְל ה יָמִ֔ ים וְלאֹ֙ עֲשָׂרָ֣ יָמִ֗
ם  ר בְּקִרְבְּכֶ֔ ם אֶת־יי֙ אֲשֶׁ֣ י־מְאַסְתֶּ֤ עַן כִּֽ א יַ֗ ם לְזָרָ֑ ם וְהָיָ֥ה לָכֶ֖ אַפְּכֶ֔ יֵצֵא֙ מֵֽ
שֵׁשׁ־ מֹשֶׁה֒  יִם׃ כא וַיּאֹמֶר֮  מִמִּצְרָֽ אנוּ  יָצָ֥ זֶּ֖ה  מָּה  לָ֥ ר  לֵאמֹ֔ לְפָנָיו֙  וַתִּבְכּ֤וּ 
ן  אֶתֵּ֣ בָּשָׂר֙  רְתָּ  אָמַ֗ ה  וְאַתָּ֣ בְּקִרְבּ֑וֹ  י  נֹכִ֖ אָֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ ם  הָעָ֕ י  רַגְלִ֔ לֶף֙  אֶ֨ מֵא֥וֹת 
ם  אִ֣ ם  לָהֶ֑ א  וּמָצָ֣ ם  לָהֶ֖ ט  יִשָּׁחֵ֥ ר  �ָקָ֛ וּב אן  ֹ֧ ים׃ כב הֲצ יָמִֽ דֶשׁ  חֹ֥ כְל֖וּ  וְאָֽ ם  לָהֶ֔

ם׃  א לָהֶֽ ם וּמָצָ֥ ף לָהֶ֖ אָסֵ֥ י הַיָּ֛ם יֵֽ ת־כָּל־דְּגֵ֥ אֶֽ

י אִם־ דְבָרִ֖ הֲיִקְרְךָ֥  ה  ה תִרְאֶ֛ ר עַתָּ֥ י֖י תִּקְצָ֑ ד  הֲיַ֥ ה  יי֙ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ אמֶר  ֹ֤ כג וַיּ
ים אִישׁ֙  ף שִׁבְעִ֥ וַיֶּֽאֱסֹ֞ י֑י  י  ת דִּבְרֵ֣ ם אֵ֖ וַיְדַבֵּר֙ אֶל־הָעָ֔ ה  א מֹשֶׁ֔ א׃ כד וַיֵּצֵ֣ ֹֽ ל
ר אֵלָיו֒  עָנָן֮ וַיְדַבֵּ֣ רֶד י֥י ׀ בֶּֽ הֶל׃ כה וַיֵּ֨ ת הָאֹֽ ם סְבִיבֹ֥ ד אֹתָ֖ ֽיַּעֲמֵ֥ ם וַ� מִזִּקְנֵי֣ הָעָ֔
י כְּנ֤וֹחַ  ים וַיְהִ֗ ישׁ הַזְּקֵנִ֑ ים אִ֖ ן עַל־שִׁבְעִ֥ יו וַיִּתֵּ֕ ר עָלָ֔ אצֶל מִן־הָר֨וּחַ֙ אֲשֶׁ֣ וַיָּ֗
ם  ה שֵׁ֣ מַּחֲנֶ֡ ים ׀ בַּֽ י־אֲנָשִׁ֣ אֲר֣וּ שְׁנֵֽ פוּ׃ כו וַיִּשָּֽׁ א יָסָֽ ֹ֥ תְנַבְּא֖וּ וְל עֲלֵיהֶם֙ הָר֔וּחַ וַיִּֽ
ים  בַּכְּתֻבִ֔ מָּה֙  וְהֵ֨ הָר֗וּחַ  ם  עֲלֵהֶ֣ נַח  וַתָּ֧ ד  מֵידָ֜ י  הַשֵּׁנִ֨ וְשֵׁם֩  ד  אֶלְדָּ֡ ד ׀  אֶחָ֣ הָֽ
ר  ה וַיּאֹמַ֑ ד לְמֹשֶׁ֖ עַר וַיַּגֵּ֥ ה׃ כז וַיָּ�֣רָץ הַנַּ֔ מַּחֲנֶֽ תְנַבְּא֖וּ בַּֽ הֱלָה וַיִּֽ צְא֖וּ הָאֹ֑ א יָֽ ֹ֥ וְל
ה  ת מֹשֶׁ֛ עַ בִּן־נ֗וּן מְשָׁרֵ֥ עַן יְהוֹשֻׁ֣ ה׃ כח וַיַּ֜ מַּחֲנֶֽ ים בַּֽ תְנַבְּאִ֖ ד מִֽ ד וּמֵידָ֔ אֶלְדָּ֣
י  ה לִ֑ א אַתָּ֖ מְקַנֵּ֥ ה הַֽ אמֶר לוֹ֙ מֹשֶׁ֔ ֹ֤ ם׃ כט וַיּ ה כְּלָאֵֽ י מֹשֶׁ֖ ר אֲדנִֹ֥ יו וַיּאֹמַ֑ מִבְּחֻרָ֖
ה  ף מֹשֶׁ֖ אָסֵ֥ ם׃ ל וַיֵּֽ ן י֛י אֶת־רוּח֖וֹ עֲלֵיהֶֽ י־יִתֵּ֧ ים כִּֽ ם יי֙ נְבִיאִ֔ ן כָּל־עַ֤ י יִתֵּ֜ וּמִ֨

ל׃ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ מַּחֲנֶ֑ה ה֖וּא וְזִקְנֵ֥ אֶל־הַֽ

(16) Then the Lord said to Moses, “Gather for Me seventy of 
Israel’s elders of whom you have experience as elders and 
officers of the people, and bring them to the Tent of Meeting 
and let them take their place there with you.



190 Bible Dynamics. Book of Numbers

(17) I will come down and speak with you there, and I will draw 
upon the spirit that is on you and put it upon them; they shall 
share the burden of the people with you, and you shall not 
bear it alone.

(18) And say to the people: Purify yourselves for tomorrow and 
you shall eat meat, for you have kept whining before the Lord 
and saying, ‘If only we had meat to eat! Indeed, we were better 
off in Egypt!’ The Lord will give you meat and you shall eat.

(19) You shall eat not one day, not two, not even five days or 
ten or twenty,

(20) but a whole month, until it comes out of your nostrils and 
becomes loathsome to you. For you have rejected the Lord 
who is among you, by whining before Him and saying, ‘Oh, why 
did we ever leave Egypt!’ ”

(21) But Moses said, “The people who are with me number six 
hundred thousand men; yet You say, ‘I will give them enough 
meat to eat for a whole month.’

(22) Could enough flocks and herds be slaughtered to suffice 
them? Or could all the fish of the sea be gathered for them to 
suffice them?”

(23) And the Lord answered Moses, “Is there a limit to the 
Lord’s power? You shall soon see whether what I have said 
happens to you or not!”

(24) Moses went out and reported the words of the Lord to 
the people. He gathered seventy of the people’s elders and 
stationed them around the Tent.

(25) Then the Lord came down in a cloud and spoke to him; 
He drew upon the spirit that was on him and put it upon the 
seventy elders. And when the spirit rested upon them, they 
spoke in ecstasy, but did not continue.

(26) Two men, one named Eldad and the other Medad, had 
remained in camp; yet the spirit rested upon them – they 
were among those recorded, but they had not gone out to the 
Tent – and they spoke in ecstasy in the camp.
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(27) A youth ran out and told Moses, saying, “Eldad and Medad 
are acting the prophet in the camp!”

(28) And Joshua son of Nun, Moses’ attendant from his youth, 
spoke up and said, “My lord Moses, restrain them!”

(29) But Moses said to him, “Are you wrought up on my account? 
Would that all the Lord’s people were prophets, that the Lord 
put His spirit upon them!”

(30) Moses then reentered the camp together with the elders 
of Israel.

Moses mentions two problems: the lack of meat, and the impossibility 
of continuing his leadership in its prior form. But the Almighty first 
solves the problem of leadership, and only then performs “shock therapy” 
to address the issue of meat. If the spiritual leadership is ill prepared to 
deal with the people and their issues, shock therapy will only bring the 
people to greater confusion. They must have a well-organized leadership. 
At the right moment, as new opportunities are revealed, that leadership 
will move the people in the direction they need to go.

The crisis here is quite different from the crisis in the incident of the 
golden calf. In that case there was an act of disobedience, a rebellion 
against God’s covenant and a direct violation of His commandments. 
(According to the Midrash, it even included an egregious act of violence –  
the murder of Hur.36) Moses therefore saw fit to use force to suppress 
that rebellion. 

But here the people are not refusing to proceed on the journey, nor 
are they rebelling against the authorities. This is a very different type of 
crisis – it is a crisis of values. The people are disappointed with what is 
happening; their value system is deteriorating. This kind of crisis cannot 
be corrected with brute force. Rather, it requires introducing new values 
and new guidelines into the environment. But Moses does not know how 
to accomplish that, and it leaves him confused and perplexed.

As already discussed, Aaron understands the Jewish people very 
well. But his understanding of Divinity is likely defective, which is why 

36	 See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 27.2.
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he came to create the golden calf. Moses, on the contrary, understands 
Divinity at a very high level, but his understanding of people is deficient, 
and he therefore often fails to properly influence the nation he leads. 

Moses is not sufficiently connected with the people – he “did not 
conceive all these people nor bear them.” He therefore needs helpers 
who are organically connected with the people and can provide support 
for their value system.

The problem of values in this entire story is a problem of anavah  
vs. chutzpah, that is, obedience and humility vs. independence and 
insolence, as explained earlier. When the Divine spirit passes from 
Moses to the seventy prophet-elders, on the one hand they are still 
dependent on him, and there is hierarchy and obedience, anavah. 
However, on the other hand, they are able to prophesy entirely on their 
own, and this independence is the basis for chutzpah. As this duality 
creates the right balance between these values, the calling of the 
seventy prophet-elders is to show the rest of the people an example of 
that balance.

Immediately after this appointment, the punishment of the quails 
is visited on the people, and those who cannot rein themselves in meet 
with death. But more precisely, it is a synthesis of punishment for 
the incorrigible and advancement of values for those who are able to 
perceive those values.

When Moses says, “I cannot carry all this people by myself, for it 
is too much for me,” this does not mean that Moses led the people 
entirely on his own and had no helpers. Even much earlier, two lines of 
government had already been formed among the people.

The first of those is the “chiefs of thousands, hundreds, fifties, and 
tens” (Exod. 18:21), over whom the chieftains of the tribes hold sway. 
This system controls the movement of the people and their disposition 
during encampment. It also serves as a judicial system for resolving 
internal conflicts among the people, and it organizes the people for 
waging war. 

The second line of government is the system of communication 
with the Tabernacle, as represented by Aaron and his sons, who are 
the kohanim “priests,” and the Levites. The purpose of this system, 
which has replaced the leadership of the firstborns, is to establish 
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communication with holiness. But like the first system, this one is an 
apparatus of the state and is subordinate to Moses. (In contemporary 
terms, the first system is the secular aspect of the state apparatus, 
while the second is its religious element, i.e., the chief rabbinate.)

But it turns out that these two systems are not alone sufficient. 
In order for a nation to function, in addition to systems of political 
or religious power, it needs a value system that is oriented to each 
individual and also to the people as a whole, whose needs, however, 
are diverse. (This is symbolized here by the diversity of foods that 
they want to replace the monotonous manna.) But the officials who 
are subordinated to Moses are not able to provide the people with the 
fulfillment of this need.

Thus, in order to fully realize his leadership, Moses needs not only 
subordinates, but also comrades-in-arms who, with all due respect to 
him, will be independent of Moses, not subservient to him. It is with 
these goals in mind that a third line of government is now being formed –  
a coterie of prophet-elders, who, while hierarchically consociated with 
Moses, are actually closer to the people. They bring from Moses to 
the people multiple variations on a single theme, i.e., the sense of a 
personal connection with the Almighty.

Prophecy (with the sole exception of Moses’ prophecy, as the Torah 
will soon tell us explicitly) must not serve as a basis for legislation. 
Prophecy, an anarchic branch of power, as it were,37 is the foundation 
for creating ideals, images, and completing legal norms with value-
based meaning. (Thus it creates the foundation for value-driven 
interpretation of the law.) Prophet-elders (as opposed to the chiefs 
of thousands and hundreds, the tribal chieftains, and the priests and 
Levites), receive no special power of authority or preference. Their 
influence is based only on personal authority and that additional 
charisma that they acquire when they are elevated to the level of 
prophecy. If we were to express this in modern terms, we could say 
that their sphere of activity is the formation of ideas and philosophical 
concepts, a value system and ideology.

37	 This topic will be covered in greater detail in the Bible Dynamics commentary 
on the book of Deuteronomy.
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With respect to the division of concerns between Moses and Aaron, 
as they relate to the channels of human connection to holiness (as 
already discussed38) the kohanim represent “Aaron’s temple,” the 
temple of atonement, while the prophet-elders represent “Moses’ 
temple,” the temple of Divine revelation.

Later, in his politico-religious will and testament, Moses delineates 
the categories of power that are to exist within the people (the Book 
of Deuteronomy39). Four domains of power are mentioned: the king, 
the Temple, the sages, and the prophets. The royal line continues the 
line of the “chiefs of thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens” and the 
chieftains of the tribes, the Temple authority is Aaron and the priests, 
and the line of the prophets originates in the convocation of the 
prophet-elders being formulated here.

(16) Then the Lord said to Moses, “Gather for Me …”: As already 
noted, in order for the punishment’s “shock therapy” to be effective, 
the people are first given a positive ideal, in relation to which the 
correction can then be achieved. Without such an ideal, punishment 
will only engender misunderstanding and bitterness, not correction. 
God therefore addresses first the creation of a group of prophet-elders 
who show the Jewish people how to combine the ideals of anavah, 

“humility,” and chutzpah, “impudence,” and only after that, the matter 
of the meat.

Seventy of Israel’s elders: Seventy is one of the Torah’s typological 
numbers, understood as indicating the completeness of a thing after 
considering the phenomenon from all sides. Other examples: 

• During the resettlement of mankind after the Flood seventy 
nations of the world came into existence. 

• Upon the arrival of Jacob’s family in Egypt, they numbered seventy 
souls.40 

38	 See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 21.
39	 Deut. 17-18.
40	 See Gen. 10 and 46:27. Deut. 32:8 sees a direct connection between these two 

counts: “When the Most High gave nations their homes and set the divisions 
of man, He fixed the boundaries of peoples in relation to Israel’s numbers.”
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• In the Oral Torah there is an idea that the Torah has seventy 
“faces” (that is, any statement in the Torah has seventy equally valid 
interpretations). 

• In later eras, the Sanhedrin consisted of seventy-one sages, based 
on the number of the prophetic convocation of the elders mentioned 
here (seventy and Moses).

The above list is by far not exhaustive.
But we should also note that seventy elders are already mentioned 

early on, very soon after the Exodus (Exod. 24:1). Since here Moses 
must assemble the same number of elders yet again, the Midrash 
explains that those first seventy were consumed by the fire of Taberah 
(Num. 11:1 3), and it was therefore necessary to choose another 
seventy. Following our approach, this would mean that the leaders who 
left Egypt were no longer able to promote the required value system. 
Now unsuited to carry out their mission in the wilderness, they must 
therefore depart, to be replaced by the new assemblage.

However, a problem arises in the process of choosing these 
prophet-elders. Because seventy is not evenly divisible by twelve, it 
becomes impossible to give equal representation in this group to all 
tribes. Therefore, we will see later that the actual number of prophet-
elders, in the process of the advancement of chutzpah, was “corrected 
from below,” to become not seventy, but seventy-two. The initial 
problematic nature of the proposed number of prophet-elders reflects 
the fundamental conflict that always arises with the decentralization 
of spiritual leadership, although such decentralization is in fact 
necessary for the healthy functioning of society.

Of whom you have experience as elders and officers of the 
people: The men now selected have already earned a respected social 
status. The Hebrew word used here for “officers,” shoterim, is found 
earlier in the Torah in the account of the Egyptian bondage (where it 
is translated as “foremen”): “And the foremen of the Israelites, whom 
Pharaoh’s taskmasters had set over them, were beaten” (Exod. 5:14). 
The Midrash therefore sees a connection between these two verses, 
and states that the prophet-elders elected here were chosen primarily 
from those same foremen. And the Midrash explains: “Because those 
men endured so much for sake of the Jewish people, let them now be 
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honored by being appointed as their elders.” Thus, it is not the best 
students who are chosen, but those who have an essential, real-life 
connection to the people, and not merely a pedagogical association.

In light of their past, these men have already won the trust of the 
people, which means that they can continue to influence them. In this 
sense these officers are, as it were, “parents” to the people – a quality 
that Moses himself lacks.

(17) I will come down and speak with you there, and I will 
draw upon the spirit that is on you and put it upon them: The 
Midrash emphasizes: “I will speak with you there,” and not with them 
independently of you. “I will draw upon the spirit that is on you” – I 
will not give them the spirit of prophecy independently of you. Thus, 
the hierarchy is here preserved – although the prophet-elders are not 
subordinate to Moses, they are his collaborators. Spiritual leadership 
can be constructed only in this way. (That is, as opposed to managerial 
leadership, whose essence is subordination.) 

But then later (Num. 11:26-27), as exemplified by Eldad and 
Medad, we see that prophecy by its very nature “spills over,” pushing 
the boundaries not only of the previously established framework, but 
of the hierarchy as well. This is the most important parameter of 
spirituality that has the quality of chutzpah.

(18) And say to the people: Purify yourselves for tomorrow and 
you shall eat meat: “Purify yourselves” here in Hebrew is hitkadeshu – 
literally, “sanctify (or consecrate) yourselves.” That is, take this matter 
seriously. This underscores the seriousness of the warning that follows 
concerning the meat.

For you have kept whining before the Lord and saying, ‘If only 
we had meat to eat! Indeed, we were better off in Egypt!’: In and of 
itself, the request for meat would not be all that problematic, if not for 
the fact that it was expressed from the position of “we would be better 
off in Egypt.”

(19-20) You shall eat not one day, not two, not even five days 
or ten or twenty, but a whole month: The number of days expresses 
the nature of the food and how it is consumed. To eat meat one day is 
nothing out of the ordinary. Two days is a double measure – food eaten 
in more sufficient quantity. Five days, like the number of fingers on 
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one hand, means that the food is eaten with a full hand, that is, with 
gluttony. And ten days – to grab with both hands, with gluttony twice 
as bad. Eating meat for twenty days means to eat with both hands and 
both feet, i.e., to reach the state of an animal in food consumption. 
And finally, to eat meat for an entire month means to absolutely devote 
oneself to that food.

Purify yourselves for tomorrow … until it comes out of your 
nostrils and becomes loathsome to you: The Almighty forewarns 
that meat will become utterly repugnant to them, and He gives them a 
day to think it over. Those who are still able to change their minds will 
do so, and desist from their fatal lust before it is too late.

For you have rejected the Lord who is among you, by whining 
before Him and saying, ‘Oh, why did we ever leave Egypt!’: This 
emphasizes once again that the reason for God’s anger is not the actual 
request for meat, but the fact that it is expressed as regret for having 
left Egypt.

This regret demonstrates acceptance of slavery, which means that 
the people are not yet ready to achieve their independence. In light of 
this lack of independence, all their pretensions of chutzpah, expressed 
in the desire for meat, lack sufficient justification.

As already noted (see § 9.3), the Israelites were not the initiators 
of the “lust for passion”; rather, it began with the eirev rav, the 

“mixed multitude.” The people took to crying only in the wake of that 
unworthy example. The eirev rav are former Egyptians who joined the 
Jews at the Exodus. And because they were never slaves, they are a 
more independent group of people, in whom a manifestation of chutz-
pah is quite normal. The Israelites, however, following the eirev rav, 
turned that chutzpah into a request for meat specifically. Their internal 
development was inconsistent with their demand. Therefore, after 
receiving what they had asked for, they immediately began to die.

(21-22) The people who are with me number six hundred 
thousand men; yet You say, ‘I will give them enough meat to eat 
for a whole month.’ Could enough flocks and herds be slaughtered 
to suffice them?: Even after all the miracles of the Exodus and the 
giving of the Torah, Moses is of course not questioning the Almighty’s 
ability to perform a miracle. The meaning of these questions and 
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doubts of Moses, lies not in the question of the physical possibility of 
obtaining meat, but in the moral and psychological aspect of fulfilling 
the people's request – and, accordingly, in its effectiveness. 

Moses’ question is this: “Even if we were to slaughter all the 
available livestock, and bring them all the fish from the sea, would they 
be satisfied? Or would it still not be enough for them? After all, the 
demands of those who have asked for meat, thus rejecting the manna, 
were dictated not by hunger, but by a general dissatisfaction with their 
dependence on God, and by their desire to live like all the nations, to 
eat ordinary food and not ‘bread from heaven.’ So, even if they were to 
receive meat by virtue of some miracle, would it satisfy them?”

(23) And the Lord answered Moses, “Is there a limit to the 
Lord’s power?”: Moses’ doubt relate not to the physical possibility of 
a miracle, but to its effectiveness, and God therefore answers him in 
this same spirit: Yes, the Almighty has complete influence not only in 
the physical sense (which is obvious), but also in a more fundamental 
sense – He can indeed create a situation that will materially influence 
the people’s education.

(24) Moses went out and reported the words of the Lord to 
the people: He relayed God’s warning. This was a prerequisite for the 
success of the shock therapy that would soon follow.

He gathered seventy of the people’s elders and stationed them 
around the Tent: The Tabernacle is the very essence of prophecy (and 
of the priesthood as well).

(25) Then the Lord came down in a cloud and spoke to him; He 
drew upon the spirit that was on him and put it upon the seventy 
elders: Moses’ primacy over all other prophets in the hierarchy is 
preserved. But they do not obey Moses – they simply cooperate with 
him.

And when the spirit rested upon them, they spoke in ecstasy, 
but did not continue: Notwithstanding the translation given here, 
the expression ve-lo yasafu can have two opposite meanings:

(i) “They did not add.” I.e., they could not continue. They could 
prophesy only on that very day, after which they lost the ability. 

“They did not cease.” Once they received the gift of prophecy it 
never left them again.
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(The Midrash cites both of these opinions. That is, both views 
of the situation, although they are diametrical opposites, are also 
simultaneously true.41) This emphasizes the point that these prophet-
elders were able to synthesize both ideals – anavah, “humility,” 
prophesying only within the framework they have received from 
Moses, and chutzpah, “impudence,” when, upon receiving from Moses 
the initial impulse to prophecy, they never stop prophesying, for they 
have acquired independent mastery of this level of prophecy.

(26) Two men, one named Eldad and the other Medad, had 
remained in camp; yet the spirit rested upon them – they were 
among those recorded, but they had not gone out to the Tent – 
and they spoke in ecstasy in the camp: The Midrash explains this 
situation as follows. Said Moses: “No tribe will agree to have fewer 
representatives than all the other tribes.” 

He therefore first created a list of seventy-two men – six from each 
of the twelve tribes – to participate in a draw. He then created a set of 
seventy-two lots, of which seventy said “elder” and two were left blank. 
To the two men who had drawn the empty lots Moses said: “It is the 
Almighty’s decision that you should not be chosen.” These two men 
were Eldad and Medad.

It was important to have an equal number of prophet-elders from 
each tribe, because each tribe had its own character, and therefore had 
to be equally represented in the assemblage of prophet-elders. However, 
this meant that from the very beginning the Almighty’s command to 
appoint seventy prophets was problematic. This appointment had to 
happen “unevenly,” and through this the Almighty shows Moses the 
importance of chutzpah, as we shall explain.

Eldad and Medad began to prophesy in the camp at their own 
initiative. The point here is that although they did not receive a place 
at the Tabernacle, they saw that as no reason at all to refrain from 

41	 Like yasafu, “add,” here, Gen. 38:26 uses the very same word (but in the sin-
gular, yasaf), which there too simultaneously sustains the same two entirely 
opposite meanings. The context there is the matter of Judah and Tamar’s 
continued physical relations following their first unplanned, intimate union, 
and after the true nature of their relationship had been clarified. See Bible 
Dynamics on Gen. 38.
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prophesying. Thus, their prophecy is in some sense a superfluous, 
“excess” prophecy.

But what is “excess” prophecy in this situation? Moses needed 
helpers for coping with the problems of the people he led. But these 
two men, apparently, would only interfere with that need. They were 
therefore not included among those invited to the Tabernacle (i.e., 
those who hierarchically, in their prophecy, were subservient to Moses). 
Their prophecy is not within the hierarchy of connection with Moses, 
and it is therefore an “excess” prophecy.

The Torah does not tell us what was the actual content of their 
prophecy, but only stresses its anomalous character. The Midrash, 
however, elaborates, saying that Eldad and Medad prophesied two 
things. First, “Moses will die in the wilderness, and Joshua will lead 
the people of Israel into the Land of Israel.” And then they spoke also 
of the war of Gog and Magog, which relates to Messianic times. Both of 
these things were outside of Moses’ spiritual space.

(27) A youth ran out and told Moses, saying, “Eldad and Medad 
are acting the prophet in the camp!”: The Midrash avers that this 
youth was Gershom, Moses’ elder son.

(28) And Joshua son of Nun, Moses’ attendant from his youth, 
spoke up and said, “My lord Moses, restrain them!”: Moses’ son 
and disciple are both frightened by what is happening. The seventy 
elders, who prophesy by the power that is now vested in them by God 
through Moses, are acting well within the limits of what is permissible. 
But Eldad and Medad, on the other hand, prophesy with a different 
force not drawn from Moses; it is their own, independent prophecy, 
about some aspect of Revelation not accessible to Moses himself, 
namely: the message that Moses will not reach the Land of Israel, and 
the prophecy concerning the war of Gog and Magog, i.e., the Messianic 
era. Rabbi A. I. Kook explains that there is a barrier here that Moses 
cannot cross, and which impedes the dissemination of his prophecy.42

42	 Thus, although Moses is the greatest of all prophets, the Messianic times 
are not adequately revealed to him. Perhaps this is why the Messianic era is 
never mentioned explicitly in the Torah.



201§ 9. The Journey Begins

(29) But Moses said to him, “Are you wrought up on my 
account? Would that all the Lord’s people were prophets, that 
the Lord put His spirit upon them!”: Moses’ response demonstrates 
a monumental advancement on his part. Although Eldad and Medad 
prophesy ideas that directly contradict his own attitudes, Moses 
nonetheless has no desire to obstruct their prophesying. He wants ev-
eryone to be a prophet, even if this will be a hindrance to him. Moses 
acknowledges the chutzpah of Eldad and Medad as something entirely 
positive.

(30) Moses then reentered the camp together with the elders 
of Israel: This reentry to the camp is psychological, and not merely 
physical (otherwise, the Torah would have no reason to mention it 
explicitly). The prophet-elders return to the camp in order to influence 
the people from within. And Moses too, having received their support, 
feels more confident. He has now overcome his conflict in relating to 
the people that arose in him earlier, and in a psychological sense is 
thus restored to them. 

§ 9.6. THE EPISODE OF THE QUAILS (11:31-35)

רֶךְ י֣וֹם  ה כְּדֶ֧ מַּחֲנֶ֜ שׁ עַל־הַֽ ת י֗י וַיָּ�֣גָז שַׂלְוִים֮ מִן־הַיָּם֒ וַיִּטֹּ֨ ע ׀ מֵאֵ֣  לא וְר֜וּחַ נָסַ֣

רֶץ׃ לב וַיָּ�֣קָם  י הָאָֽ יִם עַל־פְּנֵ֥ מַּחֲנֶ֑ה וּכְאַמָּתַ֖ ה סְבִיב֖וֹת הַֽ רֶךְ יוֹם֙ כֹּ֔ ה וּכְדֶ֤ כֹּ֗
אֶת־ אַסְפוּ֙  וַיַּֽ ת  מָּחֳרָ֗ הַֽ י֣וֹם  ל ׀  וְכֹ֣ יְלָה  וְכָל־הַלַּ֜ הַה֨וּא  כָּל־הַיּוֹם֩  ם  הָעָ֡
סְבִיב֖וֹת  שָׁט֔וֹחַ  לָהֶם֙  וַיִּשְׁטְח֤וּ  ים  חֳמָרִ֑ ה  עֲשָׂרָ֣ ף  אָסַ֖ יט  הַמַּמְעִ֕ ו  הַשְּׂלָ֔
ם  בָעָ֔ ה  חָרָ֣ יי֙  ף  וְאַ֤ ת  יִכָּרֵ֑ רֶם  טֶ֖ ם  שִׁנֵּיהֶ֔ ין  בֵּ֣ נּוּ֙  עוֹדֶ֨ ר  ה׃ לג הַבָּשָׂ֗ מַּחֲנֶֽ הַֽ
ם־הַמָּק֥וֹם הַה֖וּא קִבְר֣וֹת  א אֶת־שֵֽׁ ד׃ לד וַיִּקְרָ֛ ה מְאֹֽ ה רַבָּ֥ ם מַכָּ֖ וַיַּ�֤ךְ יי֙ בָּעָ֔
סְע֥וּ  ה נָֽ תַּאֲוָ֛ ים׃ לה מִקִּבְר֧וֹת הַֽ ם הַמִּתְאַוִּֽ בְר֔וּ אֶת־הָעָ֖ תַּאֲוָ֑ה כִּי־שָׁם֙ קָֽ הַֽ

חֲצֵרֽוֹת׃  הְי֖וּ בַּֽ ם חֲצֵר֑וֹת וַיִּֽ הָעָ֖

(31) A wind from the Lord started up, swept quail from the sea 
and strewed them over the camp, about a day’s journey on 
this side and about a day’s journey on that side, all around 
the camp, and some two cubits deep on the ground.
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(32) The people set to gathering quail all that day and night 
and all the next day – even he who gathered least had ten 
homers – and they spread them out all around the camp.

(33) The meat was still between their teeth, nor yet chewed, 
when the anger of the Lord blazed forth against the people 
and the Lord struck the people with a very severe plague.

(34) That place was named Kibroth-hattaavah, because the 
people who had the craving were buried there.

(35) Then the people set out from Kibroth-hattaavah for 
Hazeroth. When they were in Hazeroth,

(31) A wind from the Lord started up, swept quail from the sea: 
Once again the Israelites in the wilderness are given quails for food. The 
first time this happened was immediately after the Exodus, when the 
Jews were hungry (Exod. 16:3, 8, 13) and they received quails together 
with the manna. At that time there were no negative consequences, 
since they really had no food, and their request was therefore justified. 
But now they have manna, and are not hungry. They are asking for 
meat only as a mere indulgence, for the satisfaction of a whim.

And strewed them over the camp … some two cubits deep on 
the ground: Another possible translation is “they (the quails) were 
exhausted over the camp … and flew at a height of two cubits above 
the ground.” Thus, it seemed that the birds were no longer able to 
maintain altitude because of their natural fatigue after flying over 
the sea. As it was so easy to catch them, the people believed that they 
had gotten food by their own efforts, instead of acknowledging it as a 
special endowment from the Almighty.

(32) The people set to gathering quail all that day and night 
and all the next day: They could not stop even during the night. 
Instead of sleeping, they gathered quails.

Even he who gathered least had ten homers: A homer is a 
measure of dry volume, equivalent to about 300 liters (273 dry quarts). 
They felt confident that the meat would suffice for an entire month, 
and God's promise was confirmed.

And they spread them out all around the camp: The purpose 
was to dry the quails in the sun, in order to take them along on the 
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journey as a ready food supply. But it also demonstrated that they were 
prepared to eat this same meat for an entire month.

(33) The meat was still between their teeth, nor yet chewed, 
when the anger of the Lord blazed forth against the people: 
Previously (see § 9.5 on Num. 11:20) they had been warned that the 
meat would in the end be harmful and disgusting to them. But because 
they did not heed the warning to desist from their lustful desires and 
complaints, the punishment now comes immediately, without waiting 
for them to consume the meat for the entire month.

The meat was still between their teeth, nor yet chewed, when 
… the Lord struck the people with a very severe plague: From the 
text that follows it is clear that only a relatively small segment of the 
population was struck down in this plague. Perhaps the punishment of 
the most hardened offenders was carried out immediately for just this 
reason – so that the rest of the people would reconsider, refrain from 
eating the quails, and remain alive.

It would be wrong to think that the meat itself was poisonous or 
harmful. These people died simply because the quails as a food were 
physiologically unsuited to them.

A person who lusts for an excess indulgence must be able to eat and 
digest it, but the people were not prepared for that. Their request for 
meat – and even for it to have an additional, spicy savor – was not per 
se a bad thing – passions and desires are quite normal in the life of a 
person who is genuinely free. The problem here was that they yearned 
to return to Egyptian bondage, and that made their lusts and desires 
unacceptable. 

Here we see the fatal contradiction. They desired to live an 
emotionally full life, but they also wanted to return to slavery. This 
was the reason for their inability to digest the meat they had received, 
and the cause of their death upon eating it. The food that nourishes a 
free people is fatal to slaves.

Thus, the people were shown that their pretensions to chutzpah 
were in this case misplaced.

(34) That place was named Kibroth-hattaavah, because the 
people who had the craving were buried there: The Hebrew name, 
which means “The Graves of Lust,” can be understood not only as the 
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graves of the lustful people, but also as the graves of the lust itself. 
Since their hunger for whims exceeded their ability to digest those 
whims, the lust was itself buried here. With this understanding, it was 
a clear sign that this generation will most likely not merit to enter the 
Land of Israel.

§ 9.7. MIRIAM AND AARON REBUKE MOSES (12:1-16)

ח  �ָקָ֑ ר ל ית אֲשֶׁ֣ ה הַכֻּשִׁ֖ אִשָּׁ֥ הָֽ ה עַל־אֹד֛וֹת  הֲרןֹ֙ בְּמֹשֶׁ֔ וְאַֽ ר מִרְיָ֤ם  א וַתְּדַבֵּ֨
נוּ  א גַּם־בָּ֣ ֹ֖ ר י֔י הֲל ק אַךְ־בְּמֹשֶׁה֙ דִּבֶּ֣ אמְר֗וּ הֲרַ֤ ֹֽ ח׃ ב וַיּ �ָקָֽ ית ל ה כֻשִׁ֖ י־אִשָּׁ֥ כִּֽ
י  עַל־פְּנֵ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֖ ם  אָדָ֔ הָֽ מִכּלֹ֙  ד  מְאֹ֑ עָנָ֣ו  ה  מֹשֶׁ֖ ישׁ  יֽי׃ ג וְהָאִ֥ ע  וַיִּשְׁמַ֖ ר  דִבֵּ֑

ה׃  אֲדָמָֽ הָֽ

ם  שְׁלָשְׁתְּכֶ֖ צְא֥וּ  ם  וְאֶל־מִרְיָ֔ ל־אַהֲרןֹ֙  וְאֶֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֤ ם  פִּתְאֹ֗ י֜י  אמֶר  ֹ֨  ד וַיּ

תַח  פֶּ֣ ד  ֽיַּעֲמֹ֖ וַ� ן  עָנָ֔ בְּעַמּ֣וּד  יי֙  ם׃ ה וַיֵּ�֤רֶד  שְׁלָשְׁתָּֽ צְא֖וּ  וַיֵּֽ ד  מוֹעֵ֑ הֶל  אֶל־אֹ֣
י  דְבָרָ֑ שִׁמְעוּ־נָ֣א  אמֶר  ֹ֖ ם׃ ו וַיּ שְׁנֵיהֶֽ צְא֖וּ  וַיֵּֽ ם  וּמִרְיָ֔ ן  הֲרֹ֣ אַֽ וַיִּקְרָא֙  הֶל  הָאֹ֑
אֲדַבֶּר־בּֽוֹ׃ ז לאֹ־ חֲל֖וֹם  בַּֽ ע  אֶתְוַדָּ֔ יו  אֵלָ֣ בַּמַּרְאָה֙  י֗י  ם  יאֲכֶ֔ נְבִ֣ הְיֶה֙  אִם־יִֽ
ה אֲדַבֶּר־בּ֗וֹ וּמַרְאֶה֙  ה אֶל־פֶּ֞ ן הֽוּא׃ ח פֶּ֣ אֱמָ֥ י נֶֽ ה בְּכָל־בֵּיתִ֖ י מֹשֶׁ֑ ן עַבְדִּ֣ כֵ֖
י  בְּעַבְדִּ֥ ר  לְדַבֵּ֖ ם  יְרֵאתֶ֔ א  ֹ֣ ל וּמַדּ֨וּעַ֙  יט  יַבִּ֑ י֖י  ת  וּתְמֻנַ֥ ת  בְחִידֹ֔ א  ֹ֣ וְל
מִרְיָ֖ם  ה  וְהִנֵּ֥ הֶל  הָאֹ֔ ל  מֵעַ֣ ר  סָ֚ ן  עָנָ֗ ךְ׃ י וְהֶֽ וַיֵּלַֽ ם  בָּ֖ י֛י  ף  חַר־אַ֧ ה׃ ט וַיִּֽ בְמֹשֶֽׁ
ן  הֲרֹ֖ אַֽ אמֶר  ֹ֥ עַת׃ יא וַיּ מְצרָֹֽ ה  וְהִנֵּ֥ אֶל־מִרְיָ֖ם  ן  הֲרֹ֛ אַֽ פֶן  וַיִּ֧ לֶג  כַּשָּׁ֑ עַת  מְצרַֹ֣
ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ וַֽ לְנוּ  נוֹאַ֖ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ את  חַטָּ֔ ינוּ֙  עָלֵ֨ ת  תָשֵׁ֤ א  אַל־נָ֨ י  אֲדנִֹ֔ י  בִּ֣ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֑
י  חֲצִ֥ ל  אָכֵ֖ וַיֵּֽ אִמּ֔וֹ  חֶם  מֵרֶ֣ בְּצֵאתוֹ֙  ר  אֲשֶׁ֤ ת  כַּמֵּ֑ י  תְהִ֖ א  אנוּ׃ יב אַל־נָ֥ חָטָֽ

הּ׃  א נָ֖א לָֽ ל נָ֛א רְפָ֥ ר אֵ֕ ה אֶל־י֖י לֵאמֹ֑ ק מֹשֶׁ֔ בְשָׂרֽוֹ׃ יג וַיִּצְעַ֣

ים  ת יָמִ֑ ם שִׁבְעַ֣ א תִכָּלֵ֖ ֹ֥ יהָ הֲל ק יָרַק֙ בְּפָנֶ֔ יהָ֙ יָרֹ֤ ה וְאָבִ֨ אמֶר י֜י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֗ ֹ֨ יד וַיּ

ר מִרְיָ֛ם מִח֥וּץ  ף׃ טו וַתִּסָּגֵ֥ אָסֵֽ ר תֵּֽ ה וְאַחַ֖ מַּחֲנֶ֔ ת יָמִים֙ מִח֣וּץ לַֽ ר שִׁבְעַ֤ תִּסָּגֵ֞
סְע֥וּ  ר נָֽ ם׃ טז וְאַחַ֛ ף מִרְיָֽ אָסֵ֖ ע עַד־הֵֽ א נָסַ֔ ֹ֣ ים וְהָעָם֙ ל ת יָמִ֑ מַּחֲנֶ֖ה שִׁבְעַ֣ לַֽ

ן׃  ר פָּארָֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ בְּמִדְבַּ֥ חֲצֵר֑וֹת וַ� ם מֵֽ הָעָ֖

(1) Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the 
Cushite woman he had married: “He married a Cushite 
woman!”
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(2) They said, “Has the Lord spoken only through Moses? Has 
He not spoken through us as well?” The Lord heard it.
(3) Now Moses was a very humble man, more so than any 
other man on earth.
(4) Suddenly the Lord called to Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, 

“Come out, you three, to the Tent of Meeting.” So the three of 
them went out.
(5) The Lord came down in a pillar of cloud, stopped at the 
entrance of the Tent, and called out, “Aaron and Miriam!” The 
two of them came forward;
(6) and He said, “Hear these My words: When a prophet of 
the Lord arises among you, I make Myself known to him in a 
vision, I speak with him in a dream.
(7) Not so with My servant Moses; he is trusted throughout 
My household.
(8) With him I speak mouth to mouth, plainly and not in 
riddles, and he beholds the likeness of the Lord. How then 
did you not shrink from speaking against My servant Moses!”
(9) Still incensed with them, the Lord departed.
(10) As the cloud withdrew from the Tent, there was Miriam 
stricken with snow-white scales! When Aaron turned toward 
Miriam, he saw that she was stricken with scales.
(11) And Aaron said to Moses, “O my lord, account not to us 
the sin which we committed in our folly.
(12) Let her not be as one dead, who emerges from his 
mother’s womb with half his flesh eaten away.”
(13) So Moses cried out to the Lord, saying, “O God, pray heal 
her!”
(14) But the Lord said to Moses, “If her father spat in her face, 
would she not bear her shame for seven days? Let her be shut 
out of camp for seven days, and then let her be readmitted.”
(15) So Miriam was shut out of camp seven days; and the 
people did not march on until Miriam was readmitted.
(16) After that the people set out from Hazeroth and 
encamped in the wilderness of Paran.
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(1) Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses: Because Miriam was 
the initiator of the protest, she is mentioned first. For the same reason, 
it is Miriam who will later be punished.

Miriam’s activity is mentioned in the Torah only a few times, but 
each time her influence is substantial.43

In particular, the beginning of the book of Exodus (2:1 ff.) recounts 
how, after Pharaoh had issued a decree that all male Jewish newborns 
should be killed, Miriam kept watch over a basket containing her infant 
brother Moses, whom their mother had placed in the reeds on the 
banks of the Nile. 

When Pharaoh’s daughter, who happened to be walking on the 
riverbank, found the basket and retrieved the child from the river, 
Miriam proposed to her that a wet nurse for the child be sought from 
among the Jewish women. Her proposal was accepted, and the wet 
nurse whom Miriam had in mind turned out to be none other than 
Moses’ very own mother Jochebed. In this way, Moses was brought 
safely back to his family. 

The Midrash adds that Miriam’s father Amram had estranged 
himself from her mother in connection with the persecution of the 
Jews in Egypt, and the threat of babies perishing by drowning in the 
Nile under Pharaoh’s decree. Amram felt very strongly that bearing 
more children under such circumstances was completely unjustifiable. 
Only Miriam was able to convince her father otherwise and bring her 

43	 Miriam led the women in songs and dances of gratitude to God at the Sea of 
Reeds (Exod. 15:20). 

	 According to Tradition, the Israelites in the wilderness drew water from a 
well, “Miriam’s well,” which in her merit miraculously accompanied them 
everywhere throughout their wilderness journey. 

	 Miriam was married to Caleb, the son of Jephunneh, of the tribe of Judah. 
Caleb was among the most distinguished men of that prominent tribe. Mir-
iam bore him a son, Hur, who together with Joshua supported Moses in the 
war with Amalek (Exod. 17:10), and is reported to have been slain by the mob 
when he opposed the creation of the golden calf (see Bible Dynamics on the 
book of Exodus, § 27.2). His grandson (Miriam’s great-grandson) Bezalel was 
hand-picked by God to be the chief architect of the Tabernacle and its ves-
sels, and especially the Ark of the Covenant (Exod. 31:1 ff.).
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parents back together. Moses was then conceived and born as the result 
of that reunion.44 

Thus, Miriam is quite active socially, and is especially sensitive to 
family issues and problems.

Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite 
woman he had married: “He married a Cushite woman!”: This verse 
is often translated as: “Miriam and Aaron slandered Moses regarding 
the Ethiopian wife he had married, for he had married an Ethiopian 
woman.” That is, according to that translation Miriam and Aaron are 
rebuking Moses for taking another wife for himself in addition to the 
wife he already had, Zipporah. (Whenever Kush is mentioned in the 
Torah, it usually means Ethiopia.) 

However, Jewish tradition maintains that Miriam and Aaron’s rebuke 
concerned not an additional wife, but Zipporah herself, Moses’ only wife, 
who was a Midianite. (Midian is also called Kushan, see Hab. 3:7.) Thus, 
according to this tradition, Miriam rebuked Moses not for taking an 
additional wife, but for leaving Zipporah, the wife he already had.

The Midrash, seeing a connection between this passage and the 
incident of the prophecy of the prophet-elders that preceded it, says 
that Miriam had been with Zipporah when Moses was informed that 
Eldad and Medad were prophesying in the camp. Upon hearing that, 
Zipporah exclaimed: “Woe to the wives of those who prophesy, for 
they will distance themselves from their wives, just as my husband has 
removed himself from me!” Thus, Miriam learned the details of Moses 
family life only by happenstance, and she was outraged. Miriam then 
brought the situation to the attention of her brother Aaron, and urged 
him to speak out against Moses’ behavior.

(2) They said, “Has the Lord spoken only through Moses? Has 
He not spoken through us as well?”: Miriam and Aaron took as a 
given that the endowment of prophecy in no way required a prophet 
to abstain from intimate relations in marriage. After all, although 
both Miriam and Aaron were themselves prophets, they saw no reason 
whatsoever to leave their spouses.

44	 See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 4.1.
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The Midrash explains Moses’ separation from his wife, and the 
meaning of the rebuke, as follows. 

Just before the giving of the Torah there was a general instruction 
to all men to distance themselves from their wives for three days 
(Exod. 19:15). Then, when the giving of the Torah was complete, God 
told Moses, “Go, say to [the people], ‘Return [now] to your tents.’ But 
you remain here with Me” (Deut. 5:27). That is, the entire nation, after 
receiving the Divine revelation, were ordered to return to normal 
family life; only Moses was told to remain in constant contact with 
God, with the implication that he alone should not return to his wife.

Thus God was saying to Moses, as it were: “I need you to be 
available to communicate with me at any moment.” Moses must never 
be distracted from his dialogue with God by engaging in an ongoing, 
regular dialogue with anyone else. Therefore, he cannot be with a 
woman, or even remain with his own wife.

In light of all of the above, and at God’s direction, Moses did not 
return to Zipporah. Why then did this occasion so much resentment in 
Miriam? 

As the Midrash explains it, Miriam was saying to Moses: “The 
reality is that God will most typically demand from a person that which 
the person wants for himself. God leads a person along the very path 
that he himself chooses. If God is telling you not to return to your wife, 
it is clearly because you are yourself inclined toward such excessive 
distancing – perishut, ‘asceticism.’ Therefore, it is only you, Moses, who 
are to blame for having left your wife, and this is the essence of my 
rebuke.”

Thus, Miriam felt convinced that Moses left his wife by his own 
choosing. 

(3) Now Moses was a very humble man, more so than any 
other man on earth: In Moses, the attribute of anavah, “humility,” 
completely dominates.

This verse is usually understood to mean that Moses, being so very 
humble, would not respond to the reproach of Miriam and Aaron, and 
the Almighty Himself therefore interceded on Moses’ behalf. However, 
we will soon offer a completely different interpretation of this passage, 
in the manner that Rabbi A. I. Kook understands it.
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(4) Suddenly the Lord called to Moses, Aaron, and Miriam: 
God revealed himself to them under unusual and unexpected 
circumstances. The Midrash elaborates: God called to Aaron and 
Miriam at that moment when were engaged in intimate relations with 
their spouses. As they were unclean just then because of copulation, 
they shouted: “Water, water!” in response to God’s unexpected call, 
and in order to cleanse themselves. Thus did God demonstrate to 
Aaron and Miriam that there was a certain logic and purpose to Moses’ 
separating from his wife, because the Almighty could appear to him 
literally at any moment.

(5) The Lord came down in a pillar of cloud, stopped at the 
entrance of the Tent, and called out, “Aaron and Miriam!” The 
two of them came forward: The Midrash explains that God held this 
conversation with Aaron and Miriam apart from Moses, because “no 
more than half a person’s praise should be uttered in his presence” 
(referring to Num. 12:7 8). Moreover, it was so that Moses would not 
hear the reproach directed at Aaron. We can also understand that the 
purpose of the Almighty’s conversation with Aaron and Miriam was 
to correct their wrongdoings, and it is much easier for a person to 
admit his mistakes when he or she is confronted with them while no 
strangers are present.

(6) And He said, “Hear these My words: When a prophet of the 
Lord arises among you, I make Myself known to him in a vision, I 
speak with him in a dream: An ordinary prophet is not able to conduct 
a dialogue with God while in a wakeful state, precisely because the “I” 
of the prophet, just like that of any other person, cannot withstand an 
open dialogue with God.

(7) Not so with My servant Moses: The situation is different with 
Moses, who is “My servant.” That is, being at the level of complete 
submission, he has no personal predispositions of his own. Moses’ 
status is different from that of an ordinary prophet. And if not for that 
difference, Miriam’s logic would have been correct. 

God’s response also shows that Miriam’s arguments are per se valid 
and significant. For anyone else but Moses, separating from one’s wife 
for spiritual advancement would be wrong.
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He is trusted throughout My household: In this aspect Moses is 
contrasted with all other prophets, who receive prophecy “in a vision … 
in a dream,” while Moses receives his prophecy lucidly and in a state of 
full consciousness. Therefore, the words “he is trusted throughout My 
household” should not be understood in the sense that Moses, whom 
God trusts implicitly, has unlimited access to all the Almighty’s secrets 
(because we know that it is not so, from the fact that God declined 
to reveal His “Presence” to Moses, see Exod. 33:20). Rather, it means 
that Moses is faithful and reliable, and can be trusted in all of God’s 

“household” matters – that is, in everything related to the Torah, which 
was given through him. 

Moses conveys God’s word to the people with absolute precision, 
introducing no changes or additions of his own. It is in this sense 
that the Talmud calls Moses’ level of prophecy “perfectly transparent 
glass,”45 unlike other prophets, whose prophesies are at the level of 

“unclear glass.” Moses has no personal motives in his prophecy, his 
prophecy is fully “transparent,” which is what gives the text of the 
Torah an incomparably higher status in comparison with the texts of 
other prophetic books. And this special ability of Moses is based on the 
very quality of anavah, humility, an attribute that is a sine qua non for 
any student who properly wishes to assimilate his teacher’s lessons.

(8) With him I speak mouth to mouth: This is the level of 
dialogue when both sides deliberate over a problem, in contrast to 
where one side speaks and the other merely perceives. Other prophets 
too engaged in a dialogue with God and even argued with him, but 
at the actual moment of the prophecy, they only perceived what the 
Almighty wished to convey to them.

Plainly and not in riddles: Not in mysterious dreams that need to 
be deciphered, as it is with other prophets. Therefore, God can convey 

45	 The Talmud (Yebamot 49b) uses the word ispaklarya (Latin, specularia, “mir-
ror like”) to describe this phenomenon. In a later period the same word came 
to mean a mirror, but in this case it means window-glass. By describing Mo-
ses’ level of prophecy as ispaklarya me’ira, “clear glass,” Tradition is saying 
that Moses had a “transparent window” through which he saw with absolute 
clarity what the Almighty was showing him and teaching him.
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through Moses the level of “legislative text,” which must be lucid and 
decisive. This is unlike the other prophets, through whom general 
ideas and concepts are transmitted, but which always have a bleary or 
blurred appearance.

And he beholds the likeness of the Lord: Other prophets too 
(Isaiah and Ezekiel, for example) have a “vision of the appearance of 
the Almighty.” but only Moses’ vision of Him is lucid and true to reality. 
From the book of Exodus (33:23) we know that “God’s face” that Moses 
saw was a “view from behind,” that is, an ex post facto understanding 
of the workings of Divine Providence. Nevertheless, this is the very 
highest level of comprehension that any human being can attain.

How then did you not shrink from speaking against My servant 
Moses!: How could you fail to realize that Moses’ prophetic gifts differ 
from the prophetic abilities of all other prophets, such that you apply 
to him only the usual, ordinary criteria?

(9) Still incensed with them, the Lord departed: I.e., He ceased 
communicating with them, as if to say: “If you cannot understand 
the difference between yourselves and Moses, then you simply don’t 
deserve to be prophets.”

(10) As the cloud withdrew from the Tent, there was Miriam 
stricken with snow-white scales! This disease, tzara‘at, often 
wrongly translated as “leprosy,” is in the Torah always the consequence 
of vile speech.46 Miriam is here punished for having slandered Moses, 
notwithstanding that she spoke sincerely and not maliciously. An 
additional reason for Miriam’s leprosy is that the Almighty “departed” 
from Miriam and Aaron. This loss of holiness, and of the level of 
prophecy, is a loss of vitality, and in a certain sense a form of death, 
which is the very root of impurity. Given the lofty spiritual level at 
which Miriam normally operates, this impurity manifests as tzara‘at. 

When Aaron turned toward Miriam, he saw that she was 
stricken with scales: Miriam contracted tzara‘at, because she was 
the initiator of that speech, while Aaron was only her adjunct in that 
dishonorable undertaking. Aaron himself is not punished, because 
he is the High Priest, and if he were to be afflicted with tzara‘at, he 

46	 See § 5.2 above.
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could not serve in the Tabernacle. However, Miriam will be restored to 
normal society after healing.

(11) And Aaron said to Moses, “O my lord, account not to us 
the sin which we committed in our folly: Since our sin was the 
consequence of a mistake that we now admit, we ask that you not 
blame us for it.

(14) But the Lord said to Moses, “If her father spat in her face, 
would she not bear her shame for seven days?: God’s analogy is 
indicative of Miriam’s exalted level: The Almighty relates to her like a 
father to a daughter.

Would she not bear her shame for seven days? Seven days is 
the minimum integral unit of time for achieving a given, non-trivial 
objective.

Let her be shut out of camp for seven days: Seven days is also 
the standard interval for purification from tzara‘at (Lev. 14:1 ff.). But 
in this case, Miriam does not have the true status of a metzora‘at, “a 
woman afflicted with tzara‘at,” because that would require the formal 
declaration of a priest, which did not happen here. Because Miriam is 
only a quasi-metzora‘at, the period of her removal from the camp must 
be explicitly prescribed.

And then let her be readmitted: That is, upon Miriam’s return to 
the camp she will be restored to her former status. Because Miriam’s 
intentions were noble, her punishment was only temporary and did 
not entail further consequences.

(15) So Miriam was shut out of camp seven days; and the people 
did not march on until Miriam was readmitted: The Midrash sees 
here not just mercy, but justice. Miriam had stood motionless so many 
years ago to see what would happen to the infant Moses when he was 
lowered into the Nile in a basket, as we read: “And his sister stationed 
herself at a distance, to learn what would befall him” (Exod. 2:4). And 
commensurately, the Almighty would not signal the Israelites to break 
camp until Miriam was fully healed and restored to them.
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“Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses”:  
Rabbi A. I. Kook’s Interpretation

As already noted in our opening commentary to weekly portion 
Behaalotecha, Rabbi A. I. Kook’s interpretation of this entire episode 
differs from the conventionally accepted one. Rabbi Kook believes that 
Moses’ problem was his excessive anavah, his unadulterated humility. 
Although that character trait was an absolute prerequisite for Moses to 
be worthy of receiving the Torah, it also rendered Moses ineligible to 
become a Mashiach, “a Messiah,” because chutzpah is essential for that 
role. And this meant that Moses could not enter the Land of Israel, and 
had to die in the wilderness. 

Because Miriam and Aaron are fundamentally and profoundly 
connected to Moses, and they cannot lead the people except in a 
triumvirate with him, we can say that consequently they simply cannot 
live without Moses. Which means that they and their entire generation 
likewise will die in the wilderness, if they cannot reverse the status 
quo.47 

Upon seeing that Moses supported the prophecy of Eldad and 
Medad – that is, he acknowledged the legitimacy of their chutzpah – 
Miriam and Aaron concluded that Moses’ position was in fact amenable 
to change. They then rushed in with a daring and rash attempt to 
overturn the impending sentence. 

47	 Although, according to the Midrash, the prophecy of Eldad and Medad in-
cluded a prediction that Moses would die in the wilderness, we need not in-
terpret that prediction as inexorably final. It is in the nature of any prophecy 
to speak, in general terms, of only various possible eventualities, while the 
actual outcome will depend on the course of action ultimately adopted by the 
person or persons to whom (or about whom) the prophecy was given. 

	 We see a classic example of this in the book of Jonah. When the inhabitants 
of Nineveh modified their behavior in response to Jonah’s prophecy, their 
fate changed accordingly, and the prophecy itself was then read differently 
from how it had been originally intended.

	 Seen in this light, Eldad and Medad’s prophecy that Moses would die in the 
wilderness did not discourage Miriam and Aaron from their attempts to redi-
rect the situation, and in fact only strengthened their resolve.
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When Miriam came to know that Moses had separated from his 
wife, she took it upon herself to correct the situation by returning her 
brother to the fullness of family life. For it is obvious that the family 
connection, and sexual relations in particular, which are fundamentally 
associated with the birth of new life, are among the factors that most 
decisively determine whether a person is indeed living life to its fullest. 

Miriam and Aaron were hoping that through their actions they could 
restore to Moses – and to themselves and to that entire generation 
as well – the opportunity to enter the Land of Israel.48 Therefore, the 
Torah’s statement, “Now Moses was a very humble man, more so than 
any other man on earth” is intended to explain not only the reason 
for God’s subsequent actions (Moses is too humble to come to his own 
defense, and the Almighty must therefore intercede on his behalf), but 
also the reason behind Miriam and Aaron’s actions. Namely: because 
Moses’ humility was threatening Aaron and Miriam (and indeed the 
entire generation) with death in the wilderness, which would deprive 
them of any possibility of entering the Land of Israel, they came out in 
full opposition to Moses’ hallmark character trait – that humility itself. 

But God responds to them that Moses’ prophecy has an entirely 
different character from that of all other prophets, and Moses’ ana-
vah is therefore indispensable to him. The reason that Moses cannot 
advance to the level of chutzpah is not any shortcoming in Moses 
himself, but the fact that the people themselves are unprepared for 
their mission. 

Essentially, Miriam and Aaron wanted to charge Moses and the 
people with a task that was beyond their reach, a task for which neither 
Moses nor the people were ready.

Moses was a supremely great man, but even such a man has his 
limits. The revelation at Sinai was the apex of his accomplishments, 

48	 The idea that the Jewish people’s connection to the Land of Israel can be 
compared to that of husband and wife is very well established in  classical 
Jewish tradition.

	 Seen in this light, Eldad and Medad’s prophecy that Moses would die in the 
wilderness did not discourage Miriam and Aaron from their attempts to redi-
rect the situation, and in fact only strengthened their resolve.
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but it was only the beginning of Moses’ many great achievements. His 
perception of the world was somewhat more heavenly than earthly. He 
separated from his wife. He subsisted perfectly well on manna and had 
no need for meat. But having rejected all passions, he had no proper 
understanding of people, nor could he lead them in critical situations. 

The next weekly portion, Sh’lach, tells the story of the sin of the 
spies, which only revealed a condition that already existed – the fact 
that the people (and Moses himself, too) were unprepared to conquer 
and possess the Land.
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§ 10. THE SENDING OF THE SPIES

§ 10.1. DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO THE INCIDENT  
OF THE SPIES

Weekly portion Sh’lach and the episode of the spies are perceived 
differently among the various Jewish movements of our age. Each 
of these varying interpretations connects the story with a different 
aspect of Jewish life.

When this weekly portion is studied in Haredi, “ultra-Orthodox” 
circles, the focus is mainly on the prohibitions of slander and other 
forms of “vile speech,” the sin for which the spies were severely 
punished. They also stress the obligation of unquestioning obedience 
to God, because the people’s demand to send the spies evinced a lack 
of faith in the omnipotence of the Creator. It is acknowledged, however, 
that the people were to blame for this, not Moses.

But when this section is studied in religious-Zionist circles, the 
emphasis is different. It is on the refusal to conquer and possess the 
Land of Israel, which is seen as an egregious sin that threatens the 
very existence of the Jewish people. The story of the spies is about 
twelve truly outstanding representatives of the Jewish people, “all the 
men being leaders of the Israelites” (Num. 13:3), ten of whom oppose 
possessing the land, while only two are in favor. And all this in the 
generation of the Exodus, whom God had ordered explicitly to conquer 
and possess the land! 

It is hardly surprising then, that when Zionism emerged in the 
nineteenth century, most of the leading rabbis opposed it, taking 
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the same position that the majority of the spies had embraced three 
millennia earlier.

We will also consider this story as it relates to the relationship 
between “supernatural” – or “miraculous” – holiness, and “natural” 
holiness.

***

The great Gaon of Vilna used to say that during the geulah, “the 
Messianic redemption,” the sin of the spies will be repeated, and would 
primarily affect the talmidei chachamim, “the Torah sages.” Rabbi 
Eliyahu Guttmacher49 writes as well that in the matter of returning to 
the Land of Israel, Satan afflicts many Jews, and the Torah sages in 
particular.

Why do so many outstanding Torah sages succumb to Satan’s 
influence and resist Zionism? One reason is that these sages are 
spiritual people, even in the extreme, and spiritual people always 
have difficulty realizing and actualizing ideas, because the results 
are always (but especially at first) very imperfect. It is difficult for a 
spiritual person to come to terms with such imperfection, even when 
it is only temporary.

Galut, “exile” finds expression not only in the literal, physical 
sense, when Jews live beyond the borders of their land, but also in the 
psychological and spiritual spheres. We see this, in particular, in the 
fact that during such periods of exile, naturalness and normal behavior 
are driven out of the life of the nation. The people and especially their 
sages accustom themselves to focusing on what they perceive as higher-
level concerns; the Land of Israel then seems to them far too mundane 
a reality to deserve their serious attention. In galut, the intellectuals 
sit in the yeshivah, which they view as the highest attainable spiritual 
level. To relocate themselves to Israel would in their eyes be a decline 
and a degradation, which simply cannot be allowed.

49	 Eliyahu Guttmacher (1796-1874, Poland), a prominent rabbi of the mid-nine-
teenth century, was among the first to formulate an ideology of religious  
Zionism.
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The second reason why the majority of galut leadership, including 
the Torah sages, oppose Zionism is that the nature of leadership will 
inevitably change in the Land of Israel, and the leaders of the previous 
generation are resisting the coming change of elites.

In view of all this they often fail to assign any importance 
whatsoever to the idea of aliyah, even when life in galut has already 
become genuinely perilous.

There are two types of sin with respect to time. The first of those 
is the sin of premature anticipation, impatience, impetuousness. 
The sin of the golden calf was this kind of sin. The people, believing 
that they had lost their leader (Moses) who was their connection to 
the Almighty, demanded an immediate resolution to their problem. 
If Moses was not coming back, then let there be at least the golden 
calf. God largely forgave that generation for their sin, because the calf 
they had made was ultimately a manifestation of their commitment to 
holiness, notwithstanding that they had expressed that commitment 
in an entirely improper form.

§  10.2. MOSES SENDS SPIES TO SCOUT THE LAND (13:1-20)

רֶץ  אֶת־אֶ֣ רוּ֙  וְיָתֻ֨ ים  אֲנָשִׁ֗ ר׃ ב שְׁלַח־לְךָ֣  לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  א וַיְדַבֵּ֥
ה אֲבֹתָיו֙  ד לְמַטֵּ֤ ישׁ אֶחָ֜ ישׁ אֶחָד֩ אִ֨ ל אִ֣ ן לִבְנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ י נֹתֵ֖ עַן אֲשֶׁר־אֲנִ֥ כְּנַ֔
י י֑י  ן עַל־פִּ֣ ר פָּארָ֖ ה מִמִּדְבַּ֥ ם מֹשֶׁ֛ ח אֹתָ֥ ם׃ ג וַיִּשְׁלַ֨ יא בָהֶֽ ל נָשִׂ֥ חוּ כֹּ֖ תִּשְׁלָ֔
ן  ה רְאוּבֵ֔ ם לְמַטֵּ֣ לֶּה שְׁמוֹתָ֑ מָּה׃ ד וְאֵ֖ ל הֵֽ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ י בְנֵֽ ים רָאשֵׁ֥ ם אֲנָשִׁ֔ כֻּלָּ֣
ב  כָּלֵ֖ ה  יְהוּדָ֔ ה  י׃ ו לְמַטֵּ֣ בֶּן־חוֹרִֽ ט  שָׁפָ֖ שִׁמְע֔וֹן  ה  בֶּן־זַכּֽוּר׃ ה לְמַטֵּ֣ שַׁמּ֖וּעַ 
עַ  הוֹשֵׁ֥ יִם  אֶפְרָ֖ ה  ף׃ ח לְמַטֵּ֥ בֶּן־יוֹסֵֽ ל  יִגְאָ֖ ר  יִשָּׂשכָ֔ ה  ה׃ ז לְמַטֵּ֣ בֶּן־יְפֻנֶּֽ
בֶּן־ ל  גַּדִּיאֵ֖ ן  זְבוּלֻ֔ ה  בֶּן־רָפֽוּא׃ י לְמַטֵּ֣ י  פַּלְטִ֖ ן  בִנְיָמִ֔ ה  בִּן־נֽוּן׃ ט לְמַטֵּ֣
ל  ן עַמִּיאֵ֖ דָ֔ ה  י׃ יב לְמַטֵּ֣ י בֶּן־סוּסִֽ גַּדִּ֖ ה  ה מְנַשֶּׁ֑ ף לְמַטֵּ֣ ה יוֹסֵ֖ י׃ יא לְמַטֵּ֥ סוֹדִֽ
י בֶּן־ נַחְבִּ֖ י  נַפְתָּלִ֔ ה  ל׃ יד לְמַטֵּ֣ יכָאֵֽ בֶּן־מִֽ ר סְת֖וּר  ה אָשֵׁ֔ י׃ יג לְמַטֵּ֣ בֶּן־גְּמַלִּֽ
ח  ים אֲשֶׁר־שָׁלַ֥ אֲנָשִׁ֔ לֶּה שְׁמ֣וֹת הָֽ י׃ טז אֵ֚ ל בֶּן־מָכִֽ ד גְּאוּאֵ֖ ה גָ֔ י׃ טו לְמַטֵּ֣ וָפְסִֽ
ח  עַ׃ יז וַיִּשְׁלַ֤ עַ בִּן־נ֖וּן יְהוֹשֻֽׁ ה לְהוֹשֵׁ֥ א מֹשֶׁ֛ רֶץ וַיִּקְרָ֥ ה לָת֣וּר אֶת־הָאָ֑ מֹשֶׁ֖
ם  עֲלִיתֶ֖ גֶב וַֽ ם עֲל֥וּ זֶה֙ בַּנֶּ֔ אמֶר אֲלֵהֶ֗ ֹ֣ רֶץ כְּנָ֑עַן וַיּ ה לָת֖וּר אֶת־אֶ֣ אֹתָם֙ מֹשֶׁ֔
יהָ  עָלֶ֔ ב  הַיֹּשֵׁ֣ וְאֶת־הָעָם֙  וא  מַה־הִ֑ רֶץ  אֶת־הָאָ֖ ם  ר׃ יח וּרְאִיתֶ֥ אֶת־הָהָֽ
אֲשֶׁר־הוּא֙  רֶץ  הָאָ֗ ה  ב׃ יט וּמָ֣ אִם־רָֽ ה֖וּא  ט  הַמְעַ֥ ה  הֲרָפֶ֔ הוּא֙  ק  חָזָ֥ הֶֽ
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נָּה  בָּהֵ֔ ב  יוֹשֵׁ֣ ים אֲשֶׁר־הוּא֙  עָרִ֗ הֶֽ ה  וּמָ֣ ה  וא אִם־רָעָ֑ הִ֖ ה  הּ הֲטוֹבָ֥ בָּ֔ ב  ישֵֹׁ֣
ה הֲיֵֽשׁ־ וא אִם־רָזָ֗ ה הִ֜ אָרֶץ הַשְּׁמֵנָ֨ ה הָ֠ ים׃ כ וּמָ֣ ם בְּמִבְצָרִֽ ים אִ֥ חֲנִ֖ הַבְּמַֽ
י  י בִּכּוּרֵ֥ ים יְמֵ֖ יָּמִ֔ רֶץ וְהַ֨ י הָאָ֑ ם מִפְּרִ֣ ם וּלְקַחְתֶּ֖ תְחַזַּקְתֶּ֔ יִן וְהִ֨ הּ עֵץ֙ אִם־אַ֔ בָּ֥

ים׃ עֲנָבִֽ

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying,
(2) “Send men to scout the land of Canaan, which I am giving 
to the Israelite people; send one man from each of their 
ancestral tribes, each one a chieftain among them.”
(3) So Moses, by the Lord’s command, sent them out from 
the wilderness of Paran, all the men being leaders of the 
Israelites.
(4) And these were their names: From the tribe of Reuben, 
Shammua son of Zaccur.
(5) From the tribe of Simeon, Shaphat son of Hori.
(6) From the tribe of Judah, Caleb son of Jephunneh.
(7) From the tribe of Issachar, Igal son of Joseph.
(8) From the tribe of Ephraim, Hosea son of Nun.
(9) From the tribe of Benjamin, Palti son of Rafu.
(10) From the tribe of Zebulun, Gaddiel son of Sodi.
(11) From the tribe of Joseph, namely, the tribe of Manasseh, 
Gaddi son of Susi.
(12) From the tribe of Dan, Ammiel son of Gemalli.
(13) From the tribe of Asher, Sethur son of Michael.
(14) From the tribe of Naphtali, Nahbi son of Vophsi.
(15) From the tribe of Gad, Geuel son of Machi.
(16) Those were the names of the men whom Moses sent to 
scout the land; but Moses changed the name of Hosea son 
of Nun to Joshua.
(17) When Moses sent them to scout the land of Canaan, he 
said to them, “Go up there into the Negeb and on into the 
hill country,
(18) and see what kind of country it is. Are the people who 
dwell in it strong or weak, few or many?
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(19) Is the country in which they dwell good or bad? Are the 
towns they live in open or fortified?
(20) Is the soil rich or poor? Is it wooded or not? And take 
pains to bring back some of the fruit of the land.” – Now it 
happened to be the season of the first ripe grapes.

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: The incident of the spies 
is recounted twice in the Torah: here, in the book of Numbers, and 
again in Deuteronomy (1:22 ff.), where it is presented as a retrospect – 
Moses recalling past events. In our commentary on Deuteronomy, we 
will present a comprehensive comparison of the two versions. Here we 
will mention only a few of the most significant differences.

The Lord spoke to Moses, saying, “Send men”: The opening 
words of this story give the impression that the initiative for sending 
spies came from God. However, in the retrospect given in the book of 
Deuteronomy the same story looks completely different: “Then all of 
you came to me and said, ‘Let us send men ahead to reconnoiter the 
land for us.’ ” That is, it was the initiative of the people. The synthesis of 
these stories follows the approach that “a person is led in the direction 
in which he wishes to go.” Because Moses and the people were looking 
for excuses not to go to conquer and possess the land, God afforded 
them the opportunity to move in that direction.

Send men: The Hebrew is sh’lach lecha – literally, “send for 
yourself,” a fairly uncommon phraseology.50 The Midrash therefore 
understands it to mean: “Send them for your own sake, if you require it 
for your own purposes, in order to clarify something in your own mind.”

One man from each of their ancestral tribes: Quite obviously, 
the objective here is not merely to gather military intelligence, for 
which it would be enough to send a small number of professional 
scouts, as Joshua did later (Josh. 2:1 ff.). Nor could the sending of the 
spies have been economically motivated, for that intelligence too 

50	 We find an analogous phrasing in the words lech lecha, lit., “go for yourself,”, 
with which God addresses Abraham at the onset of his mission (Gen. 12:1), 
and then again in the opening passage of the Akedah, the Binding of Isaac 
(Gen. 22:2).
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would have been superfluous. Since Canaan at that time still fell under 
Egypt’s sphere of influence, Moses and these leaders of the Israelite 
tribes, who had been educated by the Egyptians, certainly knew what 
the land was like. (This is also evident from the fact that the spies 
demonstrate a detailed knowledge of the geography of the land.) The 
purpose of scouting the land was not merely to gather information, 
but something more substantial, in the manner of a “dry run” for 
conquering and possessing the land. Thus, each tribe needed its own 
trusted representative who would see the land through the eyes of his 
respective tribe.

Each one a chieftain among them: Each of the spies was a leader 
of his tribe, a person of authority and responsibility.

(3) So Moses, by the Lord’s command, sent them out from the 
wilderness of Paran: From Mosess perspective, everything here is 
happening by God’s command. There is not even the slightest hint that 
the spies were sent as the response to a request by the people, which 
is how this event is presented in the book of Deuteronomy. Evidently, 
Moses in his final years reconsidered the entire incident, and concluded 
that the spies had in fact been sent to address a need of the people.

(4) And these were their names: These are not the chieftains of 
the tribes that were enumerated in the opening chapter of this book 
(Num. 1:15). Rather, these spies are a younger group of leaders, the 

“future leaders” of that period. When it later turns out that even they 
are incapable of conquering and possessing the land, this can only 
mean that their entire generation is similarly unqualified, and must 
be replaced.

(16) But Moses changed the name of Hosea son of Nun to 
Joshua: Hosea means “he was saved,” but Joshua means “the Lord 
will save (you).” This renaming actually happened much earlier (Exod. 
33:11), but its meaning and significance become evident only here in 
the context of the sending of the spies.

And yet, Moses did not rename Caleb or any other member of the 
expedition, which tells us that only with Joshua was there the potential 
for a problem. Perhaps it was that Joshua was Moses’ closest disciple, 
and, as noted earlier, the conquering and possessing the land is an 
especially acute challenge for the Torah sages.
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(17) Go up there into the Negeb and on into the hill country: 
That is, go directly into the land, from the south (where the Israelites 
were then located, and whence the spies departed), giving special 
attention the hill country, i.e., the central mountain range. 

Thirty-nine years later, even after all their wilderness wanderings 
were behind them, the Israelites could still not follow this same straight 
path. (Apparently, even among the next generation the traumatic 
memories of this initial failure were still too keenly felt.) Instead, they 
bypassed the promised land and instead entered it from the east, from 
the direction of the Jordan River crossing, near Jericho .

(18) And see what kind of country it is … the people who dwell 
in it: Examine the connection of the land to its people, and see how 
it feels to you. That is, get a sense of what it means to actually live in 
that land.

(20) And take pains to bring back some of the fruit of the 
land.”: The Hebrew here for “take pains” is ve-hit-chazaktem, “be 
strong, be of good courage.” Since this had to be explicitly stressed, we 
can infer that bringing back such fruits entailed particular difficulty. 

Moses knew well, of course, that the fruits of the land were 
freakishly large. Thus, the strength he encouraged them to have can 
refer to the physical challenges of carrying such huge fruit back to the 
camp in Kadesh, or to the spiritual difficulty of experiencing life in 
such an abnormal land.

Such enormous fruit shows that this land has a supernatural 
character. Moses initially focuses not on the natural conquest of the 
land, but on its miraculous aspects, and he therefore believes that such 
gigantic fruit, rather than being perceived as a problem, will only help 
to demonstrate clearly to the people the kind of miracles that they 
should expect. 

To that extent, however, there was in fact an internal contradiction 
in the entire enterprise. The need to send the spies at all, presupposed 
that the relationship between the people and the land would be a 
natural one. However, if everything was meant to be accomplished 
through miracles, why must spies be sent to see anything? This internal 
contradiction was the very reason that the mission was doomed to fail.



226 Bible Dynamics. Book of Numbers

§ 10.3. THEY WENT UP AND SCOUTED THE LAND (13:21-25)

עֲל֣וּ  ת׃ כב וַיַּֽ א חֲמָֽ ֹ֥ ב לְב ן עַד־רְחֹ֖ רֶץ מִמִּדְבַּר־צִ֥ רוּ אֶת־הָאָ֑ ֽיַּעֲל֖וּ וַיָּתֻ֣ כא וַ�

וְחֶבְר֗וֹן  עֲנָ֑ק  הָֽ י  יְלִידֵ֖ י  וְתַלְמַ֔ י  ם אֲחִימַן֙ שֵׁשַׁ֣ וְשָׁ֤ א עַד־חֶבְרוֹן֒  ֹ֣ וַיָּב בַנֶּגֶב֮ 
ל וַיִּכְרְת֨וּ  אוּ עַד־נַ֣חַל אֶשְׁכֹּ֗ יִם׃ כג וַיָּבֹ֜ עַן מִצְרָֽ ה לִפְנֵ֖י צֹ֥ בַע שָׁנִים֙ נִבְנְתָ֔ שֶׁ֤
ים  רִמֹּנִ֖ �֑יִם וּמִן־הָֽ הוּ בַמּ֖וֹט בִּשְׁנָ ד וַיִּשָּׂאֻ֥ ם זְמוֹרָה֙ וְאֶשְׁכּ֤וֹל עֲנָבִים֙ אֶחָ֔ מִשָּׁ֤
אֶשְׁכּ֔וֹל  ל אֹד֣וֹת הָֽ א נַ֣חַל אֶשְׁכּ֑וֹל עַ֚ ים׃ כד לַמָּק֣וֹם הַה֔וּא קָרָ֖ וּמִן־הַתְּאֵנִֽ
ים  ץ אַרְבָּעִ֥ רֶץ מִקֵּ֖ בוּ מִתּ֣וּר הָאָ֑ ל׃ כה וַיָּשֻׁ֖ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ם בְּנֵ֥ רְת֥וּ מִשָּׁ֖ אֲשֶׁר־כָּֽ

יֽוֹם׃

(21) They went up and scouted the land, from the wilderness 
of Zin to Rehob, at Lebo-hamath.
(22) They went up into the Negeb and came to Hebron, where 
lived Ahiman, Sheshai, and Talmai, the Anakites. – Now 
Hebron was founded seven years before Zoan of Egypt. –
(23) They reached the wadi Eshcol, and there they cut down a 
branch with a single cluster of grapes – it had to be borne on 
a carrying frame by two of them – and some pomegranates 
and figs.
(24) That place was named the wadi Eshcol because of the 
cluster that the Israelites cut down there.
(25) At the end of forty days they returned from scouting the 
land.

(21) From the wilderness of Zin: This is the southern border of 
Canaan.

To Rehob, at Lebo-hamath: An alternate translation of Lebo-ha-
math is “on the road to Hamath.” Rehob is located in the north, in the 
foothills of Mount Hermon, and next to it lies the road to Hamath –  
a passage through the mountains between the spurs of Hermon and 
the Mount Lebanon range.

Lebo-hamath: The northernmost point of the Holy Land, in the 
Lebanon region. 
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(22) They went up into the Negeb and came to Hebron:  
Va-ya‘alu, “they went up” is in the plural, but va yavo, “came to” 
(lit., “he came to”) is in the singular. The Midrash comments on this 
grammatical irregularity that only Caleb actually reached Hebron, 
where he prayed at the Cave of Machpelah, the tomb of the Patriarchs, 
for strength to properly execute and complete his commission. None of 
the other spies reached Hebron. 

This relates to what the Torah says later, “None except Caleb son 
of Jephunneh shall see it, and to him and his descendants will I give 
the land on which he set foot, because he remained loyal to the Lord” 
(Deut. 1:36). And to what we read in Judges (1:20) “They gave Hebron to 
Caleb, as Moses had promised.” Only a connection with the ancestors 
of the Jewish people can afford their descendants sufficient strength to 
conquer the Land of Israel – in a situation where, from a solely natural 
perspective, such a conquest seems virtually impossible.

Where lived Ahiman, Sheshai, and Talmai, the Anakites: 
Literally, “the children of Anak.” Anak, which in Hebrew means “giant,” 
can in this verse be understood as a proper name, or as describing the 
characteristics of Hebron’s inhabitants in general. 

Ahiman, Sheshai and Talmai are most likely the names of clans. 
In the book of Joshua (15:14) these same names identify tribes that 
inhabited particular territories.

Now Hebron was founded seven years before Zoan of Egypt: 
Seven is a typological number for cycles of time; thus, we need 
not understand these seven years literally. This verse is telling us 
that Hebron, the ancient capital of the Land of Israel, was founded 
significantly earlier than Zoan, the ancient capital of Egypt and 
residence of the pharaohs. Thus, the Land of Israel is an order of 
magnitude more influential and more firmly established than Egypt.

They cut down a branch with a single cluster of grapes – it 
had to be borne on a carrying frame by two of them: The Torah is 
here reporting that they followed Moses’ instructions: “And take pains 
to bring back some of the fruit of the land” (Num. 13:20). This image 
of the spies carrying a huge bunch of grapes on a carrying frame has 
become a symbol of the unusual fertility of the Land of Israel, and at 
the same time a symbol of its abnormality.
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(23-24) They reached the wadi Eshcol … That place was named 
the wadi Eshcol because of the cluster that the Israelites cut down 
there: Eshcol (or eshkol) is the Hebrew word for “a cluster of grapes.” 
But actually, we have already seen this name much earlier in the Torah, 
among Abraham's allies: “Aner, Eshkol and Mamre – let them take their 
share” (Gen. 14:13). These men lived in the area of Hebron, whence we 
can surmise that this place must have been called Eshkol even long 
before the spies visited it and sampled its grapes. Such “rethinking” of 
already-existing place names is not uncommon in Scripture.

§ 10.4. A LAND FLOWING WITH MILK AND HONEY (13:26-27)

אֶל־ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֛ בְּנֵֽ ת  וְאֶל־כָּל־עֲדַ֧ ן  ל־אַהֲרֹ֜ וְאֶֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֨ וַיָּבאֹוּ֩  לְכ֡וּ  כו וַיֵּֽ
וַיַּרְא֖וּם אֶת־ ה  עֵדָ֔ ם דָּבָר֙ וְאֶת־כָּל־הָ֣ יבוּ אֹתָ֤ וַיָּשִׁ֨ שָׁה  ן קָדֵ֑ ר פָּארָ֖ מִדְבַּ֥
גַם  נוּ וְ֠ ר שְׁלַחְתָּ֑ רֶץ אֲשֶׁ֣ אנוּ אֶל־הָאָ֖ אמְר֔וּ בָּ֕ ֹ֣ רֶץ׃ כז וַיְסַפְּרוּ־לוֹ֙ וַיּ י הָאָֽ פְּרִ֥

וא וְזֶה־פִּרְיָֽהּ׃ שׁ הִ֖ ב וּדְבַ֛ ת חָלָ֥ זָבַ֨

(26) They went straight to Moses and Aaron and the whole 
Israelite community at Kadesh in the wilderness of Paran, 
and they made their report to them and to the whole 
community, as they showed them the fruit of the land.
(27) This is what they told him: “We came to the land you 
sent us to; it does indeed flow with milk and honey, and this 
is its fruit.

(27) It does indeed flow with milk and honey: The description of 
the Land of Israel as “a land flowing with milk and honey” is first found 
in the book of Exodus: “I have come down to rescue them from the 
Egyptians and to bring them out of that land to a good and spacious 
land, a land flowing with milk and honey” (Exod. 3:8). The spies are 
here confirming the fulfillment of that Divine promise.

However, defining the land as flowing with milk and honey, in 
addition to the obvious meaning of a rich and successful land, also 
expresses another of its essential characteristics, as we shall now 
explain. These two foods, milk and honey, while both kosher, are 
somewhat unusual in that regard. 
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Milk is obtained from the udder of an animal, which is itself a 
combination of milk and meat, two substances which according to 
Jewish law must never be combined. Thus, it is as if from something 
non-kosher – or something “not quite kosher” – we get a substance 
(milk) that turns out to be completely kosher. 

And the same applies to honey. A general principle of kashrut states 
that anything obtained from a non-kosher animal is deemed non-
kosher. With the exception of four species of locusts, all insects are not 
kosher. Now, bees are insects, and therefore not kosher, and yet honey 
itself is kosher. And all this notwithstanding that when bees produce 
honey, in addition to the pollen that they collect from plants, they also 
add to that honey secretions from their very own glands. (Note: The 
word devash, “honey,” in Tanakh can refer generally to any thick, sticky, 
sweet liquid, most typically either fruit juice, particularly that of dates, 
or bee honey; see Jud. 14:8.)

Thus, both milk and honey are apparently violations of the general 
principle of “kosher derived from non-kosher.” And this in fact is one 
of Land of Israel’s most important qualities, that it has the power to 
render kosher whatever non-kosher might be found within it. 

When something improper enters the land, it is given an opportunity 
for correction. If the Jewish people aspire to come to their land even 
on incorrect premises – as in the case of non-religious Zionism in 
its various aspects, for example – this deficiency will be gradually 
corrected, and so will the correct Zionism eventually be obtained from 
its earlier, improper variant.

And this is its fruit: This country is abnormal. It flows with milk 
and honey. And its fruits too can only be seen as aberrations.

§ 10.5. THE SPIES SLANDER THE LAND (13:28-33)

ד וְגַם־ ים בְּצֻר֤וֹת גְּדלֹֹת֙ מְאֹ֔ עָרִ֗ וְהֶֽ רֶץ  ב בָּאָ֑ ם הַיֹּשֵׁ֖ ז הָעָ֔ י־עַ֣ כִּֽ פֶס   כח אֶ֚

י  וְהַיְבוּסִ֤ חִתִּי  הַֽ וְ֠ הַנֶּ�֑גֶב  רֶץ  בְּאֶ֣ ב  יוֹשֵׁ֖ ק  ם׃ כט עֲמָלֵ֥ שָֽׁ ינוּ  רָאִ֥ עֲנָ֖ק  הָֽ י  יְלִדֵ֥
ן׃ ל וַיַּ֧הַס  הַיַּרְדֵּֽ ד  יַ֥ ל  וְעַ֖ ם  עַל־הַיָּ֔ ב  יוֹשֵׁ֣ כְּנַעֲנִי֙  וְהַֽ ר  בָּהָ֔ ב  יוֹשֵׁ֣ אֱמֹרִי֙  וְהָֽ
י־יָכ֥וֹל  כִּֽ הּ  אֹתָ֔ שְׁנוּ  וְיָרַ֣ עֲלֶה֙  נַֽ עָלֹ֤ה  אמֶר  ֹ֗ וַיּ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֑ ם  אֶת־הָעָ֖ ב  כָּלֵ֛
אֶל־ עֲל֣וֹת  לַֽ ל  נוּכַ֖ א  ֹ֥ ל מְר֔וּ  אָֽ עִמּוֹ֙  אֲשֶׁר־עָל֤וּ  ים  אֲנָשִׁ֜ הּ׃ לא וְהָ֨ לָֽ ל  נוּכַ֖
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הּ אֶל־ ר תָּר֣וּ אֹתָ֔ רֶץ֙ אֲשֶׁ֣ ת הָאָ֨ יאוּ דִּבַּ֤ נּוּ׃ לב וַיּצִֹ֜ ק ה֖וּא מִמֶּֽ י־חָזָ֥ ם כִּֽ הָעָ֑
לֶת  אֹכֶ֤ רֶץ  אֶ֣ הּ  אֹתָ֗ לָת֣וּר  הּ  בָ֜ רְנוּ  עָבַ֨ אֲשֶׁר֩  רֶץ  הָאָ֡ ר  לֵאמֹ֑ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ י  בְּנֵ֥
ם  מִדּֽוֹת׃ לג וְשָׁ֣ י  אַנְשֵׁ֥ הּ  בְתוֹכָ֖ ינוּ  אֲשֶׁר־רָאִ֥ ם  וְכָל־הָעָ֛ וא  הִ֔ יהָ֙  יֽוֹשְׁבֶ֨
ן  וְכֵ֥ ים  חֲגָבִ֔ כַּֽ ינוּ֙  בְעֵינֵ֨ י  וַנְּהִ֤ ים  מִן־הַנְּפִלִ֑ עֲנָ֖ק  י  בְּנֵ֥ ים  אֶת־הַנְּפִילִ֛ ינוּ  רָאִ֗

ם׃ ינֵיהֶֽ ינוּ בְּעֵֽ הָיִ֖

(28) However, the people who inhabit the country are powerful, 
and the cities are fortified and very large; moreover, we saw 
the Anakites there.
(29) Amalekites dwell in the Negeb region; Hittites, Jebusites, 
and Amorites inhabit the hill country; and Canaanites dwell 
by the Sea and along the Jordan.”
(30) Caleb hushed the people before Moses and said, “Let us 
by all means go up, and we shall gain possession of it, for we 
shall surely overcome it.”
(31) But the men who had gone up with him said, “We cannot 
attack that people, for it is stronger than we.”
(32) Thus they spread calumnies among the Israelites about 
the land they had scouted, saying, “The country that we 
traversed and scouted is one that devours its settlers. All 
the people that we saw in it are men of great size;
(33) we saw the Nephilim there – the Anakites are part of the 
Nephilim – and we looked like grasshoppers to ourselves, 
and so we must have looked to them.”

(28-29) However, the people who inhabit the country are 
powerful, and the cities are fortified and very large; moreover, we 
saw the Anakites there. Amalekites dwell in the Negeb region; 
Hittites, Jebusites, and Amorites inhabit the hill country; and 
Canaanites dwell by the Sea and along the Jordan: Although 
everything in this description is quite accurate, the lie here is that the 
spies’ opening word is efes, “however,” but literally: “zero, nothing.” 
That is, a nullification of any possible hope: “This will never work.” Yes, 
the land itself is superlatively outstanding. But the people who live 
there are likewise unsurpassed in their physical prowess. We will never 
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overpower them naturally. As the spies are highly respected men, the 
people find their logic convincing, and resolve to abandon the conquest.

It was at this moment that the spies rejected their assignment and 
went off in an entirely different direction. They had been charged with 
investigating the relationship of the land to its inhabitants. No one 
had asked them to evaluate the feasibility of conquering it.

At a superficial level, one might think that the source of this mistake 
was simply a “lack of professionalism” on their part. The requirement 
was to evaluate and report on the socio-economic conditions, which 
is why a group of economists had been sent (who had no expertise 
whatsoever in military affairs). But the spies deviated from their true 
task and took it upon themselves to provide a military assessment. 
Upon closer analysis, however, we see that it was not actually so. The 
spies were not “economists”; they were the eyes of the people. Their 
task was to assess the level of the people’s compatibility, and their own, 
with the land. And those “eyes” came back and said: “The land is not 
suitable for us.”

And they were right – with respect to their own generation, at least. 
After emerging from their Egyptian slavery, the Jews in the wilderness 
fell into a state of complete submission to God. He provided them 
with food and shelter, and ordered them what to do and where to 
move. They had no independence. That transition from one master to 
another suited them well. But they were not prepared to take the next 
step: to become a free people in their own land, and take responsibility 
for their own lives. The tribal leaders also understand that the new 
living conditions in the land will require a new type of elite, and that 
they will have to step aside. They therefore strive, albeit unconsciously, 
to prevent it from happening.

Thus, neither the upper nor the lower echelon wants to proceed 
with the conquest of the land. Indeed, neither is even capable of 
doing so. 

(30) Caleb hushed the people before Moses and said, “Let us 
by all means go up, and we shall gain possession of it, for we shall 
surely overcome it”: Caleb hushed the people “before Moses.” But if 
Moses himself had anything to say about all this, it is not reported.
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Moses is fully present, but he is silent. Seizing the opportunity, 
Caleb assumes an air of chutzpah and dares to intervene. Apparently, 
Moses’ problem is that he has nothing to say. The spies have fully 
confirmed his position that the land is a truly wondrous land. But 
they have also reported that the land cannot be conquered by natural 
means. Although Moses agrees with them on that point, he had always 
assumed that the conquest would happen by miraculous means, and 
that neither the fortified cities nor the giants and children of giants 
would present any real difficulties. 

However, Moses cannot explain any of this to the people, because, 
by having sent the spies, he has given his own implicit consent to the 
natural approach to conquering and possessing the land, and now he 
cannot admit to his mistake. (In the book of Deuteronomy, this detail 
is presented differently. In that version of the story, Moses himself 
responds. We will analyze this alternative view of the episode of the 
spies in our commentary there.)

Thus, in this situation there is a problem in Moses himself. This 
was not only about the spies’ mistake. Neither Moses nor anyone else 
of that entire generation could enter the land.

Joshua is less active than Caleb in this story. The usual explanation 
is that Joshua, as the person closest to Moses, thought that the people 
might suspect him of being less than completely sincere, and he 
therefore preferred to let Caleb speak. But this cannot explain the 
comment of the Midrash we have already cited, which states that only 
Caleb went to Hebron to pray at the gravesite of the Patriarchs, but 
Joshua did not do so. Thus we see that Joshua’s desire to conquer and 
possess the land was less than that of Caleb. But why?

Moreover, after Moses’ death it was Joshua, not Caleb, who 
succeeded Moses as the leader of the nation. And the reason for this is 
obvious. Only Joshua, besides having a connection with the land, also 
had total command of the Torah. Both of those qualities were needed 
for conquering and possessing the land. 

But in a situation of social conflict (such as this one, where someone 
had to confront the remaining ten spies and the unruly people), a very 
serious involvement in the Torah actually reduces one’s ability to deal 
properly with one’s opponents. This is because the Torah teaches that 



233§ 10. The Sending of the Spies

on every issue there are always various opinions, some of which even 
contradict one another. This means that one cannot side with any 
one point of view to the exclusion of all others, since every one of the 
points of view contains a valid grain of truth.

Thus, a Torah sage (even a Zionist Torah sage like Joshua) has a 
certain timidity that prevents him from taking an unambiguously 
harsh position, and this demonstrates the personal quality of anavah, 

“humility.” Therefore, at the onset of the struggle for conquering and 
possessing the land, it is none other than the “non-religious Zionist” 
Caleb51 who comes forward, blazing the trail for others who have the 
same chutzpah to do likewise.

Caleb … said, “Let us by all means go up, and we shall gain 
possession of it, for we shall surely overcome it”: Thus, Caleb 
believed in taking the land entirely through natural means. And since 
this proved impossible at the given time, Caleb survived the forty years 
of wandering in the wilderness, and went on to conquer the land with 
the new generation. 

But Moses believed that there must be, on the contrary, a miraculous 
conquest. In principle, this was now not possible, because, having sent 
the spies, Moses had “flipped the switch,” as it were. The people have 
now been reprogrammed to expect a completely natural conquest, and 
there is no turning back. Therefore, Moses cannot participate in the 
conquest of the land.

Perhaps Moses could still save the day by embracing with Caleb 
the position of natural conquest. But then he would need to bolster 
the people’s military spirit by saying to them, “Let us go and take 
possession of the country, for that is the will of the Almighty.” And 
for this he would need to master the attribute of chutzpah, because a 
natural conquest is impossible without audacity and daring. But this 
was already well beyond Moses’ capabilities.

51	 We are of course not suggesting that Caleb was in any sense “insufficient-
ly religious,” but only wish to note that Joshua and Caleb’s relationship is 
roughly equivalent to that of the religious and non-religious Zionist trends, 
respectively, of the past century.
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(31) But the men who had gone up with him said, “We cannot 
attack that people, for it is stronger than we”: And they were right: 
Their generation did not have the strength to cope with the inhabitants 
of Canaan in a natural way. However, the reason for this impossibility 
was not something objectively measurable, that the inhabitants of the 
land were stronger. Instead, it was subjective – it was in themselves, in 
their position, and in their lack of self-confidence that they would be 
victorious.

We cannot attack that people: Literally, “We cannot rise up to 
that people.” The spies are not capable of rising to the level that the 
Land of Israel requires, such that the entire nation would then follow 
their example and do likewise. In fact, the military danger was only a 
pretext.

For it is stronger than we: The word mimennu can mean either 
“than we” or “than he.” The simple meaning of this verse is: “The 
Canaanite people are stronger than we are.” The Midrash, however, 
offers a different interpretation: “The Canaanite people are stronger 
than He is.” That is, stronger than God. The spies are essentially saying 
that the land is stronger than God.52 Or in other words: “The passions 
of life in a free country must inevitably draw a person away from 
religious values. This land presents such a difficult challenge that we 
cannot possibly cope with it.” 

But neither is this position entirely lacking of validity. The spies 
preferred to leave the people in a “sterile” wilderness, leading an 
academic life under the supervision of a religious authority, if that 
was what it would take to avoid the political and moral challenges 
of freedom in the Land of Israel. They wanted to live within clearly 
defined boundaries, because they feared a natural and free life. 

However, the Divine plan is not merely for the Jews to teach and be 
taught the Torah in a yeshivah. Rather, they must fulfill their potential 
by living the fullest possible life, which can happen only in the Land 
of Israel. Thus, the spies’ arguments were logical, but nonetheless, 
essentially wrong.

52	 This was in fact the position of many Jewish religious, anti-Zionist factions 
throughout the twentieth century.
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(32) Thus they spread calumnies among the Israelites about 
the land they had scouted: The Hebrew dibbah can be translated as 

“lightweight aspersions.” It is not exactly a lie, but it presents the truth 
in such a manner that it can be easily misunderstood and trigger a 
negative reaction.

Saying, “The country that we traversed and scouted is one 
that devours its settlers”: In the words of the Midrash: “Everywhere 
we went we saw people engaged in burying their dead.” But the reality, 
says the Midrash, was that the Almighty had arranged all that for the 
spies’ own benefit. Since the inhabitants of the land were preoccupied 
with their mourning and grieving, they paid little heed to the spies, 
who were thus able to slip under the radar, as it were. 

With the expression “a country that devours its settlers” the spies 
are asserting that human power is no match for the power of this land, 
and anyone who settles on it will be devoured by it.

All the people that we saw in it are men of great size: Only 
giants can live normally in this country; no ordinary person can live 
there. But not because the conditions there are so bad. On the contrary, 
everything is quite fine there, but at the same time the conditions are 
so abnormal that an ordinary person cannot possibly cope with them. 

Once again, all this is actually true in some sense. The demands 
that the Land of Israel places on its inhabitants are indeed unusually 
steep. But it also has the property of being “a land flowing with milk and 
honey.” That is, it is a land that corrects and improves the people who 
settle on it, as we have already explained. This is what makes it possible 
for the Jewish people to live there in spite of their imperfections.

(33) We saw the Nephilim there – the Anakites are part of the 
Nephilim – and we looked like grasshoppers to ourselves, and so 
we must have looked to them: Since the spies could not have known 
how they looked to the Canaanite inhabitants, their statement that 

“so we must have looked to them” was obviously just a figment of their 
own imagination. 

In contrast, the two spies whom Joshua sent to Canaan thirty-
nine years later heard directly from country’s inhabitants that they 
were in awe of the Israelites, and in fact, this was the main point of 
the intelligence that those two spies brought back with them. Thus 
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everything depends on how you position yourself. If you belittle 
yourself, claiming that you are unfit to conquer, your poor self-image 
will inevitably become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

In essence, the spies did not lie to the people or deceive them; they 
only brought to light and into the open the true level of the people. 
The main result of their scouting was not their report as to whether the 
land and its fruits were good or bad, but the fact that the inhabitants 
of the land are enormous, while the Israelites by comparison were 
nothing more than so many grasshoppers. 

To assume such an attitude of total submission was to deny 
themselves any opportunity or possibility of conquering and possessing 
the land. Indeed, people who are “small” in their own eyes are no 
match for the Land of Israel. People who feel small cannot conquer it 
or survive there.

§ 10.6. THE PEOPLE WEEP ALL NIGHT (14:1-10)

יְלָה הַהֽוּא׃ ב וַיִּלֹּ֨נוּ֙  ם בַּלַּ֥ ם וַיִּבְכּ֥וּ הָעָ֖ ֽיִּתְּנ֖וּ אֶת־קוֹלָ֑ ה וַ� עֵדָ֔ א וַתִּשָּׂא֙ כָּל־הָ֣
לוּ־ ה  עֵדָ֗ כָּל־הָֽ ם  אֲלֵהֶ֜ אמְר֨וּ  ֹֽ וַיּ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בְּנֵי֣  ל  כֹּ֖ ן  ל־אַהֲרֹ֔ וְעַֽ ה  עַל־מֹשֶׁ֣
יא  מֵבִ֨ י֠י  ה  תְנוּ׃ ג וְלָמָ֣ לוּ־מָֽ הַזֶּ֖ה  ר  בַּמִּדְבָּ֥ א֛וֹ  יִם  מִצְרַ֔ רֶץ  בְּאֶ֣ תְנוּ֙  מַ֨
הֲל֧וֹא  ז  לָבַ֑ הְי֣וּ  יִֽ נוּ  וְטַפֵּ֖ ינוּ  נָשֵׁ֥ רֶב  בַּחֶ֔ ל  לִנְפֹּ֣ הַזּאֹת֙  רֶץ  אֶל־הָאָ֤ נוּ  אֹתָ֜
אשׁ וְנָשׁ֥וּבָה  ֹ֖ ה ר יו נִתְּנָ֥ ישׁ אֶל־אָחִ֑ אמְר֖וּ אִ֣ ֹֽ יְמָה׃ ד וַיּ נוּ שׁ֥וּב מִצְרָֽ ט֦וֹב לָ֖
י  בְּנֵ֥ ת  עֲדַ֖ ל  כָּל־קְהַ֥ י  לִפְנֵ֕ ם  עַל־פְּנֵיהֶ֑ ן  הֲרֹ֖ וְאַֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֛ ל  יְמָה׃ ה וַיִּפֹּ֥ מִצְרָֽ
רְע֖וּ  רֶץ קָֽ ים אֶת־הָאָ֑ ה מִן־הַתָּרִ֖ עַ בִּן־נ֗וּן וְכָלֵב֙ בֶּן־יְפֻנֶּ֔ יהוֹשֻׁ֣ ל׃ ו וִֽ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ
רְנוּ  ר עָבַ֤ רֶץ אֲשֶׁ֨ ר הָאָ֗ ל לֵאמֹ֑ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ת בְּנֵֽ אמְר֔וּ אֶל־כָּל־עֲדַ֥ ֹ֣ ם׃ ז וַיּ בִּגְדֵיהֶֽ
נוּ֙  יא אֹתָ֨ נוּ֙ י֔י וְהֵבִ֤ ץ בָּ֨ ד׃ ח אִם־חָפֵ֥ ד מְאֹֽ רֶץ מְאֹ֥ ה הָאָ֖ הּ טוֹבָ֥ בָהּ֙ לָת֣וּר אֹתָ֔
ךְ  שׁ׃ ט אַ֣ ב וּדְבָֽ ת חָלָ֖ זָבַ֥ וא  רֶץ אֲשֶׁר־הִ֛ אֶ֕ נוּ  לָ֑ וּנְתָנָ֖הּ  את  ֹ֔ רֶץ הַזּ אֶל־הָאָ֣
ר  סָ֣ ם  הֵ֑ נוּ  לַחְמֵ֖ י  כִּ֥ רֶץ  הָאָ֔ ם  אֶת־עַ֣ ירְאוּ֙  אַל־תִּֽ ם  וְאַתֶּ֗ אַל־תִּמְרדֹוּ֒  יי֮  בַּֽ
ם  ה לִרְגּ֥וֹם אֹתָ֖ עֵדָ֔ אמְרוּ֙ כָּל־הָ֣ ֹֽ ם׃ י וַיּ ירָאֻֽ נוּ אַל־תִּֽ י֥י אִתָּ֖ ם וַֽ עֲלֵיהֶ֛ ם מֵֽ צִלָּ֧

ל׃  ל־כָּל־בְּנֵ֖י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ד אֶֽ הֶל מוֹעֵ֔ ים וּכְב֣וֹד י֗י נִרְאָה֙ בְּאֹ֣ אֲבָנִ֑ בָּֽ

(1) The whole community broke into loud cries, and the 
people wept that night.
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(2) All the Israelites railed against Moses and Aaron. “If only 
we had died in the land of Egypt,” the whole community 
shouted at them, “or if only we might die in this wilderness!
(3) Why is the Lord taking us to that land to fall by the 
sword? Our wives and children will be carried off! It would 
be better for us to go back to Egypt!”
(4) And they said to one another, “Let us head back for Egypt.”
(5) Then Moses and Aaron fell on their faces before all the 
assembled congregation of the Israelites.
(6) And Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh, of 
those who had scouted the land, rent their clothes
(7) and exhorted the whole Israelite community: “The land 
that we traversed and scouted is an exceedingly good land.
(8) If the Lord is pleased with us, He will bring us into that 
land, a land that flows with milk and honey, and give it to us;
(9) only you must not rebel against the Lord. Have no fear 
then of the people of the country, for they are our prey: their 
protection has departed from them, but the Lord is with us. 
Have no fear of them!”
(10) As the whole community threatened to pelt them with 
stones, the Presence of the Lord appeared in the Tent of 
Meeting to all the Israelites.

(1) The whole community broke into loud cries, and the people 
wept that night: Although the spies fed the people disinformation, 
the people are held responsible for their own decisions. They cannot 
blame the spies for having “deceived” them.

That night: “That night” indicates a particular night. Although 
the text does not specify which night it was, Tradition holds that this 
was the Ninth of the month of Ab, the date of several major future 
calamities and catastrophes that would befall the Jewish people, 
most notably the destruction of both the first and second Temples in 
Jerusalem (586 BCE and 70 CE). Thus, the foundation of expulsions 
from the Land of Israel, which occurred only many centuries later, was 
in fact laid in the mourning of the people that day in the wilderness in 
the incident of the spies.
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(2) “If only we had died in the land of Egypt,” the whole 
community shouted at them, “or if only we might die in this 
wilderness!”: And ultimately, as they have here expressed their wish, 
so will it be fulfilled.

(4) And they said to one another, “Let us head back for 
Egypt”: The generation of the Exodus was fundamentally incapable of 
conquering the land. The report of the spies only brought this reality 
to the fore and made it manifest.

(5) Then Moses and Aaron fell on their faces before all the 
assembled congregation of the Israelites: Moses and Aaron have 
already lost whatever opportunity they had to act. Because the fact is, 
once the people are incapacitated, their leaders are unable to function.

(6) And Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh, of 
those who had scouted the land, rent their clothes: This was their 
reaction to hearing the wretched news.

(7) And exhorted the whole Israelite community: Joshua, who 
had been silent at first, now joined forces with Caleb. Although Moses 
was no longer trying to persuade the people, Joshua would not yield to 
despair, thus demonstrating his potential to become an independent 
leader. 

In a situation where the senior leaders, Moses and Aaron, feel 
themselves powerless, Joshua and Caleb, younger men of the up-and-
coming generation, persist in the seemingly hopeless struggle. In the 
end, and because of this, Moses and Aaron will not merit to enter the 
Land of Israel, but Joshua and Caleb will.

(7-8) The land that we traversed and scouted is an exceedingly 
good land … a land that flows with milk and honey: “Exceedingly 
good” in the Hebrew is me’, me’. The Midrash understands this 
reduplication as meaning: “The very properties that you see as the 
land’s shortcomings are in fact its virtues.”

It is genuinely difficult to live in the Land of Israel, owing to the 
strict demands it places on every inhabitant. But that said, the land 
also affords those who choose to live in it an opportunity for a high 
level of self-actualization. It is a land flowing with milk and honey – 
even if one falls short of its expectations today, the land itself will help 
him improve, simply by virtue of his living there.
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(9) Have no fear then of the people of the country, for they 
are our prey: their protection has departed from them: Literally, 

“their shadow has departed from them.” God’s shadow is symbolic of 
Divine protection and patronage. Ultimately, it is not brute strength 
that decides our proper course of action, but compliance with the plans 
of the Almighty. And He has commanded us to conquer and possess  
the land.

(9-10) But the Lord is with us. Have no fear of them! … The 
whole community threatened to pelt them with stones: The 
people are afraid, primarily, not of the inhabitants of Canaan, but of 
themselves – of their own transformation in the process of conquering 
the land. Therefore, in response to Joshua and Caleb’s arguments, the 
people want to kill them.

The Presence of the Lord appeared in the Tent of Meeting to 
all the Israelites: To save Joshua and Caleb the Almighty is forced to 
intervene. This is a reliable indicator that no healthy impulses remain 
among the people.

§ 10.7. THE ALMIGHTY’S WRATH (14:11-38)

ינוּ  א־יַאֲמִ֣ ֹֽ נָה֙ ל ם הַזֶּ֑ה וְעַד־אָ֨ נִי הָעָ֣ אֲצֻ֖ נָה יְנַֽ ה עַד־אָ֥ אמֶר יי֙ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ ֹ֤ יא וַיּ
עֱשֶׂה֙  נּוּ וְאֶֽ בֶר וְאֽוֹרִשֶׁ֑ נּוּ בַדֶּ֖ יתִי בְּקִרְבּֽוֹ׃ יב אַכֶּ֥ ר עָשִׂ֖ אֹת֔וֹת אֲשֶׁ֥ י בְּכלֹ֙ הָֽ בִ֔
יִם  מִצְרַ֔ מְע֣וּ  וְשָֽׁ אֶל־י֑י  ה  מֹשֶׁ֖ אמֶר  ֹ֥ נּוּ׃ יג וַיּ מִמֶּֽ וְעָצ֖וּם  לְגוֹי־גָּד֥וֹל  תְךָ֔  אֹֽ
רֶץ  הָאָ֣ אֶל־יוֹשֵׁב֮  מְר֗וּ  מִקִּרְבּֽוֹ׃ יד וְאָֽ הַזֶּ֖ה  ם  אֶת־הָעָ֥ חֲךָ֛  בְכֹֽ יתָ  י־הֶעֱלִ֧ כִּֽ
ה  ה ׀ אַתָּ֣ יִן נִרְאָ֣ יִן בְּעַ֜ ם הַזֶּ֑ה אֲשֶׁר־עַ֨ רֶב הָעָ֣ ְקֶ֖ ה י֔י בּ� י־אַתָּ֣ מְעוּ֙ כִּֽ הַזּאֹת֒ שָֽׁ
שׁ  ם וּבְעַמּ֥וּד אֵ֖ ךְ לִפְנֵיהֶם֙ יוֹמָ֔ ה הֹלֵ֤ ן אַתָּ֨ ד עָנָ֗ ם וּבְעַמֻּ֣ ד עֲלֵהֶ֔ נְךָ֙ עמֵֹ֣ י֗י וַעֲנָֽ
מְע֥וּ  ם אֲשֶׁר־שָֽׁ מְרוּ֙ הַגּוֹיִ֔ ד וְאָֽ ישׁ אֶחָ֑ ם הַזֶּ֖ה כְּאִ֣ ה אֶת־הָעָ֥ מַתָּ֛ יְלָה׃ טו וְהֵֽ לָֽ
אֶל־ ה  הַזֶּ֔ ם  אֶת־הָעָ֣ לְהָבִיא֙  י֗י  לֶת  יְכֹ֣ י  ר׃ טז מִבִּלְתִּ֞ לֵאמֹֽ ת־שִׁמְעֲךָ֖  אֶֽ
חַ אֲדנָֹ֑י  ה יִגְדַּל־נָ֖א כֹּ֣ ר׃ יז וְעַתָּ֕ ם בַּמִּדְבָּֽ ם וַיִּשְׁחָטֵ֖ ע לָהֶ֑ רֶץ אֲשֶׁר־נִשְׁבַּ֣ הָאָ֖
שַׁע וְנַקֵּה֙  א עָו֖ןֺ וָפָ֑ סֶד נֹשֵׂ֥ יִם֙ וְרַב־חֶ֔ רֶךְ אַפַּ֨ ר׃ יח י֗י אֶ֤ רְתָּ לֵאמֹֽ ר דִּבַּ֖ אֲשֶׁ֥ כַּֽ
ח־ ים׃ יט סְלַֽ ים וְעַל־רִבֵּעִֽ ים עַל־שִׁלֵּשִׁ֖ ד עֲו֤ןֺ אָבוֹת֙ עַל־בָּנִ֔ ה פֹּקֵ֞ א יְנַקֶּ֔ ֹ֣ ל
יִם  ה מִמִּצְרַ֖ ם הַזֶּ֔ אתָה֙ לָעָ֣ ר נָשָׂ֨ אֲשֶׁ֤ ךָ וְכַֽ דֶל חַסְדֶּ֑ ם הַזֶּ֖ה כְּגֹ֣ עֲו֛ןֺ הָעָ֥ א לַֽ נָ֗
א כְבוֹד־ נִי וְיִמָּלֵ֥ ם חַי־אָ֑ ךָ׃ כא וְאוּלָ֖ חְתִּי כִּדְבָרֶֽ אמֶר י֔י סָלַ֖ ֹ֣ נָּה׃ כ וַיּ וְעַד־הֵֽ
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י  תֹתַ֔ וְאֶת־אֹ֣ אֶת־כְּבדִֹי֙  ים  ראִֹ֤ הָֽ ים  אֲנָשִׁ֗ כָל־הָֽ י  רֶץ׃ כב כִּ֣ אֶת־כָּל־הָאָֽ י֖י 
מְע֖וּ  א שָֽׁ ֹ֥ ים וְל שֶׂר פְּעָמִ֔ ה עֶ֣ י זֶ֚ ר וַיְנַסּ֣וּ אֹתִ֗ יִם וּבַמִּדְבָּ֑ יתִי בְמִצְרַ֖ אֲשֶׁר־עָשִׂ֥
י  אֲצַ֖ וְכָל־מְנַֽ ם  אֲבֹתָ֑ לַֽ עְתִּי  נִשְׁבַּ֖ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ רֶץ  אֶת־הָאָ֔ י׃ כג אִם־יִרְאוּ֙  בְּקוֹלִֽ
י  חֲרָ֑ א אַֽ רֶת֙ עִמּ֔וֹ וַיְמַלֵּ֖ ה ר֤וּחַ אַחֶ֨ יְתָ֞ קֶב הָֽ ב עֵ֣ י כָלֵ֗ א יִרְאֽוּהָ׃ כד וְעַבְדִּ֣ ֹ֥ ל
י  �ֵקִ֥ עֲמָל נָּה׃ כה וְהָֽ יֽוֹרִשֶֽׁ וְזַרְע֖וֹ  מָּה  שָׁ֔ א  אֲשֶׁר־בָּ֣ רֶץ֙  אֶל־הָאָ֨ יו  יאֹתִ֗ וַהֲבִֽ

רֶךְ יַם־סֽוּף׃  ר דֶּ֥ ם הַמִּדְבָּ֖ ר פְּנ֨וּ וּסְע֥וּ לָכֶ֛ מֶק מָחָ֗ ב בָּעֵ֑ י יוֹשֵׁ֣ כְּנַעֲנִ֖ וְהַֽ

רָעָה֙  הָֽ ה  עֵדָ֤ לָֽ י  ר׃ כז עַד־מָתַ֗ לֵאמֹֽ ן  ל־אַהֲרֹ֖ וְאֶֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֔י  ר  כו וַיְדַבֵּ֣
מָּה  הֵ֧ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ בְּנֵי֣  אֶת־תְּלֻנּ֞וֹת  י  עָלָ֑ ים  מַלִּינִ֖ מָּה  הֵ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֛ את  ֹ֔ הַזּ
ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ כַּֽ א  ֹ֕ אִם־ל נְאֻם־י֔י  נִי֙  חַי־אָ֨ ם  אֲלֵהֶ֗ ר  עְתִּי׃ כח אֱמֹ֣ שָׁמָֽ י  עָלַ֖ ים  מַלִּינִ֛
וְכָל־ ם  פִגְרֵיכֶ֜ יִפְּל֨וּ  זֶּה  הַ֠ ר  ם׃ כט בַּמִּדְבָּ֣ לָכֶֽ ה  עֱשֶׂ֥ אֶֽ ן  כֵּ֖ בְּאָזְנָ֑י  ם  דִּבַּרְתֶּ֖
ם  ינֹתֶ֖ הֲלִֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ עְלָה  וָמָ֑ ה  שָׁנָ֖ ים  עֶשְׂרִ֥ ן  מִבֶּ֛ ם  לְכָל־מִסְפַּרְכֶ֔ דֵיכֶם֙  ְקֻֽ פּ�
ם  ן אֶתְכֶ֖ י לְשַׁכֵּ֥ אתִי֙ אֶת־יָדִ֔ ר נָשָׂ֨ רֶץ אֲשֶׁ֤ אוּ אֶל־הָאָ֔ י׃ ל אִם־אַתֶּם֙ תָּבֹ֣ עָלָֽ
ז  ם לָבַ֣ ר אֲמַרְתֶּ֖ ם אֲשֶׁ֥ פְּכֶ֔ עַ בִּן־נֽוּן׃ לא וְטַ֨ יהוֹשֻׁ֖ ה וִֽ י אִם־כָּלֵ֣ב בֶּן־יְפֻנֶּ֔ הּ כִּ֚ בָּ֑
ם  הּ׃ לב וּפִגְרֵיכֶ֖ ם בָּֽ ר מְאַסְתֶּ֖ רֶץ אֲשֶׁ֥ ֽדְעוּ֙ אֶת־הָאָ֔ ם וְיָ� י אֹתָ֔ בֵיאתִ֣ הְיֶה֑ וְהֵֽ יִֽ
ים  אַרְבָּעִ֣ בַּמִּדְבָּר֙  ים  רעִֹ֤ הְי֨וּ  יִֽ ה׃ לג וּ֠בְנֵיכֶם  הַזֶּֽ ר  בַּמִּדְבָּ֥ יִפְּל֖וּ  ם  אַתֶּ֑
ר  ר׃ לד בְּמִסְפַּ֨ בַּמִּדְבָּֽ ם  פִּגְרֵיכֶ֖ ם  עַד־תֹּ֥ ם  אֶת־זְנֽוּתֵיכֶ֑ שְׂא֖וּ  וְנָֽ ה  שָׁנָ֔
ה  לַשָּׁנָ֗ י֣וֹם  ה  לַשָּׁנָ֞ י֣וֹם  יוֹם֒  ים  אַרְבָּעִ֣ אֶת־הָאָרֶץ֮  ם  אֲשֶׁר־תַּרְתֶּ֣ ים  הַיָּמִ֜
יי֮  י  י׃ לה אֲנִ֣ אֶת־תְּנֽוּאָתִֽ ם  ידַעְתֶּ֖ וִֽ שָׁנָ֑ה  ים  אַרְבָּעִ֖ ם  תֵיכֶ֔ אֶת־עֲונֺֹ֣ תִּשְׂאוּ֙ 
י  ים עָלָ֑ את הַנּֽוֹעָדִ֖ ֹ֔ רָעָה֙ הַזּ ה הָֽ עֵדָ֤ ה לְכָל־הָֽ עֱשֶׂ֗ את אֶֽ ֹ֣ א ׀ ז ֹ֣ דִּבַּרְתִּי֒ אִם־ל
לָת֣וּר  ה  מֹשֶׁ֖ ח  אֲשֶׁר־שָׁלַ֥ ים  אֲנָשִׁ֔ תוּ׃ לו וְהָ֣ יָמֻֽ ם  וְשָׁ֥ מּוּ  יִתַּ֖ הַזֶּ֛ה  ר  בַּמִּדְבָּ֥
ה  דִבָּ֖ יא  לְהוֹצִ֥ ה  עֵדָ֔ אֶת־כָּל־הָ֣ עָלָיו֙  ינוּ(  )וַיַּלִּ֤ וילונו  בוּ  וַיָּשֻׁ֗ רֶץ  אֶת־הָאָ֑
י  לִפְנֵ֥ ה  בַּמַּגֵּפָ֖ ה  רָעָ֑ רֶץ  י דִבַּת־הָאָ֖ מֽוֹצִאֵ֥ ים  אֲנָשִׁ֔ הָֽ תוּ֙  רֶץ׃ לז וַיָּמֻ֨ עַל־הָאָֽ
ים  הֹלְכִ֖ הַֽ ם  הָהֵ֔ ים  אֲנָשִׁ֣ מִן־הָֽ חָיוּ֙  בֶּן־יְפֻנֶּ֑ה  ב  וְכָלֵ֖ בִּן־נ֔וּן  עַ  יהוֹשֻׁ֣ יֽי׃ לח וִֽ

רֶץ׃ לָת֥וּר אֶת־הָאָֽ

(11) And the Lord said to Moses, “How long will this people 
spurn Me, and how long will they have no faith in Me despite 
all the signs that I have performed in their midst?
(12) I will strike them with pestilence and disown them, and 
I will make of you a nation far more numerous than they!”
(13) And Moses said unto the Lord, “When the Egyptians 
shall hear – for Thou broughtest up this people in Thy might 
from among them,
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(14) they will say to the inhabitants of this land who have 
heard that You, O Lord, are in the midst of this people; that 
You, O Lord, appear in plain sight when Your cloud rests over 
them and when You go before them in a pillar of cloud by 
day and in a pillar of fire by night.
(15) If then You slay this people to a man, the nations who 
have heard Your fame will say,
(16) ‘It must be because the Lord was powerless to bring that 
people into the land He had promised them on oath that He 
slaughtered them in the wilderness.’
(17) Therefore, I pray, let my Lord’s forbearance be great, as 
You have declared, saying,
(18) ‘The Lord is slow to anger and abounding in kindness; 
forgiving iniquity and transgression; yet not remitting all 
punishment, but visiting the iniquity of fathers upon children, 
upon the third and fourth generations.’
(19) Pardon, I pray, the iniquity of this people according to 
Your great kindness, as You have forgiven this people ever 
since Egypt.”
(20) And the Lord said, “I pardon, as you have asked.
(21) Nevertheless, as I live and as the Lord’s Presence fills the 
whole world,
(22) none of the men who have seen My Presence and the 
signs that I have performed in Egypt and in the wilderness, 
and who have tried Me these many times and have dis-
obeyed Me,
(23) shall see the land that I promised on oath to their fathers; 
none of those who spurn Me shall see it.
(24) But My servant Caleb, because he was imbued with a 
different spirit and remained loyal to Me – him will I bring 
into the land that he entered, and his offspring shall hold it 
as a possession.
(25) Now the Amalekites and the Canaanites occupy the 
valleys. Start out, then, tomorrow and march into the 
wilderness by way of the Sea of Reeds.”
(26) The Lord spoke further to Moses and Aaron,
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(27) “How much longer shall that wicked community keep 
muttering against Me? Very well, I have heeded the incessant 
muttering of the Israelites against Me.
(28) Say to them: ‘As I live,’ says the Lord, ‘I will do to you just 
as you have urged Me.
(29) In this very wilderness shall your carcasses drop. Of all of 
you who were recorded in your various lists from the age of 
twenty years up, you who have muttered against Me,
(30) not one shall enter the land in which I swore to settle 
you – save Caleb son of Jephunneh and Joshua son of Nun.
(31) Your children who, you said, would be carried off – these 
will I allow to enter; they shall know the land that you have 
rejected.
(32) But your carcasses shall drop in this wilderness,
(33) while your children roam the wilderness for forty 
years, suffering for your faithlessness, until the last of your 
carcasses is down in the wilderness.
(34) You shall bear your punishment for forty years, 
corresponding to the number of days – forty days – that you 
scouted the land: a year for each day. Thus you shall know 
what it means to thwart Me.
(35) I the Lord have spoken: Thus will I do to all that wicked 
band that has banded together against Me: in this very 
wilderness they shall die to the last man.’ ”
(36) As for the men whom Moses sent to scout the land, those 
who came back and caused the whole community to mutter 
against him by spreading calumnies about the land – 
(37) those who spread such calumnies about the land died of 
plague, by the will of the Lord.
(38) Of those men who had gone to scout the land, only 
Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh survived.

(11-12) And the Lord said to Moses, “How long will this people 
spurn Me … ? I will strike them with pestilence and disown them, 
and I will make of you a nation far more numerous than they!”: 
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53	 See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 27.3.

This is a challenge to Moses, closely paralleling the same challenge 
in the incident of the golden calf (Exod. 32:10).53 However, there are 
two important differences between the two. 

First, in the case of the golden calf the people had simply erred, as 
they had become disoriented by what they thought was Moses’ failure 
to return at the expected time after his forty-day absence. Therefore, 
upon his return Moses was able to take control of the situation. But 
here, the problem was not the disinformation the people had received 
but their abandonment of their mission. 

Secondly, whereas in the case of the golden calf Moses could rely 
on the support of the Levites, here no one was willing to defend Joshua 
and Caleb, i.e., there was no one to rely on. Therefore, to advocate for 
the preservation of the existing people and reject the idea of creating 
a new people from their descendants – to continue working with a 
nation that had shown itself unwilling to promote the fulfillment of 
the Divine plan – Moses needed to demonstrate true spiritual heroism.

(13-16) And Moses said unto the Lord, “When the Egyptians 
shall hear – for Thou broughtest up this people in Thy might from 
among them, they … will say, ‘It must be because the Lord was 
powerless to bring that people into the land He had promised 
them on oath that He slaughtered them in the wilderness.’: 
Moses' arguments here seem quite similar to the arguments he had 
made in the story of the golden calf (Exod. 32:12), but there is an 
important difference. Moses there says: “Let not the Egyptians say, ‘It 
was with evil intent that He delivered them, only to kill them off in 
the mountains and annihilate them from the face of the earth.’ Turn 
from Your blazing anger, and renounce the plan to punish Your people.” 
That is, the perception will be that the Jewish nation perished because 
of God’s inexorable wrath.

Here, however, the cause of the annihilation would be understood 
as the Almighty’s powerlessness against the brute strength of the 
peoples of Canaan. The nations of the world will draw yet more 
erroneous conclusions about how the Almighty governs the world. And 
if this is allowed, the entire meaning of the Exodus, which consists in 
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revealing the Almighty’s presence and actions to all of mankind, will 
be lost. Therefore, Moses argues, God must forgive the Jewish people 
and preserve them in spite of their trespasses.

(17) Therefore, I pray, let my Lord’s forbearance be great: The 
Almighty’s strength is magnified in the eyes of mankind only through 
the manifestation of His mercy, not through punishment.

(17-18) As You have declared, saying: ‘The Lord is slow to 
anger and abounding in kindness’: By referring to the Almighty’s 
same qualities that God taught him the last time in the almost identical 
context (Exod. 34:5-9), Moses shows his mastery of the previous lesson 
and his ability to apply it to the new, current situation.54

(20) And the Lord said, “I pardon, as you have asked”: Because 
Moses has stood the test and advanced, the lesson has been learned, 
and the Almighty is prepared to allow Moses to continue the mission 
entrusted to him.

(21, 23) Nevertheless, as I live and as the Lord’s Presence 
fills the whole world, none of the men … shall see the land that 
I promised on oath to their fathers: In order for mankind to have 
a more correct understanding of the Divine, mercy and punishment 
must be integrated.

(24) But My servant Caleb, because he was imbued with a 
different spirit and remained loyal to Me – him will I bring into 
the land that he entered, and his offspring shall hold it as a 
possession: Only Caleb is mentioned here, because he opposed the 
spies more actively and decisively.

(25) Now the Amalekites and the Canaanites occupy the 
valleys: This is not meant merely as a confirmation that those nations 
live there, but as a warning: if you go, they will kill you, because I will 
not be with you.

By way of the Sea of Reeds: Toward Egypt, as you wished. But 
know that you cannot return to Egypt, nor, for that matter, will you 
enter Canaan.

(29) In this very wilderness shall your carcasses drop. Of all 
of you who were recorded in your various lists from the age of 

54	 For commentary on these attributes of the Almighty see Bible Dynamics on 
the book of Exodus, § 28.5.
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twenty years up: The punishment was prolonged for a period of forty 
years, in order that those who left Egypt in their youth would not die 
young. The Midrash adds that none of them died younger than sixty 
years old. Thus, they were condemned to live and die in the wilderness, 
but by no means to die a naturally or unnaturally early death. Each 
individual lived out his full life span. Had the people suddenly died en 
masse, it would have been perceived as the Almighty committing an 
atrocity. But this way, the view from the sidelines was that everything 
was occurring naturally – just a normal transition from one generation 
to the next.

(30) Not one shall enter the land in which I swore to settle you 
– save Caleb son of Jephunneh and Joshua son of Nun: Here Caleb 
and Joshua are mentioned together, but Caleb first, because in matters 
pertaining to the Land of Israel he remains the leader.

(31) Your children who, you said, would be carried off – these 
will I allow to enter; they shall know the land that you have 
rejected: Their children will know God through the conquest of 
the land. In matters of the geulah, “the Messianic redemption,” the 
children often understand better than the older generation.

§ 10.8. A FAILED ATTEMPT TO CONQUER  
THE LAND (14:39-45)

ם  תְאַבְּל֥וּ הָעָ֖ ל וַיִּֽ ל־כָּל־בְּנֵ֖י יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ לֶּה אֶֽ ים הָאֵ֔ ר מֹשֶׁה֙ אֶת־הַדְּבָרִ֣ לט וַיְדַבֵּ֤

ינוּ אֶל־ נּוּ וְעָלִ֛ ר הִנֶּ֗ ר לֵאמֹ֑ עֲל֥וּ אֶל־ראֹשׁ־הָהָ֖ קֶר וַיַּֽ מוּ בַבֹּ֔ ד׃ מ וַיַּשְׁכִּ֣ מְאֹֽ
ים  בְרִ֖ ם עֹֽ מָּה זֶּ֛ה אַתֶּ֥ ה לָ֥ אמֶר מֹשֶׁ֔ ֹ֣ אנוּ׃ מא וַיּ י חָטָֽ ר י֖י כִּ֥ הַמָּק֛וֹם אֲשֶׁר־אָמַ֥
ם וְלאֹ֙ תִּנָּ�֣גְפ֔וּ  ין י֖י בְּקִרְבְּכֶ֑ י אֵ֥ ל־תַּעֲל֔וּ כִּ֛ ח׃ מב אַֽ א תִצְלָֽ ֹ֥ וא ל י י֑י וְהִ֖ אֶת־פִּ֣
י־ רֶב כִּֽ ם בֶּחָ֑ ם וּנְפַלְתֶּ֖ י שָׁם֙ לִפְנֵיכֶ֔ עֲנִ֥ י וְהַכְּנַֽ לֵקִ֨ ם׃ מג כִּי֩ הָעֲמָֽ יְבֵיכֶֽ לִפְנֵ֖י אֹֽ
עֲל֖וֹת אֶל־ לַֽ לוּ  ם׃ מד וַיַּעְפִּ֕ עִמָּכֶֽ י֖י  א־יִהְיֶ֥ה  ֹֽ וְל י֔י  י  חֲרֵ֣ מֵאַֽ ן שַׁבְתֶּם֙  עַל־כֵּ֤
ה׃ מה וַיֵּ�֤רֶד  מַּחֲנֶֽ הַֽ רֶב  מִקֶּ֥ שׁוּ  לאֹ־מָ֖ ה  וּמֹשֶׁ֔ בְּרִית־יי֙  אֲר֤וֹן  וַֽ ר  הָהָ֑ אשׁ  ֹ֣ ר

ה׃ חָרְמָֽ ֽיַּכְּת֖וּם עַד־הַֽ ר הַה֑וּא וַיַּכּ֥וּם וַ� ב בָּהָ֣ י הַיֹּשֵׁ֖ כְּנַעֲנִ֔ לֵקִי֙ וְהַֽ הָעֲמָֽ

(39) When Moses repeated these words to all the Israelites, 
the people were overcome by grief.
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(40) Early next morning they set out toward the crest of the 
hill country, saying, “We are prepared to go up to the place 
that the Lord has spoken of, for we were wrong.”
(41) But Moses said, “Why do you transgress the Lord’s 
command? This will not succeed.
(42) Do not go up, lest you be routed by your enemies, for the 
Lord is not in your midst.
(43) For the Amalekites and the Canaanites will be there to 
face you, and you will fall by the sword, inasmuch as you 
have turned from following the Lord and the Lord will not 
be with you.”
(44) Yet defiantly they marched toward the crest of the hill 
country, though neither the Lord’s Ark of the Covenant nor 
Moses stirred from the camp.
(45) And the Amalekites and the Canaanites who dwelt in 
that hill country came down and dealt them a shattering 
blow at Hormah.

(39-40) When Moses repeated these words to all the Israelites, 
the people were overcome by grief. Early next morning they set 
out toward the crest of the hill country, saying, “We are prepared 
to go up to the place that the Lord has spoken of, for we were 
wrong”: Unlike the incident of the golden calf, here there is no 
repentance. Instead of asking God to tell them the proper course of 
action under the circumstances, the people act impulsively. “Since 
I have been punished, I will go to the other extreme.” This is the 
thinking and behavior of a hypersensitive, self-absorbed child, not an 
adult taking responsibility for his future.

(41) But Moses said, “Why do you transgress the Lord’s 
command? This will not succeed”: At first glance, everything here 
seems clear. The Israelites must not take it upon themselves to go 
off in a direction where God does not lead them. But in fact, Moses’ 
words are rather strange. We would have expected him simply to say, 

“You must not do that, for it is forbidden.” But he adds, “This will not 
succeed.”
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Rabbi Zadok Ha-Kohen of Lublin therefore explains this passage as 
follows: “You want to do this precisely because you know it will not be 
successful. Why do you transgress the Lord’s command this way?”

Moses is telling the people: in doing an about-face and saying that 
you are now prepared to go up, it is obvious that you are not genuine, 
that you are motivated not by a real love of the land, but only by your 
contrarian impulses, to do precisely what you know cannot possibly 
succeed. If, however, at some time in the future your wish to enter 
and conquer the land will be true and pure, you can then go without 
waiting for permission, and you will be successful.

In this connection we can relate the following vignette, an incident 
that occurred in our own times. 

In 1973, in the aftermath of the Yom Kippur War, the disciples of 
the Merkaz HaRav yeshiva approached Rabbi Zvi Yehuda Kook, saying: 

“Rabbi, we have decided to build a settlement.” He replied: “This is 
not the right time for that. The people are not ready for it, and the 
government will not support you.” 

Some time later they came to him again: “Rabbi, we have 
nonetheless assembled a group that plans to build a settlement.” He 
answered them again: “You must not do that. Neither the people nor 
the government will support you. They will oppose you.”

A little later they approached him yet again: “Rabbi, we have 
decided to build the settlement. The work is beginning right now as 
we speak, and we are asking for your blessing.” Rabbi Zvi Yehuda then 
replied: “If so, then of course I give you my blessing.”

 In other words, so long as the participants are not yet ready 
to “charge the barricades” and let the undertaking actively begin, it 
cannot possibly succeed. But once they have come to that point and are 
prepared to proceed, the enterprise will be successful. 

Such readiness cannot be rushed; it must properly develop over 
time. And from a tactical point of view, on the contrary – it is better to 
refrain. If the activists rush in prematurely, and then, when faced with 
unforeseen difficulties, they retreat, it becomes obvious that they were 
never really ready in the first place.

(45) And the Amalekites and the Canaanites who dwelt in 
that hill country came down and dealt them a shattering blow 
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at Hormah: This translation understands Hormah as a proper noun, 
the name of a place. But a different translation is also possible: “And 
dealt them a shattering blow unto the point of utter destruction.” 
This defeat was so overwhelming that even thirty-nine years later the 
Almighty could not allow the people to tread the same path again, lest 
they lose their motivation to conquer and possess the land. Thus they 
had to avoid the Dead Sea region (Edom, Ammon, and Moab) on the 
southeast, approaching the Land of Israel still from the east, but from 
a point much further north, crossing the Jordan River opposite Jericho.

§ 10.9. CONCLUSION: PROVIDENCE, HUMILITY,  
AND THE CORRECTION OF PSYCHOLOGICAL ENSLAVEMENT

(a) Two levels of Providence

The book of Numbers gives the impression that the reason for the 
Israelites’ forty years of wanderings through the wilderness was the sin 
of the spies and the people’s mistake in following their lead. Had they 
done the right thing, those arduous wilderness wanderings would have 
been unnecessary, and the death of an entire generation of Israelites 
in the wilderness would have been prevented. The generation that 
left Egypt would have entered the Land of Israel, conquered it, and 
possessed it.

This impression became entrenched in the Jewish national 
consciousness. That is, the story begat a national narrative and 
worldview in which the misfortunes that befall us are seen as the result 
of our own sins and mistakes, and in which there is not only individual 
responsibility for the future, but national responsibility as well. This 
is a decidedly positive view of the world, as it directs the people to 
actively correct their own shortcomings, gives a sense that the course 
of history is fair and just overall, and gives the people strength to cope 
with difficulties. These have been essential components of Jewish 
survival throughout the most difficult and trying conditions of the 
nation’s history.

However, if we delve deeper into our analysis of the Torah’s account 
of the sin of the spies, we see that the situation was actually much 
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more complicated. The real reason for the forty years of wanderings 
in the wilderness was that the generation of the Exodus – not only the 
people, but even Moses himself! – was unprepared psychologically to 
conquer and possess the land. This had to wait for the next generation 
to accomplish it.

But as in other similar situations, this decision had to manifest 
itself not merely as an “arbitrary” decision from Above, but in the form 
of human justice. The Almighty has arranged His Providence such that 
the global, teleological “Providence of unity” – Providence oriented 
in the direction that God wants humankind to go – is clothed in the 
form of a local “Providence of good and evil” (that is, the Providence 
of reward and punishment that focuses on mercy and justice as they 
relate to human action).

We can compare this to our role as parents raising children (since 
God’s relationship to man is, first and foremost, the relationship of a 
parent to a child). When as parents we want to teach a child something 
we deem essential for them to know or practice, we encourage or 
punish the child for proper or improper behavior, respectively. But 
we do all that not because it is fair per se. Our objective is not to act 

“justly” with respect to the child; rather, we reward or punish only 
because we want to educate the child properly, moving him or her 
toward the intended goal.

At the same time, there is no real value in treating the child justly 
as seen from our position; instead, yes, there is great value in treating 
the child fairly from his point of view – how he perceives it. After all, 
the fairness of our actions in the eyes of the child (his understanding 
that he should expect to be rewarded for good deeds and punished 
for behaving badly) is quite necessary as an educational measure, 
because without it the child will not assimilate our message and will 
not advance. 

If we base our decisions for raising the child on our own 
understanding of the goals of child rearing, but in a manner that is 
incomprehensible and illogical to him, such that he cannot understand 
why we are encouraging or punishing him, he will not get a sense of 
the correctness of the world around him, and he will fail to learn proper 
behavior. 



250 Bible Dynamics. Book of Numbers

We must make every situation sufficiently clear to the child such 
that he will see justice in the world according to his own understanding 
of the concept. We, the parents, must adjust these “fair” rewards and 
punishments in a manner that they move the child along in the proper 
direction.

And that precisely describes the Almighty’s relationship to the 
Jewish people (and to humanity in general). Although He of course 
knew ab initio that the generation of the Exodus would not be able 
to enter the Land of Israel, the people received this decision in 
response to their own actions, when their own inability to conquer 
the Land became clear to them. Now, after realizing their mistake and 
understanding why they are being punished, they feel that it is all fair –  
and thus they can continue to live and survive. And through their 
children and grandchildren, at least, eventually conquer and possess 
the Land of Israel.

In other words, the child’s upbringing is necessarily clothed in the 
guise of justice – reward and punishment – even if its actual essence, 
and its visible cause and effect, are not about those at all, but about 
advancing the child toward a predetermined goal. When we deny a 
child something that is inappropriate for his age, we do so not in order 
to punish him, but only because he is not mature enough to cope with 
it. However, it would be wrong to simply deprive him of what he wants. 
We must show him the validity of the prohibition, so that in his eyes it 
will be fair. Only then his education will be successful.

(b) Moses and the people – A comparison of character traits

We have seen that the sin of the spies was not the real reason for 
the forty years of wanderings in the wilderness. That sin only brought 
to light the slave mentality of the “Exodus generation,” the character 
trait that ultimately prevented them from reaching the Land of Israel.

In the previous weekly portion, Behaalotecha, we saw that the 
reason Moses could not enter the Land of Israel was his inordinate 
humility.

We might think that these two qualities – Moses’ anavah, “humility,” 
and the people’s slave mentality – are completely unrelated. We see 
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humility as a positive trait, and a slave mentality as a purely negative 
one. But in fact, these two character traits are directly connected. 

As already discussed, the quality of anavah is essential for the 
success of the learning process. In order to accept the teacher’s words 
as authoritative and fully obey them, the student must have the 
attribute of anavah. That is why Moses, the humblest man on earth, 
was able to become the greatest of all the prophets, and it is also the 
reason that the Torah was given through him. Moses does not have 
his own mindset; he is completely “transparent,” and can therefore 
comprehend God’s words distinctly, and then convey them precisely 
to others.

But this total submission to God’s authority has also a downside. 
Moses expects his disciples – the entire Jewish nation – to be equally 
submissive. If the people, however close they are to him, are too 
independently minded, too impudent to be able to submit, Moses 
cannot advance them along their spiritual path.

The people’s life in the wilderness was based entirely on humility. 
The people could not decide anything on their own – they were shown 
where to march and when to stop; thus, their order of movement was 
entirely predetermined and prescribed. Their food too was given to 
them from Above.

This total lack of independence in the wilderness, a life thoroughly 
imbued with the attribute of humility, fully correlated to their slave 
mentality. And Moses manages the people in the very same style. He 

“hits the rock,” that is, he controls them legislatively. Moses just gives 
orders, never asking the people what they really want or what they 
think. In all this we see the close connection between slavery and 
humility.

Although Moses himself was brought up in Pharaoh’s palace and 
was never a slave, his view of the world is nonetheless the paradigm of 
slavery. In Egypt, we should note, both the lower and upper classes of 
society shared that worldview. When people are slaves, their leadership 
too must acquire a slave mentality, or they cannot control their slaves. 
In light of all this we understand that at the beginning of the Exodus 
journey, Moses’ administrative paradigm based on anavah was entirely 
proper and adequate: without complete submission he could not have 
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led the Jews out of Egypt and received the Torah. At the elementary 
level, a school needs its students to be humble if they are to learn and 
understand. There is no other way.

Moses is a servant of God, not a slave of men. A servant of God 
listens to what he is told from Above, and completely obeys. In this 
sense, everyone to a man in that generation of the Exodus had a slave 
mentality.

The Torah calls Egypt “the house of bondage” (Exod. 20:2). Slave 
conditions dominated there – everyone was a slave. When Moses led 
the Israelites out of Egypt and they became slaves to God, they were 
no longer slaves to Pharaoh. But neither did they become a free people.

Needless to say, becoming slaves to God was enormous progress as 
compared with their previous status. But from an authentically Jewish 
perspective, this was still a far cry from the ideal! The ideal is to be 
God’s partners, not His slaves. But such a huge transition could not be 
accomplished in just one step. It required two stages. First to become 
slaves to God, not to Pharaoh. And only then to advance to becoming a 
free people and true partners with God.

It should be noted that understanding this point is quite difficult. 
We very often hear that the religious ideal is to be the slaves to God –  
to do whatever God has commanded. However, this kind of attitude, 
which is positive only at the initial stage of development, is never the 
ideal for human development, nor is it enough for proper religiosity or 
correct spiritual leadership.

And yet, the opposite attitude of non-submission, a perverse desire 
to do exactly the opposite of what has been ordered, constitutes a 
rebellion, and is also wrong.

As a general rule, a worldview that sees everything as a choice 
between submission and non-submission is the view of a slave or 
a child. The worldview of a properly developed adult is based on 
thinking for oneself; understanding every situation on its unique 
merits; integrating perceptions received from Above with perceptions 
derived through one’s own powers of reasoning; and always carefully 
considering how the Divine instruction received from Above should 
best be implemented in any given situation. 
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In certain situations, we are even expected to take exception to 
God’s positions. And even to argue with Him, just as the Patriarchs 
did. In fact, the right – indeed the obligation – to do exactly that is 
an essential feature of the Jewish religion. Many disputes with the 
Almighty as described in the Torah end with the Almighty changing 
his position in deference to an argument advanced by a human being. 

Therefore, whenever you find yourself at odds with something the 
Almighty has said, you must assume that the Almighty is testing you, 
to see how well you are able to argue with Him. Not to defy him, of 
course, but to find a synthesis and a reconciliation of what He has told 
you from above and your own inner convictions.

At the same time, we inevitably extend our model of relating to 
God to our relationships with people as well. Those who see servitude 
to God as man’s religious ideal soon come to expect that other 
people will become “spiritual slaves” to their leader by following him 
unquestioningly. But this is a gross misrepresentation of the ideal.

Conversely, one who sees himself as a free agent and at the same 
time also as God’s partner will treat people the same way.

Free and daring – this is exactly how Jews must be in their state and 
in their land during this era of the geulah, “the Messianic redemption,” 
everyone living by his own thinking and values, his own vision of how 
life is meant to be, at both the individual and national levels. No one 
may dictate to others or impose his views on others. 

Only when that vision becomes the accepted standard and is put 
into practice, can man’s dialogue with God – individual, national, and 
universal – be fully realized.

But as already noted, Moses, who sees himself and the world 
around him through the lens of anavah, “humility,” is unable to lead 
such a people.

Moses’ extreme humility was critical to the success of the Exodus 
mission. However, that which is conducive, indeed even essential, to 
the initial success of an undertaking will often become only a problem 
and a hindrance in the course of its further development. Moses as a 
personality is quite adequate for the generation of the Exodus. But the 
other side of that adequacy is that Moses must die with them in the 
wilderness. Only the new generation, who by virtue of a long series of 
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crises experienced during their wilderness journey learns to acquire at 

least some independence, can then proceed to begin conquering and 

possessing the land.
§ 11. COMMANDMENTS PERTAINING  

TO THE WANDERINGS  
IN THE WILDERNESS

§ 11.1. RESTORING LIFE AFTER THE VERDICT

Now that the account of the incident of the spies is complete, the 
Torah moves on to cover a number of special commandments, and to 
clarify the manner of their performance here in the wilderness, and later 
in the Land of Israel. God gives these commandments at this time in 
order to bolster the spirit of the Israelites. After receiving the sentence 
that they would have to wander in the wilderness for forty years, and as 
the severity of that decree weighs heavily on their consciousness, the 
people need to feel that their life still has a purpose, that they have a 
reason to go on living.

The first commandments given here pertain to the details of 
sacrifices that apply to the Land of Israel. This emphasizes that the 
nation will eventually reach the land, where their spiritual level in life 
will be much higher than it had been in the wilderness. (This point is 
expressed symbolically in the libations of wine upon the altar.)

The next commandments relate to atonement for particular offenses. 
For sins committed unwittingly and without malice, atonement is 
possible, and the Almighty will forgive. Thus, the people are encouraged 
to view the world optimistically with the hope of receiving the Almighty’s 
mercy, and not to succumb to despair. And all the more, to refrain from 
fixating on a malicious interpretation of everything that has happened 
recently.
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As this weekly portion Sh’lach nears its conclusion, we read about 
the man who was found to be gathering firewood on the Sabbath and the 
severe punishment he incurred for that offense. The Torah is stressing 
that although there is now an irreversible decree that this generation will 
die in the wilderness, none of the commandments have been cancelled 
or revoked. On the contrary, the commandments and prohibitions 
remain in full force, and anyone who violates them should expect to be 
punished commensurately.

The very last paragraph of weekly portion Sh’lach deals with the 
commandment to make tzitzit, “fringes,” on the corners of all four-
cornered garments, and to “look at it” (Num. 15:39), emphasizing that 
all of God’s commandments must be viewed as a single complex aimed 
at human advancement toward holiness. Also emphasized in connection 
with the tzitzit is the requirement to remember the Exodus from Egypt –  
that it was the Almighty who brought the Jewish people out of Egypt, 
and that He is their God. The essential point is that one must never 
assume that God’s intentions are anything but positive and good. Even 
when He punishes, His objective is only to improve and correct.

Taken together, these are the fundamental principles that the people 
need to understand if they are to overcome the challenges of their 
wanderings through the wilderness – long, arduous, and for all intents 
and purposes endless wanderings, psychologically speaking. Because it 
is now their fate to die there and proceed no further.

§ 11.2. WINE AND MEAL OFFERINGS AS ADJUNCTS  
TO THE SACRIFICES (15: 1-12)

י  ם כִּ֣ מַרְתָּ֖ אֲלֵהֶ֑ ל וְאָֽ ר׃ ב דַּבֵּר֙ אֶל־בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ א וַיְדַבֵּ֥
יי֙  ה לַֽ ם אִשֶּׁ֤ עֲשִׂיתֶ֨ ם׃ ג וַֽ ן לָכֶֽ י נֹתֵ֥ ר אֲנִ֖ ם אֲשֶׁ֥ תֵיכֶ֔ רֶץ֙ מוֹשְׁבֹ֣ אוּ אֶל־אֶ֨ תָבֹ֗
חַ֙  יחַ נִיחֹ֨ עֲשׂ֞וֹת רֵ֤ ם לַֽ עֲדֵיכֶ֑ ה א֖וֹ בְּמֹֽ דֶר֙ א֣וֹ בִנְדָבָ֔ בַח לְפַלֵּא־נֶ֨ ה אוֹ־זֶ֔ עֹלָ֣
לֶת  י֑י מִנְחָה֙ סֹ֣ יב קָרְבָּנ֖וֹ לַֽ יב הַמַּקְרִ֥ אן׃ ד וְהִקְרִ֛ ֹֽ ר א֥וֹ מִן־הַצּ �ָקָ֖ י֔י מִן־הַבּ לַֽ
ה  עֲשֶׂ֥ תַּֽ ין  הַהִ֔ ית  רְבִיעִ֣ סֶךְ֙  לַנֶּ֨ מֶן׃ ה וְיַ�֤יִן  שָֽׁ ין  הַהִ֖ ית  בִּרְבִעִ֥ בָּל֕וּל  עִשָּׂר֔וֹן 
לֶת  סֹ֖ ה  מִנְחָ֔ ה  עֲשֶׂ֣ תַּֽ יִל֙  לָאַ֨ ד׃ ו א֤וֹ  אֶחָֽ הָֽ בֶשׂ  לַכֶּ֖ לַזָּ֑בַח  א֣וֹ  ה  עֹלָ֖ עַל־הָֽ
ין  ית הַהִ֑ �֥יִן לַנֶּ֖סֶךְ שְׁלִשִׁ֣ ין׃ ז וְיַ ית הַהִֽ מֶן שְׁלִשִׁ֥ ה בַשֶּׁ֖ ים בְּלוּלָ֥ שְׁנֵי֣ עֶשְׂרנִֹ֑
�֥דֶר  ה אוֹ־זָ֑בַח לְפַלֵּא־נֶ ר עֹלָ֣ �ָקָ֖ ה בֶן־בּ י־תַעֲשֶׂ֥ יֽי׃ ח וְכִֽ חַ לַֽ יחַ־נִיחֹ֖ יב רֵֽ תַּקְרִ֥
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ים  ה עֶשְׂרנִֹ֑ לֶת שְׁלֹשָׁ֣ ה סֹ֖ יב עַל־בֶּן־הַבָּקָר֙ מִנְחָ֔ יֽי׃ ט וְהִקְרִ֤ ים לַֽ אֽוֹ־שְׁלָמִ֖
חַ  יחַ־נִיחֹ֖ ה רֵֽ ין אִשֵּׁ֥ י הַהִ֑ יב לַנֶּ֖סֶךְ חֲצִ֣ ין׃ י וְיַ�֛יִן תַּקְרִ֥ י הַהִֽ מֶן חֲצִ֥ בָּל֥וּל בַּשֶּׁ֖
ים א֥וֹ  ה בַכְּבָשִׂ֖ ד אֽוֹ־לַשֶּׂ֥ אֶחָ֑ יִל הָֽ ד א֖וֹ לָאַ֣ אֶחָ֔ ה לַשּׁוֹר֙ הָֽ עָשֶׂ֗ כָה יֵֽ יֽי׃ יא כָּ֣ לַֽ

ם׃ ד כְּמִסְפָּרָֽ אֶחָ֖ עֲשׂ֥וּ לָֽ כָה תַּֽ עֲשׂ֑וּ כָּ֛ ר תַּֽ ר אֲשֶׁ֣ ים׃ יב כַּמִּסְפָּ֖ עִזִּֽ בָֽ

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
(2) Speak to the Israelite people and say to them: When you 
enter the land that I am giving you to settle in,
(3) and would present an offering by fire to the Lord from 
the herd or from the flock, be it burnt offering or sacrifice, 
in fulfillment of a vow explicitly uttered, or as a freewill 
offering, or at your fixed occasions, producing an odor 
pleasing to the Lord:
(4) The person who presents the offering to the Lord shall 
bring as a meal offering: a tenth of a measure of choice flour 
with a quarter of a hin of oil mixed in.
(5) You shall also offer, with the burnt offering or the sacrifice, 
a quarter of a hin of wine as a libation for each sheep.
(6) In the case of a ram, you shall present as a meal offering: 
two-tenths of a measure of choice flour with a third of a hin 
of oil mixed in;
(7) and a third of a hin of wine as a libation — as an offering 
of pleasing odor to the Lord.
(8) And if it is an animal from the herd that you offer to the 
Lord as a burnt offering or as a sacrifice, in fulfillment of a 
vow explicitly uttered or as an offering of well-being,
(9) there shall be offered a meal offering along with the 
animal: three-tenths of a measure of choice flour with half a 
hin of oil mixed in;
(10) and as libation you shall offer half a hin of wine – these 
being offerings by fire of pleasing odor to the Lord.
(11) Thus shall be done with each ox, with each ram, and with 
any sheep or goat,
(12) as many as you offer; you shall do thus with each one, as 
many as there are.



257§ 11. Commandments Pertaining to the Wanderings in the Wilderness

(2) Speak to the Israelite people and say to them: When you 
enter the land that I am giving you to settle in: Immediately after 
pronouncing the verdict, God tells the people what they should expect 
to happen at the end of the wilderness journey, when they come to 
the Land of Israel. That is, He gives them something to hope for and 
strive for. The generation that is to die in the wilderness can and must 
nonetheless feel confident that their children will enter the land, and 
knowing that, they will educate their children accordingly. That itself 
is a correction, and a basis for hope.

(3) And would present an offering by fire … producing an odor 
pleasing to the Lord: An alternate translation is “to make a sweet 
savor unto the Lord.” This phrasing expresses the purity and integrity 
of the person bringing the sacrifice, and of his intentions in so doing.

(4) The person who presents the offering to the Lord shall 
bring as a meal offering: a tenth of a measure of choice flour with 
a quarter of a hin of oil mixed in: When we compare these laws with 
those of the sacrifices described in the book of Leviticus, we see that 
here there are additions of flour and oil, and libations of wine. This 
requirement applied only to sacrifices brought in the Land of Israel, 
but not in the wilderness.

A tenth of a measure: The Hebrew is more specific. This “measure” 
is an efah. A tenth of an efah is approximately 4 liters (3.6 dry quarts).

With a quarter of a hin of oil mixed in: About 1.5 liters (1.6 
liquid quarts).

(5) You shall also offer, with the burnt offering or the sacrifice, 
a quarter of a hin of wine as a libation for each sheep: In the book 
of Leviticus (19:1 ff.), the Torah relates how Nadab and Abihu, the elder 
two of Aaron’s four sons, met with a violent death by immolation in 
retribution for having brought an incense offering that God had not 
commanded them to bring. The Midrash elaborates that Nadab and 
Abihu were in fact punished for having imbibed strong wine before 
performing the Temple service, which they did in order to induce in 
themselves an ecstatic, trancelike state.

It is strictly forbidden for priests to combine drinking wine (or 
other intoxicating beverages) with their performance of the Temple 
service. The reason is clear. Wine reduces inhibitions and obscures our 
moral sensibilities, whereas it is the priests who bear the responsibility 
of imparting the lessons of morality to the people. But in the Land of 
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Israel, wine plays an important role in worship, and although forbidden 
to the kohanim, “the priests,” it is an essential and integral component 
of the sacrifices.

The libations of wine represent the idea that a drink that is 
problematic to be had in the wilderness, is in the Land of Israel sacred 
and consecrated. Thus, the sanctity of the Land of Israel includes even 
such things that would seem to exceed the boundaries of holiness. It 
is therefore “a land flowing with milk and honey,” having the power to 
correct all the forces of the soul. It is a unique land, multifaceted and 
multi-dimensional, given to a unique people, the Jewish people, for 
elevating the real world. 

Everything else that is brought up onto the altar – the grain 
offerings and sacrificial meat, in particular – are permitted to be eaten 
by the kohanim; only the wine that is poured onto the altar is forbidden 
to them at those times when they perform the Temple service. Thus, 
wine demonstrates a certain ambiguous quality, which, as noted earlier, 
is manifested also in the laws of the nazirite (Num. 6:1 ff.). During the 
period of his vow the nazirite is strictly forbidden to drink wine, but 
once the vow is complete, the nazirite must drink wine (see Num. 6:20).

It is no coincidence that the spies bring back grapes. They 
understand their importance, but are not able, due to the enormity 
of those grapes, to turn them into wine. In this sense, the libations of 
wine on the altar in the Land of Israel also symbolize atonement for 
the sin of the spies.

(6-9) In the case of a ram, you shall present as a meal offering: 
two-tenths of a measure of choice flour with a third of a hin of 
oil mixed in; and a third of a hin of wine … And if it is an animal 
from the herd … there shall be offered a meal offering … three-
tenths of a measure of choice flour with half a hin of oil: As the 
size of the sacrifice increases, the quantities of flour, oil, and wine that 
accompany it also increase.
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§ 11.3. “ONE LAW FOR YOU AND FOR THE RESIDENT 
STRANGER” (15:13-16)

חַ  יחַ־נִיחֹ֖ רֵֽ ה  אִשֵּׁ֥ יב  לְהַקְרִ֛ לֶּה  אֶת־אֵ֑ כָה  עֲשֶׂה־כָּ֖ יַֽ ח  אֶזְרָ֥  יג כָּל־הָֽ

ה  אִשֵּׁ֥ ה  וְעָשָׂ֛ ם  תֵיכֶ֔ לְדרֹֹ֣ אֲשֶׁר־בְּתֽוֹכְכֶם֙  א֤וֹ  ר  גֵּ֜ ם  אִתְּכֶ֨ י־יָגוּר֩  יֽי׃ יד וְכִֽ לַֽ
ם וְלַגֵּ֣ר  ת לָכֶ֖ ה אַחַ֛ ל חֻקָּ֥ ה׃ טו הַקָּהָ֕ עֲשֶֽׂ ן יַֽ עֲשׂ֖וּ כֵּ֥ ר תַּֽ אֲשֶׁ֥ י֑י כַּֽ חַ לַֽ יחַ־נִיחֹ֖ רֵֽ
ת  אַחַ֛ ה  יֽי׃ טז תּוֹרָ֥ י  לִפְנֵ֥ הְיֶ֖ה  יִֽ ר  כַּגֵּ֥ ם  כָּכֶ֛ ם  תֵיכֶ֔ לְדרֹֹ֣ עוֹלָם֙  ת  חֻקַּ֤ ר  הַגָּ֑

ם׃  ר אִתְּכֶֽ ר הַגָּ֥ ם וְלַגֵּ֖ הְיֶה֣ לָכֶ֑ ד יִֽ ט אֶחָ֖ וּמִשְׁפָּ֥

(13) Every citizen, when presenting an offering by fire of 
pleasing odor to the Lord, shall do so with them.
(14) And when, throughout the ages, a stranger who has taken 
up residence with you, or one who lives among you, would 
present an offering by fire of pleasing odor to the Lord—as 
you do, so shall it be done by
(15) the rest of the congregation. There shall be one law for 
you and for the resident stranger; it shall be a law for all 
time throughout the ages. You and the stranger shall be 
alike before the Lord;
(16) the same ritual and the same rule shall apply to you and 
to the stranger who resides among you.

In contrast to the Diaspora, where Jewish survival is the highest 
priority, and there is therefore a clear tendency toward isolation, in the 
Land of Israel accepting converts is a normal part of Jewish life. For this 
reason, “the stranger who has taken up residence with you, or one who 
lives among you” is mentioned here specifically, in connection with 
the sacrifices that will be brought in the Land of Israel, to emphasize 
that converts are an integral element of the community, enjoying equal 
rights with all other Jews in every area of religious and social life.

The libations of wine in these sacrifices are meant to demonstrate 
that the Land of Israel has the power to integrate into holiness even 
such things that are normally regarded as outside the realm of holiness. 

And likewise, when a convert is received into the Jewish nation, an 
individual born outside the people of Israel has now been incorporated 
into it.
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§ 11.4. CHALLAH, “THE DOUGH OFFERING” (15:17-21)

ם  אֲלֵהֶ֑ מַרְתָּ֖  וְאָֽ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ אֶל־בְּנֵי֣  ר׃ יח דַּבֵּר֙  לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  יז וַיְדַבֵּ֥
ם  אֲכָלְכֶ֖ בַּֽ ה  מָּה׃ יט וְהָיָ֕ שָֽׁ ם  אֶתְכֶ֖ יא  מֵבִ֥ י  אֲנִ֛ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ רֶץ  אֶל־הָאָ֔ אֲכֶם֙  בְּבֹֽ
ימוּ  תָּרִ֣ ה  חַלָּ֖ ם  תֵכֶ֔ עֲרִסֹ֣ יֽי׃ כ רֵאשִׁית֙  לַֽ ה  תְרוּמָ֖ ימוּ  תָּרִ֥ רֶץ  הָאָ֑ חֶם  מִלֶּ֣
ם תִּתְּנ֥וּ  תֵיכֶ֔ רֵאשִׁית֙ עֲרִסֹ֣ הּ׃ כא מֵֽ ימוּ אֹתָֽ ן תָּרִ֥ כֵּ֖ רֶן  ת גֹּ֔ ה כִּתְרוּמַ֣ תְרוּמָ֑

ם׃ תֵיכֶֽ ה לְדרֹֹ֖ י֖י תְּרוּמָ֑ לַֽ

(17) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
(18) Speak to the Israelite people and say to them: When you 
enter the land to which I am taking you
(19) and you eat of the bread of the land, you shall set some 
aside as a gift to the Lord:
(20) as the first yield of your baking, you shall set aside a loaf 
as a gift; you shall set it aside as a gift like the gift from the 
threshing floor.
(21) You shall make a gift to the Lord from the first yield of 
your baking, throughout the ages. 

(18) When you enter the land to which I am taking you: Here 
the Torah continues the theme of consolation following the verdict of 
death in the wilderness, by prescribing a commandment that applies 
only in the Land of Israel. As if to say: although you will not reach the 
Land, your children surely will, and everything will end happily. They 
will have bread (i.e., sustenance) in abundance, and they will separate 
challah from it.

(19) You shall set some aside as a gift to the Lord: 
The Hebrew word here for “gift” is terumah, which means “raising” or 

“uplifting.” That is, by separating a portion of the dough as a gift to God, 
we raise ordinary food to consecrated status.

(20) As the first yield of your baking, you shall set aside a loaf 
as a gift: This “loaf” (in Hebrew, challah) is that part f the dough that 
must be separated from it before the dough is baked into bread. That 
portion of the dough is then transferred to a kohen, one of the priests, 
as the “gift.”
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You shall set it aside as a gift like the gift from the threshing 
floor: The word terumah, “a gift of uplifting,” appears here again. Thus, 
terumah is offered on this bread twice: first from the grain, which 
happens during the harvest, “from the threshing floor,” and then again, 
a second terumah gift, given when the grain has been ground into flour, 
and is baked into bread. The grain harvest – and the thanks given to God 
for it – occurs only once a year, but baking bread from that grain is a 
perennial activity. 

True prosperity consists not merely in having a harvest once annually, 
but in never lacking food on one’s table. Therefore, the act of baking 
bread for one’s family must always include an expression of gratitude 
to the Almighty. The Almighty’s blessings will continue to descend 
upon that household commensurately to that feeling and expression 
of gratitude: “All the choice first fruits of every kind, and all the gifts 
of every kind – of all your contributions – shall go to the priests. You 
shall further give the first of the yield of your baking to the priest, that a 
blessing may rest upon your home” (Ezek. 44:30).

(21) You shall make a gift to the Lord from the first yield of your 
baking, throughout the ages: Literally, “for your generations.” Because 
this addition seems superfluous, the Tradition interprets it as follows. 
Since it has been established from the outset that this commandment of 
challah pertains to the Land of Israel specifically, this addition is saying 
that the commandment applies only when most Jews of the generation 
live inside the borders of the Land of Israel.

In these times, since the majority of the Jewish people lives outside 
the Land of Israel, the challah law is not binding, strictly speaking. 
However, the Sages decreed that in order that this commandment would 
not be entirely forgotten, a small piece of dough the size of an olive must 
always be separated from each kneading. And since the laws of ritual 
purity cannot be observed in our times, rather than giving this piece of 
dough to a kohen, it must be burnt.
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§ 11.5. SINS COMMITTED UNWITTINGLY  
OR INTENTIONALLY (15:22-31)

אֶל־ י֖י  ר  אֲשֶׁר־דִּבֶּ֥ לֶּה  הָאֵ֑ כָּל־הַמִּצְו֖תֺ  ת  אֵ֥ עֲשׂ֔וּ  תַֽ א  ֹ֣ וְל תִשְׁגּ֔וּ  י  כב וְכִ֣

ה  צִוָּ֧ ר  ה מִן־הַיּ֞וֹם אֲשֶׁ֨ ם בְּיַד־מֹשֶׁ֑ י֛י אֲלֵיכֶ֖ ה  צִוָּ֧ ר  ה׃ כג אֵת֩ כָּל־אֲשֶׁ֨ מֹשֶֽׁ
ה לִשְׁגָגָה֒ וְעָשׂ֣וּ  עֶשְׂתָ֣ עֵדָה֮ נֶֽ עֵינֵי֣ הָֽ ם מֵֽ ה אִ֣ ם׃ כד וְהָיָ֗ תֵיכֶֽ לְאָה לְדרֹֹֽ י֛י וָהָ֖
וְנִסְכּ֖וֹ  וּמִנְחָת֥וֹ  י֔י  לַֽ חַ֙  נִיחֹ֨ יחַ  לְרֵ֤ ה  לְעֹלָ֜ ד  אֶחָ֨ בֶּן־בָּקָר֩  ר  פַּ֣ ה  עֵדָ֡ כָל־הָֽ
י  בְּנֵ֥ ת  ל־כָּל־עֲדַ֛ עַֽ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֗ ר  ת׃ כה וְכִפֶּ֣ לְחַטָּֽ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  וּשְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ ט  כַּמִּשְׁפָּ֑
י֗י  ה לַֽ ם אִשֶּׁ֣ יאוּ אֶת־קָרְבָּנָ֜ וא וְהֵם֩ הֵבִ֨ י־שְׁגָגָ֣ה הִ֔ ם כִּֽ ח לָהֶ֑ ל וְנִסְלַ֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֖
ר  וְלַגֵּ֖ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ בְּנֵי֣  לְכָל־עֲדַת֙  ח  ם׃ כו וְנִסְלַ֗ עַל־שִׁגְגָתָֽ י֖י  י  לִפְנֵ֥ ם  וְחַטָּאתָ֛

ה׃  ם בִּשְׁגָגָֽ י לְכָל־הָעָ֖ ם כִּ֥ הַגָּ֣ר בְּתוֹכָ֑
הּ  בַּת־שְׁנָתָ֖ ז  עֵ֥ יבָה  וְהִקְרִ֛ ה  בִשְׁגָגָ֑ א  חֱטָ֣ תֶּֽ ת  אַחַ֖ פֶשׁ  כז וְאִם־נֶ֥
לִפְנֵי֣  ה  בִשְׁגָגָ֖ ה  בְּחֶטְאָ֥ �֛גֶת  הַשּׁגֶֹ עַל־הַנֶּ֧פֶשׁ  ן  הַכּהֵֹ֗ ר  את׃ כח וְכִפֶּ֣ לְחַטָּֽ
ם  בְּתוֹכָ֑ הַגָּ֣ר  ר  וְלַגֵּ֖ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ בִּבְנֵי֣  אֶזְרָח֙  לֽוֹ׃ כט הָֽ ח  וְנִסְלַ֥ יו  עָלָ֖ ר  לְכַפֵּ֥ י֑י 
בְּיָ֣ד  ה ׀  ר־תַּעֲשֶׂ֣ אֲשֶֽׁ פֶשׁ  ה׃ ל וְהַנֶּ֜ בִּשְׁגָגָֽ ה  עֹשֶׂ֖ לָֽ ם  לָכֶ֔ הְיֶה֣  יִֽ אַחַת֙  ה  תּוֹרָ֤
וא  הַהִ֖ פֶשׁ  הַנֶּ֥ ה  וְנִכְרְתָ֛ ף  מְגַדֵּ֑ ה֣וּא  אֶת־י֖י  ר  וּמִן־הַגֵּ֔ אֶזְרָח֙  מִן־הָֽ ה  רָמָ֗
ת  תִּכָּרֵ֛ ת ׀  הִכָּרֵ֧ ר  הֵפַ֑ וְאֶת־מִצְוָת֖וֹ  ה  בָּזָ֔ דְבַר־יי֙  י  הּ׃ לא כִּ֤ עַמָּֽ רֶב  מִקֶּ֥

הּ׃  ה בָֽ וא עֲונָֺ֥ פֶשׁ הַהִ֖ הַנֶּ֥

(22) If you unwittingly fail to observe any one of the 
commandments that the Lord has declared to Moses
(23) – anything that the Lord has enjoined upon you through 
Moses – from the day that the Lord gave the commandment 
and on through the ages:
(24) If this was done unwittingly, through the inadvertence of 
the community, the whole community shall present one bull 
of the herd as a burnt offering of pleasing odor to the Lord, 
with its proper meal offering and libation, and one he-goat 
as a sin offering.
(25) The priest shall make expiation for the whole Israelite 
community and they shall be forgiven; for it was an error, and 
for their error they have brought their offering, an offering 
by fire to the Lord and their sin offering before the Lord.
(26) The whole Israelite community and the stranger residing 
among them shall be forgiven, for it happened to the entire 
people through error.
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(27) In case it is an individual who has sinned unwittingly, he 
shall offer a she-goat in its first year as a sin offering.
(28) The priest shall make expiation before the Lord on behalf 
of the person who erred, for he sinned unwittingly, making 
such expiation for him that he may be forgiven.
(29) For the citizen among the Israelites and for the stranger 
who resides among them – you shall have one ritual for 
anyone who acts in error.
(30) But the person, be he citizen or stranger, who acts 
defiantly reviles the Lord; that person shall be cut off from 
among his people.
(31) Because he has spurned the word of the Lord and violated 
His commandment, that person shall be cut off – he bears 
his guilt.

(22) If you unwittingly fail to observe any one of the 
commandments that the Lord has declared to Moses: This too 
continues the same theme of consolation, by showing that it is possible to 
correct one’s mistakes. It also emphasizes that despite the recent verdict 
that has alienated the Jews from the Almighty, all the commandments 
still remain in force.

(22-23) If you unwittingly fail to observe any one of the 
commandments … anything that the Lord has enjoined upon you 
through Moses: Literally, “If you will not fulfill all these commandments, 

... everything that the Lord has commanded you.” 
Strictly, this should be understood as a failure to fulfill any one of all 

the commandments. (Or its variant: the one particular commandment 
that is equal in weight to all the other commandments, namely, the 
prohibition of idolatry.)

But we can also understand the failure to observe “all these 
commandments” in the literal sense. Some future generation, due to 
a gross misunderstanding of the Torah, might fail to fulfill any of its 
commandments at all. Nevertheless, the Jews of even that generation 
will remain Jews in the fullest sense, and correction and Divine 
forgiveness will be possible even for them. (This is how the preeminent 
commentator Ramban, Nachmanides, understands these verses.)
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(26) The whole Israelite community and the stranger residing 
among them shall be forgiven, for it happened to the entire 
people through error: This verse expresses a fundamental principle 
of Judaism, and was therefore chosen to open the synagogue service of 
Yom Kippur, leading immediately into ma‘ariv, the evening prayer with 
which the most solemn day of the Jewish year officially begins.

(27) In case it is an individual who has sinned unwittingly: 
“Unwittingly” can of course mean that the person who committed the 
sin did so out of total ignorance of the given commandment – including 
ignorance that such a commandment even exists at all. However, it can 
also indicate a failure to understand the commandment’s significance 
or importance, which is often due to a lack of awareness of religious 
values in general, or other such personal limitations.

He shall offer a she-goat in its first year as a sin offering: As their 
sacrifice for a sin unknowingly committed, the community brings 
a bull, the symbol of strength and independence. But an individual 
brings a goat, a female animal from the herd which, in the symbolism 
of the sacrifices, represents not leading, but being led.

(30-31) But the person … who acts defiantly reviles the Lord; 
that person shall be cut off from among his people: The punishment 
of karet, “being cut off, extirpated,” is incurred only by those who 
believe and understand the importance of the commandments, but 
violate them nonetheless – not only knowingly, but defiantly (literally 
here in the text, be-yad ramah, “with hand raised high”). 

If, on the other hand, a person violates the commandments merely 
because he fails to understand their importance, or cannot bring 
himself to believe in the Divine origin of the Torah, or due to other 
such personal shortcomings, then this is an “unwitting,” not “defiant” 
violation. In such cases the violator does not incur the penalty of karet.

§ 11.6. THE MAN FOUND GATHERING WOOD ON THE 
SABBATH DAY (15:32-36)

בְּי֥וֹם  ים  עֵצִ֖ שׁ  מְקֹשֵׁ֥ ישׁ  אִ֛ ֽיִּמְצְא֗וּ  וַ� ר  בַּמִּדְבָּ֑ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ בְנֵֽ הְי֥וּ  יִּֽ לב וַ

אֶל־מֹשֶׁה֙  ים  עֵצִ֑ שׁ  מְקֹשֵׁ֣ אֹת֖וֹ  ים  צְאִ֥ הַמֹּֽ אֹת֔וֹ  יבוּ  יַּקְרִ֣ ת׃ לג וַ הַשַּׁבָּֽ
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שׁ  פֹרַ֔ א  ֹ֣ ל י  כִּ֚ ר  בַּמִּשְׁמָ֑ אֹת֖וֹ  יחוּ  יַּנִּ֥ ה׃ לד וַ עֵדָֽ כָּל־הָֽ ל  וְאֶ֖ ן  ל־אַהֲרֹ֔ וְאֶֽ
ה לֽוֹ׃  עָשֶׂ֖ מַה־יֵּֽ

ה  עֵדָ֔ אֲבָנִים֙ כָּל־הָ֣ ישׁ רָג֨וֹם אֹת֤וֹ בָֽ ת הָאִ֑ ה מ֥וֹת יוּמַ֖ אמֶר יי֙ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ ֹ֤ לה וַיּ

וַיִּרְגְּמ֥וּ  ה  מַּחֲנֶ֔ לַֽ אֶל־מִחוּץ֙  ה  עֵדָ֗ כָּל־הָֽ אֹת֜וֹ  יאוּ  ה׃ לו וַיּצִֹ֨ מַּחֲנֶֽ לַֽ מִח֖וּץ 
ה׃  ה י֖י אֶת־מֹשֶֽׁ ר צִוָּ֥ אֲשֶׁ֛ ת כַּֽ ים וַיָּמֹ֑ אֲבָנִ֖ אֹת֛וֹ בָּֽ

ם  מַרְתָּ֣ אֲלֵהֶ֔ ר אֶל־בְּנֵ֤י יִשְׂרָאֵל֙ וְאָֽ ר׃ לח דַּבֵּ֞ ה לֵּאמֹֽ אמֶר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ ֹ֥ לז וַיּ
�֖ף  הַכָּנָ ת  עַל־צִיצִ֥ תְנ֛וּ  וְנָ֥ ם  רתָֹ֑ לְדֹֽ ם  בִגְדֵיהֶ֖ י  עַל־כַּנְפֵ֥ ת  צִיצִ֛ ם  לָהֶ֥ וְעָשׂ֨וּ 

לֶת׃ יל תְּכֵֽ פְּתִ֥

(32) Once, when the Israelites were in the wilderness, 
they came upon a man gathering wood on the sabbath 
day.
(33) Those who found him as he was gathering wood 
brought him before Moses, Aaron, and the whole 
community.
(34) He was placed in custody, for it had not been 
specified what should be done to him.
(35) Then the Lord said to Moses, “The man shall be 
put to death: the whole community shall pelt him with 
stones outside the camp.”
(36) So the whole community took him outside the 
camp and stoned him to death – as the Lord had 
commanded Moses.

(32) Once, when the Israelites were in the wilderness: The 
main points of these passages are as follows: 

(i) God promises that the Jewish nation will come to the Land of 
Israel.

(ii) It is possible to rectify one’s sins.
(iii) The commandments remain in force in the wilderness even 

after the forty-year decree has been handed down. 

Taken together, all of the above serves as consolation following 
the decree of forty years of wanderings and death in the wilderness 
for that generation.
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They came upon a man: Tradition informs us that this man was 
Zelophehad, a descendant of Manasseh, Joseph’s son. The story of 
Zelophehad’s daughters, and the legal action they brought in defense 
of their right to inherit their father, will be told later (Num. 27:1 ff.).

Gathering wood on the sabbath day: In connection with the 
falling of the manna the prohibition was explicitly stated: “Mark that 
the Lord has given you the sabbath; therefore He gives you two days’ 
food on the sixth day. Let everyone remain where he is: let no one 
leave his place on the seventh day” (Exod. 16:29). Thus, the law was 
clear, that going out to gather in the field was strictly forbidden.

Although the Torah also establishes in a number of other places 
(see, e.g., Exod. 31:14-15) that the punishment imposed for wanton 
violation of the Sabbath is the death penalty, this incident here is the 
only case in all of Jewish history that that punishment was actually 
carried out for violation of the Sabbath.

(33) Those who found him as he was gathering wood: This 
phrase seems redundant, telling us nothing that we do not already 
know from the previous verse. But in fact, the repetition highlights a 
critical condition that must be met in order for the death penalty to be 
carried out for any capital offense in the Torah. Namely: at least two 
witnesses must warn the perpetrator immediately before he commits 
the crime that the action he is about to undertake is forbidden by 
the Torah, and that he will incur the death penalty if he proceeds 
to commit the crime. Unless this condition has been met, no death 
penalty can ever be imposed.

Thus, the seemingly redundant phrasing of this verse (“They came 
upon a man gathering wood on the sabbath day … Those who found 
him as he was gathering wood brought him …”) is to be understood as 
assuring us that that condition was in fact met in this case. Zelophehad 
had been clearly warned of the dire consequences he would face if he 
would not cease and desist from gathering wood on the Sabbath, but 
he ignored the warning and continued committing the forbidden act.

Zelophehad’s behavior seems to make no sense. The life of the 
Jewish nation in the wilderness clearly proceeded under direct Divine 
intervention, which provided the people with all their basic needs. 
There was no heating problem (at least so far as we know). Wood 
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might be needed for cooking or baking the manna (see Exod. 16:23 
and Num. 11:8). However, despite there was an option to do so, there 
was no actual need, because the manna could always be eaten raw. 
Thus, Zelophehad’s violation of the Sabbath was not motivated by any 
practical need, but was an act of demonstrative defiance as described 
just above. 

(34) He was placed in custody, for it had not been specified 
what should be done to him: The people are at a loss to understand 
why Zelophehad is behaving this way.

(35-36) Then the Lord said to Moses, “The man shall be put 
to death … [they] took him outside the camp and stoned him 
to death: The Torah does not elaborate on why this man acted so 
strangely. We shall presently explain the reason for this omission.

 The Midrash avers that this was a case of “self-sacrifice for the 
sake of the Torah” – a special situation in which a fundamental 
commandment of the Torah is intentionally violated in order to 
restore and reinforce the people’s connection with the Almighty. In 
other words, Zelophehad wished to demonstrate to his fellow Jews 
that the Torah and its commandments were still fully binding, and 
thus to provide them with a safeguard against distancing themselves 
from God’s word. 

As already noted, the decree that this generation would not enter 
the Land of Israel raised an important question in the minds of the 
people: should they continue to observe the commandments of the 
Torah?

Indeed, the Torah can be fully and truly realized only in the 
Land of Israel. The wording of many of the commandments explicitly 
mentions that those commandments are intended to be implemented 
when the nation is living on their land. If so, perhaps this generation, 
the generation of the wilderness that would never see the land of 
Israel, was no longer bound to keep the commandments – to observe 
the Sabbath, for example?

Zelophehad wanted to demonstrate to the people by his own 
example, through self-sacrifice in the literal sense, that the 
commandments had not lost their relevancy, and that the obligation 
to fulfill them remained intact. This incident had a critical impact on 
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that generation. But since violating a commandment with a religiously 
positive objective itself is very problematic, the Torah does not openly 
reveal the details of this story, nor, in particular, Zelophehad’s 
motivation for acting as he did.

With this reading of the execution of the man who desecrated 
the Sabbath by collecting firewood, which we now see as yet another 
source of moral support for the people who would now be wandering 
in the wilderness for forty years, we have been given an understanding 
of the episode that corresponds to the general conceptual framework 
of this Torah portion.

§ 11.7. THE COMMANDMENT OF TZITZIT (15:37-41)

ם  מַרְתָּ֣ אֲלֵהֶ֔ ר אֶל־בְּנֵ֤י יִשְׂרָאֵל֙ וְאָֽ ר׃ לח דַּבֵּ֞ ה לֵּאמֹֽ אמֶר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ ֹ֥ לז וַיּ
�֖ף  הַכָּנָ ת  עַל־צִיצִ֥ תְנ֛וּ  וְנָ֥ ם  רתָֹ֑ לְדֹֽ ם  בִגְדֵיהֶ֖ י  עַל־כַּנְפֵ֥ ת  צִיצִ֛ ם  לָהֶ֥ וְעָשׂ֨וּ 
אֶת־כָּל־ וּזְכַרְתֶּם֙  אֹת֗וֹ  ם  וּרְאִיתֶ֣ לְצִיצִת֒  לָכֶם֮  לֶת׃ לט וְהָיָה֣  תְּכֵֽ יל  פְּתִ֥
ם  ינֵיכֶ֔ עֵֽ י  חֲרֵ֣ וְאַֽ לְבַבְכֶם֙  י  חֲרֵ֤ אַֽ א־תָת֜וּרוּ  ֹֽ וְל ם  אֹתָ֑ ם  עֲשִׂיתֶ֖ וַֽ י֔י  מִצְו֣תֺ 
י  אֶת־כָּל־מִצְותָֺ֑ ם  עֲשִׂיתֶ֖ וַֽ תִּזְכְּר֔וּ  עַן  ם׃ מ לְמַ֣ חֲרֵיהֶֽ אַֽ ים  זנִֹ֖ ם  אֲשֶׁר־אַתֶּ֥
אֶתְכֶם֙  אתִי  ר הוֹצֵ֤ אֲשֶׁ֨ ם  אֱלֹֽהֵיכֶ֗ י֣י  י  ם׃ מא אֲנִ֞ אלֹהֵיכֶֽ לֵֽ ים  קְדשִֹׁ֖ ם  הְיִיתֶ֥ וִֽ

ם׃  י י֥י אֱלֹֽהֵיכֶֽ ים אֲנִ֖ אלֹהִ֑ ם לֵֽ הְי֥וֹת לָכֶ֖ יִם לִֽ רֶץ מִצְרַ֔ מֵאֶ֣

(37) The Lord said to Moses as follows:
(38) Speak to the Israelite people and instruct them to 
make for themselves fringes on the corners of their 
garments throughout the ages; let them attach a cord 
of blue to the fringe at each corner.
(39) That shall be your fringe; look at it and recall all 
the commandments of the Lord and observe them, so 
that you do not follow your heart and eyes in your 
lustful urge.
(40) Thus you shall be reminded to observe all My com-
mandments and to be holy to your God.
(41) I the Lord am your God, who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt to be your God: I, the Lord your God.



269§ 11. Commandments Pertaining to the Wanderings in the Wilderness

(38) Speak to the Israelite people and instruct them to make for 
themselves fringes: The word tzitzit is etymologically related to “dan-
gling (threads).” Or with “peering.” (Cf. Songs of Songs 2:9: “My beloved 
is like a gazelle … peering [meitzitz] through the lattice.”) The latter 
meaning is appropriate here, because looking at the tzitzit is an import-
ant aspect of the commandment (Num. 15:39). For that very reason, the 
term tzitzit is sometimes translated as “show-fringes.” 

On the corners of their garments: Clothing in general performs 
a variety of essential functions, as any study of the history of human 
civilization makes clear. One of those functions is helping a person to 
position himself in society by creating for him his own unique personal 
image.

Likewise, Jewish clothing in particular must convey – both to the 
person himself and to others – a clear message about the pursuit of ho-
liness. This is the function performed by the tzitzit.

Let them attach a cord of blue to the fringe at each corner: That 
is, although the fringes start out completely white, a special sky-blue 
thread is then inserted among them. The symbolism is that into ordi-
nary life, which is “white,” a “blue” thread of celestial holiness must be 
added. 

It would be wrong for the fringes to be completely blue, because that 
would indicate an attitude concerned only with holiness, to the exclu-
sion of all else – that is, a disregard for ordinary life. If we entertain such 
an attitude we cannot possibly improve the world.

The colors of the flag of the State of Israel, sky-blue and white, de-
rive directly from these Torah verses about the colors of the tzitzit. The 
historical origins of that flag design are in the tallit, the rectangular, 
traditional prayer shawl worn daily by Jewish men during the morning 
prayer service and on other special occasions. 

As prescribed here in the Torah, every tallit has tzitzit on each of its 
four corners. Because tzitzit are mandated by the Torah only for rect-
angular garments, which in modern cultures have all but disappeared, 
daily use of the tallit in the synagogue and during morning prayer was 
instituted in Judaism to assure that the mitzvah of tzitzit would never be 
forgotten.

A cord of blue: The Hebrew here for “blue” is techelet.
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Techelet is a blue-violet or turquoise dye that was highly prized by 
ancient Mediterranean civilizations. It was used in the priestly garments 
and in the tapestries of the Tabernacle as described in the book of Exo-
dus. The name techelet seems closely related to tachlit, the Hebrew word 
for “purpose, objective, or aspiration.” 

The opposite color on the color spectrum, adom, “red,” is under-
stood in Jewish tradition as the color of materiality (related to adamah, 

“earth”). Thus, the full color spectrum runs the gamut from adom to tech-
elet, from earth to heaven, from materiality to spiritual aspiration.

Says the Midrash about this color: “The blue techelet of the tzitzit 
resembles the color of the sea. The color of the sea resembles that of the 
sky. The sky shines with the color of sapphire. And the shine of sapphire 
resembles the radiance of the Throne of Glory of the Almighty Who sits 
on High.”55 

This statement develops a chain of similarities in images that lead 
from the nethermost reaches of our personal existence that begins from 
the hem of our clothing (that aspect of our humanity that sits furthest 
away from us), then to and through the sea (representing the surround-
ing world that seethes with a multitude of highly diverse elements), 
from there to the sky (the values and attitudes that we apply to ordinary 
life), and, finally, reaching up to the Almighty’s Throne of Glory. Thus 
we are given a clear sense of God’s presence at each and every ascending 
stage of reality.

Every human being has a neshamah, “a Divine soul,” which is clothed 
within yet another, “ordinary soul” – the nefesh – which is in turn clothed 
inside the body, which is clothed in actual, physical garments. Finally, at 
the outermost extremity is the tzitzit, a thread that is tied to the most 
distant hem of the person’s garment. And even there, in this thread, we 
declare our awareness of our connection with God Who is the Origin of 
all things – our connection with the Throne of Divine Glory.

55	 The reference is to Exod. 24:10: “And they saw the God of Israel: under His 
feet there was the likeness of a pavement of sapphire, like the very sky for 
purity.”
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Throughout the ages: The correct dye for making the techelet must 
be extracted from a sea creature known as the chilazon, a certain kind 
of mollusk. Around 600 CE Byzantine emperors banned the Jews from 
producing techelet, proclaiming that they were thenceforth reserving 
exclusive rights to all chilazon dye, which they needed for producing 
royal purple (likewise derived from the same mollusk dye as techelet, 
but through the application of a somewhat different technology). For 
many centuries thereafter the threads of all tzitzit were therefore always 
just pure white, and the technology of techelet production for tzitzit was 
eventually lost. 

In recent decades, however, with the return of authentic Jewish life 
to the Land of Israel, the production and use of techelet have been re-
stored as well. This restoration is not yet fully recognized by all leading 
rabbinical authorities, the majority of whom even today insist on keep-
ing their tzitzit only pure white. Gradually, however, more and more Jews 
are embracing the restoration of techelet in their tzitzit, which means 
that (in all due respect to the rabbinical decisors) the advance is coming, 
as it often does, “from below” – that is, from among the people them-
selves.

A cord of blue: Tradition informs us that the name techelet refers 
not only to thread of a particular color, but also to the material from 
which it is made, namely, wool. 

The Torah explicitly forbids wearing a garment in which wool and 
flax (linen) have been combined. The Torah in two places (Lev. 19:19; 
Deut. 22:11) calls such a combination sha‘atnez – a word of uncertain 
origin, but which in Jewish tradition came to mean “the admixture of 
linen and wool” itself, and also “the prohibition of wearing” it.

Wool is the product of sheep-herding, a predominantly Jewish oc-
cupation, while flax is produced through agriculture, a characteristical-
ly Egyptian pursuit. The prohibition of sha‘atnez can therefore be seen 
as an injunction against combining Jewish and Egyptian influences, i.e., 
against allowing Egypt’s notoriously negative influences to infiltrate 
Jewish life (cf. Lev. 18:3).

Now, since Tradition requires, as noted above, that the blue strand 
of the tzitzit be made of wool, this means that if a garment and also the 
white strands of its tzitzit are all made of linen, the blue techelet strand 
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that is inserted must nonetheless be made of wool – which then renders 
the garment unequivocally sha‘atnez. In other words, the prohibition of 
sha‘atnez does not apply to tzitzit.

Moreover, in the Temple wool and linen were allowed to be com-
bined in the priestly garments. I.e., at the level of ordinary life any such 
admixture is prohibited, but at the level of the sanctity of the Temple, 
it is permitted. And similarly with respect to the use of fire on shabbat. 
In the Temple wood would be added to the fire on the altar even on the 
Sabbath, just as was done on every other day of the week. Thus we see 
that there is unity in the upper world, while separation is necessary in 
the lower world. 

This dual view – that all things, although superficially separated, 
are ultimately connected at their root – deepens our understanding of 
the structure of the universe. If we fail to acknowledge the fundamental 
connection of all things, we will see the world around us in black and 
white, which will lead us to choose dualism over monotheism. 

But if we make the opposite mistake, by forgetting that in real life 
there must be separation, as did Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden 
when they partook prematurely of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of 
Good and Evil, we will ultimately destroy the world.

Given that an admixture of wool and linen exists in both the Temple 
and in the tzitzit (potentially), the tzitzit can also be perceived in some 
sense as representing the Temple fastened, as it were, to the corners of 
Jewish clothing.

(39) That shall be your fringe; look at it and recall all the com-
mandments of the Lord and observe them: Because you will acknowl-
edge the meaning of the commandments as an instrument of advance-
ment toward holiness, this will follow naturally.

So that you do not follow your heart and eyes in your lustful 
urge: The Hebrew here for “follow,” is taturu, from the verbal root tur, 
which was used also used to describe the activity of the spies (Num.13:21, 
35). It denotes an act of scouting – wandering for the purpose of carrying 
out an investigation.

Thus, the commandment of tzitzit with which weekly portion Sh’lach 
now concludes is connected with the episode of the spies who were sent 

“to scout the land” – the primary topic of this weekly portion. The scouts 
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chose to stray, to follow their heart and eyes, instead of focusing on the 
higher goal. And the tzitzit serves to correct this error.

The Torah mentions tzitzit as the last in the series of commandments 
that serve as consolations associated with the Land of Israel – because 
it is only there that natural life imbued with the holiness inextricably 
contained within it is possible. 

In the tzitzit is embodied the idea of connecting nature with that 
which transcends nature. But in galut, “the exile,” those two are sepa-
rated: nature is excluded from the field of holiness, while holiness tran-
scends nature. This is the reason that the sky-blue techelet could not be 
intermingled with white in the galut, and the tzitzit fringes had to be 
completely white. Only upon returning to the Land of Israel do the tzitzit 
gradually reacquire their correct color.

So that you do not follow your heart and eyes in your lustful 
urge: The refusal of the scouts to conquer the land, and their willing-
ness to live instead in other countries and among other nations, is here 
likened to fornication.

(40) Thus you shall be reminded to observe all My command-
ments and to be holy to your God: The commandments are important 
not per se, but only as a tool for advancing the people toward holiness. 
Only this view of the commandments can serve as a correct basis for 
their proper observance.

(41) I the Lord am your God, who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt to be your God: The goal of the Exodus for the Jewish people was 
to establish their direct connection to God.

I the Lord am your God, who brought you out … I, the Lord your 
God: The purpose of the repetition here is to emphasize that this aspect 
is completely non-negotiable. Thus there is an element of coercion here. 
But when dealing with the wilderness generation God could not do oth-
erwise.
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§ 12. KORAH’S REBELLION

§ 12.1. THE REBELLION BEGINS (16:1-19)

ב וְא֥וֹן  ם בְּנֵ֧י אֱלִיאָ֛ אֲבִירָ֜ ן וַֽ י וְדָתָ֨ ת בֶּן־לֵוִ֑ ר בֶּן־קְהָ֖ רַח בֶּן־יִצְהָ֥ ח קֹ֔ א וַיִּקַּ֣
ים  ל חֲמִשִּׁ֣ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ים מִבְּנֵֽ אֲנָשִׁ֥ ה וַֽ מוּ֙ לִפְנֵי֣ מֹשֶׁ֔ ן׃ ב וַיָּקֻ֨ י רְאוּבֵֽ לֶת בְּנֵ֥ בֶּן־פֶּ֖
ל־ ה וְעַֽ ֽקָּהֲל֞וּ עַל־מֹשֶׁ֣ ם׃ ג וַיִּ� ד אַנְשֵׁי־שֵֽׁ י מוֹעֵ֖ ה קְרִאֵ֥ י עֵדָ֛ יִם נְשִׂיאֵ֥ וּמָאתָ֑
ם י֑י  ים וּבְתוֹכָ֖ ם קְדשִֹׁ֔ עֵדָה֙ כֻּלָּ֣ י כָל־הָֽ אמְר֣וּ אֲלֵהֶם֮ רַב־לָכֶם֒ כִּ֤ ֹֽ ן וַיּ אַהֲרֹ֗
ר  יו׃ ה וַיְדַבֵּ֨ עַל־פָּנָֽ ל  וַיִּפֹּ֖ ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ ע  יֽי׃ ד וַיִּשְׁמַ֣ ל  עַל־קְהַ֥ תְנַשְּׂא֖וּ  תִּֽ וּמַדּ֥וּעַ 
וְאֶת־ אֶת־אֲשֶׁר־ל֛וֹ  י֧י  ע  וְידַֹ֨ קֶר  בֹּ֠ לֵאמֹר֒  ל־כָּל־עֲדָתוֹ֮  וְאֶֽ רַח  אֶל־קֹ֜
עֲשׂ֑וּ  את  ֹ֖ יו׃ ו ז אֵלָֽ יב  יַקְרִ֥ יִבְחַר־בּ֖וֹ  ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ ת  וְאֵ֛ יו  אֵלָ֑ יב  וְהִקְרִ֣ הַקָּד֖וֹשׁ 
ן ׀  עֲלֵיהֶ֨ וְשִׂימוּ֩  שׁ  אֵ֡ ן ׀  בָהֵ֣ וְכָל־עֲדָתֽוֹ׃ ז וּתְנ֣וּ  רַח  קֹ֖ מַחְתּ֔וֹת  ם  קְחוּ־לָכֶ֣
רַב־ הַקָּד֑וֹשׁ  ה֣וּא  י֖י  ר  אֲשֶׁר־יִבְחַ֥ ישׁ  הָאִ֛ ה  וְהָיָ֗ ר  מָחָ֔ יי֙  לִפְנֵ֤י  רֶת  קְטֹ֜
ט  י׃ ט הַמְעַ֣ לֵוִֽ י  בְּנֵ֥ שִׁמְעוּ־נָ֖א  רַח  אֶל־קֹ֑ ה  מֹשֶׁ֖ אמֶר  ֹ֥ י׃ ח וַיּ לֵוִֽ י  בְּנֵ֥ ם  לָכֶ֖
ם  יב אֶתְכֶ֖ ל לְהַקְרִ֥ ת יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ עֲדַ֣ ל אֶתְכֶם֙ מֵֽ י יִשְׂרָאֵ֤ י־הִבְדִּיל֩ אֱלֹהֵ֨ ם כִּֽ מִכֶּ֗
ם׃ י וַיַּקְרֵב֙  רְתָֽ ה לְשָֽׁ עֵדָ֖ י הָֽ ד לִפְנֵ֥ עֲמֹ֛ ן י֔י וְלַֽ ד אֶת־עֲבדַֹת֙ מִשְׁכַּ֣ עֲבֹ֗ יו לַֽ אֵלָ֑
ן  ה׃ יא לָכֵ֗ גַּם־כְּהֻנָּֽ ם  וּבִקַּשְׁתֶּ֖ ךְ  אִתָּ֑ י  י־לֵוִ֖ בְנֵֽ יךָ  וְאֶת־כָּל־אַחֶ֥ תְךָ֔  אֹֽ
ינוּ(  )תַלִּ֖ תלונו  י  כִּ֥ מַה־ה֔וּא  ן  הֲרֹ֣ וְאַֽ עַל־י֑י  ים  עָדִ֖ הַנֹּֽ תְךָ֔  וְכָל־עֲדָ֣ אַתָּה֙ 
א  ֹ֥ אמְר֖וּ ל ֹֽ וַיּ ב  ם בְּנֵי֣ אֱלִיאָ֑ אֲבִירָ֖ וְלַֽ ן  א לְדָתָ֥ ֹ֛ ה לִקְר ח מֹשֶׁ֔ יו׃ יב וַיִּשְׁלַ֣ עָלָֽ
ר  נוּ בַּמִּדְבָּ֑ הֲמִיתֵ֖ שׁ לַֽ ת חָלָב֙ וּדְבַ֔ רֶץ זָבַ֤ נוּ֙ מֵאֶ֨ עֱלִיתָ֨ י הֶֽ ט כִּ֤ ה׃ יג הַמְעַ֗ עֲלֶֽ נַֽ
וּדְבַשׁ֙  ב  חָלָ֤ ת  זָבַ֨ א אֶל־אֶרֶץ֩  ֹ֣ ל ף  ר׃ יד אַ֡ גַּם־הִשְׂתָּרֵֽ ינוּ  עָלֵ֖ ר  י־תִשְׂתָּרֵ֥ כִּֽ
ר  תְּנַקֵּ֖ ם  הָהֵ֛ ים  אֲנָשִׁ֥ הָֽ י  עֵינֵ֞ הַֽ רֶם  וָכָ֑ ה  שָׂדֶ֣ ת  חֲלַ֖ נַֽ נוּ  תֶּן־לָ֔ וַתִּ֨ נוּ  יאֹתָ֔ הֲבִ֣
א  ֹ֠ ם ל פֶן אֶל־מִנְחָתָ֑ אמֶר֙ אֶל־י֔י אַל־תֵּ֖ ֹ֨ ד וַיּ ה׃ טו וַיִּ֤חַר לְמֹשֶׁה֙ מְאֹ֔ עֲלֶֽ א נַֽ ֹ֥ ל
אמֶר מֹשֶׁה֙  ֹ֤ ם׃ טז וַיּ ד מֵהֶֽ תִי אֶת־אַחַ֥ א הֲרֵעֹ֖ ֹ֥ אתִי וְל ד מֵהֶם֙ נָשָׂ֔ חֲמ֨וֹר אֶחָ֤
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ר׃ יז וּקְח֣וּ ׀  ן מָחָֽ הֲרֹ֖ ם וְאַֽ ה וָהֵ֛ תְךָ֔ הֱי֖וּ לִפְנֵי֣ י֑י אַתָּ֥ רַח אַתָּה֙ וְכָל־עֲדָ֣ אֶל־קֹ֔
ישׁ מַחְתָּת֔וֹ  ם לִפְנֵ֤י יי֙ אִ֣ רֶת וְהִקְרַבְתֶּ֞ ם עֲלֵיהֶם֙ קְטֹ֔ ישׁ מַחְתָּת֗וֹ וּנְתַתֶּ֤ אִ֣
ישׁ  אִ֣ מַחְתָּתֽוֹ׃ יח וַיִּקְח֞וּ  ישׁ  אִ֥ ן  הֲרֹ֖ וְאַֽ ה  וְאַתָּ֥ ת  מַחְתֹּ֑ יִם  וּמָאתַ֖ ים  חֲמִשִּׁ֥
הֶל  תַח אֹ֥ עַמְד֗וּ פֶּ֛ וַיַּֽ רֶת  ם קְטֹ֑ ימוּ עֲלֵיהֶ֖ וַיָּשִׂ֥ שׁ  וַיִּתְּנ֤וּ עֲלֵיהֶם֙ אֵ֔ מַחְתָּת֗וֹ 
תַח  ה אֶל־פֶּ֖ עֵדָ֔ רַח֙ אֶת־כָּל־הָ֣ ם קֹ֨ עֲלֵיהֶ֥ ל  ן׃ יט וַיַּקְהֵ֨ הֲרֹֽ וְאַֽ ה  וּמֹשֶׁ֥ ד  מוֹעֵ֖

ה׃  עֵדָֽ א כְבוֹד־י֖י אֶל־כָּל־הָֽ ד וַיֵּרָ֥ הֶל מוֹעֵ֑ אֹ֣

(1) Now Korah, son of Izhar son of Kohath son of Levi, betook 
himself, along with Dathan and Abiram sons of Eliab, and On 
son of Peleth – descendants of Reuben –
(2) to rise up against Moses, together with two hundred and 
fifty Israelites, chieftains of the community, chosen in the 
assembly, men of repute.
(3) They combined against Moses and Aaron and said to them, 

“You have gone too far! For all the community are holy, all of 
them, and the Lord is in their midst. Why then do you raise 
yourselves above the Lord’s congregation?”
(4) When Moses heard this, he fell on his face.
(5) Then he spoke to Korah and all his company, saying, “Come 
morning, the Lord will make known who is His and who is holy, 
and will grant him access to Himself; He will grant access to 
the one He has chosen.
(6) Do this: You, Korah and all your band, take fire pans,
(7) and tomorrow put fire in them and lay incense on them 
before the Lord. Then the man whom the Lord chooses, he 
shall be the holy one. You have gone too far, sons of Levi!”
(8) Moses said further to Korah, “Hear me, sons of Levi.
(9) Is it not enough for you that the God of Israel has set you 
apart from the community of Israel and given you access to 
Him, to perform the duties of the Lord’s Tabernacle and to 
minister to the community and serve them?
(10) Now that He has advanced you and all your fellow Levites 
with you, do you seek the priesthood too?
(11) Truly, it is against the Lord that you and all your company 
have banded together. For who is Aaron that you should rail 
against him?”
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(12) Moses sent for Dathan and Abiram, sons of Eliab; but they 
said, “We will not come!
(13) Is it not enough that you brought us from a land flowing 
with milk and honey to have us die in the wilderness, that you 
would also lord it over us?
(14) Even if you had brought us to a land flowing with milk and 
honey, and given us possession of fields and vineyards, should 
you gouge out those men’s eyes? We will not come!”
(15) Moses was much aggrieved and he said to the Lord, “Pay 
no regard to their oblation. I have not taken the ass of any one 
of them, nor have I wronged any one of them.”
(16) And Moses said to Korah, “Tomorrow, you and all your 
company appear before the Lord, you and they and Aaron.
(17) Each of you take his fire pan and lay incense on it, and 
each of you bring his fire pan before the Lord, two hundred 
and fifty fire pans; you and Aaron also [bring] your fire pans.”
(18) Each of them took his fire pan, put fire in it, laid incense on 
it, and took his place at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, 
as did Moses and Aaron.
(19) Korah gathered the whole community against them at 
the entrance of the Tent of Meeting. Then the Presence of the 
Lord appeared to the whole community,

As we know, the sequence of events as the Torah recounts them does 
not always correspond to the actual chronology of their occurrence. And 
here, too, there are varying opinions among the commentators as to 
when Korah’s rebellion actually took place. Did it began after the in-
cident of the golden calf, or immediately after the appointment of the 
Levites to their new, special status, or after the episode of the scouts?

In order to comprehend the ideas that the Torah wishes to convey, 
our first obligation is to understand its passages in the exact sequence in 
which they are presented to us. With this in mind, we must understand 
Korah’s rebellion as the direct consequence of the failed intelligence 
mission of the scouts, and of God’s decree that condemned the nation to 
forty years of wanderings in the wilderness.
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As previously noted, the entire book of Numbers is essentially an ac-
count of the various crises that a new generation of Jews must overcome, 
a process that serves to reeducate them for living independently in their 
land. The order of presentation and discussion of the events therefore 
corresponds to the order of that correction. First, weekly portion Naso 
covered the problems faced by individuals. Then, in the Behalotecha por-
tion we read about problems relating to the Torah. In Sh’lach – prob-
lems concerning the Land of Israel. And now we come to weekly portion 
Korach, which speaks of problems concerning the nation’s leadership  
hierarchy.

The second of the two parts of the book of Numbers will then follow, 
in which there is a topical transition to the problems that the Jewish 
nation faces in its relationship to the nations of the world. Those issues 
will be discussed later in this volume, in part 2 of this Bible Dynamics 
commentary on the book of Numbers.

Now Korah … betook himself: This use of the word vayikach, with 
which this episode begins, is rather unusual, mostly because the verbal 
root from which this word derives, L-K-CH, “to take,” would almost al-
ways be followed by a direct object, to indicate the thing that was taken. 
But that is totally lacking here. What, then, did Korah actually take?

Therefore, vayikach in this context is understood to mean that Korah 
betook himself to behave adversarially toward Moses. Or, that Korah 
brought many others over to his side in support of his campaign. (He 

“took” them, i.e., he persuaded them, with words.)

Korah, son of Izhar son of Kohath son of Levi: The fact that 
Korah’s lineage is enumerated here in detail leads the Midrash to con-
clude that that lineage was itself the motivation behind Korah’s chal-
lenge. Korah’s grandfather Kohath had four sons: Amram, Izhar, Hebron, 
and Uzziel (Exod. 6:18). And Izhar was older than Uzziel. Korah there-
fore resented having been passed over for the position of chieftain of the 
Kohathites, which had been given instead to Korah’s cousin, Elizaphan 
the son of Uzziel (see Num. 3:30), notwithstanding that Korah was his 
genealogical superior. 

Dathan and Abiram sons of Eliab: As we shall soon see (Num. 
16:12 ff.), these two will position themselves against Moses as profes-
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sional demagogues – even as the leading villains in this story. The Mi-
drash therefore believes that the two quarreling Hebrews who were re-
sponsible for Moses’ flight from Egypt to Midian early in his career were 
none other than these same two scoundrels, Dathan and Abiram: “When 
he went out the next day, he found two Hebrews fighting; so he said to 
the offender, ‘Why do you strike your fellow?’ He retorted, ‘Who made 
you chief and ruler over us? Do you mean to kill me as you killed the 
Egyptian?’ ” (Exod. 2:13 ff.). The Midrash sees both of these incidents 
as examples of extreme demagoguery, and therefore links the two inci-
dents as having been perpetrated by the same two evildoers.

Descendants of Reuben: Like Korah, the tribe of Reuben also be-
lieved it had been deprived of its due, because Reuben was the oldest of 
Jacob’s twelve sons, but the leadership of the Jewish nation was given to 
Judah. 

Moreover, in the order of marching and encampment in the wilder-
ness Reuben’s camp was located on the south, adjacent to the Koha-
thites, whose position, like Reuben’s, was south of the Tabernacle. Be-
cause of this physical proximity, the Reubenites were influenced to join 
Korah’s rebellion, thus demonstrating, as the Midrash notes, the truth of 
the adage: “Woe to the wicked, and woe to his neighbor too!”

On son of Peleth: Since there is no further mention of him in the 
episode, the Midrash believes that although On had been one of the ini-
tiators of the rebellion, he soon thereafter backed down and removed 
himself from it.

The Midrash explains that it was On’s wife who influenced him to 
that decision. She pointed out to her husband that regardless of whether 
the leader of the people would be Moses or Korah, On’s participation in 
the rebellion could bring him no personal benefit of any kind.

The Midrash goes on to say that after On’s wife had persuaded him 
not to leave their tent, she then took up her position outside the opening 
of the tent with her hair completely loosed and uncovered, which for a 
married woman was considered extremely immodest behavior (see Num. 
5:18). When On’s collaborators, concerned by his failure to appear, came 
to call on him, they found On’s “unchaste” wife sitting at the entrance 
to the tent, and recoiled from any further involvement with On, citing 
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the lack of religious modesty in his family. Thanks to this intervention 
by On’s wife, he survived.

(2) To rise up against Moses, together with two hundred and 
fifty Israelites, chieftains of the community, chosen in the assem-
bly, men of repute: Nachmanides contends that these two hundred and 
fifty Israelites were the firstborns (of all the tribes), who took issue with 
the loss of their special status when the Levites took the place of the 
firstborns in the Temple service. 

It is to them that Moses will propose to take fire pans of incense 
(as they had done before as the firstborns) and attempt to approach the 
Sanctuary. When the attempt fails, the people will finally feel convinced 
that the firstborns have been legitimately removed from the Temple  
service.

Thus, wide swathes of society were involved in the rebellion, but they 
were not united in their demands. Each of the three groups – Korah and 
the Kohathites close to him, the Reubenites, and the firstborns of all the 
tribes – had its own motivations for joining the rebellion. But they were 
all united by a common feeling of deprivation. And since the actions of 
these groups took different forms, they were also punished differently.

(3) They combined against Moses and Aaron: “Against Moses and 
Aaron,” but not against the Almighty. (As we shall see, they were moti-
vated by concerns that were spiritually correct and valid – in principle, 
at least.)

And said to them, “You have gone too far!”: They mean to say: 
“You have appropriated too many high positions for yourselves. After as-
suming the role of royalty, Moses should not have then also appointed 
his brother Aaron as High Priest.”

Such was their allegation. Now, in this case such an accusation was 
of course unfounded, since all the appointments had been decided not 
by Moses, but by the will of the Almighty. Nevertheless, for the general 
case – an ordinary system of government – what they were saying was 
quite correct.

For all the community are holy, all of them, and the Lord is 
in their midst. Why then do you raise yourselves above the Lord’s 
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congregation?: All the elements of Korah's position – his rejection of 
the concentration of power in a single family, emphasis on the sanctity 
of the entire community, and disallowing one small group to have do-
minion over the entire Jewish nation – are not only correct, but even re-
flect a lofty ideal in Judaism, the Messianic ideal. However, for Korah and 
his followers to assert this position as an immediate political demand at 
this time is both fallacious and destructive.

The difference between Korah’s rebellion and the previous crises in 
this book of Numbers is that Korah does not oppose God or His com-
mandments, nor does he call for a mass return to Egypt, or the like. Sim-
ply put, this is not a demand to diminish holiness; quite the contrary, 
it is a demand to maximize holiness. The Midrash summarizes Korah’s 
ideas with the following story. 

Korah had his followers dress themselves in garments made entirely 
of techelet (the sky-blue wool of which one strand must be inserted into 
the tzitzit on each corner of a four-cornered garment). They then came 
and stood before Moses, and posed to him the following query. “If a gar-
ment, such as the ones you see us wearing, consists entirely of techelet, 
is it subject to the law of tzitzit or is it exempt?” To which Moses replied: 

“Such a garment requires tzitzit like any other.” Whereupon they began 
to jeer at him: “How is that possible? If, in a garment made of any other 
material, just one techelet strand exempts the entire garment, how can 
it be that a garment made entirely of techelet does not exempt itself?” 

In other words: how can just a single thread in the garment carry 
more weight than the entire garment?

Although the condition of “all the community are holy, all of them” 
(Num. 16:3) – i.e., the entire garment is techelet – is indeed Judaism’s 
ideal, this level can be attained only in the Messianic era that lies in the 
future. But since the Messiah is not yet here, the closest we can come to 
that for now is a single strand of techelet that points to the Messianic 
times as the goal to which Judaism strives. Thus, Korah’s ideology can 
be characterized as false messianism – a premature proclamation of the 
Messiah’s arrival.

The Midrash asks: what actually made Korah decide to stage a rebel-
lion? Dathan and Abiram were plain villains. And the two hundred and 
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fifty eminent individuals were naive romantics who yearned to bring fire 
pan offerings without thinking about the consequences. But how could 
Korah, obviously a highly intelligent man, oppose Moses?

The Midrash answers that Korah had experienced a vision. He saw a 
long chain of descendants in his future, including the prophet Samuel 
and various authors of the Psalms.56 All of which led Korah to conclude 
that it was not his destiny to yield to Moses. And this vision was in fact 
accurate, except that Korah misinterpreted it. 

Although the rebellion will ultimately fail, Korah’s sons will survive 
(Num. 26:12), but only because they left him in time. Thus, Korah’s re-
bellion is an example of how false messianism sometimes derives from 
the misinterpretation of visions and ideas that are themselves correct.

For all the community are holy, all of them, and the Lord is in 
their midst: The Torah here is describing holiness as the goal – the di-
rection in which things should be moving57 – but by no means the actual 
state of affairs that obtains at that moment.

In Korah’s ideology (as in any demagoguery in general), there is a 
combination of truth and falsehood. Korah emphasizes only one side 
of reality, without mentioning the other. Indeed, there is a potential for 
holiness in every person. But it is no more than a potential and an op-
portunity, which, in order to be realized, requires a great deal of effort if 
the person is to rise to that level. 

Thus, it is not quite true that “all the community are holy,” but only 
that they are potentially holy. And it is precisely in order to enable that 
advancement that the national hierarchy of different levels must be 
preserved – a variance of potentials that allows the “current” to flow 
and movement to occur. In order to advance the people to holiness, it is 

56	  See Ps. 42-49, 99:6 and 1 Chron. 25:5.
57	  For example, at the end of the immediately preceding chapter, with refer-

ence to the commandment of tzitzit, we read: “Thus you shall be reminded 
to observe all My commandments and to be holy to your God” (Num. 15:40). 
This could be translated more literally as, “… and to become holy to your 
God.” And likewise in Leviticus (19:2): “You shall be holy, for I, the Lord your 
God, am holy,” can be translated as, “You shall become holy.”
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therefore essential that Moses, Aaron, the kohanim, and the Levites have 
a higher status than that of the rest of the people.

(4) When Moses heard this, he fell on his face: Given that the 
entire community along with Korah is demanding that Moses resign as 
the leader of the nation, Moses cannot continue his endeavors in the 
manner he has until now.

(5) Then he spoke to Korah and all his company, saying, “Come 
morning, the Lord will make known who is His and who is holy, and 
will grant him access to Himself; He will grant access to the one He 
has chosen: Because Moses has been accused of unlawful appropriation 
of power, he transfers the decision into the hands of the Almighty.

The Lord will make known who is His and who is holy: The crite-
rion for determining each person’s “level of holiness” is their openness 
to engaging in dialogue with God, which is in turn indicative of the level 
of closeness to Him. Thus, Moses is saying: when you all come to par-
ticipate in an encounter with the Almighty, the level of holiness of each 
participant will be revealed.

(6) Do this: You, Korah and all your band, take fire pans: A fire 
pan is a metal instrument with a handle, designed for safely holding hot 
coals, upon which an incense offering is brought. 

The way this works is more clearly laid out in the description of the 
incense brought by the High Priest as part of the Yom Kippur service: 

“He shall take a panful of glowing coals scooped from the altar … and 
two handfuls of finely ground aromatic incense … He shall put the in-
cense on the fire so that the cloud from the incense screens … [the Ark]” 
(Lev. 16:12-13).

Putting the incense “on the fire” means placing it directly on top of 
the hot coals that are in the fire pan. When the incense powder comes in 
contact with the hot coals, this causes a smoky cloud of incense to rise 
into the air. (The incense “cloud” was thick enough to obscure visibility, 
hence the “screening” of the ark mentioned in that verse.)

Do this: You, Korah and all your band: Earlier, before the Temple 
service was taken from the firstborns and given instead to the Levites, 
these same people had brought incense offerings in their capacity as 
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firstborns. Therefore, an incense offering is now used as a test of whom 
the Almighty had chosen to serve Him – the firstborns or the kohanim. 
After the death of Nadab and Abihu who were punished for bringing an 
incense offering that God had not commanded them to bring (Lev. 10:1 
ff.), it was clear to everyone that this was a mortal risk. But these first-
borns were willing to take that chance.

(7) And tomorrow put fire in them and lay incense on them 
before the Lord: As part of the regular Temple service, incense was 
brought twice daily, morning and afternoon (Exod. 30:7-8). The incense 
offering mentioned here is the usual morning incense.

You have gone too far, sons of Levi!: Be satisfied with the status you 
have been granted. Because your demand for more will only be your 
downfall.

(8-11) Moses said further to Korah, “Hear me, sons of Levi. … 
Truly, it is against the Lord that you and all your company have 
banded together. For who is Aaron that you should rail against 
him?”: Because Korah uses religious slogans – calls for greater holiness 

– to attract followers, Moses makes it clear to the Levites that their re-
bellion is nonetheless a rebellion against God. Moses is hoping that with 
this realization he can influence at least some of Korah’s followers to 
withdraw from the rebellion.

(12) Moses sent for Dathan and Abiram, sons of Eliab: Now Mo-
ses turns his attention to the second rebel faction, Dathan and Abiram, 
who oppose Moses’ political (not religious) power.

(13) Is it not enough that you brought us from a land flowing 
with milk and honey to have us die in the wilderness, that you 
would also lord it over us?: Dathan and Abiram belong to the tribe of 
Reuben, Jacob’s firstborn son, and they consider Moses’ political power 
unlawful.

(14) Even if you had brought us to a land flowing with milk and 
honey, and given us possession of fields and vineyards, should you 
gouge out those men’s eyes?: They speak the truth: indeed, the people 
cannot and will not reach the Land of Israel. And they blame Moses for 
this failure.
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We will not come!: Literally, “We will not ascend!” The Midrash 
sees in these words not only their straightforward meaning (“No, Moses, 
don’t expect us to come at your bidding!”), but also a clarification of why 
Dathan and Abiram are destined to fall, namely: they refuse on principle 
to “ascend” to the Land of Israel. (Even today, leaving the Diaspora to 
live in Israel is called aliyah, ascent, because “the Land of Israel is higher 
than all other lands.” See Talmud, Kiddushin 69a.)

(15) Moses was much aggrieved: They have told a partial truth: 
Moses is unable to lead the nation into its land. These words are espe-
cially bitter for Moses to hear.

And he said to the Lord, “Pay no regard to their oblation: This is 
to be understood as “do not accept their position.” I.e., do not agree with 
even that part of their arguments that is correct.

I have not taken the ass of any one of them, nor have I wronged 
any one of them: Literally, “nor have I caused any evil to befall them.”

But we wonder: as Moses is here appealing to God to not accept 
Dathan and Abiram’s offerings (arguments), his statements justifying his 
own behavior seem rather strange. Surely the Almighty already knows 
that Moses has always conducted himself with honesty and dignity, and 
that the accusations that Dathan and Abiram have leveled against him 
are unfounded. Why must Moses state all this explicitly?

The reason for this appeal seems to lie in the psychological crisis 
that Moses is now experiencing, and in his need to confirm in his own 
mind the validity of imputing responsibility for the nation’s misfortune 
to forces outside of himself. He therefore stresses that he has never con-
ducted himself in the manner of a ruler who reserves the right to expro-
priate from his subjects any property he feels he must have in order to 
lead them. 

In other words, Moses is saying that in no way does he see himself as 
a leader who wields supreme authority. Thus, whatever “evil” has befall-
en the people (specifically, their now inevitable death in the wilderness, 
for which Dathan and Abiram are trying to hold Moses responsible) is 
purely the Almighty’s decision, and not the result of anything that Mo-
ses has done. 
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(16-18) And Moses said to Korah, “Tomorrow, you and all your 
company appear before the Lord, you and they and Aaron.” … Each 
of them took his fire pan, put fire in it: Into the fire pans they placed 
burning coals, upon which the incense would then be put.

(18-19) Each of them… put fire in it … and took his place at the 
entrance of the Tent of Meeting, as did Moses and Aaron. Korah 
gathered the whole community against them at the entrance of 
the Tent of Meeting: Thus, the uprising took place on a large scale, and 
Korah continued to lead the crowd, despite that, unlike his two hundred 
and fifty followers, he had no intention of offering his own incense.

Then the Presence of the Lord appeared to the whole commu-
nity: Since the crowd has created a threat, and there is no force capable 
of stopping it, the Almighty must intervene directly.

§ 12.2. THE DEATH OF KORAH’S FOLLOWERS (16:20-35)

את  ֹ֑ ה הַזּ עֵדָ֣ דְל֔וּ מִתּ֖וֹךְ הָֽ ר׃ כא הִבָּ֣ ן לֵאמֹֽ ל־אַהֲרֹ֖ ה וְאֶֽ ר י֔י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ כ וַיְדַבֵּ֣
ת  רוּחֹ֖ הָֽ י  אֱלֹהֵ֥ ל  אֵ֕ אמְר֔וּ  ֹ֣ וַיּ עַל־פְּנֵיהֶם֙  גַע׃ כב וַיִּפְּל֤וּ  כְּרָֽ ם  אֹתָ֖ ה  אֲכַלֶּ֥ וַֽ

ף׃  ה תִּקְצֹֽ עֵדָ֖ ל כָּל־הָֽ א וְעַ֥ חֱטָ֔ ישׁ אֶחָד֙ יֶֽ ר הָאִ֤ לְכָל־בָּשָׂ֑

יב  עָלוּ֙ מִסָּבִ֔ ר הֵֽ ה לֵאמֹ֑ עֵדָ֖ ר אֶל־הָֽ ר׃ כד דַּבֵּ֥ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ כג וַיְדַבֵּ֥
ם  אֲבִירָ֑ וַֽ ן  אֶל־דָּתָ֣ וַיֵּ֖לֶךְ  ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ ם׃ כה וַיָּ�֣קָם  אֲבִירָֽ וַֽ ן  דָּתָ֥ רַח  לְמִשְׁכַּן־קֹ֖
א מֵעַל֩  נָ֡ ר ס֣וּרוּ  ה לֵאמֹ֗ עֵדָ֜ ר אֶל־הָֽ ל׃ כו וַיְדַבֵּ֨ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ י  זִקְנֵ֥ יו  חֲרָ֖ אַֽ לְכ֥וּ  וַיֵּֽ
ם פֶּן־תִּסָּפ֖וּ  ר לָהֶ֑ ל־תִּגְּע֖וּ בְּכָל־אֲשֶׁ֣ לֶּה וְאַֽ רְשָׁעִים֙ הָאֵ֔ ים הָֽ אֲנָשִׁ֤ י הָֽ הֳלֵ֨ אָֽ
ן  וְדָתָ֨ יב  מִסָּבִ֑ ם  אֲבִירָ֖ וַֽ ן  דָּתָ֥ רַח  מִשְׁכַּן־קֹ֛ ל  מֵעַ֧ עָל֗וּ  ם׃ כז וַיֵּֽ בְּכָל־חַטּאֹתָֽ
ם׃ כח וַיּאֹמֶר֮  ם וְטַפָּֽ ם וּבְנֵיהֶ֖ ם וּנְשֵׁיהֶ֥ הֳלֵיהֶ֔ תַח אָֽ ים פֶּ֚ צְא֣וּ נִצָּבִ֗ ם יָֽ אֲבִירָ֜ וַֽ
לֶּה  הָאֵ֑ ים  מַּעֲשִׂ֖ כָּל־הַֽ ת  אֵ֥ עֲשׂ֕וֹת  לַֽ נִי  שְׁלָחַ֔ י־י֣י  כִּֽ דְע֔וּן  תֵּֽ בְּזאֹת֙  מֹשֶׁה֒ 
ם  אָדָ֔ לֶּה וּפְקֻדַּת֙ כָּל־הָ֣ אָדָם֙ יְמֻת֣וּן אֵ֔ י׃ כט אִם־כְּמ֤וֹת כָּל־הָֽ א מִלִּבִּֽ ֹ֖ כִּי־ל
ה  אֲדָמָ֤ הָֽ ה  צְתָ֨ וּפָֽ י֗י  א  יִבְרָ֣ ה  נִי׃ ל וְאִם־בְּרִיאָ֞ שְׁלָחָֽ י֖י  א  ֹ֥ ל ם  עֲלֵיהֶ֑ ד  �ָקֵ֖ יִפּ
ם  ידַעְתֶּ֕ לָה וִֽ ים שְׁאֹ֑ ֽרְד֥וּ חַיִּ֖ ם וְיָ� ר לָהֶ֔ ה אֹתָם֙ וְאֶת־כָּל־אֲשֶׁ֣ לְעָ֤ יהָ֙ וּבָֽ אֶת־פִּ֨
כָּל־ ת  אֵ֥ ר  לְדַבֵּ֕ כְּכַלֹּת֔וֹ  ֽיְהִי֙  אֶת־יֽי׃ לא וַ� לֶּה  הָאֵ֖ ים  אֲנָשִׁ֥ הָֽ אֲצ֛וּ  נִֽ י  כִּ֧
רֶץ֙  הָאָ֨ ח  ם׃ לב וַתִּפְתַּ֤ תַּחְתֵּיהֶֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ ה  אֲדָמָ֖ הָֽ ע  �ָקַ֥ וַתִּבּ לֶּה  הָאֵ֑ ים  הַדְּבָרִ֖
ת  רַח וְאֵ֖ ר לְקֹ֔ אָדָם֙ אֲשֶׁ֣ ת כָּל־הָֽ ם וְאֵ֤ תֵּיהֶ֑ ם וְאֶת־בָּֽ ע אֹתָ֖ יהָ וַתִּבְלַ֥ אֶת־פִּ֔
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עֲלֵיהֶם֙  ס  וַתְּכַ֤ לָה  שְׁאֹ֑ ים  חַיִּ֖ ם  לָהֶ֛ ר  וְכָל־אֲשֶׁ֥ ם  הֵ֣ רְד֜וּ  רְכֽוּשׁ׃ לג וַיֵּ֨ כָּל־הָֽ
נָס֣וּ  ם  תֵיהֶ֖ סְבִיבֹֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֛ ל  ל׃ לד וְכָל־יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ הַקָּהָֽ מִתּ֥וֹךְ  אבְד֖וּ  ֹֽ וַיּ רֶץ  הָאָ֔
ת  אכַל אֵ֣ ֹ֗ ת י֑י וַתּ ה מֵאֵ֣ צְאָ֖ שׁ יָֽ רֶץ׃ לה וְאֵ֥ נוּ הָאָֽ מְר֔וּ פֶּן־תִּבְלָעֵ֖ י אָֽ ם כִּ֣ לְקֹלָ֑

רֶת׃  י הַקְּטֹֽ ישׁ מַקְרִיבֵ֖ יִם֙ אִ֔ ים וּמָאתַ֨ חֲמִשִּׁ֤ הַֽ

(20) And the Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying,
(21) “Stand back from this community that I may annihilate 
them in an instant!”
(22) But they fell on their faces and said, “O God, Source of the 
breath of all flesh! When one man sins, will You be wrathful 
with the whole community?”
(23) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying,
(24) “Speak to the community and say: Withdraw from about 
the abodes of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram.”
(25) Moses rose and went to Dathan and Abiram, the elders of 
Israel following him.
(26) He addressed the community, saying, “Move away from the 
tents of these wicked men and touch nothing that belongs to 
them, lest you be wiped out for all their sins.”
(27) So they withdrew from about the abodes of Korah, Dathan, 
and Abiram. Now Dathan and Abiram had come out and they 
stood at the entrance of their tents, with their wives, their 
children, and their little ones.
(28) And Moses said, “By this you shall know that it was the 
Lord who sent me to do all these things; that they are not of 
my own devising:
(29) if these men die as all men do, if their lot be the common 
fate of all mankind, it was not the Lord who sent me.
(30) But if the Lord brings about something unheard-of, so that 
the ground opens its mouth and swallows them up with all 
that belongs to them, and they go down alive into Sheol, you 
shall know that these men have spurned the Lord.”
(31) Scarcely had he finished speaking all these words when 
the ground under them burst asunder,
(32) and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them 
up with their households, all Korah’s people and all their 
possessions.
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(33) They went down alive into Sheol, with all that belonged to 
them; the earth closed over them and they vanished from the 
midst of the congregation.
(34) All Israel around them fled at their shrieks, for they said, 

“The earth might swallow us!”
(35) And a fire went forth from the Lord and consumed the two 
hundred and fifty men offering the incense.

(20) And the Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying: The Al-
mighty now addresses Moses and Aaron together, since they are both 
involved in the conflict.

(21) Stand back from this community that I may annihilate 
them in an instant!: Because the people have succumbed to Korah’s 
persuasions, they too must bear the guilt and be punished for it. This is 
in line with the “justice approach,” corresponding to the attribute of Din, 

“judgement.” (See §§ 3.5, 8.7, and 9.7 above.)

(22) But they fell on their faces and said, O God, Source of the 
breath of all flesh!: That is: o God, Who understands human weakness 
and susceptibility to demagoguery.

When one man sins, will You be wrathful with the whole com-
munity?: Moses and Aaron want only Korah deemed guilty and held 
accountable, but the rest of the people to be treated with mercy, not 
justice. Thus Moses and Aaron demonstrate that they feel inextricably 
connected to the people, even as the whole community opposes them, 
and by virtue of this connection they save the people from destruction.

(23-24) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying, “Speak to the commu-
nity and say: Withdraw from about the abodes of Korah, Dathan, and 
Abiram”: Those who can distance themselves from the initiators of the 
rebellion, thus demonstrating that they have repented from their partic-
ipation in a nefarious enterprise, will merit to be saved.

(25) Moses rose and went to Dathan and Abiram, the elders of 
Israel following him: Now that Moses has begged for mercy for the 
people, the situation has changed: The nation’s leaders now side with 
Moses.
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(26) He addressed the community, saying, “Move away from the 
tents of these wicked men and touch nothing that belongs to them: 
Moses adds yet more force to what the Almighty required. The people 
must not only move away from the tents of the perpetrators, but refrain 
as well from even touching their property.

Lest you be wiped out for all their sins”: That is, these are their 
sins, not yours. Moses considers the community not guilty, but merely 
misled. However, the result can be fatal nonetheless if they fail to dis-
tance themselves from the sinners and their sins.

(27) So they withdrew from about the abodes of Korah, Dathan, 
and Abiram: The people are moving away from Korah, both physically 
and socially. That is, they are distancing themselves from the rebellion.

Now Dathan and Abiram had come out and they stood: Liter-
ally, “came out standing.” The word “standing” seems superfluous, and 
is therefore understood by the commentators as indicating a stance of 
impudence and defiance. I.e., Dathan and Abiram continue to actively 
oppose Moses. Nothing, however, is said about Korah himself.

At the entrance of their tents, with their wives, their children, 
and their little ones: In the strict legal sense a criminal’s family bears 
no responsibility for his actions. But in the court of history there is a 
different set of conventions. According to those norms, the perpetra-
tors’ families and even the entire nation must pay for the crimes of their 
leaders.

(28) And Moses said, “By this you shall know that it was the 
Lord who sent me to do all these things; that they are not of my 
own devising: Moses tries to show that he has followed the Almighty’s 
instructions, and not acted arbitrarily. This is his primary refutation of 
Korah’s accusations.

(30) But if the Lord brings about something unheard-of: Not 
merely something exceptional, but something by all accounts highly ex-
traordinary that cannot be considered merely a “rare occurrence.” This 
will demonstrate unequivocally that the Almighty has intervened from 
Above.
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So that the ground opens its mouth and swallows them up 
… you shall know that these men have spurned the Lord”: Moses 
means: you will see that they were mounting a challenge not against 
Moses and Aaron (as they were themselves claiming), but against God 
Himself.

(32-33) And the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them 
up … the earth closed over them: The unusual thing was not that 
the earth opened up, but that the edges of the chasm were then joined 
back together again without leaving a trace, as if nothing had happened. 
(This is why it is called “the mouth of the earth.”)

And the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up with 
their households: The demagoguery of Dathan, Abiram and “Korah’s 
people” is so completely negative, that absolutely nothing of them must 
be allowed to remain.

All Korah’s people: These are his followers who would not ac-
knowledge their mistake and were prepared to continue the rebellion. 
Later in this book of Numbers we find a specific description of why and 
who exactly was (and was not) punished: 

“The sons of Eliab were Nemuel, and Dathan and Abiram. These are 
the same Dathan and Abiram, chosen in the assembly, who agitated 
against Moses and Aaron as part of Korah’s band when they agitated 
against the Lord. Whereupon the earth opened its mouth and swallowed 
them up with Korah – when that band died, when the fire consumed the 
two hundred and fifty men – and they became an example. The sons of 
Korah, however, did not die.” (26:10-12)

(34) All Israel around them fled at their shrieks, for they said, 
“The earth might swallow us!”: All the people are terrified. Because 
they had initially supported the rebellion, they now fear that they too 
will be punished.

(35) And a fire went forth from the Lord and consumed the two 
hundred and fifty men offering the incense: As degenerate dema-
gogues, Dathan and Abiram were punished in a shameful and disgrace-
ful manner: descent into oblivion. But conversely, the two hundred and 
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fifty received an exalted death, like that of Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abi-
hu, before them, whose sin they had repeated.

§ 12.3. THE COPPER FIRE PANS ARE HAMMERED  
INTO PLATING FOR THE ALTAR (17:1-5)

ם  ן וְיָרֵ֤ ן הַכּהֵֹ֗ הֲרֹ֣ ר בֶּן־אַֽ ר אֶל־אֶלְעָזָ֜ ר׃ ב אֱמֹ֨ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ א וַיְדַבֵּ֥
ת  שׁוּ׃ ג אֵ֡ קָדֵֽ י  כִּ֖ לְאָה  זְרֵה־הָ֑ שׁ  וְאֶת־הָאֵ֖ ה  הַשְּׂרֵפָ֔ ין  מִבֵּ֣ אֶת־הַמַּחְתֹּת֙ 
צִפּ֣וּי  פַחִים֙  י  רִקֻּעֵ֤ ם  אֹתָ֜ וְעָשׂ֨וּ  ם  בְּנַפְשׁתָֹ֗ לֶּה  הָאֵ֜ ים  חַטָּאִ֨ הַֽ מַחְתּוֹת֩ 
ח  ל׃ ד וַיִּקַּ֞ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ הְי֥וּ לְא֖וֹת לִבְנֵ֥ שׁוּ וְיִֽ י־י֖י וַיִּקְדָּ֑ ם לִפְנֵֽ י־הִקְרִיבֻ֥ חַ כִּֽ לַמִּזְבֵּ֔
ֽיְרַקְּע֖וּם  ים וַ� יבוּ הַשְּׂרֻפִ֑ ר הִקְרִ֖ שֶׁת אֲשֶׁ֥ ת מַחְתּ֣וֹת הַנְּחֹ֔ ן אֵ֚ אֶלְעָזָ֣ר הַכּהֵֹ֗
ר  זָ֗ ישׁ  אִ֣ ב  א־יִקְרַ֜ ֹֽ ל ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ מַעַן  לְ֠ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ לִבְנֵי֣  חַ׃ ה זִכָּר֞וֹן  לַמִּזְבֵּֽ צִפּ֥וּי 
רַח֙  א־יִהְיֶה֤ כְקֹ֨ ֹֽ רֶת לִפְנֵי֣ י֑י וְל יר קְטֹ֖ הֲרןֹ֙ ה֔וּא לְהַקְטִ֥ א מִזֶּ�֤רַע אַֽ ֹ֣ שֶׁר ל אֲ֠

ה לֽוֹ׃   ר י֛י בְּיַד־מֹשֶׁ֖ ר דִּבֶּ֧ אֲשֶׁ֨ עֲדָת֔וֹ כַּֽ וְכַ֣
(1) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
(2) Order Eleazar son of Aaron the priest to remove the fire 
pans – for they have become sacred – from among the charred 
remains; and scatter the coals abroad.
(3) [Remove] the fire pans of those who have sinned at the cost 
of their lives, and let them be made into hammered sheets 
as plating for the altar – for once they have been used for 
offering to the Lord, they have become sacred – and let them 
serve as a warning to the people of Israel.
(4) Eleazar the priest took the copper fire pans which had been 
used for offering by those who died in the fire; and they were 
hammered into plating for the altar,
(5) as the Lord had ordered him through Moses. It was to be 
a reminder to the Israelites, so that no outsider – one not of 
Aaron’s offspring – should presume to offer incense before 
the Lord and suffer the fate of Korah and his band.

(2) And scatter the coals abroad: Literally, “and scatter the fire 
yonder.” The “fire” means the coals.
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And scatter the coals abroad: “Scatter abroad” means to remove 
those coals as far away as possible.

For they have become sacred … and scatter the coals abroad: The 
status of the coals has diminished, while the fire pans, on the contrary, 
have now acquired a higher status. The coals must therefore first be 
separated (“scattered abroad”) from the fire pans, which is the starting 
point for correcting the situation.

(3) For once they have been used for offering to the Lord, they 
have become sacred: The fire pans are deemed “sanctified objects,” 
which means that their everyday use is prohibited. They are now repur-
posed, and remain in the Temple. The fire pans were sanctified by having 
been used for the Temple service, but the coals, although they too par-
ticipated in that service, have acquired no sanctity (and on the contrary, 
they must be discarded). 

Thus, what matters here is not the technical details (that an object 
was used for holiness), but educating the people, by virtue of the sym-
bolism of the fire pans and coals as representing the people who actually 
brought the incense offerings. 

These people’s orientation cannot be considered purely negative; 
they have a positive idea, albeit incorrectly implemented. Unlike Dathan 
and Abiram, calculating villains who must be utterly destroyed along 
with their families and property, these two hundred and fifty men have 
brought about a negative result, but their aspirations overall are posi-
tive. They aspire, as it were, to fire pans, but by their actions they achieve 
only fire – coals. Their actions are unlawful and illegitimate (the coals 
must therefore be “scattered yonder”), but their aspirations deserve to 
be attached to the altar.

And let them be made into hammered sheets as plating for the 
altar: As the altar was already copper-plated, this plating made from 
the fire pans would only supplement that one and be subordinate to it.

And let them serve as a warning to the people of Israel: Since 
the second plating had no practical function, it served as only a sign, a 
reminder to the people that approaching holiness, even when done with 
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positive intentions, can lead to death if the proper restrictions are not 
observed.

(5) A reminder to the Israelites, so that no outsider – one not of 
Aaron’s offspring – should presume to offer incense: This reminder 
reinforces in the minds of the people that in order to maintain and pre-
serve the hierarchy, restrictions must be observed when one comes in 
contact with holiness. 

§ 12.4. AN INCENSE OFFERING STAYS A DEADLY PLAGUE  
(17:6-15)

ר  לֵאמֹ֑ ן  ל־אַהֲרֹ֖ וְעַֽ ה  עַל־מֹשֶׁ֥ ת  מָּחֳרָ֔ מִֽ י־יִשְׂרָאֵל֙  בְּנֵֽ ת  כָּל־עֲדַ֤ ו וַיִּלֹּ֜נוּ 
ן  ל־אַהֲרֹ֔ וְעַֽ ה  עַל־מֹשֶׁ֣ עֵדָה֙  הָֽ ל  בְּהִקָּהֵ֤ י  יֽי׃ ז וַיְהִ֗ ם  אֶת־עַ֥ ם  הֲמִתֶּ֖ ם  אַתֶּ֥
מֹשֶׁה֙  א  ֹ֤ יֽי׃ ח וַיָּב כְּב֥וֹד  א  וַיֵּרָ֖ �֑ן  עָנָ הֶֽ הוּ  כִסָּ֖ ה  וְהִנֵּ֥ ד  הֶל מוֹעֵ֔ אֶל־אֹ֣ וַיִּפְנוּ֙ 

ד׃  הֶל מוֹעֵֽ ן אֶל־פְּנֵ֖י אֹ֥ הֲרֹ֔ וְאַֽ
ם  ה אֹתָ֖ אֲכַלֶּ֥ את וַֽ ֹ֔ ה הַזּ עֵדָ֣ מּוּ מִתּוֹךְ֙ הָֽ ר׃ י הֵרֹ֗ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ ט וַיְדַבֵּ֥
מַּחְתָּה  אֶת־הַ֠ ח  קַ֣ ן  ל־אַהֲרֹ֗ אֶֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֜ אמֶר  ֹ֨ ם׃ יא וַיּ עַל־פְּנֵיהֶֽ ֽיִּפְּל֖וּ  וַ� גַע  כְּרָ֑
ה  עֵדָ֖ אֶל־הָֽ ה  מְהֵרָ֛ ךְ  וְהוֹלֵ֧ רֶת  קְטֹ֔ ים  וְשִׂ֣ חַ֙  הַמִּזְבֵּ֨ ל  מֵעַ֤ שׁ  אֵ֜ יהָ  וְתֶן־עָלֶ֨
ן  הֲרֹ֜ אַֽ ח  ֽגֶף׃ יב וַיִּקַּ֨ הַנָּ� ל  הֵחֵ֥ י֖י  י  מִלִּפְנֵ֥ צֶף  הַקֶּ֛ א  י־יָצָ֥ כִּֽ ם  עֲלֵיהֶ֑ ר  וְכַפֵּ֣
ם וַיִּתֵּן֙  �֖גֶף בָּעָ֑ ל הַנֶּ ל וְהִנֵּ֛ה הֵחֵ֥ רָץ֙ אֶל־תּ֣וֹךְ הַקָּהָ֔ ה וַיָּ֨ ר מֹשֶׁ֗ ר ׀ דִּבֶּ֣ אֲשֶׁ֣ כַּֽ
ר  עָצַ֖ ים וַתֵּֽ חַיִּ֑ ין הַֽ ים וּבֵ֣ ין־הַמֵּתִ֖ ד בֵּֽ עֲמֹ֥ ם׃ יג וַיַּֽ ר עַל־הָעָֽ רֶת וַיְכַפֵּ֖ ת־הַקְּטֹ֔ אֶֽ
מֵא֑וֹת  ע  וּשְׁבַ֣ לֶף  אֶ֖ ר  עָשָׂ֛ ה  אַרְבָּעָ֥ ה  בַּמַּגֵּפָ֔ הַמֵּתִים֙  הְי֗וּ  ה׃ יד וַיִּֽ הַמַּגֵּפָֽ
הֶל  תַח אֹ֣ ה אֶל־פֶּ֖ הֲרןֹ֙ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ רַח׃ טו וַיָּ֤שָׁב אַֽ ים עַל־דְּבַר־קֹֽ ד הַמֵּתִ֖ מִלְּבַ֥

רָה׃  עֱצָֽ ה נֶֽ ד וְהַמַּגֵּפָ֖ מוֹעֵ֑

(6) Next day the whole Israelite community railed against 
Moses and Aaron, saying, “You two have brought death upon 
the Lord’s people!”
(7) But as the community gathered against them, Moses and 
Aaron turned toward the Tent of Meeting; the cloud had 
covered it and the Presence of the Lord appeared.
(8) When Moses and Aaron reached the Tent of Meeting,
(9) the Lord spoke to Moses, saying,
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(10) “Remove yourselves from this community, that I may 
annihilate them in an instant.” They fell on their faces.
(11) Then Moses said to Aaron, “Take the fire pan, and put on 
it fire from the altar. Add incense and take it quickly to the 
community and make expiation for them. For wrath has gone 
forth from the Lord: the plague has begun!”
(12) Aaron took it, as Moses had ordered, and ran to the midst 
of the congregation, where the plague had begun among the 
people. He put on the incense and made expiation for the 
people;
(13) he stood between the dead and the living until the plague 
was checked.
(14) Those who died of the plague came to fourteen thousand 
and seven hundred, aside from those who died on account of 
Korah.
(15) Aaron then returned to Moses at the entrance of the Tent 
of Meeting, since the plague was checked.

(6) Next day the whole Israelite community railed against Mo-
ses and Aaron: The perpetrators have been punished, but the rebellion 
is hardly over. This is an indication of a much deeper problem within the 
society as whole. It would be wrong to say that the rebellion was all due 
to Korah, who simply seduced the people.

Saying, “You two have brought death upon the Lord’s people!”: 
Dathan and Abiram’s death raises no questions in the minds of the peo-
ple, for it was clearly the Almighty’s decision. 

But despite the fact that the Almighty has commanded that the altar 
be plated with the fire pans of the two hundred and fifty men, thus em-
phasizing their positive aspect, the people still see their death as a ruse 
on Moses and Aaron’s part. And the rebellion therefore continues on.

You two have brought death upon the Lord’s people!: According 
to the straightforward meaning, “the Lord’s people” are the two hun-
dred and fifty men. But it could also mean all the people of Israel who 
objected to the replacement of the firstborns with the Levites, because 
they saw that as alienating the people from the service of God, which to 
them is a form of death. 
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The consolidation of the people is not achieved by administrative 
appointments alone (not even Divine ones), but only through a long pro-
cess of integration. The Almighty therefore demonstrates to the people 
several times, and in various aspects, the chosenness of the Levites and 
the kohanim, and then connects all the tribes to them through tithing 
and Temple offerings (as elaborated in great detail in the next chapter). 
Those will require the Levites to be scattered among the tribes, and to 
be dependent on them, thus preserving the connection with holiness for 
the entire nation. 

(7) But as the community gathered against them, Moses and 
Aaron turned toward the Tent of Meeting; the cloud had covered it 
and the Presence of the Lord appeared: The Almighty must now again 
intervene directly. This shows the depth of the problem that is affecting 
the people, and the need for a rigid hierarchy that will enable them to 
continue on the proper path.

(9-10) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying, “Remove yourselves 
from this community, that I may annihilate them in an instant”: 
Here Moses can no longer blame anyone in particular, because it is so 
clear that the fault lies with the entire nation. This is a new test for Mo-
ses – a test of whether he will be able to successfully defend the people 
even in the face of their obvious and pervasive guilt.

They fell on their faces: Moses is silent, because he has no more 
arguments to mount for the defense. The only thing left for him to do 
now is to remain with the community as a show of solidarity with them, 
and as a plea for mercy on their behalf.

(11) Then Moses said to Aaron, “Take the fire pan … For wrath 
has gone forth from the Lord: the plague has begun!”: Unlike simi-
lar earlier instances, Moses is unable to formulate arguments in defense 
of the Jewish people. God therefore proceeds forthwith to exact the pun-
ishment, and the plague begins. Finding himself in such a situation, Mo-
ses resolves to act on his own, and gives orders for an incense offering to 
be brought not in the Tabernacle as it always is, but in the camp, i.e., in 
the midst of the community, 

(11) Put on it fire from the altar. Add incense and take it quickly 
to the community: Only a short time earlier an incense offering had 
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killed two hundred and fifty men, provoking the indignation of the peo-
ple, who saw Aaron as a dangerous man who caused others to die. There-
fore, it was now important to show the people Aaron’s positive side, and 
also for them to see that incense is not something dangerous, but, on the 
contrary, it protects and saves lives.

And make expiation for them: Stay the hand of death with the 
help of incense.

(12) Aaron took it, as Moses had ordered, and ran to the midst 
of the congregation: Aaron runs to save the lives of the very people 
who wanted to see him dead. Thus he demonstrates exceptional nobility 
of character, and for this alone he deserves to be the High Priest.

Where the plague had begun among the people: More literally, 
“And, behold, the plague had begun among the people.”

Although we have already been told that “wrath has gone forth 
from the Lord: the plague has begun!” (Num. 17:11), it is repeated here 
to stress that this was an unusually virulent and fast-spreading plague. 
Had Aaron not hurried, the nation could easily have perished.

(13) He stood between the dead and the living until the plague 
was checked: When the people saw that Aaron had saved them and 
that they owed him their lives, their discontent was overcome, and the 
foundations of a national reeducation were also laid.

(14) Those who died of the plague came to fourteen thou-
sand and seven hundred, aside from those who died on account of 
Korah: In this case, the blame lies not only with a few troublemakers, 
but with the entire nation, and the consequences are therefore much 
more serious.

To explain the protective power of the incense offerings, the Midrash 
says that they symbolize the unity of society. According to Tradition, the 
incense that was offered twice daily in the Temple was an admixture of 
eleven aromatic spices, all but one of which are sweet-smelling; only 
galbanum has a putrid odor. However, when the entire incense mixture 
is burned as a unit, the galbanum does not impact the overall odor neg-
atively, but, on the contrary, it makes an essential contribution, with-
out which the aroma of the incense would be incomplete and incorrect. 
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Likewise, impious individuals can be constructively incorporated into 
the larger society, and their negative attributes can then be redirected, 
and put to constructive use. 

Like the incense without its galbanum, the Jewish nation is consid-
ered incomplete without its sinners. “Rabbi Shimon Hasida says: Any 
fast that does not include the participation of some of the sinners of the 
Jewish people is not a fast, as the smell of galbanum is foul and yet the 
verse lists it with the ingredients of the incense” (Talmud, Keritot 6b).

The incense thus represents a request to the Almighty to forgive the 
people even if there are bad people among them. And even when the 
entire nation behaves badly.

(15) Aaron then returned to Moses at the entrance of the Tent 
of Meeting, since the plague was checked: Aaron acknowledges that 
in his leadership role he is not an independent leader, but only an assis-
tant to his brother Moses, whose instructions he implements. Therefore, 
at the conclusion of Aaron’s mission he does not break away from Moses, 
but returns to him. Aaron owes his success as a leader to his having ad-
opted this attitude and position.

§ 12.5. AARON’S STAFF (17:16-26)

ם  אִתָּ֡ מֵֽ ח  ְקַ֣ ו� ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ אֶל־בְּנֵי֣  ר ׀  ר׃ יז דַּבֵּ֣ לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  טז וַיְדַבֵּ֥
ר  עָשָׂ֖ שְׁנֵ֥ים  ם  אֲבֹתָ֔ ית  לְבֵ֣ יאֵהֶם֙  כָּל־נְשִֽׂ ת  מֵאֵ֤ ב  אָ֜ ית  לְבֵ֨ מַטֶּה֩  ה  מַטֶּ֣
ב עַל־ ן תִּכְתֹּ֖ הֲרֹ֔ ם אַֽ הוּ׃ יח וְאֵת֙ שֵׁ֣ ב עַל־מַטֵּֽ ישׁ אֶת־שְׁמ֔וֹ תִּכְתֹּ֖ מַטּ֑וֹת אִ֣
ד  הֶל מוֹעֵ֑ ם בְּאֹ֣ ם׃ יט וְהִנַּחְתָּ֖ ית אֲבוֹתָֽ אשׁ בֵּ֥ ֹ֖ ד לְר ה אֶחָ֔ י מַטֶּ֣ י כִּ֚ ה לֵוִ֑ מַטֵּ֣
אֶבְחַר־בּ֖וֹ  ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ ישׁ  הָאִ֛ ה  מָּה׃ כ וְהָיָ֗ שָֽׁ ם  לָכֶ֖ ד  אִוָּעֵ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֛ עֵד֔וּת  הָֽ לִפְנֵי֙ 
ם  ם מַלִּינִ֖ ר הֵ֥ ל אֲשֶׁ֛ י אֶת־תְּלֻנּוֹת֙ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ עָלַ֗ י מֵֽ הֲשִׁכּתִֹ֣ ח וַֽ הוּ יִפְרָ֑ מַטֵּ֣
ם  יאֵיהֶ֡ ל־נְשִֽׂ כָּֽ יו ׀  אֵלָ֣ וַיִּתְּנ֣וּ  ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ אֶל־בְּנֵי֣  ה  מֹשֶׁ֜ ר  ם׃ כא וַיְדַבֵּ֨ עֲלֵיכֶֽ
ר מַטּ֑וֹת  ם שְׁנֵ֥ים עָשָׂ֖ ית אֲבֹתָ֔ יא אֶחָד֙ לְבֵ֣ ה לְנָשִׂ֤ ד מַטֶּ֨ יא אֶחָ֜ מַטֶּה֩ לְנָשִׂ֨
הֶל  ת לִפְנֵי֣ י֑י בְּאֹ֖ ה אֶת־הַמַּטֹּ֖ ח מֹשֶׁ֛ ם׃ כב וַיַּנַּ֥ ן בְּת֥וֹךְ מַטּוֹתָֽ הֲרֹ֖ ה אַֽ וּמַטֵּ֥
ה־ ח מַטֵּֽ עֵד֔וּת וְהִנֵּ֛ה פָּרַ֥ הֶל הָֽ א מֹשֶׁה֙ אֶל־אֹ֣ ֹ֤ ת וַיָּב מָּחֳרָ֗ י מִֽ ת׃ כג וַיְהִ֣ עֵדֻֽ הָֽ
ה  מֹשֶׁ֤ א  ים׃ כד וַיּצֵֹ֨ שְׁקֵדִֽ ל  וַיִּגְמֹ֖ יץ  צִ֔ ץ  וַיָּ֣צֵֽ רַח֙  פֶ֨ א  צֵֽ וַיֹּ֤ י  לֵוִ֑ ית  לְבֵ֣ ן  אַהֲרֹ֖
הוּ׃  ישׁ מַטֵּֽ ל וַיִּרְא֥וּ וַיִּקְח֖וּ אִ֥ ל־כָּל־בְּנֵ֖י יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ אֶת־כָּל־הַמַּטּתֹ֙ מִלִּפְנֵי֣ י֔י אֶֽ
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רֶת  עֵד֔וּת לְמִשְׁמֶ֥ הֲרןֹ֙ לִפְנֵי֣ הָֽ ה אַֽ ב אֶת־מַטֵּ֤ ה הָשֵׁ֞ אמֶר י֜י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֗ ֹ֨ כה וַיּ

ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ ה כַּֽ תוּ׃ כו וַיַּ֖עַשׂ מֹשֶׁ֑ א יָמֻֽ ֹ֥ י וְל עָלַ֖ ם מֵֽ ל תְּלוּנֹּתָ֛ רִי וּתְכַ֧ לְא֖וֹת לִבְנֵי־מֶ֑
ה׃  ן עָשָֽׂ ה י֛י אֹת֖וֹ כֵּ֥ צִוָּ֧

(16) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
(17) Speak to the Israelite people and take from them – from 
the chieftains of their ancestral houses – one staff for each 
chieftain of an ancestral house: twelve staffs in all. Inscribe 
each man’s name on his staff,
(18) there being one staff for each head of an ancestral house; 
also inscribe Aaron’s name on the staff of Levi.
(19) Deposit them in the Tent of Meeting before the Pact, 
where I meet with you.
(20) The staff of the man whom I choose shall sprout, and I 
will rid Myself of the incessant mutterings of the Israelites 
against you.
(21) Moses spoke thus to the Israelites. Their chieftains gave 
him a staff for each chieftain of an ancestral house, twelve 
staffs in all; among these staffs was that of Aaron.
(22) Moses deposited the staffs before the Lord, in the Tent of 
the Pact.
(23) The next day Moses entered the Tent of the Pact, and 
there the staff of Aaron of the house of Levi had sprouted: 
it had brought forth sprouts, produced blossoms, and borne 
almonds.
(24) Moses then brought out all the staffs from before the Lord 
to all the Israelites; each identified and recovered his staff.
(25) The Lord said to Moses, “Put Aaron’s staff back before the 
Pact, to be kept as a lesson to rebels, so that their mutterings 
against Me may cease, lest they die.”
(26) This Moses did; just as the Lord had commanded him, so 
he did.

(17) Speak to the Israelite people and take from them – from 
the chieftains of their ancestral houses: All previous justifications for 
Aaron’s chosenness were based on “negative foundations” – the death of 
his challengers and his having stayed the hand of death from pestilence. 
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But these were not enough. A “positive justification” is needed as well, 
and the blossoming staff will now serve that purpose.

(18) There being one staff for each head of an ancestral house; 
also inscribe Aaron’s name on the staff of Levi: This episode of the staff 
provides two justifications – for Levi having been chosen over the other 
tribes, and for Aaron’s primacy as the leader of the tribe of Levi.

(19) Deposit them in the Tent of Meeting before the Pact: In He-
brew, ha-edut, “the Testimony,” which is short for the more usual luchot 
ha-‘edut, “the Tablets of the Testimony.” That is, the staffs are to be de-
posited before the Ark that contains the two tablets, which testify to the 
Covenant that the Almighty has forged with Israel.

Where I meet with you: The testimony concerning the chosenness 
of Aaron and his descendants is a manifestation of Divine revelation.

(20) The staff of the man whom I choose shall sprout, and I will 
rid Myself of the incessant mutterings of the Israelites against you: 
Aaron’s chosenness is symbolized by the flowering of his staff, rather 
than any another sign, in order to show the people that their proper 
connection to the Almighty that happens through Aaron and the Levites 
will lead to prosperity. Only such positive testimony can quell the mur-
murings of the children of Israel.

(23) The next day Moses entered the Tent of the Pact, and there 
the staff of Aaron of the house of Levi had sprouted: it had brought 
forth sprouts, produced blossoms, and borne almonds: It might have 
been enough to inform us in general terms that Aaron's staff had blos-
somed. But the Torah’s description is much more elaborate, a process 
involving sprouts, blossoms, and fruits. The Midrash therefore explains, 
that inside the Tabernacle the staff merely sprouted, but when Moses 
brought it out for all to see, the staff blossomed, and almonds then rip-
ened upon it as well.

(24) Moses then brought out all the staffs from before the Lord 
to all the Israelites; each identified and recovered his staff: They were 
convinced precisely because they had themselves witnessed the ripen-
ing of the almonds.
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Each identified and recovered his staff: That is, each acknowledged 
his place in the hierarchy, and gave his assent that within the Tabernacle 
only Aaron’s staff could be truly and completely viable.

(25) The Lord said to Moses, “Put Aaron’s staff back before the 
Pact, to be kept as a lesson to rebels”: The Jews have always been – 
and to this day remain – an obstinate people who insist on questioning 
everything. This is simultaneously both a significant shortcoming and 
an enormously positive and beneficial quality.
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§ 13. REINFORCING THE STRUCTURE  
OF THE SPIRITUAL HIERARCHY

§ 13.1. ESTABLISHING THE PRIESTLY AND LEVITICAL 
HIERARCHIES (17:27-18:7)

נוּ  כֻּלָּ֥ דְנוּ  אָבַ֖ עְנוּ  גָּוַ֛ ן  הֵ֥ ר  לֵאמֹ֑ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֖ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ בְּנֵי֣  אמְרוּ֙  ֹֽ כז וַיּ
מְנוּ לִגְוֽעַֺ׃  ם תַּ֖ ן י֖י יָמ֑וּת הַאִ֥ ב אֶל־מִשְׁכַּ֥ ב ׀ הַקָּרֵ֛ ל הַקָּרֵ֧ דְנוּ׃ כח כֹּ֣ אָבָֽ

אֶת־עֲו֣ןֺ  תִּשְׂא֖וּ  ךְ  אִתָּ֔ יךָ֙  וּבֵית־אָבִ֨ וּבָנֶ֤יךָ  ה  אַתָּ֗ ן  ל־אַהֲרֹ֔ אֶֽ יי֙  אמֶר  ֹ֤ א וַיּ
ם׃ ב וְגַ֣ם אֶת־אַחֶיךָ֩  ךְ תִּשְׂא֖וּ אֶת־עֲו֥ןֺ כְּהֻנַּתְכֶֽ שׁ וְאַתָּה֙ וּבָנֶי֣ךָ אִתָּ֔ הַמִּקְדָּ֑
ישָׁרְת֑וּךָ וְאַתָּה֙ וּבָנֶי֣ךָ  וִֽ יךָ  וְיִלָּו֥וּ עָלֶ֖ ךְ  ב אִתָּ֔ יךָ֙ הַקְרֵ֣ בֶט אָבִ֨ י שֵׁ֤ ה לֵוִ֜ מַטֵּ֨
הֶל  כָּל־הָאֹ֑ רֶת  וּמִשְׁמֶ֖ שְׁמַרְתְּךָ֔  מִֽ מְרוּ֙  ת׃ ג וְשָֽׁ עֵדֻֽ הָֽ הֶל  אֹ֥ לִפְנֵ֖י  ךְ  אִתָּ֔
גַּם־ ם  גַם־הֵ֖ תוּ  א־יָמֻ֥ ֹֽ וְל בוּ  יִקְרָ֔ א  ֹ֣ ל חַ֙  וְאֶל־הַמִּזְבֵּ֨ דֶשׁ  הַקֹּ֤ י  אֶל־כְּלֵ֨ אַךְ֩ 
ת  עֲבדַֹ֣ ל  לְכֹ֖ ד  מוֹעֵ֔ הֶל  אֹ֣ רֶת֙  אֶת־מִשְׁמֶ֨ מְר֗וּ  וְשָֽׁ יךָ  עָלֶ֔ ם׃ ד וְנִלְו֣וּ  אַתֶּֽ
ת  וְאֵ֖ דֶשׁ  הַקֹּ֔ רֶת  מִשְׁמֶ֣ ת  אֵ֚ ם  ם׃ ה וּשְׁמַרְתֶּ֗ אֲלֵיכֶֽ ב  א־יִקְרַ֥ ֹֽ ל וְזָ֖ר  הֶל  הָאֹ֑
הִנֵּ֤ה  י  אֲנִ֗ ל׃ ו וַֽ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ י  עַל־בְּנֵ֥ צֶף  קֶ֖ ע֛וֹד  א־יִהְיֶ֥ה  ֹֽ וְל חַ  הַמִּזְבֵּ֑ רֶת  מִשְׁמֶ֣
נְתֻנִים֙  מַתָּנָ֤ה  ם  לָכֶ֞ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בְּנֵי֣  מִתּ֖וֹךְ  ם  הַלְוִיִּ֔ ם  אֶת־אֲחֵיכֶ֣ חְתִּי֙  לָקַ֨
אֶת־ תִּשְׁמְר֨וּ  תְּךָ  אִ֠ וּבָנֶי֣ךָ  ה  ד׃ ז וְאַתָּ֣ מוֹעֵֽ הֶל  אֹ֥ ת  אֶת־עֲבדַֹ֖ ד  עֲבֹ֕ לַֽ י֔י  לַֽ
ה  ת מַתָּנָ֗ ם עֲבדַֹ֣ עֲבַדְתֶּ֑ וַֽ כֶת  לַפָּרֹ֖ ית  וּלְמִבֵּ֥ חַ  הַמִּזְבֵּ֛ ר  ם לְכָל־דְּבַ֧ כְּהֻנַּתְכֶ֜

ת׃  ב יוּמָֽ ר הַקָּרֵ֖ ם וְהַזָּ֥ אֶתֵּן֙ אֶת־כְּהֻנַּתְכֶ֔

(27) But the Israelites said to Moses, “Lo, we perish! We are lost, 
all of us lost!
(28) Everyone who so much as ventures near the Lord’s 
Tabernacle must die. Alas, we are doomed to perish!”
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(1) The Lord said to Aaron: You and your sons and the ancestral 
house under your charge shall bear any guilt connected with 
the sanctuary; you and your sons alone shall bear any guilt 
connected with your priesthood.
(2) You shall also associate with yourself your kinsmen the 
tribe of Levi, your ancestral tribe, to be attached to you and 
to minister to you, while you and your sons under your charge 
are before the Tent of the Pact.
(3) They shall discharge their duties to you and to the Tent 
as a whole, but they must not have any contact with the 
furnishings of the Shrine or with the altar, lest both they and 
you die.
(4) They shall be attached to you and discharge the duties of 
the Tent of Meeting, all the service of the Tent; but no outsider 
shall intrude upon you
(5) as you discharge the duties connected with the Shrine and 
the altar, that wrath may not again strike the Israelites.
(6) I hereby take your fellow Levites from among the Israelites; 
they are assigned to you in dedication to the Lord, to do the 
work of the Tent of Meeting;
(7) while you and your sons shall be careful to perform your 
priestly duties in everything pertaining to the altar and to 
what is behind the curtain. I make your priesthood a service 
of dedication; any outsider who encroaches shall be put to 
death.

(27-28) But the Israelites said to Moses, “… Everyone who so 
much as ventures near the Lord’s Tabernacle must die”: They are 
leveling an accusation at Moses: “You have created a center of such 
exalted sanctity among the people of Israel that we are now all in grave 
danger.”

But the Israelites said to Moses, “Lo, we perish! We are lost, 
all of us lost! Everyone who so much as ventures near the Lord’s 
Tabernacle must die. Alas, we are doomed to perish!”: On a first 
reading these words are incomprehensible. Even if “everyone who so 
much as ventures near the Lord’s Tabernacle must die,” this hardly 
means that the people are doomed. They can easily avoid death simply 
by not approaching the Sanctuary! 



305§ 13. Reinforcing the Structure of the Spiritual Hierarchy

Rather, the meaning is as follows. “Since we are forbidden to 
approach the Sanctuary, we have completely lost our connection with 
holiness. Thus we are doomed to death, because without contact with 
holiness, death is inevitable and we will all perish.” 

This understanding of the people’s words agrees with the overall 
context. The main idea of  Korah’s rebellion was false messianism: 
striving for holiness in the absence of the ability to adhere to the 
prescribed framework. And this also explains the Almighty’s response 
to these words in the very next chapter. He immediately establishes 
between the Levites and all the other tribes a system of interaction 
through tithing. Moreover, the Levites are evenly distributed among 
all the tribes, thus making it possible for all of Israel to maintain their 
constant connection with holiness even without entering into the 
Temple.

(1) The Lord said to Aaron: You and your sons: I.e., the kohanim, 
“the priests.”

And the ancestral house under your charge: That is, the kohanim 
together with the Kohathites. Here they receive the commandment of 
shemirat ha-mikdash, “guarding the Temple.”

Shall bear any guilt connected with the sanctuary: An ordinary 
Jew who enters the Sanctuary will be held accountable for that 
transgression, but so will the kohanim and the Kohathites, because 
they have failed to fulfill the commandment that they are charged with 
upholding.

You and your sons alone shall bear any guilt connected with 
your priesthood: This is no longer about the mere entry of an outsider 
into the territory of the Temple, but about a stranger who undertakes 
to perform the priestly Temple service. In the event of such a violation, 
the kohanim themselves are held responsible for it. Thus, the hierarchy 
is enforced and reinforced through multiple explicit prohibitions 
against violating it.

(2) You shall also associate with yourself your kinsmen the 
tribe of Levi, your ancestral tribe, to be attached to you and to 
minister to you, while you and your sons under your charge are 
before the Tent of the Pact: Because the Levites have distanced 
themselves from Aaron by participating in Korah’s rebellion against 
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him, they must now be brought closer again. But nonetheless, even 
when the Levites are brought near, the hierarchy must not be violated. 
It is therefore emphasized here that only the kohanim may serve inside 
the Tabernacle.

(3) They shall discharge their duties to you and to the Tent as 
a whole, but they must not have any contact with the furnishings 
of the Shrine or with the altar, lest both they and you die: The 
kohanim are responsible for ensuring that the Levites will not exceed 
the boundaries of what is permitted. This three-tier hierarchy of ko-
hanim, Levites, and the rest of the people is needed in order to preserve 
the “difference of potentials” within Jewish society, thereby providing 
maximal opportunities to all for spiritual growth.

§ 13.2. EATING WITHIN THE TEMPLE AS AN ESSENTIAL 
ELEMENT OF THE TEMPLE SERVICE (18:8-19)

י לְכָל־ רֶת תְּרֽוּמֹתָ֑ י לְךָ֔ אֶת־מִשְׁמֶ֖ תִּֽ אֲנִי֙ הִנֵּ֣ה נָתַ֣ ל־אַהֲרןֹ֒ וַֽ ר יי֮ אֶֽ ח וַיְדַבֵּ֣
ה־ ם׃ ט זֶֽ לְחָק־עוֹלָֽ וּלְבָנֶ֖יךָ  ה  לְמָשְׁחָ֛ ים  נְתַתִּ֧ לְךָ֨  שְׂרָאֵל  י־יִ֠ בְנֵֽ י  קָדְשֵׁ֣
ם  כָל־מִנְחָתָ֞ לְֽ רְבָּנָם  כָּל־קָ֠ שׁ  מִן־הָאֵ֑ ים  הַקֳּדָשִׁ֖ דֶשׁ  מִקֹּ֥ לְךָ֛  יִהְיֶ֥ה 
ה֖וּא  לְךָ֛  ים  דָשִׁ֥ קָֽ דֶשׁ  קֹ֣ י  לִ֔ יבוּ  יָשִׁ֣ ר  אֲשֶׁ֣ וּלְכָל־אֲשָׁמָם֙  ם  וּלְכָל־חַטָּאתָ֗
הְיֶה־ יִֽ דֶשׁ  קֹ֖ אֹת֔וֹ  ל  יאֹכַ֣ כָּל־זָכָר֙  נּוּ  אכְלֶ֑ ֹֽ תּ ים  הַקֳּדָשִׁ֖ דֶשׁ  יךָ׃ י בְּקֹ֥ וּלְבָנֶֽ
ים  נְתַתִּ֗ לְךָ֣  יִשְׂרָאֵל֒  בְּנֵי֣  לְכָל־תְּנוּפֹת֮  ם  מַתָּנָ֗ ת  תְּרוּמַ֣ ךְ׃ יא וְזֶה־לְּךָ֞  לָּֽ
ל  ל אֹתֽוֹ׃ יב כֹּ֚ יתְךָ֖ יאֹכַ֥ ם כָּל־טָה֥וֹר בְּבֵֽ יךָ אִתְּךָ֖ לְחָק־עוֹלָ֑ וּלְבָנֶ֧יךָ וְלִבְנֹתֶ֛
לְךָ֥  י֖י  לַֽ אֲשֶׁר־יִתְּנ֥וּ  ם  אשִׁיתָ֛ רֵֽ �֑ן  וְדָגָ תִּיר֣וֹשׁ  לֶב  וְכָל־חֵ֖ ר  יִצְהָ֔ לֶב  חֵ֣
הְיֶה֑ כָּל־טָה֥וֹר  י֖י לְךָ֣ יִֽ יאוּ לַֽ ם אֲשֶׁר־יָבִ֥ ר בְּאַרְצָ֛ י כָּל־אֲשֶׁ֧ ים׃ יג בִּכּוּרֵ֞ נְתַתִּֽ
כָל־ חֶם לְֽ טֶר רֶ֠ הְיֶֽה׃ טו כָּל־פֶּ֣ ל לְךָ֥ יִֽ רֶם בְּיִשְׂרָאֵ֖ נּוּ׃ יד כָּל־חֵ֥ אכְלֶֽ ֹֽ יתְךָ֖ י בְּבֵֽ
ה  תִפְדֶּ֗ ה  פָּדֹ֣ ךְ ׀  אַ֣ ךְ  הְיֶה־לָּ֑ יִֽ ה  וּבַבְּהֵמָ֖ ם  אָדָ֥ בָּֽ י֛י  לַֽ יבוּ  אֲשֶׁר־יַקְרִ֧ ר  בָּשָׂ֞
ה׃ טז וּפְדוּיָו֙ מִבֶּן־ ה תִּפְדֶּֽ ה הַטְּמֵאָ֖ ת בְּכֽוֹר־הַבְּהֵמָ֥ ם וְאֵ֛ אָדָ֔ ת בְּכ֣וֹר הָֽ אֵ֚
ה  ים גֵּרָ֖ דֶשׁ עֶשְׂרִ֥ קֶל הַקֹּ֑ ים בְּשֶׁ֣ שֶׁת שְׁקָלִ֖ סֶף חֲמֵ֥ רְכְּךָ֔ כֶּ֛ ה בְּעֶ֨ דֶשׁ תִּפְדֶּ֔ חֹ֣
דֶשׁ  קֹ֣ ה  תִפְדֶּ֖ א  ֹ֥ ל ז  עֵ֛ אֽוֹ־בְכ֥וֹר  שֶׂב  כֶּ֜ אֽוֹ־בְכ֨וֹר  כוֹר־שׁ֡וֹר  בְּֽ ךְ  הֽוּא׃ יז אַ֣
חַ  יחַ נִיחֹ֖ ה לְרֵ֥ יר אִשֶּׁ֛ ם תַּקְטִ֔ חַ֙ וְאֶת־חֶלְבָּ֣ ק עַל־הַמִּזְבֵּ֨ ם תִּזְרֹ֤ ם אֶת־דָּמָ֞ הֵ֑
ל ׀  הְיֶֽה׃ יט כֹּ֣ ין לְךָ֥ יִֽ ה וּכְשׁ֥וֹק הַיָּמִ֖ חֲזֵ֧ה הַתְּנוּפָ֛ ךְ כַּֽ הְיֶה־לָּ֑ ם יִֽ יֽי׃ יח וּבְשָׂרָ֖ לַֽ
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וּלְבָנֶ֧יךָ  לְךָ֗  י  תִּֽ נָתַ֣ יי֒  לַֽ י־יִשְׂרָאֵל֮  בְנֵֽ ימוּ  יָרִ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ ים  הַקֳּדָשִׁ֗ ת  תְּרוּמֹ֣
ם הִוא֙ לִפְנֵי֣ י֔י לְךָ֖ וּֽלְזַרְעֲךָ֥  לַח עוֹלָ֥ ם בְּרִית֩ מֶ֨ יךָ אִתְּךָ֖ לְחָק־עוֹלָ֑ וְלִבְנֹתֶ֛

ךְ׃ אִתָּֽ

(8) The Lord spoke further to Aaron: I hereby give you charge 
of My gifts, all the sacred donations of the Israelites; I grant 
them to you and to your sons as a perquisite, a due for all time.
(9) This shall be yours from the most holy sacrifices, the 
offerings by fire: every such offering that they render to Me as 
most holy sacrifices, namely, every meal offering, sin offering, 
and guilt offering of theirs, shall belong to you and your sons.
(10) You shall partake of them as most sacred donations: only 
males may eat them; you shall treat them as consecrated.
(11) This, too, shall be yours: the gift offerings of their 
contributions, all the elevation offerings of the Israelites, I 
give to you, to your sons, and to the daughters that are with 
you, as a due for all time; everyone of your household who is 
clean may eat it.
(12) All the best of the new oil, wine, and grain – the choice 
parts that they present to the Lord – I give to you.
(13) The first fruits of everything in their land, that they bring 
to the Lord, shall be yours; everyone of your household who 
is clean may eat them.
(14) Everything that has been proscribed in Israel shall be 
yours.
(15) The first issue of the womb of every being, man or beast, 
that is offered to the Lord, shall be yours; but you shall have 
the first-born of man redeemed, and you shall also have the 
firstling of unclean animals redeemed.
(16) Take as their redemption price, from the age of one month 
up, the money equivalent of five shekels by the sanctuary 
weight, which is twenty gerahs.
(17) But the firstlings of cattle, sheep, or goats may not be 
redeemed; they are consecrated. You shall dash their blood 
against the altar, and turn their fat into smoke as an offering 
by fire for a pleasing odor to the Lord.
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(18) But their meat shall be yours: it shall be yours like the 
breast of elevation offering and like the right thigh.
(19) All the sacred gifts that the Israelites set aside for the Lord 
I give to you, to your sons, and to the daughters that are with 
you, as a due for all time. It shall be an everlasting covenant 
of salt before the Lord for you and for your offspring as well.

One of the most important elements of the Temple service 
performed by the kohanim was that they ate the sacrifices, which 
consisted mainly of meat and bread.

Temple food is ideal food. In the ordinary world outside the Temple 
people eat because they are hungry, and because they will die unless 
they eat. But the fundamental purpose of food is not those. Rather 
than merely sustaining and maintaining our survival, food allows us to 
absorb the world around us, to incorporate the surrounding world into 
ourselves, as it were.

Which of the two approaches is morally more correct: “I eat to live,” 
or “I live to eat”? The Torah supports the second of those two. We come 
to this world to “eat” it – to consume it, to absorb it into ourselves. 
Food is not just a part of life. Food is life itself.

Physical food is also symbolic of our relationship to the world, 
of an attitude of wanting to incorporate the entire universe into 
ourselves. The Torah says about the Garden of Eden: “And the Lord 
God commanded the man, saying, ‘Of every tree of the garden you are 
free to eat; but as for the tree of knowledge of good and bad, you must 
not eat of it; for as soon as you eat of it, you shall die’ ” (Gen. 2:16-17). 
The literal translation, however, is different. Not “Of every tree of the 
garden you are free to eat,” but “Of every tree of the garden you shall 
surely eat.” That is, you must eat.

Only one tree in the Garden was forbidden to Adam and Eve, while 
of all other trees they were not only allowed to partake, but were 
commanded to do so. Such is the proper path of human life. We come 
into the world to “eat” it: we do not eat to live, we live to eat. It is my 
duty to consume the entire Creation, to make the entire Creation a 
part of myself, to raise it to my own level – the level of man as the 
image of God.
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When we speak of “food” in this context, of course we mean not 
only food in the literal sense. This “food” is quite diverse, for it takes 
many forms. The way we “consume” science, art, or sports is different 
from how we eat bread, but the essence of all food is the same, and 
physical food is only a symbolic representation of spiritual food. 

The food eaten by the kohanim in the Temple was that kind of ideal 
food, in that it represented human life as the process of incorporating 
all of the Creation into oneself. The Temple food was an ideal food eaten 
in an ideal place by ideal people. In a certain sense, it served to correct 
the sin of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, who transgressed God’s 
only commandment to them – the prohibition of eating from the fruit 
of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.

The development of a human embryo is a metaphor for transforming 
the universe by consuming our surroundings. The boundaries of an 
embryo’s world are the walls of his mother’s womb. When the embryo 
first begins to grow inside that womb, the distance between him and 
the wall of the womb is very substantial – an abyss, as it were. But he 
eats and eats, and as he eats he grows. The distance between him and 
the wall of the womb gradually decreases, until he comes to a certain 
stage of development where there is no gap at all between himself and 
the world around him. 

He fills the entire space of his world. He is the world. But then comes 
his time to be born, to leave his inner world and enter the larger world. 
Now his world has entirely new boundaries. He sees heaven. He begins 
to “eat” everything that can be eaten – he learns about the world in all 
its aspects. And after eating the entire world, his next “birth” becomes 
possible: he reaches the World to Come, in which the next stage of 
development awaits him. Except that that world is beyond the realm 
of our knowledge.

(8) The Lord spoke further to Aaron: I hereby give you charge 
of My gifts: A system of gifts is established that binds the kohanim and 
the Levites with the rest of the nation, thus facilitating appropriate 
and proper interactions across all three levels of Jewish society.

(9-10) This shall be yours from the most holy sacrifices … 
every such offering … You shall partake of them as most sacred 
donations: only males may eat them: The Temple sacrifices may be 
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eaten only by the kohanim themselves inside the Temple. They are to 
treat the eating of the sacrifices as an element of the Temple service 
that symbolizes “consuming the universe” on a microscale.

(11) This, too, shall be yours: the gift offerings of … all the 
elevation offerings of the Israelites, I give to you, to your sons, and to 
the daughters that are with you, as a due for all time: Unlike sacrifices, 
the “gift offerings of produce,” terumah, that the kohanim receive may 
be eaten by the kohanim themselves and also by their family members.

Everyone of your household who is clean may eat it: However, 
they may eat such gift offerings only when in a state of tohorah, “ritual 
purity.”

(14) Everything that has been proscribed in Israel shall be 
yours: The Hebrew here for “proscribed” is cherem. These are items – 
animals or inanimate objects – that have been presented to the Temple 
in fulfillment of an oath. As such, they cannot be redeemed.

(19) It shall be an everlasting covenant of salt before the Lord 
for you and for your offspring as well: Salt represents everlastingness 
because it never changes nor deteriorates and, moreover, even preserves 
other foodstuffs, keeping them safe for consumption. The transfer of a 
portion of the harvest and the offspring of livestock to the kohen serves 
as “salt,” by contributing to the preservation of agricultural activities.

§ 13.3. THE PORTION OF THE PRIESTS  
AMONG THE ISRAELITES (18:20-32)

ם  א־יִהְיֶ֥ה לְךָ֖ בְּתוֹכָ֑ ֹֽ לֶק ל ל וְחֵ֕ א תִנְחָ֔ ֹ֣ ן בְּאַרְצָם֙ ל ל־אַהֲרֹ֗ אמֶר י֜י אֶֽ ֹ֨  כ וַיּ

ל׃  י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ תְךָ֔ בְּת֖וֹךְ בְּנֵ֥ י חֶלְקְךָ֙ וְנַחֲלָ֣ אֲנִ֤
דָתָם֙  עֲבֹֽ לֶף  חֵ֤ ה  חֲלָ֑ לְנַֽ ל  בְּיִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ר  עֲשֵׂ֥ כָּל־מַֽ תִּי  נָתַ֛ ה  הִנֵּ֥ י  לֵוִ֔ כא וְלִבְנֵי֣ 
י  בְּנֵ֥ ע֛וֹד  א־יִקְרְב֥וּ  ֹֽ ד׃ כב וְל מוֹעֵֽ הֶל  אֹ֥ ת  אֶת־עֲבדַֹ֖ ים  בְדִ֔ עֹֽ ם  אֲשֶׁר־הֵ֣
י ה֗וּא אֶת־ הַלֵּוִ֜ ד  לָמֽוּת׃ כג וְעָבַ֨ טְא  חֵ֖ את  לָשֵׂ֥ ד  הֶל מוֹעֵ֑ ל אֶל־אֹ֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֖
ם וּבְתוֹךְ֙ בְּנֵי֣  תֵיכֶ֔ ת עוֹלָם֙ לְדרֹֹ֣ ם יִשְׂא֣וּ עֲונָֺ֑ם חֻקַּ֤ ד וְהֵ֖ הֶל מוֹעֵ֔ עֲבדַֹת֙ אֹ֣
ימוּ  יָרִ֤ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ בְּנֵֽ ר  אֶת־מַעְשַׂ֣ י  ה׃ כד כִּ֞ חֲלָֽ נַֽ יִנְחֲל֖וּ  א  ֹ֥ ל ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔
ל  ם בְּתוֹךְ֙ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ רְתִּי לָהֶ֔ ה עַל־כֵּן֙ אָמַ֣ חֲלָ֑ ם לְנַֽ תִּי לַלְוִיִּ֖ ה נָתַ֥ יי֙ תְּרוּמָ֔ לַֽ

ה׃  חֲלָֽ א יִנְחֲל֖וּ נַֽ ֹ֥ ל
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אֲלֵהֶם֒  מַרְתָּ֣  וְאָֽ תְּדַבֵּר֮  ר׃ כו וְאֶל־הַלְוִיִּ֣ם  לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  כה וַיְדַבֵּ֥
ם  אִתָּ֖ מֵֽ ם  לָכֶ֛ תִּי  נָתַ֧ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ ר  מַּעֲשֵׂ֗ אֶת־הַֽ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֜ בְּנֵֽ ת  מֵאֵ֨ קְחוּ  י־תִ֠ כִּֽ
ב  ר׃ כז וְנֶחְשַׁ֥ מַּעֲשֵֽׂ מִן־הַֽ ר  עֲשֵׂ֖ מַֽ י֔י  ת  תְּרוּמַ֣ נּוּ֙  מִמֶּ֨ ם  מֹתֶ֤ וַהֲרֵֽ ם  חֲלַתְכֶ֑ בְּנַֽ
ימוּ גַם־ ן תָּרִ֤ ֽקֶב׃ כח כֵּ֣ ה מִן־הַיָּ� מְלֵאָ֖ וְכַֽ רֶן  ם כַּדָּגָן֙ מִן־הַגֹּ֔ ם תְּרֽוּמַתְכֶ֑ לָכֶ֖
ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בְּנֵי֣  ת  מֵאֵ֖ תִּקְח֔וּ  ר  אֲשֶׁ֣ ם  תֵיכֶ֔ מַעְשְׂרֹ֣ מִכּלֹ֙  י֔י  ת  תְּרוּמַ֣ אַתֶּם֙ 
ימוּ  ם תָּרִ֕ תֵיכֶ֔ ן׃ כט מִכּלֹ֙ מַתְּנֹ֣ ן הַכּהֵֹֽ הֲרֹ֖ ת י֔י לְאַֽ נּוּ֙ אֶת־תְּרוּמַ֣ ם מִמֶּ֨ וּנְתַתֶּ֤
ם  אֲלֵהֶ֑ מַרְתָּ֖  נּוּ׃ ל וְאָֽ מִמֶּֽ ת־מִקְדְּשׁ֖וֹ  אֶֽ ל־חֶלְבּ֔וֹ  מִכָּ֨ י֑י  ת  כָּל־תְּרוּמַ֣ ת  אֵ֖
ת  וְכִתְבוּאַ֥ רֶן  גֹּ֖ ת  כִּתְבוּאַ֥ ם  לַלְוִיִּ֔ וְנֶחְשַׁב֙  נּוּ  מִמֶּ֔ אֶת־חֶלְבּוֹ֙  ם  ימְכֶ֤ בַּהֲרִֽ
ם  לָכֶ֔ הוּא֙  ר  י־שָׂכָ֥ כִּֽ ם  יתְכֶ֑ וּבֵֽ ם  אַתֶּ֖ בְּכָל־מָק֔וֹם  אֹתוֹ֙  ם  אֲכַלְתֶּ֤ ֽקֶב׃ לא וַֽ יָ�
ם אֶת־ ימְכֶ֥ טְא בַּהֲרִֽ א־תִשְׂא֤וּ עָלָיו֙ חֵ֔ ֹֽ ד׃ לב וְל הֶל מוֹעֵֽ ם בְּאֹ֥ דַתְכֶ֖ לֶף עֲבֹֽ חֵ֥

א תָמֽוּתוּ׃  ֹ֥ א תְחַלְּל֖וּ וְל ֹ֥ ל ל י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֛ י בְנֵֽ נּוּ וְאֶת־קָדְשֵׁ֧ חֶלְבּ֖וֹ מִמֶּ֑

(20) And the Lord said to Aaron: You shall, however, have no 
territorial share among them or own any portion in their 
midst; I am your portion and your share among the Israelites.
(21) And to the Levites I hereby give all the tithes in Israel as 
their share in return for the services that they perform, the 
services of the Tent of Meeting.
(22) Henceforth, Israelites shall not trespass on the Tent of 
Meeting, and thus incur guilt and die:
(23) only Levites shall perform the services of the Tent of 
Meeting; others would incur guilt. It is the law for all time 
throughout the ages. But they shall have no territorial share 
among the Israelites;
(24) for it is the tithes set aside by the Israelites as a gift to 
the Lord that I give to the Levites as their share. Therefore 
I have said concerning them: They shall have no territorial 
share among the Israelites.
(25) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
(26) Speak to the Levites and say to them: When you receive 
from the Israelites their tithes, which I have assigned to you 
as your share, you shall set aside from them one-tenth of the 
tithe as a gift to the Lord.
(27) This shall be accounted to you as your gift. As with the 
new grain from the threshing floor or the flow from the vat,



312 Bible Dynamics. Book of Numbers

(28) so shall you on your part set aside a gift for the Lord from 
all the tithes that you receive from the Israelites; and from 
them you shall bring the gift for the Lord to Aaron the priest.
(29) You shall set aside all gifts due to the Lord from everything 
that is donated to you, from each thing its best portion, the 
part thereof that is to be consecrated.
(30) Say to them further: When you have removed the best part 
from it, you Levites may consider it the same as the yield of 
threshing floor or vat.
(31) You and your households may eat it anywhere, for it is 
your recompense for your services in the Tent of Meeting.
(32) You will incur no guilt through it, once you have removed 
the best part from it; but you must not profane the sacred 
donations of the Israelites, lest you die.

Creating and maintaining a proper connection with holiness 
depends on a strict hierarchy, which becomes fixed by virtue of these 
offerings. When the Israelites present offerings to the Levites, the 
latter make their own offerings to the kohanim, the priests, from what 
they have received. Thus, the hierarchy is reinforced.

However, the Israelites too must give other offerings directly to 
the kohanim. Thus, they have also their own direct connection to the 
kohanim, and not only through the Levites.

(20) And the Lord said to Aaron: You shall, however, have 
no territorial share among them or own any portion in their 
midst: The Levite cities – forty-eight cities scattered throughout the 
territories of all the tribes (see Num. 35:7) – do not properly belong to 
the Levites. Those cities are a part of the inheritance of the other tribes. 

I am your portion and your share among the Israelites: Even 
their food does not belong to them. They eat it only as the Almighty’s 
representatives: “The priests receive their portion from the table of 
the Almighty” (Talmud, Menachot 6a).

(21) And to the Levites I hereby give all the tithes in Israel 
as their share in return for the services that they perform, the 
services of the Tent of Meeting: The kohanim and the Levites depend 
for their food on the intensity of religious fervor that they are able to 
inspire among the people. In order to be assured of receiving offerings 
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and tithes, the kohanim and the Levites must be scattered among all 
the tribes, where they maintain a working, ongoing relationship with 
the rest of the nation. 

As previously mentioned, the tribe of Levi (which included both 
the kohanim and the Levites) took turns serving in the Temple. They 
were divided into twenty-four “watches,” with each watch serving in 
the Temple two weeks out of the year. The rest of the time they lived 
among the people, working to ensure that the people would stay in 
touch with the Torah and the Tradition. 

Every citizen throughout the Land of Israel distributed offerings 
and tithes from his yearly produce not to a “collective Levitical fund,” 
but to individual kohanim and Levites of his own choosing. Thus, those 
members of the tribe of Levi who performed better as spiritual role 
models and teachers were assured a greater portion of the annual yield.

(25-26) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to the Levites 
and say to them: When you receive from the Israelites their 
tithes, which I have assigned to you as your share, you shall set 
aside from them one-tenth of the tithe as a gift to the Lord: As 
an assurance that the tribe of Levi will never repeat Korah’s error, they 
must separate one tenth of the tithe they receive from the Israelites 
(i.e., “one percent of the harvest,” terumat maaser), and pass it on to the 
kohanim. In our times, since there is no Temple and no Levitical service, 
the tithe that would be given to the Levite (maaser,“ten percent of the 
harvest”) need not be separated, because there are no Levites laying 
claim to it. 

But terumat maaser, the“one percent of the harvest,” as mentioned 
just above, must be separated nonetheless, because that portion 
of the produce has sacred status, which cannot be disregarded –  
notwithstanding that no kohen is allowed to eat it – because the 
necessary state of ritual purity cannot be achieved in these times. 
Therefore, after terumat maaser is separated, it must simply be  
burned.
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***
This concludes the first of two parts of the book of Numbers. 

(Conceptually, that is. The Torah itself marks no such division here.) 
The long period that will now ensue – thirty-eight years of 

wilderness wanderings, during which the generation of the Exodus will 
completely die out– is glossed over in almost complete silence by the 
Torah. The second part of the book, which begins here, will now fast-
forward immediately to the very last year of the forty-year wilderness 
journey. Likewise, this Biblical Dynamics commentary will resume in 
part 2 with coverage of those fortieth-year events.
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§ 14. THE BOOK OF NUMBERS, PART 2: 
GENERAL OVERVIEW

§ 14.1. THE STRUCTURE OF THE SECOND PART  
OF THE BOOK OF NUMBERS

The first half of the book of Numbers was devoted to the education 
of the Exodus generation, and dealt with the nation’s internal problems. 

The second half of the book of Numbers that begins here is all 
about educating a new generation, known as “the generation of the 
wilderness.” The narrative unfolds around a series of confrontations 
with other nations, in the process of Israel’s conquest of the Transjordan 
on their way to entering the Promised Land.

In this second part of the book of Numbers (as was the case in the 
books of Genesis and Exodus), the weekly portions are paired. The 
general scheme is as follows:

6. Chukkat (19:1-22:1) – Confrontation between nations (1 of 2), at 
the military-political level: “Realpolitik.”

7. Balak (22:2-25:9) – Confrontation between nations (2 of 2) at the 
spiritual and mystical level.

8. Pinchas (25:10-30:1) – The final census after the wilderness 
wanderings. This section is paired with weekly portion 1, Bemidbar, the 
first weekly portion of this book of Numbers (see part 1). Together they 
form a pair of “brackets” that enclose the account of the forty-year 
journey through the wilderness.

9. Mattot (30:2-32:42) – Recovery after the wilderness wanderings 
(1 of 2). The nation’s external problems.
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10. Mas‘ei (33:1-36:13) – Recovery after the wilderness wanderings 
(2 of 2). The nation’s internal problems.

§ 14.2. THE FORTIETH YEAR OF WILDERNESS WANDERINGS 

Chukkat (literally, “legislation”), the sixth weekly portion in the 
book of Numbers, takes us immediately into the fortieth, final year of 
the Israelites’ wilderness wanderings.

The Torah has almost nothing to say about the intermediate period 
of wanderings. From the second year following the Exodus it moves 
immediately to the fortieth and final year. Thus we infer that there 
were no critical events in the interim period of thirty-eight years. The 
people merely assimilated the lessons they had already received, and 
on that basis a new generation came of age.

But in the final year the situation has now changed. The time has 
come for a new generation to pass their tests in their confrontations 
with other nations, which serves as preparation for their entry into the 
Land of Israel. Weekly portions Chukkat and Balak are devoted to this 
topic.

The first of those two portions, Chukkat, describes the Israelites’ 
political confrontations with the surrounding nations, in peace and 
in war. Only after that, in weekly portion Balak, will Israel’s spiritual 
relationship with those other nations be described. In other words, the 
Jewish people must first emerge victorious in battle, and only then can 
they be taken seriously on the spiritual plane.

(We would do well to note that in our own times too, Israel’s 
relations with the world at large are developing according to that same 
plan.)

§ 14.3. CHANGE OF LEADERSHIP: MIRIAM, AARON,  
AND MOSES DEPART FROM THE WORLD STAGE 

Weekly portion Chukkat speaks of a new generation and a change 
of leadership. There is also a transition from a world of miracles to a 
natural existence.
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The miracles witnessed and experienced by the Israelites in the 
course of their wilderness journey relate directly to their three national 
leaders: Moses, Aaron, and Miriam.

Thanks to Moses, manna descended from the sky. Thanks to Aaron, 
there were clouds of Glory.58 And in Miriam’s merit a well accompanied 
the people everywhere they went, giving them water. These three 

“shepherds” miraculously provided the Jewish nation with all their 
needs: food, water, and protection from the elements. Therefore, as 
the nation prepares to move from their wilderness existence, the 
world of miracles, to the territory that they will possess and inhabit, 
a completely natural existence, all three of those leaders will depart 
from the scene.

But at the same time, the departure of those leaders and the 
cessation of miracles are not abrupt and immediate, but gradual.

Miriam dies first, in Kadesh, and contact with the nation of 
Edom begins. The journey through the wilderness continues, but its 

“miraculous” aspect has already drawn to a close, and life now begins 
in the inhabited wilderness regions. This means that there is no longer 
any need for a Divine well, and, accordingly, Miriam dies.

After Miriam’s death a crisis of water begins, in which Moses and 
Aaron demonstrate that they are unable to correctly lead the nation’s 
further development. Aaron dies next. Aaron is the symbol of peace, 
and due to his merits the people have had the clouds of Glory to protect 
them. But once the military campaign begins, the clouds of Glory are 
no longer needed.

Already at this stage the Divine decree has been handed down 
that Moses will not enter the Promised Land, which effectively means 
that he too will soon die. But the implementation of that sentence is 
postponed for one year, because Moses must lead the people to the very 
border of the Land of Israel, and, moreover, the falling of the manna 
daily also depends on him. Therefore, Moses will die one year hence, 
only just before the crossing of the Jordan, which officially marks the 
nation’s entry into their new land.

58	  See § 17.2 below.
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We should note that, as it turns out, with the disappearance of 
Miriam’s well the people still cannot survive without miracles, and 

“miraculous water” must return, if only in a more limited sense. But 
on the other hand, just when the clouds of Glory depart we see that 
the people are now able to cope with their new circumstances, and 
they defeat the king of Arad by their own efforts and without Divine 
intervention.

This transition from a miraculous to a natural existence reflects 
the different levels of Divine rule in the world, corresponding to 
different concepts of Divine reward and punishment. Under miraculous 
governance, everything is absolute, and punishment immediately 
follows sin, while under natural governance, this connection is hidden, 
and punishment can be postponed, or come from a different direction. 
As with Balaam, for example, who died not at the hand of the sword-
bearing angel with whom he had an encounter on his way to curse the 
Jewish nation, but somewhat later, by the sword wielded by the Jewish 
army in the war with Midian.

This transition is similar to what we experience growing up. 
With miraculous governance, the reward and punishment that come 
immediately are more like obedience training than true education. 
Only natural governance teaches a person to take responsibility for his 
own life. 

The transition from the miraculous world to the natural world 
must therefore occur gradually.

***
Miriam, Aaron and Moses must die without crossing the Jordan 

into the Promised Land, because their mission is already complete. 
They cannot move on to the next historical phase, because their 
mere existence would interfere with the next stage in the people’s 
development. All three are such exceptional leaders that in their 
presence no other leaders can display their leadership qualities, which 
would only fade in comparison. 

The Midrash compares Moses to the sun, and Joshua the son of 
Nun (Moses’ successor) to the moon. This comparison is intended 
to emphasize not so much the gap between their respective levels of 
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greatness as the difference between how they relate to others. When the 
sun is shining, no stars are visible. But when even the fullest, brightest 
moon shines at night, the stars too can be seen with no difficulty. 

And by analogy, against the background of a leader of Moses’ caliber 
no one else can realize his own greatness. Thus, in order to allow the 
stars to manifest, the “sun” must be removed, and leadership must be 
transferred to the “moon.” That is, in order to enable a new generation 
of leaders, the old leaders must give way to them.
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Weekly 
Portion 6

Chukkat
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§ 15. PURIFICATION BY THE RED COW 

§ 15.1. THE COMMANDMENT OF THE RED COW (19:1-2)

אֲשֶׁר־ ה  הַתּוֹרָ֔ ת  חֻקַּ֣ ר׃ ב זאֹ֚ת  לֵאמֹֽ ן  ל־אַהֲרֹ֖ וְאֶֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֔י  ר  א וַיְדַבֵּ֣
ה  ה תְּמִימָ֗ ה אֲדֻמָּ֜ ל וְיִקְח֣וּ אֵלֶיךָ֩ פָרָ֨ ר ׀ אֶל־בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ ר דַּבֵּ֣ ה י֖י לֵאמֹ֑ צִוָּ֥

ל׃ יהָ עֹֽ ה עָלֶ֖ א־עָלָ֥ ֹֽ ר ל ין־בָּהּ֙ מ֔וּם אֲשֶׁ֛ ר אֵֽ אֲשֶׁ֤

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying:
(2) This is the ritual law that the Lord has commanded: Instruct 
the Israelite people to bring you a red cow without blemish, in 
which there is no defect and on which no yoke has been laid.

When our sages divided the Torah into fifty-four weekly portions, 
they decided that the commandment of the Red Cow (or, as it is 
sometimes called, the “Red Heifer”) should begin a weekly new portion, 
whose main theme, however, is the battles that the still nascent Jewish 
nation wages with the peoples of the world.

The division of the Torah portions is important for understanding 
the meaning of this commandment. A means of cleansing from the 
impurity of death is, first and foremost, an essential aspect of military 
operations. Before going to war it is important that provisions be made 
for such cleansing.

A person who has been defiled to a corpse is prohibited from 
entering the Temple without first being cleansed by the ashes of the 
Red Cow. This emphasizes that one must first be cleansed of death, and 
of evil, before there can be any possibility of advancing to the path of 
goodness and holiness.
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(2) To bring you a red cow without blemish, in which there is 
no defect: To begin with, the Red Cow is a symbol of maximum vitality. 
The cow is the largest kosher domestic animal, and a female, moreover –  
which means that she can also give birth to new vitality. Her perfectly 
red color represents the exuberant vitality of the material world (the 
material world that is associated with adom, the “red color” of adamah, 

“earth, materiality”). And she must be entirely free of any blemish or 
flaw. Thus, she has in her the greatest concentration of completeness 
that can be achieved in any animal.

A red cow without blemish: The cow must be completely and 
flawlessly red. Even two black hairs (that is, two non-red hairs) render 
the cow unfit for this role. 

But of course, this red color is not a bright red (like the color of a 
poppy flower, for example). Rather, it is the same red color that we mean 
when we say that a person is a “redhead” – a shade more like a golden 
orange-brown. In this sense the Red Cow also provides atonement for 
the sin of the golden calf. 

In which there is no defect: It is a general requirement for all 
animal sacrifices that they be of only the best quality, free of any defect 
or mutilation. 

(See Lev. 22:18-20: “When any man … presents a burnt offering … 
or any of the freewill offerings … it must, to be acceptable in your favor, 
be a male without blemish, from cattle or sheep or goats. You shall not 
offer any that has a defect, for it will not be accepted in your favor.”)

And on which no yoke has been laid: That is, the vitality of 
this cow has never been diminished. To “bear the yoke” means to be 
deprived of one’s freedom. And life without freedom is not complete.

§ 15.2. HOW THE RED COW’S ASHES ARE PREPARED (19:3-10)

ה  מַּחֲנֶ֔ לַֽ אֶל־מִח֣וּץ  אֹתָהּ֙  יא  וְהוֹצִ֤ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֑ אֶל־אֶלְעָזָ֖ר  הּ  אֹתָ֔ ם  ג וּנְתַתֶּ֣
ה אֶל־ וְהִזָּ֞ הּ בְּאֶצְבָּע֑וֹ  ן מִדָּמָ֖ ח אֶלְעָזָ֧ר הַכּהֵֹ֛ יו׃ ד וְלָקַ֞ הּ לְפָנָֽ ט אֹתָ֖ וְשָׁחַ֥
ה לְעֵינָ֑יו  ף אֶת־הַפָּרָ֖ ים׃ ה וְשָׂרַ֥ בַע פְּעָמִֽ הּ שֶׁ֥ ד מִדָּמָ֖ הֶל־מוֹעֵ֛ כַח פְּנֵ֧י אֹֽ נֹ֨
ץ  ן עֵ֥ ח הַכּהֵֹ֗ �ָקַ֣ ף׃ ו וְל הּ יִשְׂרֹֽ הּ עַל־פִּרְשָׁ֖ הּ וְאֶת־בְּשָׂרָהּ֙ וְאֶת־דָּמָ֔ אֶת־ערָֹ֤
יו  ס בְּגָדָ֜ ה׃ ז וְכִבֶּ֨ ת הַפָּרָֽ יךְ אֶל־תּ֖וֹךְ שְׂרֵפַ֥ עַת וְהִשְׁלִ֕ י תוֹלָ֑ רֶז וְאֵז֖וֹב וּשְׁנִ֣ אֶ֛
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עַד־ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֖ א  וְטָמֵ֥ מַּחֲנֶ֑ה  אֶל־הַֽ א  ֹ֣ יָב ר  וְאַחַ֖ יִם  בַּמַּ֔ בְּשָׂרוֹ֙  ץ  וְרָחַ֤ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֗
א  וְטָמֵ֖ יִם  בַּמָּ֑ בְּשָׂר֖וֹ  ץ  וְרָחַ֥ יִם  בַּמַּ֔ בְּגָדָיו֙  ס  יְכַבֵּ֤ הּ  אֹתָ֔ ף  רֶב׃ ח וְהַשּׂרֵֹ֣ הָעָֽ
מַּחֲנֶ֖ה  יחַ מִח֥וּץ לַֽ ה וְהִנִּ֛ פֶר הַפָּרָ֔ ת אֵ֣ ישׁ טָה֗וֹר אֵ֚ ף ׀ אִ֣ רֶב׃ ט וְאָסַ֣ עַד־הָעָֽ
את  ה חַטָּ֥ י נִדָּ֖ רֶת לְמֵ֥ ל לְמִשְׁמֶ֛ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֧ ת בְּנֵֽ עֲדַ֨ לַֽ יְתָה  הָֽ וְ֠ בְּמָק֣וֹם טָה֑וֹר 
רֶב  עַד־הָעָ֑ א  וְטָמֵ֖ יו  אֶת־בְּגָדָ֔ הַפָּרָה֙  פֶר  אֶת־אֵ֤ ף  אֹסֵ֨ הָֽ כִבֶּס  וא׃ י וְ֠ הִֽ

ם׃ ת עוֹלָֽ ם לְחֻקַּ֥ ר בְּתוֹכָ֖ ר הַגָּ֥ ל וְלַגֵּ֛ ה לִבְנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ הָיְתָ֞ וְֽ

 You shall give it to Eleazar the priest. It shall be taken  )3(

.outside the camp and slaughtered in his presence

(4) Eleazar the priest shall take some of its blood with his 
finger and sprinkle it seven times toward the front of the Tent 
of Meeting.
(5) The cow shall be burned in his sight – its hide, flesh, and 
blood shall be burned, its dung included –
(6) and the priest shall take cedar wood, hyssop, and crimson 
stuff, and throw them into the fire consuming the cow.
(7) The priest shall wash his garments and bathe his body in 
water; after that the priest may reenter the camp, but he shall 
be unclean until evening.
(8) He who performed the burning shall also wash his garments 
in water, bathe his body in water, and be unclean until evening.
(9) A man who is clean shall gather up the ashes of the cow 
and deposit them outside the camp in a clean place, to be 
kept for water of lustration for the Israelite community. It is 
for cleansing.
(10) He who gathers up the ashes of the cow shall also wash 
his clothes and be unclean until evening. This shall be a 
permanent law for the Israelites and for the strangers who 
reside among you.

(3) It shall be taken outside the camp: The cow must be taken to 
an uninhabited place beyond the camp, because it will be turned into 
ash, which symbolizes complete destruction.

(4) Shall take some of its blood … and sprinkle it seven times 
toward the front of the Tent of Meeting: Opposite the Temple exit 
and directly in line with it, as we shall now explain.
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The Temple has several entrances/exits, all positioned in succession 
along the same straight line. The exit from the Holy of Holies leads into 
the main Temple premises, whose doors lead out to the inner courtyard, 
whence likewise to the outer courtyard, and from there finally to the 
outside. Thus, a person standing outside the Temple, but looking into 
the Temple such that his line of vision follows that straight line just 
described, will see the curtain that conceals the Holy of Holies. This 
creates a sense of connection with holiness, and, simultaneously, of 
withdrawal from it.

In the Temple that King Solomon built in Jerusalem, that straight 
line from the Holy of Holies and through the Temple exit led to the 
exact location on the Mount of Olives where the Red Cow was burned. 
Therefore, if through archaeological excavations we can determine the 
place where the Red Cow was burned, this will allow us to precisely 
identify the location of the Holy of Holies.

And sprinkle it seven times: Seven is the number of the days 
of Creation. It is therefore the number that symbolizes nature and 
naturalness.

(5) The cow shall be burned in his sight – its hide, flesh, 
and blood shall be burned, its dung included: The cow is burned 
entirely. This represents the complete destruction of natural life in all 
its aspects.

(6) And the priest shall take cedar wood, hyssop, and crimson 
stuff, and throw them into the fire consuming the cow: The cedar 
is the tallest of all trees, while hyssop grass is the lowest of all plants. 

“Crimson stuff” is woolen thread colored with the red dye obtained 
from a unique species of worm. 

Thus we have a large cow and a small worm, a tall cedar and a low 
hyssop – a wide spectrum of animals and plants. And all this is burned 
together. That is, maximal vitality is collected from every angle, and is 
then completely destroyed, to become the very epitome of death.

(7-10) The priest … shall be unclean until evening. He who 
performed the burning shall … be unclean until evening. He who 
gathers up the ashes … shall … be unclean until evening: Everyone 
involved in preparing the ashes of the Red Cow is unclean. Since they 
do not see the process through to its conclusion, their action is seen as 
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only an aborted effort at achieving future vitality. (By this we mean the 
vitality that will follow the future resurrection of the dead. For as we 
will note below, it is that resurrection that the cleansing with the Red 
Cow’s ashes symbolizes.) 

Because such “non-attainment” of life is itself a source of impurity 
at the stage of preparation, the ashes and their water are unclean as 
well. Only at the very end of the process, when the ashes and the water 
are sprinkled on the person who is unclean, do they have the power to 
cleanse and purify.

The Mishnah reports that throughout the entire span of Jewish 
history, that is, from the moment the Tabernacle was dedicated in the 
wilderness after the Exodus, and until the destruction of the Second 
Temple – a period of over 1,400 years – the procedure for preparing the 
ashes of the Red Cow was performed only seven times. 

The first of the seven Red Cows was slaughtered and burned 
under Moses’ supervision. Its ashes were sufficient for the entire First 
Temple period. The next Red Cow was burned, and its ashes prepared, 
in the time of Ezra, after the return from the Babylonian captivity. And 
five more Red Cows were to follow, spanning the period of the Second 
Temple. After the second Temple was destroyed by the Romans in 70 
CE, the rules and regulations of ritual purity were no longer applicable 
to daily life, and the laws of the Red Cow too were no longer observed.

§ 15.3. THE PURIFICATION PROCEDURE (19:11-22)

ים׃ יב ה֣וּא יִתְחַטָּא־ב֞וֹ  ת יָמִֽ א שִׁבְעַ֥ ם וְטָמֵ֖ ת לְכָל־נֶ֣פֶשׁ אָדָ֑ עַ בְּמֵ֖ יא הַנֹּגֵ֥

י  א בַּיּ֧וֹם הַשְּׁלִישִׁ֛ א יִתְחַטָּ֜ ֹ֨ ר וְאִם־ל י יִטְהָ֑ י וּבַיּ֥וֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִ֖ בַּיּ֧וֹם הַשְּׁלִישִׁ֛
ם אֲשֶׁר־יָמ֜וּת  אָדָ֨ ת בְּנֶפֶשׁ֩ הָֽ עַ בְּמֵ֣ ל־הַנֹּגֵ֡ ר׃ יג כָּֽ א יִטְהָֽ ֹ֥ י ל וּבַיּ֥וֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִ֖
י  ל כִּי֩ מֵ֨ וא מִיִּשְׂרָאֵ֑ פֶשׁ הַהִ֖ ה הַנֶּ֥ א וְנִכְרְתָ֛ ן יי֙ טִמֵּ֔ א אֶת־מִשְׁכַּ֤ א יִתְחַטָּ֗ ֹ֣ וְל
ם  אָדָ֖ ה  בֽוֹ׃ יד זאֹ֚ת הַתּוֹרָ֔ טֻמְאָת֥וֹ  ע֖וֹד  ה  הְיֶ֔ יִֽ א  טָמֵ֣ עָלָיו֙  ק  א־זרַֹ֤ ֹֽ ל ה  נִדָּ֜
ת  שִׁבְעַ֥ א  יִטְמָ֖ הֶל  בָּאֹ֔ ר  וְכָל־אֲשֶׁ֣ הֶל֙  א אֶל־הָאֹ֨ כָּל־הַבָּ֤ הֶל  בְּאֹ֑ י־יָמ֣וּת  כִּֽ
ל  א הֽוּא׃ טז וְכֹ֨ יו טָמֵ֖ יל עָלָ֑ יד פָּתִ֖ ר אֵין־צָמִ֥ י פָת֔וּחַ אֲשֶׁ֛ ים׃ טו וְכלֹ֙ כְּלִ֣ יָמִֽ
א֣וֹ  ם  אָדָ֖ צֶם  אֽוֹ־בְעֶ֥ ת  בְמֵ֔ א֣וֹ  רֶב֙  חֲלַל־חֶ֨ בַּֽ ה  הַשָּׂדֶ֗ עַל־פְּנֵי֣  ע  אֲשֶׁר־יִגַּ֜
את  חַטָּ֑ הַֽ ת  שְׂרֵפַ֣ ר  עֲפַ֖ מֵֽ א  לַטָּמֵ֔ קְחוּ֙  ים׃ יז וְלָֽ יָמִֽ ת  שִׁבְעַ֥ א  יִטְמָ֖ בֶר  ְקָ֑ ב�
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ישׁ טָהוֹר֒  ל בַּמַּיִם֮ אִ֣ וְטָבַ֣ ח אֵז֜וֹב  לִי׃ יח וְלָקַ֨ ים אֶל־כֶּֽ חַיִּ֖ יִם  מַ֥ יו  עָלָ֛ ן  וְנָתַ֥
וְעַל־ ם  יוּ־שָׁ֑ הָֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֣ וְעַל־הַנְּפָשׁ֖וֹת  ים  וְעַל־כָּל־הַכֵּלִ֔ הֶל֙  עַל־הָאֹ֨ וְהִזָּ֤ה 
א  בֶר׃ יט וְהִזָּ֤ה הַטָּהֹר֙ עַל־הַטָּמֵ֔ ת א֥וֹ בַקָּֽ ל א֥וֹ בַמֵּ֖ חָלָ֔ צֶם֙ א֣וֹ בֶֽ עַ בַּעֶ֨ הַנֹּגֵ֗
ץ  יו וְרָחַ֥ ס בְּגָדָ֛ י וְכִבֶּ֧ י וְחִטְּאוֹ֙ בַּיּ֣וֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִ֔ י וּבַיּ֣וֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִ֑ בַּיּ֥וֹם הַשְּׁלִישִׁ֖
פֶשׁ  ה הַנֶּ֥ א וְנִכְרְתָ֛ א יִתְחַטָּ֔ ֹ֣ ישׁ אֲשֶׁר־יִטְמָא֙ וְל רֶב׃ כ וְאִ֤ ר בָּעָֽ יִם וְטָהֵ֥ בַּמַּ֖
יו  עָלָ֖ ק  א־זרַֹ֥ ֹֽ ל ה  נִדָּ֛ י  מֵ֥ א  טִמֵּ֗ י֜י  שׁ  אֶת־מִקְדַּ֨ כִּי֩  ל  הַקָּהָ֑ מִתּ֣וֹךְ  וא  הַהִ֖
יו  ס בְּגָדָ֔ יְכַבֵּ֣ י־הַנִּדָּה֙  ם וּמַזֵּ֤ה מֵֽ ת עוֹלָ֑ ם לְחֻקַּ֣ ה לָהֶ֖ יְתָ֥ א הֽוּא׃ כא וְהָֽ טָמֵ֥
א  א יִטְמָ֑ ל אֲשֶׁר־יִגַּע־בּ֥וֹ הַטָּמֵ֖ רֶב׃ כב וְכֹ֛ א עַד־הָעָֽ ה יִטְמָ֖ י הַנִּדָּ֔ עַ֙ בְּמֵ֣ וְהַנֹּגֵ֨

רֶב׃  א עַד־הָעָֽ פֶשׁ הַנֹּגַ֖עַת תִּטְמָ֥ וְהַנֶּ֥

(11) He who touches the corpse of any human being shall be 
unclean for seven days.
(12) He shall cleanse himself with it on the third day and 
on the seventh day, and then be clean; if he fails to cleanse 
himself on the third and seventh days, he shall not be clean.
(13) Whoever touches a corpse, the body of a person who 
has died, and does not cleanse himself, defiles the Lord’s 
Tabernacle; that person shall be cut off from Israel. Since 
the water of lustration was not dashed on him, he remains 
unclean; his uncleanness is still upon him.
(14) This is the ritual: When a person dies in a tent, whoever 
enters the tent and whoever is in the tent shall be unclean 
seven days;
(15) and every open vessel, with no lid fastened down, shall 
be unclean.
(16) And in the open, anyone who touches a person who was 
killed or who died naturally, or human bone, or a grave, shall 
be unclean seven days.
(17) Some of the ashes from the fire of cleansing shall be 
taken for the unclean person, and fresh water shall be added 
to them in a vessel.
(18) A person who is clean shall take hyssop, dip it in the 
water, and sprinkle on the tent and on all the vessels and 
people who were there, or on him who touched the bones or 
the person who was killed or died naturally or the grave.
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(19) The clean person shall sprinkle it upon the unclean 
person on the third day and on the seventh day, thus cleansing 
him by the seventh day. He shall then wash his clothes and 
bathe in water, and at nightfall he shall be clean.
(20) If anyone who has become unclean fails to cleanse 
himself, that person shall be cut off from the congregation, 
for he has defiled the Lord’s sanctuary. The water of lustration 
was not dashed on him: he is unclean.
(21) That shall be for them a law for all time. Further, he who 
sprinkled the water of lustration shall wash his clothes; and 
whoever touches the water of lustration shall be unclean 
until evening.
(22) Whatever that unclean person touches shall be unclean; 
and the person who touches him shall be unclean until 
evening.

(11) He who touches the corpse of any human being shall 
be unclean for seven days: Such uncleanness occurs when a living 
person comes in contact with (or, in some cases, merely in close 
proximity to) death. Death is the antithesis of life, and any person 
who has an encounter with it finds it highly unsettling. Moreover, the 
greater the degree of departure of life from this world, the higher the 
level of ritual impurity that results. Therefore, although the corpses 
of unclean animals also impart uncleanness, the impurity in that case 
is of a lower order. The very highest degree of impurity according to 
Torah law is the impurity transmitted by a human corpse. 

Shall be unclean: A person who comes in contact with a corpse 
becomes unclean because he begins to perceive death as the end of his 
existence. The source of the impurity is not death itself, but that we 
treat death as the absolute finality of life, believing that nothing at all 
will follow after death. It is that feeling – that mistaken approach to 
life and death – that is the reason for the impurity.

That perception is fundamentally wrong. On a superficial level, 
death seems to overpower life, because everyone in the world is 
inescapably mortal. But when we take a deeper look we understand 
that life is actually stronger than death.
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The meaning of the Red Cow, and the purification achieved through 
it, is that it symbolizes the return from death to life, the realization 
that death is not really final. The attitude that death can be overcome 
creates an understanding of the superiority of the life force. The feeling 
that life is stronger than death, as expressed through the procedure of 
the Red Cow, is what cleanses the unclean person of his impurity.

Shall be unclean for seven days: Seven days is the complete 
interval of time in nature, corresponding to the number of days in 
which God created the universe. (See the commentary to Num. 19:12 
below).

(12) He shall cleanse himself with it: “It” means the mixture of 
the ashes of the Red Cow and the water. The ashes alone cannot effect 
purification, which can happen only when the water and ashes are 
sprinkled together. This purification is modeled after the resurrection 
of the dead, which the “living water” (Num. 19:17, literal translation) 
and ashes together symbolize, but the ashes alone do not.

Note that the correlation of the cleansing by the Red Cow with the 
resurrection from the dead shows that the idea of “overcoming death 
in order to achieve the fullness of life,” which is often believed to be 
a Christian concept, is in fact already found in the Torah. (In many 
ancient cultures the rite of passage is based on this idea.)

In Judaism, the concept that the fullness of life can overcome 
primordial death is realized at three levels. It refers collectively to all 
of humanity (expulsion from the Garden of Eden), to each individual 
(the fullness of life in the World to Come after resurrection from the 
dead), and, finally, to the Jewish people, in the sense that the modern 
State of Israel is a Jewish resurrection at the national level.59

On the third day and on the seventh day: The required 
purification cannot happen all at once. An intermediate stage of 
cleansing is needed.

If he fails to cleanse himself on the third and seventh days, 
he shall not be clean: Since the purification ends on the seventh day, 
which corresponds to the completion of the Seven Days of Creation, we 
can infer that the intermediate stage of purification, which happens on 

59	  This approach can be traced back to the Kabbalah of the Gaon of Vilna.
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the third day, corresponds to the third day of Creation, on which plants 
were created and life first appeared. 

Thus, we can say that the intermediate stage of the third day is 
the purification of the “minimal biological” human aspect, and that 
of the seventh day is the purification of the person in toto. Without 
preliminary purification at the biological level, it would be impossible 
to purify a person as a whole, because a living soul is incomplete 
without a body.

(13) Defiles the Lord’s Tabernacle: Without purification it is 
forbidden to enter the Temple, which represents the concentration of 
life. One must not enter the Temple without first cleansing himself of 
the influence of death.

(14) This is the ritual: The Hebrew text reads: Zot ha-torah, “this 
is the law.” But we can also translate it as, “This is the Torah,” which 
alludes to the idea that the ultimate purpose of the entire Torah is 
purification from death.

When a person dies in a tent, whoever enters the tent … shall be 
unclean: Or, stated as a more general principle, so long as there is a 
corpse present in a domicile, impurity fills the entire space under the 
roof. 

A tent represents civilization, which cannot develop properly as a 
whole if it does not have an attitude that allows it to overcome death. 
And that, in fact, is the very essence of this ritual of purification.

(16) And in the open, anyone who touches a person who was 
killed: Here the Torah emphasizes that the commandment of the Red 
Cow is being given just now as a preparation for war.

(17) Some of the ashes from the fire of cleansing shall be taken 
for the unclean person, and fresh water shall be added to them in 
a vessel: In the Hebrew text the water is called mayim chayim, literally, 

“living water.” (Note too that in the Torah, “vessel” when unqualified is 
assumed to mean an earthenware vessel.)

The preparation for the purification ends with a demonstration 
that something that has been completely burnt – representing death – 
is made living once again, which is the very model of the resurrection 
of the dead.
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To accomplish that, the ashes of the Red Cow are placed in an 
earthen vessel (a symbol of the human body that was created from the 
dust of the earth, see Gen. 2:7) and “living water” (spring water that 

“flows of its own accord”) is poured into it. This symbolizes giving the 
body an animating soul. Soul and body are thus united, and the ashes, 
a symbol of death, are now a mixture of ashes and water in an earthen 
vessel, symbolizing resurrection from the dead.

(21) He who sprinkled the water of lustration shall wash his 
clothes; and whoever touches the water of lustration shall be unclean 
until evening: As noted earlier, only at the very end of the process do 
the water and ashes, sprinkled on the man defiled by death, purify him, 
through the symbolism of the resurrection of the dead.

Therefore, anyone who is involved in preparing or performing 
the purification process but does not see it through to completion 
represents the “non-attainment” of vitality and, consequently, he 
remains unclean.

§ 15.4. “KING SOLOMON WAS UNABLE TO UNDERSTAND  
THE COMMANDMENT OF THE RED COW”

This chapter of the Red Cow begins with the word chukkat, “the 
ritual law of,” which also became the name of this entire weekly portion. 
The word chukkah (or its masculine equivalent chok, plural chukkim) 
is usually translated as “law” or “statute.” In the Talmudic tradition 
chukkim are, more specifically, “laws that defy rational analysis” (the 
laws of ritual purity and impurity, for example), as opposed to mishpa-
tim, “rationally comprehensible laws” (e.g., the prohibition of stealing, 
and the punishment for violating it). 

The commandment of the Red Cow is often cited as the classic 
example of a chok, a law that cannot be understood rationally, and 
must therefore be taken simply as a Divine order. In the words of the 
Midrash: “King Solomon, the wisest of all people, stated that although 
he understood the entire Torah, he could not understand the meaning 
of the Red Cow and its laws, which stipulate that the persons who 
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prepare the agent of purification become themselves unclean. This 
seems to controvert all logical, rational principles.”

We, however, have offered above fairly logical explanations of the 
features of this commandment (that is, to the extent that logic is at all 
applicable to this topic). What then about the Red Cow and its laws did 
King Solomon find so incomprehensible?

There are two possible answers to this question.
The first answer: of course Solomon had no trouble understanding 

everything about the Red Cow at its simple level of meaning. But as he 
aspired in everything to an extremely high level of understanding, he 
wanted to directly “feel,” as it were, the meaning of each commandment 
of the Torah. And here, in particular, he wanted to get an actual sense 
of how life passes into death and back again – to understand these 
transitions by, in some sense, experiencing them. But no human can 
possibly achieve an understanding of life and death at that level.

The second answer: Solomon understood this law at the individual 
level, but being a king, he needed to understand it also at the national 
level. However, Solomon’s kingdom had only a limited set of needs. 
His father David before him had already fought all the wars that had 
to be fought, whereas Solomon had no need to wage war, and he 
therefore sees the Red Cow as superfluous. The purpose of the Red Cow 
is purification from death, but for Solomon, at the state level, death 
looms rather small, and he does not feel its danger. 

It would seem that it is a fine situation to be in, and that life in 
Solomon’s commonwealth, by that definition, was extraordinarily 
successful. 

But we also know that Solomon's death brought in its wake the 
complete disintegration of his remarkably successful state. Why was 
this? As it turns out, the absence of a constant threat of death leads to 
the loss of foundation. Of course, under Solomon individuals still died 
on the usual scale. But those deaths were a private matter, whereas war 
is the threat of death for the entire population. 

Solomon believed that his state was strong. He built the Temple, 
and concerned himself only with problems of personal advancement. 
(He wrote the Song of Songs, which is all about love, and Ecclesiastes, 
reflections on the frailty of human existence). But besides ruminating 
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on metaphysical questions, a king must first and foremost deal with 
the realities, if he hopes to properly bequeath the state to the next 
generation. 

Solomon gave all that but little thought, nor did he teach his son 
Rehoboam how to govern, or concern himself with giving the people 
an understanding of the foundations of their country’s continued 
existence. Solomon’s entire political system was based only on his 
personal charisma, and he made no effort to improve the structure of 
the state. It is no wonder, then, that immediately upon his death the 
kingdom collapsed. Thus, we can say that a feeling of constant danger 
is among the most important elements of survival, and the absence of 
that sense leads to disintegration of the state.

And that is why the Jewish people, although they have in every 
age teetered on the very brink of survival, have nonetheless survived 
longer than all other peoples. Ordinary peoples live a more or less 
secure existence, believing that this is simply the natural order of 
things. Any severe crisis can therefore do them in. But the Jewish 
people, even after seemingly endless cataclysms and devastations, just 
pick themselves up, dust themselves off, and get back on their feet. 
Thus they demonstrate a phenomenal ability to survive.
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§ 16. WATER FROM THE ROCK

§ 16.1. THE DEATH OF MIRIAM AND A CRISIS OF WATER  
(20:1-2)

ם  רִאשׁ֔וֹן וַיֵּ֥שֶׁב הָעָ֖ דֶשׁ הָֽ ה מִדְבַּר־צִן֙ בַּחֹ֣ עֵדָ֤ שְׂרָאֵל כָּל־הָ֨ י־יִ֠ אוּ בְנֵֽ א וַיָּבֹ֣
הֲל֔וּ  וַיִּקָּ֣ ה  עֵדָ֑ לָֽ יִם  יָה מַ֖ ם׃ ב וְלאֹ־הָ֥ ר שָֽׁ ם וַתִּקָּבֵ֖ מָת שָׁם֙ מִרְיָ֔ וַתָּ֤ שׁ  בְּקָדֵ֑

ן׃ ל־אַהֲרֹֽ ה וְעַֽ עַל־מֹשֶׁ֖

(1) The Israelites arrived in a body at the wilderness of Zin on 
the first new moon, and the people stayed at Kadesh. Miriam 
died there and was buried there.

(2) The community was without water, and they joined against 
Moses and Aaron.

(1) On the first new moon: This is the beginning of the fortieth 
and final year in the wilderness.

The Israelites arrived in a body: Literally, “The Israelites, the 
entire congregation arrived.” The Midrash understands this as 
emphasizing the integrity of the community. 

All who were destined to perish in the wilderness have already died, 
and those who are still alive at the beginning of the fortieth year will 
merit entering the Land of Israel. And therefore, after thirty-eight years 
of calm, in which no significant problems have arisen, the impatience 
now reappears. The people balk at continuing their wilderness journey, 
because they see no reason for it, now that the wilderness generation 
has completely died out. As they see it, the time has come to enter the 
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land and conquer it. But once again there is an inexplicable delay, and 
they find the anticipation unbearable.

Miriam died there: Because Miriam died before the episode of 
Moses smiting the rock, it is clear that her death was not a punishment 
for that sin (as Moses’ and Aaron’s deaths were). This demonstrates 
that the real issue was not about sin and punishment. Rather, more 
simply and objectively, the time had come for a change of leadership.

(1-2) Miriam died there … The community was without water: 
The Torah connects Miriam’s death with the sudden lack of water. The 
Midrash says that for thirty-nine years “Miriam’s well” accompanied 
the Israelites everywhere they went in the wilderness – a block of 
stone from which water began to flow at each encampment. But when 
Miriam died this well stopped giving water and was lost among the 
stones of the wilderness.

§ 16.2. THE PEOPLE YEARN TO ENTER  
THE LAND OF ISRAEL (20:2-5)

ם עִם־ �֥רֶב הָעָ֖ ן׃ ג וַיָּ ל־אַהֲרֹֽ ה וְעַֽ הֲל֔וּ עַל־מֹשֶׁ֖ ה וַיִּקָּ֣ עֵדָ֑ יִם לָֽ יָה מַ֖ ב וְלאֹ־הָ֥
ה הֲבֵאתֶם֙  י יֽי׃ ד וְלָמָ֤ ינוּ לִפְנֵ֥ ע אַחֵ֖ עְנוּ בִּגְוַ֥ ר וְל֥וּ גָוַ֛ אמְר֣וּ לֵאמֹ֔ ֹֽ ה וַיּ מֹשֶׁ֑
ה  נוּ׃ ה וְלָמָ֤ וּבְעִירֵֽ חְנוּ  אֲנַ֖ ם  שָׁ֔ לָמ֣וּת  הַזֶּ֑ה  ר  אֶל־הַמִּדְבָּ֖ י֔י  ל  אֶת־קְהַ֣
מְק֣וֹם  א ׀  ֹ֣ ל הַזֶּ֑ה  ע  הָרָ֖ אֶל־הַמָּק֥וֹם  נוּ  אֹתָ֔ יא  לְהָבִ֣ יִם  מִמִּצְרַ֔ נוּ֙  עֱלִיתֻ֨ הֶֽ

יִן לִשְׁתּֽוֹת׃ יִם אַ֖ פֶן֙ וְרִמּ֔וֹן וּמַ֥ רַע וּתְאֵנָ֤ה וְגֶ֨ זֶ֗

(2) The community was without water, and they joined against 
Moses and Aaron.

(3) The people quarreled with Moses, saying, “If only we had 
perished when our brothers perished at the instance of the 
Lord!

(4) Why have you brought the Lord’s congregation into this 
wilderness for us and our beasts to die there?

(5) Why did you make us leave Egypt to bring us to this 
wretched place, a place with no grain or figs or vines or 
pomegranates? There is not even water to drink!”
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(2) The community was without water: Since having no access 
to water is obviously a very serious problem, their complaint cannot be 
considered unfounded. And in fact, as we shall soon see, the Almighty 
did not charge the people with rebelliousness or lack of faith because 
of it.

(2-3) And they joined against Moses and Aaron. The people 
quarreled with Moses: In the eyes of the people Aaron is not a leader. 
All their complaints are therefore directed toward Moses.

The people quarreled with Moses: Unlike the Korah rebellion 
(Num. 16:2), the people here only quarreled and expressed their 
grievances; they did not attack Moses, nor threaten him. Therefore, 
Moses felt no need to flee from the people.

(5) A place with no grain or figs or vines or pomegranates: This 
is a description of the Land of Israel as it was presented to the new 
generation – the goal of all their wanderings. They had been brought 
up on this description of the character of the Promised Land, which was 
well known from the episode of the spies (Num. 13:23), and so they now 
readily call it to mind, and it becomes the subject of their rumblings. 
The Egyptian foods were completely different: flesh pots, bread in 
abundance, fish, cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions, and garlic (Exod. 
16:3, Num. 11:5). The new generation does not wax nostalgic about 
Egypt, nor do they yearn to return there. But they wish to emphasize 
that there was no point in leaving Egypt if the wilderness wanderings 
have not ended, and the goal has not been achieved. Moses, however, 
does not understand their issues, and his reflex reaction is to interpret 
their complaints as a desire to return to Egypt. This misunderstanding 
of the people’s problems is the primary symptom of the crisis, and the 
main reason that Moses will be removed as a leader.

§ 16.3. REMOVING MOSES AND AARON FROM LEADERSHIP

There are many different opinions among the commentators as to 
what exactly was Moses’ and Aaron’s sin for which they were denied 
entry into the Land of Israel. Here are just a few of those:
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• Instead of speaking to the rock, Moses struck it (Rashi). 
• He struck the rock not once but twice (Ibn Ezra).
• He spoke to the people contemptuously, addressing them as 
“you rebels” (Maimonides).
• He demonstrated arrogance before God by implying that it 
was his prerogative to decide from which rock to extract water 
(Nachmanides). 

But none of these “sins” seem so serious that Moses and Aaron 
would have been condemned to die in the wilderness on that account. 
Therefore, these commentators explain that when the Almighty exacts 
punishment from the world’s most righteous men, He does so with 
unusual strictness. 

But Abarbanel adopts a different approach. After listing ten 
possible variations on “the disobedience for which Moses and Aaron 
were punished,” he rejects every one of them, because he considers 
them all nothing more than a pretext. 

In Abarbanel’s opinion, Moses was punished for the sin of the spies, 
and Aaron for the sin of the golden calf. But the Torah, not wishing 
to equate their sins with the sins of the many others who sinned in 
those same incidents, prefers to not mention those sins explicitly in 
connection with Moses’ and Aaron’s punishment.

The problem with this approach is that the Torah explicitly 
mentions in three other places (Num. 20:24, 27:14 and Deut. 32:51) 
that Moses will not enter the Land of Israel specifically because of the 
incident of hitting the rock. It is therefore impossible to ignore this 
event here. 

Moreover, the Midrash says that this moment is specifically 
mentioned in the Torah so that we will not think that Moses and Aaron 
are punished for a sin committed along with the rest of the people. 
Thus, the Midrash is telling us that we must not link their punishment 
to the incident of the spies or the golden calf.

The approach we take in this commentary is that hitting the rock 
with the staff was not the cause of the problem, but only an indica-
tor. The actual problem was that Moses and Aaron could not ably lead 
the new generation of Jews, the “wilderness generation,” who were 
quite different from the generation of the Exodus. They understood 
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neither the difficulties nor the aspirations of this new generation. A 
leader must be able to understand the people he leads, and to correctly 
interpret their rumblings and grievances. If he cannot do that, he 
cannot be their leader.

This approach is made clear in the Torah when it says (Num. 20:12): 
“But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, ‘Because you did not trust 
Me enough to affirm My sanctity in the sight of the Israelite people, 
therefore you shall not lead this congregation into the land that I have 
given them.’ ” Note the wording. It does not say, “therefore you shall 
not enter into the land,” but rather, “therefore you shall not lead this 
congregation into the land.” That is, you cannot continue to be their 
leaders.

But actually, two separate problems are presented here: Moses’ 
inability to lead the new generation, and Aaron’s inability to continue 
performing his leadership functions because of the changing 
circumstances.

***
Ever since Moses’ second descent from Mount Sinai his face had 

been covered with a veil (see Exod. 34:29 ff. and the Bible Dynamics 
commentary there). When Moses transmitted God’s teachings, that 
is, when he received Divine revelation and taught the people, his face 
shined visibly to all. But the rest of the time – in ordinary, everyday 
life – his face was covered by a veil. 

This continued throughout the forty-year journey through the 
wilderness. In everyday life Moses was outside the limits of the 
people’s perception, and did not participate in that life at all. Moses 
lived outside the camp – with God, as it were – and the people lived 
separately from him.

This system, which treated the Divine teachings as distinct from 
everyday life, was needed in order to restrain the people’s religious 
fervor within a rigid framework, because it was the absence of such a 
framework that had led to the sin of the golden calf. But at the same 
time, Moses’ removal from the everyday life of the people led to a loss 
of understanding between him and the new generation that grew up in 
the wilderness.
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Moses is the leader of the Exodus generation and is himself a 
member of that generation. Although he was never himself a slave, 
Moses grew accustomed early on to a peremptory style of leadership, 
the style of communicating with slaves. But this is now a new 
generation, and Moses proves himself incapable of communicating 
with a generation of free people.

As Moses sees it, forty years of wanderings in the wilderness have 
not changed the essential character of the people. But this is simply 
not so. 

In another much earlier but similar incident soon after the Exodus 
(Exod. 17:6), God did actually order Moses to “smite the rock and water 
will issue it from it.” But now a new, different generation has grown 
up, with whom it is possible – and indeed necessary – to discuss and 
deliberate. They can no longer be led by smiting, as it were. Moses, 
however, remains blissfully unaware of all this. 

The people have tired of their wilderness wanderings, and they 
want to begin their conquest of the land as soon as possible. But Moses 
is not hearing them.

* * *
Aaron’s problem, however, is different. Aaron is not able to create 

the necessary opposition to Moses. And without such active opposition 
no system of government can function normally. We have noted 
previously that Moses’ and Aaron’s relationship, as the nation’s two 
leaders, is based on a certain “balance of opposites.” As discussed in the 
Bible Dynamics commentary on Exodus,60 the weekly portions of that 
book from the outset alternate between the “portions of Moses” and 

“portions of Aaron.” When Moses ascends Mount Sinai, the opposition 
between the two brothers reaches its maximum (as underscored by 
Moses being above, on the mountain, while Aaron remains below). In 
acknowledgment of this opposition, the Torah describes, separately, 
Moses’ Temple and Aaron’s Temple, in weekly portions Terumah and 
Tetzaveh, respectively. 

60	  See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 2.3.
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This causes a rift to form between Aaron and Moses, resulting in 
the creation of the golden calf. But a little later, in an attempt to correct 
the situation, each of the two portions Vayakhel and Pekudei combines 
both approaches. Vayakhel describes “Moses’ Temple supplemented 
by that of Aaron” and, conversely, Pekudei describes “Aaron’s Temple 
supplemented by that of Moses.” This creates a connection between 
the two approaches, thus bridging the gap between them.61

In the book of Exodus, which describes the beginning of their 
journey, Moses and Aaron govern the people jointly, and their functions 
find unification in the Temple. In any such situation of dual leadership 
conflicts are bound to arise, and especial care must be taken to assure 
that those conflicts can be properly resolved. But the very principle of 
uniting two lines of management into one is also what makes it possible 
for a balance to be maintained. In this weekly portion, however, as the 
wilderness journey draws nearer to its end, we see a rather different 
picture. Aaron plays no role whatsoever in the active leadership, and 
Moses’ leadership completely dominates.

Because the veil that covers Moses’ face alienates him from the 
people to some degree, he misjudges their problems. Aaron, however, 
wore no such veil – he was not that kind of “sacred leader.” We also 
read in the Midrash how Aaron was always a peacemaker. That is, he 
was in constant communication with the people and their problems, 
explaining to them what they did not understand on their own. Which 
meant that he had to understand people and engage with them. 

But now it turns out that Aaron is in such a state of subordination 
to his brother that he has entirely lost his independence, and is unable 
even to tell Moses anything meaningful. This means that Aaron too 
is now failing to live up to his leadership responsibilities, and he too 
must therefore give way to the next generation.

Aaron’s mindset of subordination may have come about after he 
and Miriam spoke out against Moses, and were punished for that. This 
was necessary in order to properly educate the people,62 but the result 
was that after that it was difficult for Aaron to stand up to Moses. But 

61	  See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 29.1.
62	 See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 12.6.
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this does not eliminate or even mitigate the problem. It matters little 
why Aaron cannot function as opposition to Moses. The only thing 
that matters is that he cannot.

Note that later, in the book of Deuteronomy, which is, as it were, 
Moses’ “religiopolitical testament,” he legislates that the Jewish state 
must be built on four mutually opposing branches of government, so 
that no one branch of power will become dominant, and the opposition 
will always be preserved. But that will happen only after Aaron’s 
departure from the stage of history. (We will examine this topic in 
greater detail in our commentary to weekly portion 5, Shofetim, of 
Deuteronomy.)

§  16.4. MOSES’ MISTAKE OF SMITING THE ROCK (20:6-11)

ם  ֽיִּפְּל֖וּ עַל־פְּנֵיהֶ֑ ד וַ� הֶל מוֹעֵ֔ תַח֙ אֹ֣ ל אֶל־פֶּ֨ ן מִפְּנֵי֣ הַקָּהָ֗ הֲרֹ֜ ה וְאַֽ ו וַיָּבאֹ֩ מֹשֶׁ֨
ם׃  א כְבוֹד־י֖י אֲלֵיהֶֽ וַיֵּרָ֥

עֵדָה֙ אַתָּה֙  ל אֶת־הָֽ ה וְהַקְהֵ֤ ח אֶת־הַמַּטֶּ֗ ר׃ ח קַ֣ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ ז וַיְדַבֵּ֥
ם  יו וְהֽוֹצֵאתָ֨ לָהֶ֥ ן מֵימָ֑ ם וְנָתַ֣ ינֵיהֶ֖ לַע לְעֵֽ ם אֶל־הַסֶּ֛ יךָ וְדִבַּרְתֶּ֧ ן אָחִ֔ הֲרֹ֣ וְאַֽ
אֶת־ ה  מֹשֶׁ֛ ח  ם׃ ט וַיִּקַּ֥ וְאֶת־בְּעִירָֽ ה  עֵדָ֖ אֶת־הָֽ וְהִשְׁקִיתָ֥  לַע  מִן־הַסֶּ֔ יִם֙  מַ֨
ל אֶל־ ן אֶת־הַקָּהָ֖ הֲרֹ֛ וְאַֽ ה  לוּ מֹשֶׁ֧ הוּ׃ י וַיַּקְהִ֜ צִוָּֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֖ כַּֽ י֑י  ה מִלִּפְנֵי֣  הַמַּטֶּ֖
ם  יא לָכֶ֖ ה נוֹצִ֥ לַע הַזֶּ֔ ים הֲמִן־הַסֶּ֣ ם שִׁמְעוּ־נָא֙ הַמֹּרִ֔ אמֶר לָהֶ֗ ֹ֣ לַע וַיּ פְּנֵי֣ הַסָּ֑
יִם  צְאוּ֙ מַ֣ יִם וַיֵּֽ עֲמָ֑ הוּ פַּֽ לַע בְּמַטֵּ֖ ה אֶת־יָד֗וֹ וַיַּ�֧ךְ אֶת־הַסֶּ֛ רֶם מֹשֶׁ֜ יִם׃ יא וַיָּ֨ מָֽ

ם׃  ה וּבְעִירָֽ עֵדָ֖ שְׁתְּ הָֽ ים וַתֵּ֥ רַבִּ֔

(6) Moses and Aaron came away from the congregation to the 
entrance of the Tent of Meeting, and fell on their faces. The 
Presence of the Lord appeared to them,

(7) and the Lord spoke to Moses, saying,

(8) “You and your brother Aaron take the rod and assemble 
the community, and before their very eyes order the rock to 
yield its water. Thus you shall produce water for them from 
the rock and provide drink for the congregation and their 
beasts.”
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(9) Moses took the rod from before the Lord, as He had 
commanded him.

(10) Moses and Aaron assembled the congregation in front of 
the rock; and he said to them, “Listen, you rebels, shall we 
get water for you out of this rock?”

(11) And Moses raised his hand and struck the rock twice with 
his rod. Out came copious water, and the community and 
their beasts drank.

(6) Moses and Aaron came away: “Came away” here in the 
Hebrew is not va-yavo’u, but va-yavo – the singular form of the verb, 
although it refers to both Moses and Aaron. This emphasizes Aaron’s 
lack of independence. He conducts himself as a mere adjunct to Moses –  
an appendage, as it were.

(3, 6) The people quarreled with Moses ... Moses and Aaron 
came away from the congregation to the entrance of the Tent of 
Meeting: We might ask: if the Torah wants to inform us where Moses 
and Aaron went next, why does it have to tell us that they were leaving 
the congregation? Don’t we already know that until now Moses and 
Aaron have been in conversation with the congregation?

But the Torah is emphasizing that Moses wishes to approach the 
Tabernacle precisely because he feels so much better there than with 
the people. The people have engaged with Moses in the hope of making 
themselves understood to him. But Moses abandons the conversation, 
because he has no desire to speak with the people. He only wants to 
be with God.

And fell on their faces. The Presence of the Lord appeared to 
them: They are at a loss to know what to do next. But the Almighty 
is prepared to help Moses find the right solution, and He gives Moses 
another chance.

(7) And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying: The Almighty addresses 
only Moses, which again emphasizes Aaron’s lack of independence.

(8) Take the rod and assemble the community: The rod is a 
sign of leadership. A shepherd leads his sheep with his staff. But if 
necessary, he beats them with the same staff, effectively turning a tool 
of compassionate guidance into a weapon.
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You and your brother Aaron: God now instructs them to act 
together.

Order the rock to yield its water: Ve-dibbartem is in the plural. 
“You shall (both) order the rock.” God wants Moses and Aaron to speak 
together.

Before their very eyes: Before the eyes of the community. The 
people must understand the importance and meaning of the dialogue 
that is taking place.

Before their very eyes order the rock to yield its water. Thus you 
shall produce water for them from the rock: The translation just given, 

“order the rock to yield its water,” makes certain assumptions that are 
not necessarily implied by the Hebrew. There are actually two ways to 
understand this verse. 

The conventional interpretation is that God instructed Moses 
to speak to the rock, and thereby to get it to produce water. But 
alternatively, we can understand the verse as two separate commands: 
first, speak of the rock, that is, speak to the people about the rock, and 
then, second, produce water for them.

According to the first interpretation, the conventional one, by 
smiting the rock instead of speaking to it Moses acted in direct violation 
of God’s command. But according to the second interpretation, the 
Almighty was only giving Moses general guidelines, which Moses then 
chose not to accept. We can say that God gave Moses two options for 
communicating with the people, and of those options, Moses chose to 
smite rather than speak.

The second interpretation proposes that Moses was removed 
from his position of leadership not because he violated God’s order, 
but because in the Land of Israel the Israelites will no longer receive 
the constant, unambiguously direct Divine instructions that were the 
norm in the wilderness. Since the new generation will need to live and 
make decisions independently, the people should have been taught a 
lesson that Divine direction does not always take the form of direct 
commands, but sometimes consists of only guidelines, which require 
a person to determine his own path. Therefore, Moses too was given 
an ambiguous Divine instruction, and was expected to independently 
choose a more appropriate style of leadership.
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(9) Moses took the rod from before the Lord, as He had 
commanded him: It was Aaron’s staff, not Moses’ staff, that was 
kept in the Tabernacle “before the Lord.” (“The Lord said to Moses, 

‘Put Aaron’s staff back before the Pact, to be kept as a lesson to rebels, 
so that their mutterings against Me may cease, lest they die.’ ” See 
Num. 17:25.) Thus, when God tells Moses to take the rod, He means 
that Moses should take Aaron’s rod; that is, Moses must learn to act as 
Aaron does. Aaron’s staff is not for giving orders. Aaron’s staff brings 
forth sprouts, produces blossoms, and bears almonds (Num. 17:23) – 
i.e., gives nourishment to all who come near it and interact with it. 
Aaron’s staff has life-giving force.

(10) Moses and Aaron assembled the congregation in front of 
the rock; and he said to them: Both Moses and Aaron assembled the 
congregation, just as the Almighty had commanded them. But when 
the time came to speak, only Moses spoke, which directly contravened 
the Almighty’s explicit instructions (Ve-dibbartem, plural, see Num. 
20:8) that both Moses and Aaron were to speak together.

Listen, you rebels: Hebrew morim, “rebels”are an obstinate folk 
who repeat the mistakes of the past, even again and again, because 
they never learn their lesson. In Moses’ eyes that quite accurately 
describes these “rebels” whom he is now addressing. As he sees them, 
these people have not changed at all over the past forty years. Moses 
is under the impression that the people, having now encountered 
new difficulties, again want to return to Egypt. But Moses is misled, 
because the reality of the situation has completely changed. This 
is a new generation of Israelites, who yearn to conquer and possess  
the land.

Just a short time later the Almighty will use the same word to 
describe Moses and Aaron’s own obstinate rebelliousness in this very 
incident. “Let Aaron be gathered to his kin: he is not to enter the land 
that I have assigned to the Israelite people, because you disobeyed 
[Hebrew, meritem] my command about the waters of Meribah” (Num. 
20:24). This emphasizes that it was Moses, actually, who failed to learn 
and adapt, and was therefore unable to acknowledge that the people 
had changed. Effectively, then, he was projecting his own limitations 
onto the people.
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Shall we get water for you out of this rock?: Moses feels that 
he must restore his absolute authority in the eyes of the people. He 
therefore speaks as if it is his prerogative to decide from which rock to 
extract water.

(11) And Moses raised his hand and struck the rock twice with 
his rod: He struck the rock with his own rod, not with Aaron’s rod. 
That is, Moses was instructed to abandon his style of leadership and to 
adopt Aaron’s instead, but he only continues to act as before.

And struck the rock twice: There is clearly no need for Moses 
to strike the rock twice. Thus, Moses demonstrates his insistence on 
using his own style of leadership, emphasizing his stubborn adherence 
to a peremptory style of wielding power.

Out came copious water, and the community and their beasts 
drank: The result is that although Moses has succeeded locally, he has 
failed globally.

§ 16.5. THE PUNISHMENT: “THEREFORE YOU SHALL NOT 
COME TO THE LAND” (20:12-13)

נִי  קְדִּישֵׁ֔ לְהַ֨ י  בִּ֔ ם  א־הֶאֱמַנְתֶּ֣ ֹֽ ל עַן  יַ֚ ל־אַהֲרןֹ֒  וְאֶֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֣ יי֮  אמֶר  ֹ֣ יב וַיּ

רֶץ אֲשֶׁר־ ה אֶל־הָאָ֖ ל הַזֶּ֔ יאוּ֙ אֶת־הַקָּהָ֣ א תָבִ֨ ֹ֤ ן ל ל לָכֵ֗ לְעֵינֵ֖י בְּנֵ֣י יִשְׂרָאֵ֑
שׁ  ל אֶת־י֑י וַיִּקָּדֵ֖ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ה אֲשֶׁר־רָב֥וּ בְנֵֽ י מְרִיבָ֔ מָּה מֵ֣ ם׃ יג הֵ֚ תִּי לָהֶֽ נָתַ֥

ם׃  בָּֽ

(12) But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Because you 
did not trust Me enough to affirm My sanctity in the sight 
of the Israelite people, therefore you shall not lead this 
congregation into the land that I have given them.”

(13) Those are the Waters of Meribah – meaning that the 
Israelites quarrelled with the Lord – through which He 
affirmed His sanctity.

(12) But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron: Because you did 
not trust Me enough: These words are often translated as, “because 
you did not believe in Me.” But “trusted” is a more accurate rendering, 
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because the issue here is trust in God, not merely faith in Him. (For a 
detailed discussion of the idea of “faith as a process,” see the § 16.6 
below.)

To affirm My sanctity in the sight of the Israelite people: The 
hallmark of holiness is a constant increase in the level of dialogue and 
mutual understanding. Moses and Aaron have failed to advance the 
people in their understanding of their dialogue with the Almighty.

Therefore you shall not lead this congregation into the land: 
Not “therefore you shall not enter”, but “therefore you shall not lead 
this congregation.” You cannot continue to be leaders. That is, this is 
not a personal punishment, but only a statement of fact, that Moses 
and Aaron are unable to continue leading the people, and the logical 
consequence of that fact.

Because you did not trust Me enough to affirm My sanctity 
in the sight of the Israelite people … He affirmed His sanctity: 
Here the contrast between Moses’ actions and the Almighty’s actions 
is highlighted. Because Moses did not affirm the Almighty’s sanctity, 
God had to do it Himself.

(13) Those are the Waters of Meribah … through which He 
affirmed His sanctity: Advancement must continue and does, even if 
this requires removing a man as great as Moses from leadership. The 
passage of time demands that leadership styles will be updated, and 
this means that no leader, even the most outstanding, can operate 
in any era but his own. Each new generation must be guided by new 
leaders, and not bemoan that it is no longer led by the old ones.

§ 16.6. RELIGIOUS FAITH AS A PROCESS

The Torah here formulates the problem of Moses as: “Because you 
did not trust Me enough to affirm My sanctity.”

The Midrash sees a connection between these words spoken here 
by God to Moses and Moses’ very own words to the Almighty at the 
burning bush, with reference to the Jewish people: “Moses spoke up 
and said, ‘What if they do not believe me and do not listen to me?’ ” 
(Exod. 4:1). And now, God speaks of Moses himself in almost exactly 
the same words: “Because you did not trust Me enough.”
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The Hebrew words ya’aminu, “believe” and he’emantem, “trust” are 
in fact the same word, except that the former is third-person future 
tense, and the latter is second-person past tense. I.e., “they will 
believe” and “you [plural] believed,” respectively. Moreover, that same 
verb ha’amen is used to mean either “to believe” or “to trust.” The 
Midrash wants us to see the irony here. Moses suspected the Jews of 
being deficient in their belief, but they in fact believed, while Moses 
himself lacked faith at the moment that he hit the rock.

But what does Moses’ lack of faith actually mean? Of course, this 
is not a question of Moses’ belief in the existence of God or in Divine 
revelation. Rather, the issue at hand is belief in God as the driver of the 
historical process.

* * *
We usually perceive religious faith as a “state.” This person is a 

believer, but the other is not, or this one believes more and the other 
less. But the Torah sees the concept of emunah, “faith,” as not a state 
but a process. From that perspective, emunah is not simply belief in 
the existence of God, but trusting in God in the face of the increasingly 
difficult situations that a person experiences.

For example, in the celebrated account of the Covenant Between 
the Pieces, when the Torah says that “because Abraham put his trust 
in the Lord, God reckoned it to his merit” (Gen. 15:6), it does not mean 
trust or faith in the modern sense. After all, Abraham believed in God 
even before that, and here too, since he is talking with the Almighty, 
there is obviously no problem of faith in the simple, conventional 
sense. 

Rather, it is about trusting God’s participation in the of historical 
process – understanding that the course of history is directed from 
Above. And believing that even when some moments of that process 
appear to take a negative turn and achieving success seems impossible, 
the process as a whole is nonetheless moving in a positive direction, 
and the Divine light will manifest in the world through that process.

The Midrash sees a connection between Moses’ words at the 
burning bush, “What if they do not believe me?”, and the Almighty’s 
words here at the rock, “Because you did not trust Me enough.” In 
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both cases it was difficult for Moses to depart from his preconceived 
notions. He had developed a very definite and rather critical opinion 
of the people long before, and even now he was still unable to see and 
acknowledge that they had in fact progressed to a new, higher level of 
spiritual advancement.

In the episode of the burning bush Moses was reluctant to undertake 
leading the Jews out of Egypt, because his personal experience had 
shown him that they were not yet ready to earn their freedom. He 
based that conclusion mainly on an incident that had occurred decades 
earlier. When Moses had killed the Egyptian overseer, and very soon 
thereafter tried to reconcile two Jews caught up in a physical conflict, 
they mockingly rejected what they considered his presumptuous 
attempt to intervene in their lives (Exod. 2:14). 

And so, when God much later proposed to Moses that he return 
to Egypt with the mission of leading the Jews to freedom, Moses 
considered that a pointless exercise, because, in his view, the Jews had 
not changed. But Moses was wrong; the people had in fact changed, as 
the Torah makes clear when it tells us that after Pharaoh’s death and 
the rise of a new monarch to power, “the Israelites were groaning under 
the bondage and cried out; and their cry for help from the bondage 
rose up to God. God heard their moaning, and God remembered His 
covenant with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob. God looked upon the 
Israelites, and God took notice of them” (Exod. 2:23-25). But Moses 
was wholly unaware of that, nor did he believe that the people were 
capable of experiencing any kind of independent development.

Thus, Moses’ “lack of faith” to which God refers is his lack of 
faith in the people’s independent development. As Moses see it, the 
Israelites are able to advance only under the influence of a leader. This 
is because Moses is so close to Heaven, and to the highest attainable 
values – which in itself is of course exceptionally praiseworthy, but the 
downside is that he has no faith in anyone who is beneath his level to 
be able to achieve independent advancement.

And now, at the end of his life, the same situation has arisen. Moses 
again fails to understand that he is dealing with a new generation, 
who require a completely different approach. Thus, Moses’ lack of 
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confidence in the faith of others has now become a lack of faith in 
himself.

In the modern era, we can draw an analogy to the way religious 
leaders initially reacted with resistance to the Zionist movement. 
Those leaders believed that since the Zionist movement consisted 
mainly of people who did not believe in God, no Divine light could 
come from them. Those religious leaders could not believe that the 
creation of the State of Israel, a non-religious state, was happening by 
Divine decree. Thus, what they claimed was their lack of faith in the 
Zionist movement and its members turned out to be only a lack of faith 
in themselves.

Thus, faith is not a state, but a process. The essence of faith consists 
not only in acknowledging the existence of God or in observing His 
commandments, but in trusting the historical process as directed by 
Divine providence.
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§ 17. WATER FROM THE ROCK

§ 17.1. NEGOTIATIONS WITH EDOM (20:14-21)

ל  יךָ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ה אָמַר֙ אָחִ֣ לֶךְ אֱד֑וֹם כֹּ֤ שׁ אֶל־מֶ֣ ים מִקָּדֵ֖ ה מַלְאָכִ֛ ח מֹשֶׁ֧ יד וַיִּשְׁלַ֨
יְמָה  ינוּ֙ מִצְרַ֔ ֽרְד֤וּ אֲבֹתֵ֨ תְנוּ׃ טו וַיֵּ� ר מְצָאָֽ ה אֲשֶׁ֥ ת כָּל־הַתְּלָאָ֖ עְתָּ אֵ֥ ה יָדַ֔ אַתָּ֣
ק אֶל־ ינוּ׃ טז וַנִּצְעַ֤ אֲבֹתֵֽ יִם וְלַֽ נוּ מִצְרַ֖ עוּ לָ֛ ים וַיָּרֵ֥ ים רַבִּ֑ יִם יָמִ֣ וַנֵּ֥שֶׁב בְּמִצְרַ֖
שׁ  בְקָדֵ֔ אֲנַ֣חְנוּ  וְהִנֵּה֙  יִם  מִמִּצְרָ֑ נוּ  צִאֵ֖ וַיֹּֽ ךְ  מַלְאָ֔ ח  וַיִּשְׁלַ֣ נוּ  קֹלֵ֔ ע  וַיִּשְׁמַ֣ יי֙ 
א  ֹ֥ רֶם וְל ה וּבְכֶ֔ עֲבֹר֙ בְּשָׂדֶ֣ א נַֽ ֹ֤ ךָ ל ךָ׃ יז נַעְבְּרָה־נָּ֣א בְאַרְצֶ֗ ה גְבוּלֶֽ יר קְצֵ֥ עִ֖
ר־ אֲשֶֽׁ ד  עַ֥ אול  ֹ֔ וּשְׂמ ין  יָמִ֣ נִטֶּה֙  א  ֹ֤ ל ךְ  נֵלֵ֗ לֶךְ  הַמֶּ֣ רֶךְ  דֶּ֧ ר  בְאֵ֑ י  מֵ֣ ה  נִשְׁתֶּ֖
א  אֵצֵ֥ רֶב  פֶּן־בַּחֶ֖ י  בִּ֑ ר  עֲבֹ֖ תַֽ א  ֹ֥ ל אֱד֔וֹם  אֵלָיו֙  אמֶר  ֹ֤ ךָ׃ יח וַיּ גְּבֻלֶֽ ר  נַעֲבֹ֖
יךָ  וְאִם־מֵימֶ֤ עֲלֶה֒  נַֽ ה  מְסִלָּ֣ בַּֽ י־יִשְׂרָאֵל֮  בְּנֵֽ יו  אֵלָ֥ אמְר֨וּ  ֹֽ ךָ׃ יט וַיּ לִקְרָאתֶֽ
אמֶר  ֹ֖ רָה׃ כ וַיּ עֱבֹֽ י אֶֽ ר בְּרַגְלַ֥ ק אֵין־דָּבָ֖ ם רַ֥ י מִכְרָ֑ תַתִּ֖ י וְנָֽ י וּמִקְנַ֔ נִשְׁתֶּה֙ אֲנִ֣
ן ׀  ה׃ כא וַיְמָאֵ֣ �ָקָֽ חֲז ד  וּבְיָ֥ ד  כָּבֵ֖ ם  בְּעַ֥ לִקְרָאת֔וֹ  אֱדוֹם֙  א  וַיֵּצֵ֤ ר  עֲבֹ֑ תַֽ א  ֹ֣ ל

יו׃  עָלָֽ ל מֵֽ ר בִּגְבֻל֑וֹ וַיֵּ֥ט יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ל עֲבֹ֖ אֱד֗וֹם נְתֹן֙ אֶת־יִשְׂרָאֵ֔

(14) From Kadesh, Moses sent messengers to the king of 
Edom: “Thus says your brother Israel: You know all the 
hardships that have befallen us;

(15) that our ancestors went down to Egypt, that we dwelt in 
Egypt a long time, and that the Egyptians dealt harshly with 
us and our ancestors.

(16) We cried to the Lord and He heard our plea, and He sent 
a messenger who freed us from Egypt. Now we are in Kadesh, 
the town on the border of your territory.
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(17) Allow us, then, to cross your country. We will not pass 
through fields or vineyards, and we will not drink water 
from wells. We will follow the king’s highway, turning off 
neither to the right nor to the left until we have crossed 
your territory.”

(18) But Edom answered him, “You shall not pass through us, 
else we will go out against you with the sword.”

(19) “We will keep to the beaten track,” the Israelites said to 
them, “and if we or our cattle drink your water, we will pay 
for it. We ask only for passage on foot – it is but a small 
matter.”

(20) But they replied, “You shall not pass through!” And Edom 
went out against them in heavy force, strongly armed.

(21) So Edom would not let Israel cross their territory, and 
Israel turned away from them.

(14) Moses sent messengers: Until now the people have been 
guided in their movements by the clouds of Glory. But now, Moses as 
their leader independently decides what route they should take. This 
is just one aspect of the paradigm shift that is now taking place in the 
life of the Israelites, as they transition from a supernatural life to a 
natural existence.

(14) From Kadesh, Moses sent messengers to the king of Edom: 
Kadesh was located southwest of the Dead Sea, and the nearest entry 
to the Promised Land was from the south, through the Negev. Thirty-
eight years earlier, after the return of the spies, when the people tried 
to force their way into the land along this route, they suffered heavy 
losses (see Num. 14:40 ff.). Thus, the southern approach was now closed 
off to them psychologically, and so they had to begin the conquest of 
Canaan from the east, which meant they had to pass through the lands 
of Edom and Moab.

In the Bible Dynamics commentary to the book of Deuteronomy we 
will discuss in greater detail the reasons that this detour was chosen, 
given the significant difficulties it presented, both from the physical 
and political points of view.
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Messengers to the king of Edom: After exiting from the 
uninhabited wilderness the Israelites now enter the populated regions, 
where contact with the inhabitants of those areas begins. Until now, 
the new generation has been reared in the depths of the wilderness, in 
uninhabited regions where they had no contact with other peoples, and 
where they survived only thanks to the manna and Miriam’s well. Now, 
the completion of the educational process for this new generation must 
happen through contact and conflict with the peoples of the world.

(14-15) Thus says your brother Israel: “You know all the 
hardships that have befallen us … that our ancestors went down 
to Egypt: The Midrash explains these words as a justification for the 
request that Israel be allowed to pass through Edom’s territory.

Edom is of course Israel’s “brother” because they are the direct 
descendants of Esau, the twin brother of Jacob, whose twelve sons were 
the immediate progenitors of the twelve tribes of Israel. In order to 
justify his request that Edom allow Israel to pass through their territory, 
Moses recalls that the land of Canaan was their common inheritance 
from Abraham (Jacob and Esau’s grandfather). God had promised 
Abraham: “Know well that your offspring shall be strangers in a land 
not theirs, and they shall be enslaved and oppressed four hundred 
years … And they shall return here in the fourth generation” (Gen. 
15:13-16). “They shall return here” means that after being redeemed 
from their Egyptian bondage Israel would return to the land of Canaan 
to possess it. “Thus,” Moses is saying to Edom, “we, Israel, endured the 
burdens of Egyptian slavery; you did not. Therefore, you must let us 
pass through your territory in order to reach the land of Canaan, which 
is our rightful inheritance.

(17) Allow us, then, to cross your country. We will not pass 
through fields or vineyards, and we will not drink water from 
wells. We will follow the king’s highway, turning off neither to 
the right nor to the left until we have crossed your territory.”: 
The “king’s highway” mentioned here was one of the most important 
roads of the ancient world. Running along the eastern shore of the 
Dead Sea and the Jordan River, it was a primary trade route between 
Mesopotamia and Egypt. 
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For the Israelites, the king’s highway was the fastest and most direct 
approach to the Jordan, which flows into the Dead Sea from the north, 
and which they needed to cross from east to west in order to enter 
the future Land of Israel. Since the king’s highway was an established 
international route used by foreign (i.e., non-Edom) travelers, the 
Israelites were hoping that Edom would allow them to take it.

(19-20) “We will keep to the beaten track,” the Israelites said 
to them, “and if we or our cattle drink your water, we will pay for 
it. We ask only for passage on foot” … But they replied, “You shall 
not pass through!”: Israel’s repeated request and Edom’s repeated 
refusal in this particular episode should serve as an important lesson 
to Israel also for the broader scope of Jewish history. Namely: that it 
is futile to expect that if the Jews demonstrate peaceful intentions to 
other peoples, those peoples will necessarily respond in kind.

(21) So Edom would not let Israel cross their territory, and 
Israel turned away from them: The Israelites should have realized 
that realpolitik for them was now in the domain of the natural, not 
the supernatural. Previously, if some individual or nation refused to 
acquiesce to the Divine plan, God would simply intervene and brush 
them aside. But now the Israelites are forced to lead a political life 
based on natural principles, and this means that sometimes they will 
have no choice but to retreat.

And Israel turned away from them: We should note how the 
situation is described here. It is not God who tells Moses to disengage 
with Edom; rather, Israel itself decides to retreat.63 Besides the affinity 
that Israel feels towards Edom (cf. Deut. 23:8: “You shall not abhor an 
Edomite, for he is your kinsman”), they did so because at this time the 
people were not yet prepared for war. Remember that this is happening 
even before Aaron’s death (see the § 17.2 below), which means that 
the clouds of Glory are still affording protection to the Israelites. Only 
gradually will the people come to understand that in the Promised 
Land wars are an inevitable fact of life.

63	 Later, in Deut. 2:6, the Torah presents a different version of these events, 
which we will cover in the Biblical Dynamics commentary there.
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When Israel decided not to go to war with Edom, this was 
interpreted by the surrounding peoples as evidence of weakness. As 
a result, neither were those peoples afraid to demonstrate their overt 
hostility toward Israel, and in the end this was just cause for their 
destruction. That is, Israel’s apparent weakness was engineered from 
Above as a necessary measure for triggering a “strategic provocation.”

And yet, none of the foregoing exonerates Edom of their guilt for 
refusing passage to Israel. The prophet Obadiah, who prophesied much 
later against Edom, predicted severe retribution and even complete 
annihilation for Edom, because they denied passage to the Jewish 
people.

§ 17.2. THE DEATH OF AARON (20:22-29)

י֛י  אמֶר  ֹ֧ ר׃ כג וַיּ ר הָהָֽ ה הֹ֥ עֵדָ֖ ל כָּל־הָֽ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֛ אוּ בְנֵֽ וַיָּבֹ֧ שׁ  כב וַיִּסְע֖וּ מִקָּדֵ֑
ף  אָסֵ֤ ר׃ כד יֵֽ רֶץ־אֱד֖וֹם לֵאמֹֽ ר עַל־גְּב֥וּל אֶֽ ר הָהָ֑ ן בְּהֹ֣ ל־אַהֲרֹ֖ ה וְאֶֽ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥
ל  עַ֛ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ לִבְנֵי֣  תִּי  נָתַ֖ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ רֶץ  אֶל־הָאָ֔ יָבאֹ֙  א  ֹ֤ ל י  כִּ֣ יו  אֶל־עַמָּ֔ הֲרןֹ֙  אַֽ
ן וְאֶת־אֶלְעָזָ֖ר בְּנ֑וֹ  ת־אַהֲרֹ֔ ח אֶֽ ה׃ כה קַ֚ י מְרִיבָֽ י לְמֵ֥ ם אֶת־פִּ֖ אֲשֶׁר־מְרִיתֶ֥
ם אֶת־ יו וְהִלְבַּשְׁתָּ֖ ת־אַהֲרןֹ֙ אֶת־בְּגָדָ֔ ט אֶֽ ר׃ כו וְהַפְשֵׁ֤ ר הָהָֽ ם הֹ֥ עַל אֹתָ֖ וְהַ֥
ֽיַּעֲלוּ֙  ר צִוָּ֣ה י֑י וַ� אֲשֶׁ֖ ה כַּֽ ם׃ כז וַיַּ֣עַשׂ מֹשֶׁ֔ ת שָֽׁ ף וּמֵ֥ אָסֵ֖ ן יֵֽ הֲרֹ֥ אֶלְעָזָ֣ר בְּנ֑וֹ וְאַֽ
יו  ן אֶת־בְּגָדָ֗ ת־אַהֲרֹ֜ ה אֶֽ ה׃ כח וַיַּפְשֵׁט֩ מֹשֶׁ֨ עֵדָֽ ר לְעֵינֵ֖י כָּל־הָֽ ר הָהָ֔ אֶל־הֹ֣
ה  ר וַיֵּ�֧רֶד מֹשֶׁ֛ אשׁ הָהָ֑ ֹ֣ ם בְּר ן שָׁ֖ הֲרֹ֛ שׁ אֹתָם֙ אֶת־אֶלְעָזָ֣ר בְּנ֔וֹ וַיָּ֧מָת אַֽ וַיַּלְבֵּ֤
ת־אַהֲרןֹ֙  וַיִּבְכּ֤וּ אֶֽ ן  הֲרֹ֑ אַֽ ע  גָוַ֖ י  כִּ֥ ה  עֵדָ֔ ר׃ כט וַיִּרְאוּ֙ כָּל־הָ֣ וְאֶלְעָזָ֖ר מִן־הָהָֽ

ל׃  ית יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ל בֵּ֥ ים י֔וֹם כֹּ֖ שְׁלֹשִׁ֣

(22) Setting out from Kadesh, the Israelites arrived in a body 
at Mount Hor.

(23) At Mount Hor, on the boundary of the land of Edom, the 
Lord said to Moses and Aaron,

(24) “Let Aaron be gathered to his kin: he is not to enter the 
land that I have assigned to the Israelite people, because 
you disobeyed my command about the waters of Meribah.

(25) Take Aaron and his son Eleazar and bring them up on 
Mount Hor.
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(26) Strip Aaron of his vestments and put them on his son 
Eleazar. There Aaron shall be gathered unto the dead.”

(27) Moses did as the Lord had commanded. They ascended 
Mount Hor in the sight of the whole community.

(28) Moses stripped Aaron of his vestments and put them on 
his son Eleazar, and Aaron died there on the summit of the 
mountain. When Moses and Eleazar came down from the 
mountain,

(29) the whole community knew that Aaron had breathed his 
last. All the house of Israel bewailed Aaron thirty days.

(22) The Israelites arrived in a body: Literally, “The children of 
Israel, the entire congregation, arrived.” With this apparent redundancy 
the Torah is emphasizing that in the aftermath of the conflict at the 
waters of Meribah, unity has now been restored.

(24) Because you disobeyed my command about the waters of 
Meribah: In the Hebrew, “disobeyed” is meritem, literally, “you (plural) 
rebelled.” There, by the waters of Meribah, Moses had castigated the 
people by calling them morim, “rebels” (Num. 20:10), which derives 
from the same verbal root, M-R-H, as meritem here. It thus turns out 
that the very same character flaw of which Moses accused the people 
applies in fact, in the Almighty’s own words, to them, Moses and Aaron.

(25) Take Aaron and his son Eleazar and bring them up on 
Mount Hor: In the people’s conception, the High Priest and the Temple 
are always associated only with life, and removed from death (see Lev. 
21:1 ff.). Therefore, Aaron’s death must take place at a distance, away 
from the people.

(26) Strip Aaron of his vestments and put them on his son 
Eleazar: Notice that it is Moses – not Aaron – who here initiates Elazar 
into the office of High Priest. This shows that Moses is the true chief 
of the priests, while Aaron is only his deputy. And this is still no less 
true now than it was long before, when the priests were first ordained 
(see Lev. 8).

And put them on his son Eleazar: The Midrash observes that 
Aaron was more fortunate than Moses, in that he saw his son take his 
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place as High Priest, whereas Moses was unable to convey to either of 
his sons any aspect of his legacy.

(29) The whole community knew that Aaron had breathed his 
last: That is, because Aaron had been such an influential presence in 
the life of the nation, his death radically changed their situation. 

Moreover, the Midrash tells us that since it had been in Aaron’s 
merit that the clouds of Glory accompanied Israel in the wilderness, as 
soon as he died the clouds of Glory also departed. That meant that the 
Jews had lost their invulnerability, and were open to attack. Which is in 
fact what now immediately happens. Because Aaron symbolizes peace, 
he must die before the outbreak of hostilities. 

Aaron was still alive when Israel made their request of Edom to 
be allowed to travel the king’s highway through their territory. And 
although Edom refused, there was no war with Edom, because Israel 
simply retreated. But when the time came for Israel to engage with 
the nations in war, Aaron’s presence was inconsistent with any such 
action. Aaron therefore died between the peace negotiations (with 
Edom) and the outbreak of hostilities (with Arad).

All the house of Israel bewailed Aaron thirty days: The Torah 
tells us here that Aaron was mourned upon his death by “all the house 
of Israel.” But Moses, as we shall see later, will be mourned by only the 
benei yisra’el, “the sons of Israel” (Deut. 34:8, literal translation).

 Aaron was even more beloved than Moses, and his death was 
therefore felt more keenly and more widely. Moses was primarily a 
teacher of Torah, and to that extent he engaged mostly with the men. 
But Aaron was a peacemaker, particularly in families, which meant that 
his influence was felt by all – men and women alike, and especially in 
the realm of domestic relations – “all the house of Israel.”

Aaron, unlike Moses, did not govern. He interacted with the people 
on a personal level, primarily for resolving conflicts. Moses, on the 
other hand, was a tough and demanding leader.

(29) Thirty days: Thirty days is the standard Jewish period of 
mourning. For Jacob, however, the mourning lasted seventy days, in 
accordance with the Egyptian custom, because Jacob was mourned 
nationally, and not only by his family. “The Egyptians bewailed him 
[Jacob] seventy days” (Gen. 50:3).
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§ 17.3. THE BATTLE WITH THE KING OF ARAD (21:1-3)

ים  אֲתָרִ֑ רֶךְ הָֽ ל דֶּ֖ א יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ י בָּ֣ גֶב כִּ֚ ב הַנֶּ֔ לֶךְ־עֲרָד֙ ישֵֹׁ֣ י מֶֽ עֲנִ֤ ע הַכְּנַֽ א וַיִּשְׁמַ֞
ר  וַיּאֹמַ֑ י֖י  לַֽ נֶ�֛דֶר  ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֥ ר  בִי׃ ב וַיִּדַּ֨ שֶֽׁ נּוּ  מִמֶּ֖ שְׁבְּ ׀  וַיִּ֥ ל  בְּיִשְׂרָאֵ֔ חֶם֙  וַיִּלָּ֨
י֜י  ע  ם׃ ג וַיִּשְׁמַ֨ רֵיהֶֽ י אֶת־עָֽ חֲרַמְתִּ֖ וְהַֽ י  בְּיָדִ֔ הַזֶּה֙  ם  ן אֶת־הָעָ֤ תִּתֵּ֜ ן  אִם־נָתֹ֨
א  וַיִּקְרָ֥ ם  רֵיהֶ֑ וְאֶת־עָֽ ם  אֶתְהֶ֖ ם  חֲרֵ֥ וַיַּֽ י  כְּנַעֲנִ֔ אֶת־הַֽ וַיִּתֵּן֙  ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ בְּק֣וֹל 

ה׃  שֵׁם־הַמָּק֖וֹם חָרְמָֽ

(1) When the Canaanite, king of Arad, who dwelt in the Negeb, 
learned that Israel was coming by the way of Atharim, he 
engaged Israel in battle and took some of them captive.

(2) Then Israel made a vow to the Lord and said, “If You deliver 
this people into our hand, we will proscribe their towns.”

(3) The Lord heeded Israel’s plea and delivered up the 
Canaanites; and they and their cities were proscribed. So 
that place was named Hormah.

(1) When the Canaanite, king of Arad … learned that Israel 
was coming … he engaged Israel in battle: During the entire thirty-
nine years that the Israelites wandered in the wilderness no one had 
attacked them (with the sole exception of Amalek immediately after 
the Exodus, see Exod. 17:8 ff.). But now that Aaron is gone, the clouds 
of Glory have departed, and the attacks begin.

When the Canaanite, king of Arad, who dwelt in the Negeb 
learned: It is not entirely clear where exactly the king of Arad was living, 
and whether this Arad corresponds to the modern-day settlement in 
the Negev of the same name. It is also unclear why the Israelites did 
not capture and populate the territory of Arad’s kingdom, as they did 
with Sihon and Og. If the kingdom of Arad was in Canaan, then why did 
Israel, after claiming the victory, not advance through that territory to 
Canaan? Why did they detour around the Dead Sea instead?

Moreover, we find a similar episode in the Book of Joshua (12:14) –  
also a battle with the king of Arad. Nachmanides therefore believes 
that the seizure of the kingdom of Arad actually took place later, and 
that its appearance here in the Torah is essentially an anachronism. In 
other words, this passage was retrofitted into the Torah in Joshua’s era. 



359§ 17. Conflicts with Edom and Arad

Perhaps this means that Arad’s attack on the Israelites began in 
the precise chronological sequence reported here, immediately after 
Aaron’s death, but it ended only later, under Joshua, with the defeat 
of Arad during the conquest of Canaan. And therefore, to ensure the 
story’s integrity, the report of Arad’s defeat was inserted here only 
later, after the victory had been finally won under Joshua’s leadership. 

Be that as it may, and regardless of the actual chronology of events, 
our first obligation is to understand the Torah’s account by following 
the sequence in which it is presented. This allows us to discern what 
the Torah is trying to convey, namely – that the military restructuring 
of the nation is being driven by the exigencies of the situation, and 
not by the people’s own initiative. Even when we do not wish to fight, 
sometimes life leaves us no alternative, and fight we must.

He engaged Israel in battle and took some of them captive: 
Once captives have been taken, Israel has no choice but to enter the 
fray. In the larger context, this conflict was needed in order to prepare 
the people for conquering the land, by advancing them from their 
earlier pacific mindset to a new worldview of military realities.

(2) Then Israel made a vow to the Lord and said, “If You deliver 
this people into our hand, we will proscribe their towns.”: Here, to 

“proscribe” is to utterly destroy, meaning that they would take no spoils 
for themselves. The purpose of this military operation was not to 
advance Israel’s economic interests, but to intimidate the inhabitants 
of Canaan; that is, not for any current benefit, but as a strategic turning 
point. And this is the true meaning of the vow: striving for strategic 
objectives, not merely tactical gain.

Overall, these three verses demonstrate a shift from the pacifist 
strategy that the Jewish people had initially adopted to a willingness to 
fully engage with their enemies. Aaron’s death serves as the symbolic 
turning point between these two strategies.
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§ 18. THE COPPER SERPENT

§ 18.1. A DISSATISFIED NATION  
AND BITING SERPENTS (21:4-7)

ר  וַתִּקְצַ֥ אֱד֑וֹם  רֶץ  אֶת־אֶ֣ ב  לִסְבֹ֖ יַם־ס֔וּף  רֶךְ  דֶּ֣ הָהָר֙  ר  מֵהֹ֤ ד וַיִּסְע֞וּ 
נוּ֙  עֱלִיתֻ֨ הֶֽ ה  לָמָ֤ וּבְמֹשֶׁה֒  אלֹהִים֮  בֵּֽ ם  הָעָ֗ ר  רֶךְ׃ ה וַיְדַבֵּ֣ בַּדָּֽ ם  פֶשׁ־הָעָ֖ נֶֽ
חֶם  בַּלֶּ֖ צָה  קָ֔ נוּ  וְנַפְשֵׁ֣ יִם  מַ֔ ין  וְאֵ֣ חֶם֙  לֶ֨ ין  אֵ֥ י  כִּ֣ ר  בַּמִּדְבָּ֑ לָמ֖וּת  יִם  מִמִּצְרַ֔
ם  אֶת־הָעָ֑ ֽיְנַשְּׁכ֖וּ  וַ� ים  הַשְּׂרָפִ֔ ים  הַנְּחָשִׁ֣ ת  אֵ֚ ם  בָּעָ֗ י֜י  ח  ל׃ ו וַיְשַׁלַּ֨ הַקְּלֹ�קֵֽ
י־ כִּֽ אנוּ  חָטָ֗ אמְר֣וּ  ֹֽ וַיּ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֜ ם  הָעָ֨ ל׃ ז וַיָּבאֹ֩  מִיִּשְׂרָאֵֽ ב  עַם־רָ֖ וַיָּ֥מָת 
ה  ל מֹשֶׁ֖ שׁ וַיִּתְפַּלֵּ֥ ינוּ אֶת־הַנָּחָ֑ עָלֵ֖ ר מֵֽ ךְ הִתְפַּלֵּל֙ אֶל־י֔י וְיָסֵ֥ יי֙ וָבָ֔ רְנוּ בַֽ דִבַּ֤

ם׃ ד הָעָֽ בְּעַ֥

(4) They set out from Mount Hor by way of the Sea of Reeds 
to skirt the land of Edom. But the people grew restive on the 
journey,

(5) and the people spoke against God and against Moses, 
“Why did you make us leave Egypt to die in the wilderness? 
There is no bread and no water, and we have come to loathe 
this miserable food.”

(6) The Lord sent seraph serpents against the people. They 
bit the people and many of the Israelites died.

(7) The people came to Moses and said, “We sinned by 
speaking against the Lord and against you. Intercede with 
the Lord to take away the serpents from us!” And Moses 
interceded for the people.
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(4) They set out from Mount Hor by way of the Sea of Reeds to 
skirt the land of Edom: In order to bypass Edom they had to travel 
southward from their current position in the Negev region toward Eilat 
and the the Sea of Reeds. But this was also the route leading back to 
Egypt.

But the people grew restive on the journey: Not only the 
difficulty of the journey itself, but the very direction of movement 

– which was now leading them not toward Canaan but further away 
from it – took a heavy toll on the people. They had thought that they 
were close to entering the Land, but now once again it is far from clear 
where they are being led, and how long the journey will last.

(5) And the people spoke against God and against Moses: If we 
compare the rumblings of this generation with those of the previous 
one, we notice an important difference. Here for the first time we see 
complaints lodged not only against Moses, but even against God. 

Unlike the previous generation, who in their griping always believed 
that only Moses was responsible for the Exodus, this new generation 
understands that it was the Almighty Who had brought them out of 
Egypt. We can therefore say that the altered nature of their complaints 
testifies to the spiritual advancement of the people.

Why did you make us leave Egypt to die in the wilderness? There 
is no bread and no water, and we have come to loathe this miserable 
food: And we also notice another significant difference. Here the 
people are complaining not about the Exodus, but that they are making 
insufficient progress toward reaching their final destination. The new 
generation is prepared to fight and to conquer their Land, and their 
ordeal consists in being commanded to avoid military engagement 
with certain nations, and having to tread a longer, roundabout path to 
their destination, the Promised Land.

(5) There is no bread and no water, and we have come to loathe 
this miserable food: The people’s refusal to continue the journey is 
expressed in their rejection of the miraculous wilderness lifestyle to 
which they are accustomed. After all, they have food in the form of 
manna. And we must assume that they have water too, for we have 
not be told otherwise. But the people are saying: “We no longer want 
supernatural food and water. We want natural food.”



362 Bible Dynamics. Book of Numbers

In essence, they are not talking about the food itself, but about its 
quality – the suitability of the food. They associate the wilderness food 
with their wanderings, and the food no longer suits them any more 
than the wanderings do. They therefore want to change it.

This miserable food: They are referring to the manna, of course. 
The Hebrew ha-kelokel is an unusual word that appears nowhere else in 
Tanakh, but seems quite close to kilkul, “ruination, disintegration.” Or 
it is an intensified form of kal, “lightweight, lacking substance.”

As the people approach inhabited regions and the borders of the 
Land of Israel itself, they want normal food, food that has weight and 
a tangible essence. They want real meat, not a meat substitute, the 
manna, however good its quality. They want to experience the taste 
of meat by eating real meat. Overall, we must consider this desire a 
positive development.

(6) The Lord sent seraph serpents against the people. They bit 
the people and many of the Israelites died: This is God’s answer. 

“You want naturalness, and you want nature. But you fail to understand 
that it is still too early for those. If I remove your supernatural 
protections, nature will destroy you.” 

Before the transition to natural life, which will happen soon 
enough, the people must understand that without turning to God, they 
cannot survive in the natural world. Their desire for independence has 
come before they are physically able to sustain it. Although that desire 
is a generally positive tendency, it requires correction.

Seraph serpents: Such serpents are called seraphim (singular 
saraph, the same word that later in Jewish tradition came to be the 
name of certain angels of exalted standing). It derives from the Hebrew 
root S-R-PH, which means to burn, a reference to the poisonous bite 
of these serpents, which causes a painful sensation similar to burning. 
These serpents represent an expression of the natural principle in 
the world.64 Because the Israelites sought prematurely to activate 
the natural principle of their environment, their punishment was 
expressed in an invasion of serpents.

64	 See Bible Dynamics on Exod. 4:3.
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(7) The people … said, “We sinned by speaking against the 
Lord and against you: The people are already recognizing and 
acknowledging their wrongful ways. 

The people came to Moses and said, “… Intercede with the 
Lord …”: In ancient times, ordinary people felt they were unworthy of 
addressing the Creator directly. Instead, praying to the Almighty was 
the prerogative of prophets, whom the people would petition to pray 
to God on their behalf.

§  18.2. THE SERPENT MOUNTED ON A STANDARD (21:8-9)

כָּל־ וְהָיָה֙  עַל־נֵס֑  אֹת֖וֹ  ים  וְשִׂ֥ ף  שָׂרָ֔ לְךָ֙  ה  עֲשֵׂ֤ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֗ י֜י  אמֶר  ֹ֨ ח וַיּ
עַל־הַנֵּ֑ס  הוּ  וַיְשִׂמֵ֖ שֶׁת  נְחֹ֔ שׁ  נְחַ֣ מֹשֶׁה֙  י׃ ט וַיַּ֤עַשׂ  וָחָֽ אֹת֖וֹ  ה  וְרָאָ֥ הַנָּשׁ֔וּךְ 

י׃ שֶׁת וָחָֽ שׁ הַנְּחֹ֖ יט אֶל־נְחַ֥ ישׁ וְהִבִּ֛ ךְ הַנָּחָשׁ֙ אֶת־אִ֔ ה אִם־נָשַׁ֤ וְהָיָ֗

(8) Then the Lord said to Moses, “Make a seraph figure and 
mount it on a standard. And if anyone who is bitten looks at 
it, he shall recover.”

(9) Moses made a copper serpent and mounted it on a 
standard; and when anyone was bitten by a serpent, he 
would look at the copper serpent and recover.

(8) If anyone who is bitten looks at it, he shall recover: The 
Mishnah (Rosh Hashanah 3:8) comments on this: “Could the copper 
serpent itself kill or preserve life? [Obviously not.] Rather, when the 
Jewish people turned their eyes upward and subjected their hearts 
to their Father in Heaven, they were healed, but if not, they pined 
away.” Because the appearance of the serpents was the result of the 
people’s attempt to activate the natural principle, it was necessary 
to redirect this natural principle – turning it, as it were, toward  
Heaven.

Note that the serpents are not removed, as the people had 
requested: “Intercede with the Lord to take away the serpents from us!” 
(Num. 21:7). God only creates an antidote. As the Midrash explains it, 
the meaning of the serpent on the standard is that when we turn our 
gaze toward Heaven, we should not be trying to push nature aside, but 
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to understand it and learn from it. The natural force of the serpent is 
not eliminated, but only redirected.

(8) Make a seraph figure and mount it on a standard: Earlier 
in this Bible Dynamics commentary (on Exod. 4:3) we discussed the 
opposing concepts of iggul and kav, “circle” and “straight line,” as 
representing nature and Divinity, respectfully. The context there, 
like here, involved a serpent, whose natural, coiled state is a prime 
example of the roundness-of-nature principle. 

In this passage here, the standard (shaft) on which God commands 
Moses to mount the copper serpent, is perfectly straight. Thus we 
have a serpent entwined around a pole – the symbolic juxtaposition 
of roundness and straightness, which represents the perception 
of all things natural as the realization of the Divinity that resides  
within it.65

Here the Israelites are saying: “We no longer have any need 
for the miraculous, for the Divine. Nature and naturalness are what 
we want.” And the Almighty answers: “When you begin to absolutize 
naturalness, you will be bitten. In order to survive in Israel’s natural 
environment, you need to understand that in general, nature (the 
serpent) is only superficially independent; in reality it is guided 
by Divinity (the shaft) from within. Naturalness must therefore be 
perceived as a form of Divine manifestation. A person who has been 
bitten, but who then gazes at the serpent on the pole, begins to see the 
world correctly, and is healed.”

(9) Moses made a copper serpent: In the previous verse, God did 
not specify the material from which Moses was to make the seraph 
figure. But this verse tell us that Moses made nechash nechoshet, “a 
copper serpent.” 

Nachash (here nechash, as required by the grammar) is the most 
common Hebrew word for a “snake” or “serpent,” and linguistically 
appears to be related in some sense to nechoshet, “copper.” We have 

65	 Likewise, a cherub with “a fiery, ever-turning sword” protects the entrance 
to the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3:24) after Adam and Eve are driven out. But in 
that situation, the circular visual effect of the spinning sword is deceptive, 
because that spinning is actually “straight within itself.”
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already had occasion to note66 that in matters of holiness, copper 
represents the idea of channeling one’s natural passions in a more 
noble direction. The copper serpent was eventually given a permanent 
place in the Temple. However, the book of Kings (2 Kings 18:4) reports 
that in a later era the people took to worshipping this serpent, and 
King Hezekiah (with the approval of the sages) therefore destroyed it. 

This demonstrates an important principle. Something that was 
originally valid and proper (Moses’ copper serpent, in this case) will 
sometimes become subsequently absolutized, because the people later 
forget that it was only an instrument for achieving a higher objective, 
and they instead turn it into an object of idolatry. At that point, the 
object, although inherently quite legitimate, must be destroyed, in 
order to restore the correct human connection with the Divine. And in 
fact, Jewish tradition understands even the destruction of the Temple 
itself in a similar light.

66	 We saw this in connection with the copper laver that stood in the outer 
courtyard of the Tabernacle (Exod. 30:18). See Bible Dynamics on the book of 
Exodus, § 26.3.
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§ 19. THE CONQUEST  
OF THE TRANSJORDAN

§ 19.1. JOURNEYS AND ENCAMPMENTS EN ROUTE  

TO THE LAND OF ISRAEL (21:10-20)

ים  עֲבָרִ֗ ֽיַּחֲנ֞וּ בְּעִיֵּי֣ הָֽ ת וַ� אֹבֹ֑ ת׃ יא וַיִּסְע֖וּ מֵֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ בְּאֹבֹֽ ל וַ� י וַיִּסְע֖וּ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑
ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� עוּ  נָסָ֑ ם  מֶשׁ׃ יב מִשָּׁ֖ הַשָּֽׁ ח  מִמִּזְרַ֖ ב  מוֹאָ֔ עַל־פְּנֵי֣  אֲשֶׁר֙  בַּמִּדְבָּר֙ 
ל  א מִגְּבֻ֣ ר הַיּצֵֹ֖ ר בַּמִּדְבָּ֔ בֶר אַרְנוֹן֙ אֲשֶׁ֣ ֽיַּחֲנ֗וּ מֵעֵ֤ ֽרֶד׃ יג מִשָּׁם֮ נָסָעוּ֒ וַ� חַל זָ� בְּנַ֥
ר  אָמַ֔ י׃ יד עַל־כֵּן֙ יֵֽ אֱמֹרִֽ ין הָֽ ב וּבֵ֥ ין מוֹאָ֖ ב בֵּ֥ י אַרְנוֹן֙ גְּב֣וּל מוֹאָ֔ י כִּ֤ אֱמֹרִ֑ הָֽ
שֶׁד֙  אַרְנֽוֹן׃ טו וְאֶ֨ ים  וְאֶת־הַנְּחָלִ֖ ה  בְּסוּפָ֔ ב  אֶת־וָהֵ֣ י֑י  ת  מִלְחֲמֹ֣ פֶר  בְּסֵ֖
רָה  בְּאֵ֑ ם  ב׃ טז וּמִשָּׁ֖ לִגְב֥וּל מוֹאָֽ ן  וְנִשְׁעַ֖ ר  עָ֑ בֶת  לְשֶׁ֣ ה  נָטָ֖ ר  ים אֲשֶׁ֥ הַנְּחָלִ֔

יִם׃  ם מָֽ ה לָהֶ֖ ם וְאֶתְּנָ֥ ה אֱסףֹ֙ אֶת־הָעָ֔ ר יי֙ לְמֹשֶׁ֔ ר אָמַ֤ ר אֲשֶׁ֨ וא הַבְּאֵ֗ הִ֣

ר  הּ׃ יח בְּאֵ֞ עֱנוּ־לָֽ ר  בְאֵ֖ י  עֲלִ֥ את  ֹ֑ הַזּ ה  אֶת־הַשִּׁירָ֖ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ יר  יָשִׁ֣ ז  יז אָ֚
ר  וּמִמִּדְבָּ֖ ם  בְּמִשְׁעֲנֹתָ֑ ק  בִּמְחֹקֵ֖ ם  הָעָ֔ י  נְדִיבֵ֣ כָּר֨וּהָ֙  ים  שָׂרִ֗ חֲפָר֣וּהָ 
אֲשֶׁר֙  הַגַּיְא֙  בָּמֽוֹת׃ כ וּמִבָּמ֗וֹת  ל  חֲלִיאֵ֖ וּמִנַּֽ ל  חֲלִיאֵ֑ נַֽ ה  ה׃ יט וּמִמַּתָּנָ֖ מַתָּנָֽ

ן׃ י הַיְשִׁימֹֽ פָה עַל־פְּנֵ֥ ְקָ֖ ה וְנִשׁ� אשׁ הַפִּסְגָּ֑ ֹ֖ ב ר ה מוֹאָ֔ בִּשְׂדֵ֣

(10) The Israelites marched on and encamped at Oboth.

(11) They set out from Oboth and encamped at Iye abarim, in 
the wilderness bordering on Moab to the east.

(12) From there they set out and encamped at the wadi Zered.

(13) From there they set out and encamped beyond the Arnon, 
that is, in the wilderness that extends from the territory 
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of the Amorites. For the Arnon is the boundary of Moab, 
between Moab and the Amorites.

(14) Therefore the Book of the Wars of the Lord speaks of “... 
Waheb in Suphah, and the wadis: the Arnon

(15) with its tributary wadis, stretched along the settled 
country of Ar, hugging the territory of Moab ...”

(16) And from there to Beer, which is the well where the Lord 
said to Moses, “Assemble the people that I may give them 
water.”

(17) Then Israel sang this song: Spring up, O well – sing to it – 

(18) The well which the chieftains dug, Which the nobles of 
the people started with maces, with their own staffs. And 
from Midbar to Mattanah,

(19) and from Mattanah to Nahaliel, and from Nahaliel to 
Bamoth,

(20) and from Bamoth to the valley that is in the country of 
Moab, at the peak of Pisgah, overlooking the wasteland.

(11) They set out from Oboth and encamped at Iye abarim, in 
the wilderness bordering on Moab to the east: After resolving their 
relationship with Edom, Israel’s next problem is their relationship 
with Moab.

(13) From there they set out and encamped beyond the Arnon, 
that is, in the wilderness that extends from the territory of the 
Amorites. For the Arnon is the boundary of Moab, between Moab 
and the Amorites: Here the Torah describes a detour around the land 
of the Moabites, along its eastern boundary, before the route crosses 
over to the northern bank of the Arnon River, which flows into the 
Dead Sea. To its south is the land of Moab, and on the north – the land 
of Sihon, king of the Amorites.

Beyond the Arnon … For the Arnon is the boundary of Moab: 
The Israelites did not cross the Moab boundary. The Torah does not 
explain here the reason why they bypassed the Moabite lands, but 
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the books of Deuteronomy (2:29) and Judges (11:17) clarify that the 
Moabites, like Edom, refused to allow Israel to pass through their land.

(14) Therefore the Book of the Wars of the Lord speaks 
of Waheb in Suphah: This “Book of the Wars of the Lord” is not 
mentioned anywhere else in Tanakh, nor is it entirely clear what it was. 
Apparently, it was a book that extolled the miracles through which God 
brought the Jewish people salvation from their enemies.

(14-15) Waheb in Suphah, and the wadis: the Arnon with its 
tributary wadis, stretched along the settled country of Ar, hugging 
the territory of Moab: This excerpt from the “Book of the Wars of the 
Lord” is all but incomprehensible. The Midrash considers “Waheb” a 
derivative of yahav, “gifts, miracles,” and “Suphah” – the equivalent 
of Yam Suf, the Sea of Reeds, and explains these words as follows. Just 
as the Almighty had performed a great miracle at the crossing of Sea 
of Reeds immediately after the Exodus, so did He perform a miracle 
here at the Arnon wadis. The blood of the Amorites, who wished to 
annihilate the Jewish people passing near their lands, was shed there, 
and flowed like a river. A rock from the gorge through which the Arnon 
flows “hugged the territory of Moab,” that is, it pressed upon a rock 
on the opposite bank, crushing the Amorites who were sitting in the 
crevices of the cliff, waiting in ambush for the approaching Israelites.

(16-18) Which is the well where the Lord said to Moses, 
“Assemble the people that I may give them water.” Then Israel 
sang this song: Spring up, O well – sing to it – The well which 
the chieftains dug, Which the nobles of the people started with 
maces, with their own staffs: The Torah does not elaborate on the 
incident involving this well, but it does tell us that:

•	 The Almighty provided water. 
•	 The people had to dig a well. That is, complaining was not 
going to accomplish anything. In order to have water they had 
to invest actual physical labor. 
•	 The people thanked the chieftains for their involvement, 
because only the tribal leaders could have organized the work of 
digging the well. 
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•	 The Midrash understands from the words “Spring up, O well – 
sing to it” that even after the well had been dug, the water would 
not rise until the people broke forth in song. That is, physical 
labor was necessary but not alone sufficient. Spiritual work was 
needed here as well.

Which the nobles of the people started with maces, with their 
own staffs: It is unlikely that the nobles themselves dug the well. 
Rather, the maces and staffs are mentioned as symbols of power. In 
other words, the well was dug under the auspices of the nobles.

Thus, the transition from the miraculous to the natural continues. 
The well cannot possibly be dug without human initiative and effort. But 
this process is combined with the understanding that it is nonetheless 
the Almighty who provides the water. This also reveals a new and 
completely different attitude to the national leadership: respect and 
gratitude for their work, and an understanding of its importance. 
This song that the people sing demonstrates their progress toward 
becoming a normal society.

(17) Then Israel sang this song: These words echo the opening 
words of the song that was sung at the splitting of the Red Sea: “Then 
Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the Lord” (Exod. 15:1). 
Thus, there was a song at the beginning of the journey through the 
wilderness, and now there is also a song at the end of that journey. 
When we compare the two songs, we see immediately that at the 
beginning of the journey it was Moses who sang first, and the people 
only then accompanied him. But here, Israel sings with no prompting 
from Moses. The generation that had just left Egypt had to wait for 
direction, but this new generation acts on its own. The ability to break 
into song spontaneously is an important achievement, because it is 
one of the qualities demonstrated by people who are genuinely free.

The Midrash sees in this change also a shift in the nature of the 
Revelation. At crossing of the Sea of Reeds, the important thing 
was for the people to “have faith in the Lord and His servant Moses” 
(Exod. 14:31). This type of Revelation came from Above, and then 
through Moses, almost without making direct contact with the people 
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themselves. But in the next generation, prophecy would already be 
transmitted with the people’s active participation. Thus, the well that 
the people dug here was a different kind of Revelation, in which it was 
the people who were now acting, not Moses.

(20) That is in the country of Moab, at the peak of Pisgah: Pisgah 
is a mountain range that towers over the Moab plateau. Its highest point 
is Mount Nebo, the mountain on which Moses died (Deut. 34:1). Thus 
there is a hint here of the imminent completion of Moses’ mission.

In the process of detouring round about the lands of Edom and 
Moab, a new generation has experienced a crisis, has learned to solve 
problems independently with the aid of the copper serpent, has come 
to understand the importance of their own labors for extracting water, 
and has achieved more correct relations within society. Thus, even just 
these few months have prepared the people for life in their new land. 
They are now ready to wage war for its conquest.

§ 19.2. THE WAR WITH SIHON, KING OF THE AMORITES  
(21:21-30)

ה  ר׃ כב אֶעְבְּרָ֣ י לֵאמֹֽ לֶךְ־הָאֱמֹרִ֖ ן מֶֽ ים אֶל־סִיחֹ֥ ח יִשְׂרָאֵל֙ מַלְאָכִ֔ כא וַיִּשְׁלַ֤

לֶךְ֙  הַמֶּ֨ רֶךְ  בְּדֶ֤ ר  בְאֵ֑ י  מֵ֣ ה  נִשְׁתֶּ֖ א  ֹ֥ ל רֶם  וּבְכֶ֔ ה  בְּשָׂדֶ֣ נִטֶּה֙  א  ֹ֤ ל ךָ  בְאַרְצֶ֗
ר בִּגְבֻלוֹ֒  ן אֶת־יִשְׂרָאֵל֮ עֲבֹ֣ ן סִיחֹ֣ א־נָתַ֨ ֹֽ ךָ׃ כג וְל ר גְּבֻלֶֽ ר־נַעֲבֹ֖ ד אֲשֶֽׁ ךְ עַ֥ נֵלֵ֔
א  ֹ֖ וַיָּב רָה  הַמִּדְבָּ֔ יִשְׂרָאֵל֙  את  לִקְרַ֤ א  וַיֵּצֵ֞ אֶת־כָּל־עַמּ֗וֹ  ן  סִיחֹ֜ ף  וַיֶּֽאֱסֹ֨
אֶת־אַרְצ֜וֹ  שׁ  וַיִּירַ֨ רֶב  לְפִי־חָ֑ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ הוּ  ל׃ כד וַיַּכֵּ֥ בְּיִשְׂרָאֵֽ חֶם  וַיִּלָּ֖ יָ֑הְצָה 
ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ עַמּֽוֹן׃ כה וַיִּקַּח֙  י  בְּנֵ֥ גְּב֖וּל  ז  עַ֔ י  כִּ֣ עַמּ֔וֹן  ן עַד־יַבּקֹ֙ עַד־בְּנֵי֣  אַרְנֹ֗ מֵֽ
בְּחֶשְׁבּ֖וֹן  י  אֱמֹרִ֔ הָֽ י  בְּכָל־עָרֵ֣ יִשְׂרָאֵל֙  וַיֵּ֤שֶׁב  לֶּה  הָאֵ֑ ים  עָרִ֖ כָּל־הֶֽ ת  אֵ֥
ם  נִלְחַ֗ וְה֣וּא  וא  הִ֑ י  אֱמֹרִ֖ הָֽ לֶךְ  מֶ֥ ן  סִיחֹ֛ יר  עִ֗ חֶשְׁבּ֔וֹן  י  יהָ׃ כו כִּ֣ וּבְכָל־בְּנֹתֶֽ
ן  ן׃ כז עַל־כֵּ֛ עַד־אַרְנֹֽ מִיָּד֖וֹ  אֶת־כָּל־אַרְצ֛וֹ  ח  וַיִּקַּ֧ רִאשׁ֔וֹן  הָֽ מוֹאָב֙  לֶךְ  בְּמֶ֤
סִיחֽוֹן׃ כח כִּי־אֵשׁ֙  יר  עִ֥ �֖ן  וְתִכּוֹנֵ ה  תִּבָּנֶ֥ חֶשְׁבּ֑וֹן  אוּ  בֹּ֣ ים  שְׁלִ֖ הַמֹּֽ אמְר֥וּ  ֹֽ י
בָּמ֥וֹת  י  עֲלֵ֖ בַּֽ ב  מוֹאָ֔ ר  עָ֣ כְלָה֙  אָֽ ן  סִיחֹ֑ מִקִּרְיַת֣  ה  הָבָ֖ לֶֽ חֶשְׁבּ֔וֹן  מֵֽ ה  צְאָ֣ יָֽ
יו  וּבְנֹתָ֣ פְּלֵיטִם֙  בָּנָ֤יו  ן  נָתַ֨ עַם־כְּמ֑וֹשׁ  דְתָּ  אָבַ֖ ב  מוֹאָ֔ ן׃ כט אוֹי־לְךָ֣  אַרְנֹֽ
ים עַד־ ן וַנַּשִּׁ֣ ד חֶשְׁבּ֖וֹן עַד־דִּיבֹ֑ ם אָבַ֥ י סִיחֽוֹן׃ ל וַנִּירָ֛ לֶךְ אֱמֹרִ֖ ית לְמֶ֥ בַּשְּׁבִ֔

א׃ ידְבָֽ רׄ עַד־מֵֽ פַח אֲשֶׁ֖ נֹ֔
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(21) Israel now sent messengers to Sihon king of the Amorites, 
saying,

(22) “Let me pass through your country. We will not turn off 
into fields or vineyards, and we will not drink water from 
wells. We will follow the king’s highway until we have 
crossed your territory.”

(23) But Sihon would not let Israel pass through his territory. 
Sihon gathered all his people and went out against Israel 
in the wilderness. He came to Jahaz and engaged Israel in 
battle.

(24) But Israel put them to the sword, and took possession of 
their land, from the Arnon to the Jabbok, as far as [Az] of the 
Ammonites, for Az marked the boundary of the Ammonites.

(25) Israel took all those towns. And Israel settled in all the 
towns of the Amorites, in Heshbon and all its dependencies.

(26) Now Heshbon was the city of Sihon king of the Amorites, 
who had fought against a former king of Moab and taken all 
his land from him as far as the Arnon.

(27) Therefore the bards would recite: “Come to Heshbon; 
firmly built and well founded is Sihon’s city.

(28) For fire went forth from Heshbon, Flame from Sihon’s city, 
Consuming Ar of Moab, The lords of Bamoth by the Arnon.

(29) Woe to you, O Moab! You are undone, O people of 
Chemosh! His sons are rendered fugitive and his daughters 
captive By an Amorite king, Sihon.”

(30) Yet we have cast them down utterly, Heshbon along with 
Dibon; We have wrought desolation at Nophah, which is 
hard by Medeba.

(21) Israel now sent messengers to Sihon king of the Amorites, 
saying: The kingdom of Sihon occupied a strip along the Jordan, and it 
was impossible for Israel to avoid traversing it.

(22) “Let me pass through your country. We will not turn off 
into fields or vineyards, and we will not drink water from wells. We will 
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follow the king’s highway until we have crossed your territory”: This 
request is quite similar to that with which the Israelites appealed to 
Edom (and Moab as well). At first they are peacefully disposed towards 
Sihon.

(23) But Sihon would not let Israel pass through his territory: 
In those previous similar instances Israel had simply retreated. Sihon 
therefore concluded that this was a weak people, with whom there was 
no need to stand on ceremony.

Sihon gathered all his people and went out against Israel in 
the wilderness battle: Sihon goes out to fight forthwith, seeing no 
reason to at least begin with a verbal refusal, as Edom did.

He came to Jahaz and engaged Israel in battle: The city of Jahaz 
was located on the eastern border of Sihon’s territory.

(24) But Israel put them to the sword, and took possession of 
their land: This was Israel’s first real victory on their way to conquering 
the land. They established a base and secured their rear, which allowed 
them to prepare to cross the Jordan. But even more importantly, they 
gained confidence in their abilities and saw a clear manifestation of 
the Almighty’s support.

From the Arnon to the Jabbok, as far as [Az] of the Ammonites, 
for Az marked the boundary of the Ammonites: Alternatively, az 
can be understood as not a proper noun, the name of a place, but an 
ordinary adjective indicating “strength and invulnerability.” Thus, this 
verse would read: “And Israel smote him with the edge of the sword, and 
possessed his land the Arnon unto the Jabbok, even unto the children 
of Ammon; for the border of the children of Ammon was strong.”

The latter part of this verse is a description of the lands of Sihon, a 
strip that lay along the Jordan. The Arnon was the southern boundary 
of the kingdom of Sihon (with Moab), while the northern boundary 
(with Bashan and the kingdom of Og) lay along the Jabbok River. The 
Ammonites lived east of Sihon’s kingdom. Their capital was Rabbah of 
the Ammonites (Deut. 3:11), today's Amman, the capital of modern-
day Jordan. 
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Sihon conquered the lands of Moab, but could not penetrate the 
territory of the Ammonites, because (as per the alternate translation) 
their border was impregnable. The words “for the border of the children 
of Ammon was strong” can also be understood as a restriction placed 
on Israel. That is, the Almighty forbade the seizure of the lands of the 
Ammonites (just as He did with respect to Edom and Moab) because 
they were descendants of Lot (see Deut. 2:19).

(25) And Israel settled in all the towns of the Amorites, in 
Heshbon and all its dependencies: Heshbon was located east of the 
Jordan River, opposite Jericho.

(26) Now Heshbon was the city of Sihon king of the Amorites, 
who had fought against a former king of Moab and taken all his 
land from him as far as the Arnon: That is, Sihon had seized the 
lands of Moab even before that. Israel was prohibited from waging war 
against Moab, but since Moab had already ceded their land to Sihon, 
Israel now had the right to seize it.

(27) Therefore the bards would recite: Come to Heshbon: The 
following text that the “bards” would recite reflects the mood of Sihon, 
rejoicing in his victory over Moab. The Midrash therefore believes that 
these bards are none other than Balaam and his father Beor. 

(Here, “the bards,” in the original Hebrew is ha-moshelim, literally, 
“the makers of parables.” A parable in Hebrew is mashal, which is the 
very same word with which the Torah describes Balaam’s prophecies, 
first in Num. 23:7, and many times again in that chapter and the 
following one.) 

According to the Midrash, Balaam and Beor’s contribution to 
Sihon’s war against Moab was in the form of witchcraft. When Sihon 
could not take possession of Heshbon, a fortified city, he hired those 
two “bards” to put a curse on Heshbon. And that is why Balak later 
says to Balaam: “Come then, put a curse upon this people [Israel] … for 
I know that he whom you bless is blessed indeed, and he whom you 
curse is cursed” (Num. 22:6). How did Balak know that? From the war 
of Sihon and Moab.
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Thus, the Torah gives us a detailed exposition of these “parables” 
as an introduction to the political climate of the time, and its bearing 
on the episode of Israel and Balaam, which will follow very soon.

(29) Woe to you, O Moab! You are undone, O people of 
Chemosh! His sons are rendered fugitive And his daughters 
captive: Chemosh is the national deity of the Moabites. In those days 
it was natural and accepted that the success or failure of a given people 
would be interpreted by the surrounding nations as the success or 
failure of the religious doctrines that that people espoused.

(30) Yet we have cast them down utterly, Heshbon along with 
Dibon; we have wrought desolation at Nophah, which is hard by 
Medeba: This verse already speaks of the defeat of Sihon; that is, it was 
inserted by Israel. Thus, the old picture of the world is not dismantled; 
the Jewish view is merely built on top of it. This is an example of the 
general Jewish attitude and approach to the world, which, rather than 
ignoring other cultural layers, rethinks them and integrates them into 
itself.67

§ 19.3. THE BATTLE WITH KING OG OF BASHAN (21:31-35)

ר  אֶת־יַעְזֵ֔ לְרַגֵּ֣ל  מֹשֶׁה֙  ח  י׃ לב וַיִּשְׁלַ֤ אֱמֹרִֽ הָֽ רֶץ  בְּאֶ֖ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ שֶׁב֙  לא וַיֵּ֨

ֽיַּעֲל֔וּ  וַ� ם׃ לג וַיִּפְנוּ֙  אֲשֶׁר־שָֽׁ י  אֱמֹרִ֥ אֶת־הָֽ )וַיּ֖וֹרֶשׁ(  ויירש  יהָ  בְּנֹתֶ֑ ֽיִּלְכְּד֖וּ  וַ�
ה  ם ה֧וּא וְכָל־עַמּ֛וֹ לַמִּלְחָמָ֖ ן לִקְרָאתָ֜ לֶךְ־הַבָּשָׁ֨ א עוֹג֩ מֶֽ וַיֵּצֵ֣ ן  רֶךְ הַבָּשָׁ֑ דֶּ֖
אֹת֛וֹ  תִּי  נָתַ֧ ֽדְךָ֞  בְיָ� י  כִּ֣ אֹת֔וֹ  א  אַל־תִּירָ֣ אֶל־מֹשֶׁה֙  י֤י  אמֶר  ֹ֨ עִי׃ לד וַיּ אֶדְרֶֽ
י  אֱמֹרִ֔ לֶךְ הָֽ יתָ לְסִיחֹן֙ מֶ֣ ר עָשִׂ֗ אֲשֶׁ֣ יתָ לּ֔וֹ כַּֽ וְאֶת־כָּל־עַמּ֖וֹ וְאֶת־אַרְצ֑וֹ וְעָשִׂ֣
י  עַד־בִּלְתִּ֥ וְאֶת־כָּל־עַמּ֔וֹ  וְאֶת־בָּנָיו֙  אֹת֤וֹ  בְּחֶשְׁבּֽוֹן׃ לה וַיַּכּ֨וּ  ב  יוֹשֵׁ֖ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥

ירְשׁ֖וּ אֶת־אַרְצֽוֹ׃  יד וַיִּֽ יר־ל֖וֹ שָׂרִ֑ הִשְׁאִֽ

(31) So Israel occupied the land of the Amorites.

(32) Then Moses sent to spy out Jazer, and they captured its 
dependencies and dispossessed the Amorites who were there.

67	 This principle applies, for example, to the tefillin. See Bible Dynamics on 
Exod. 4:4 and 13:9.
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(33) They marched on and went up the road to Bashan, and 
King Og of Bashan, with all his people, came out to Edrei to 
engage them in battle.

(34) But the Lord said to Moses, “Do not fear him, for I give 
him and all his people and his land into your hand. You shall 
do to him as you did to Sihon king of the Amorites who dwelt 
in Heshbon.”

(35) They defeated him and his sons and all his people, until 
no remnant was left him; and they took possession of his 
country.

(31) So Israel occupied the land of the Amorites: Not merely 
“temporarily settled in,” but “occupied”; that is, Israel now considered 
that land its own territory. 

The Transjordan region should in principle be considered an 
integral part of the Land of Israel. It does not, however, have the same 
degree of sanctity as the territory of Canaan, and therefore, when 
Israel first settled in the Transjordan region and then subsequently in 
Canaan, this was problematic. We shall take a closer look at this below 
(see § 28).

(32) Then Moses sent to spy out Jazer, and they captured its 
dependencies and dispossessed the Amorites who were there: 
Moses sent spies only to gather intelligence, but the spies went beyond 
their commission, and undertook a military operation to actually seize 
the territory. The people now feel confident in their strength, and are 
already asserting their right to ownership of the land. Exercising this 
newfound military independence is their preparation for the conquest 
of Canaan.

(33) They marched on and went up the road to Bashan, and 
King Og of Bashan … came out: Bashan is the territory southeast of 
the Golan. The Israelites have decided to occupy the entire region of 
the Transjordan, except for the lands of Ammon and Moab. 

From the text here it would seem that Moses began this conquest 
on his own initiative. But from the book of Chronicles (1 Chron. 2:21, 
7:14) we learn that Bashan and the Golan had been allotted to the tribe 
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of Manasseh even while Joseph still reigned in Egypt as second-in-
command to Pharaoh. Thus, they were only reclaiming their property 
as its rightful owners.

(33-34) And King Og of Bashan … came out … to engage them 
in battle. But the Lord said to Moses, “Do not fear him: As the 
forces of the detachment sent to spy out Jazer were not sufficient for 
doing battle with Og, the whole army now goes to war.

(34) I give him and all his people and his land into your hand. 
You shall do to him as you did to Sihon king of the Amorites: The 
Almighty confirms the right of the Israelites to conquer this region.

You shall do to him as you did to Sihon: The Midrash sees these 
two kings, Sihon and Og, as representing the two archetypical forces 
that have opposed Israel throughout history. Sihon, whose capital is 
Heshbon, is eloquent (sichah, “talk, conversation”) and calculating 
(heshbon, “calculation”). But Og, on the contrary, represents natural 
crudeness in its most primitive form. (This is why the Torah calls him 
a giant, and tells us the dimensions of his huge bed, see Deut. 3:11.)

Thus, on the one hand, it is difficult for the Jewish people to fight 
calculating demagogues, because of their eloquence: one is sometimes 
led to believe that there is a measure of truth in their words. But on 
the other hand, fighting primitive crudeness can likewise present 
a major challenge, because cultured people tend to succumb to a 
savage’s unbridled wrath and brute strength. Sihon and Og are thus 
two contrasting forces, but whose effect in either case is to prevent 
entry into the Land of Israel. Both of these forces must be neutralized 
in the process of conquering the land.

(35) They defeated him and his sons and all his people, until 
no remnant was left him; and they took possession of his country: 
A separate and important issue here is the morality of Israel’s behavior 
in the wars of that time. We shall discuss that question below (see § 27).
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§ 19.4. ENCAMPMENT IN THE STEPPES OF MOAB (22:1)

ן יְרֵחֽוֹ׃ בֶר לְיַרְדֵּ֥ ב מֵעֵ֖ רְב֣וֹת מוֹאָ֔ ֽיַּחֲנוּ֙ בְּעַֽ ל וַ� א וַיִּסְע֖וּ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑

(1) The Israelites then marched on and encamped in the 
steppes of Moab, across the Jordan from Jericho.

(1) The Israelites then marched on: After returning from the war 
with Og.

And encamped in the steppes of Moab, across the Jordan from 
Jericho: That is, they occupied the lands that had formerly belonged to 
Sihon. The region of that kingdom adjacent to the Jordan and opposite 
Jericho was called “the steppes of Moab,” reflecting their former 
ownership. Apparently, the Moabites continued to live in those locales 
even while Sihon ruled them. This also explains why later the women 
of Moab are in close enough proximity to the camp of Israel to become 
a serious problem (Num. 25:1).

Across the Jordan from Jericho: Since the possession and 
conquest of the land will begin here, at Jericho, the nation’s arrival 
at Jericho means that the wilderness wanderings are now officially 
concluded.

In the steppes of Moab: The important of this place is not only 
geographical. A renewal of God’s Covenant will takes place here, as 
we shall discuss in the Bible Dynamics commentary to the book of 
Deuteronomy.
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§  20. BALAAM’S INVITATION

§  20.1. “BALAAM’S BOOK” AND THE VIEW  
FROM THE SIDELINES

As noted earlier, weekly portions Chukkat and Balak both relate to 
Israel’s confrontations with the peoples of the world. Weekly portion 
Chukkat, just concluded, deals with Israel’s military conflicts with the 
nations. And portion Balak, which begins here, speaks of spiritual 
confrontation, from the viewpoint of the prophet Balaam.

Although the majority of its content consists of Balaam’s 
prophecies, this weekly portion is named not for Balaam, but for Balak, 
the king of Moab, who engaged Balaam for his services, to curse Israel. 
This emphasizes that this portion’s theme is not prophecy per se, but 
the relationship of the Jewish people to the nations of the world, which 
is what Balak represents here.

The excerpts containing Balaam’s prophecies are accorded a 
special status in the Book of Numbers, as they provide an outside 
perspective on the Jewish people. Taken together, these passages are 
sometimes called “The Book of Balaam.” As discussed earlier in our 
commentary (see Num. 10:29), contained within the Torah’s five books 
there are, as it were, two additional, separate books that offer us a 
unique, supplementary view of the Jewish people. These are “the Book 
of Balaam” and “the Book of Jethro.” 

The problems of Jewish life as recounted in this book of Numbers 
– the baseless rumblings and grumblings, the episode of the spies, 
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Korah’s rebellion, and so on – all this highlights and evaluates the 
often questionable behavior of the people and of their leadership 
during those crises from the inside – that is, from the Jewish point of 
view. But as seen from the outside, by the peoples of the world even 
then, and by all future generations, it was unquestionably an era of 
triumphant development and advancement for the Jewish nation. The 
inclusion of Balaam’s prophecies in the Torah is intended to spotlight 
the high level of Israel’s achievements, and to emphasize that in spite 
of all their failings, God will never abandon the Jewish people.

(We note in passing that the same disparity between “serious 
issues when viewed from the inside” and “enormous achievements 
when viewed from the outside” is characteristic of other eras in the 
history of the Jewish people as well, and, in particular, in the modern 
State of Israel.)

It is interesting to note too that fairly recent archeological finds 
confirm the historicity of a prophet named “Balaam son of Beor.” In 
1967, a Dutch archaeological expedition doing excavations at Deir 
Alla in the Transjordan region (five miles – 8 km – northeast of the 
point where the Jabbok River flows into the Jordan) found an altar, on 
whose walls were inscribed references to “Balaam, the son of Beor, the 
seer of God” and to his prophecies. That inscription dates back only 
to the eighth century BCE, much later than the events that the Torah 
describes in this Torah portion, but perhaps it reflects a much older 
tradition.

§   20.2. BALAAM: PROPHETIC GENIUS, INCOMPARABLE 
VILLAIN

To the sages of the Talmud, Balaam is a true villain; even his name 
Balaam is interpreted as bole‘a ‘am, “devourer of nations.” That is, 
Balaam is, prepared to destroy everyone indiscriminately. Tractate Avot 
of the Mishnah (5:19) informs us that Balaam’s most salient qualities 
are “an evil eye, arrogance, and greed.”
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Seen in that light, Balaam is often perceived as vile, mercenary, 
and hopelessly unprincipled, prepared to perpetrate any villainy for 
the sake of material gain.

It should be noted, however, that the Torah speaks of Balaam's 
wickedness only later, in retrospect (Num. 31:16 and Deut. 23:6). But 
in the narrative of this portion, it would seem, Balaam demonstrates 
no villainy, but on the contrary, he insists again and again that he is 
prepared to do only that which God instructs him to do.

Why should such an individual be deemed a villain? And moreover: 
Jewish tradition states that Balaam was actually an eminent prophet, 
comparable in his prophetic abilities even to Moses himself! It is not 
entirely clear how we are to reconcile these two apparently conflicting 
assessments of Balaam son of Beor.

* * *
We note first of all that Balaam’s religious convictions are clearly 

aligned with those of the Jews. He mentions exclusively the Hebrew 
names of God (Y-H-W-H and Shaddai, see Num. 24:4). Thus, he acts 
in accordance with Jewish religious tradition. Not only does he not 
oppose the Almighty, but he consistently and repeatedly emphasizes 
that he will say only what God directs him to say.

The Torah tells us nothing of Balaam’s genealogy, but only that 
he comes from the city of Pethor, on the Euphrates River, and that 
his kinsfolk live there (Num. 22:5). In this connection, the Midrash 
therefore believes that Balaam was a descendant of Laban; that is, he 
belonged to the Nahor branch of the Terah clan (Terah was Abraham’s 
father). That family was always associated with a monotheistic 
tradition, and all the Matriarchs of the Jewish people – Sarah, Rebekah, 
Rachel, and Leah – were scions of that family.

And yet, Balaam, as an individual of monotheistic and, as it were, 
“partly Jewish” origins had fully integrated himself into the larger 
idolatrous world, in which he was recognized and respected. Apparently, 
the entire Nahor line was a line of “moderate monotheists, who were 
tolerant of idolatry.” That is, they did not insist on the exclusivity 
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of monotheism, and they oppose neither idol worship itself nor the 
norms of morality (or immorality, as the case may be) that typically 
accompany idolatrous practices. 

By contrast, Abraham and the entire line of Israel indeed insisted 
on the exclusivity of monotheism. Abraham was a destroyer of idols; 
Shem, Eber, and Nahor were not. It is precisely because the people 
of Israel asserted their exclusivity, and openly proclaimed their goal 
of changing the entire world, that they became an object of dread to 
Moab (Num. 22:2).

Thus, it is not monotheism per se that is critical here, but the 
Torah’s ethical monotheism – that is, the goal of influencing all of 
mankind to adopt the worldview of Abraham and Moses, and thus to 
completely defeat the practice of idolatry. But Balaam’s monotheism 
does not meet this standard. It is “extra-ethical,” and therefore false.

The spiritual confrontation between the Jews and the peoples of 
the world, which is the focus of this weekly portion, is presented to us 
here such that Balak is calling on the “moderate monotheist” Balaam 
to oppose the “radical monotheism” of Israel.

* * *
At the onset of the story Balaam receives prophetic visions in a 

dream. This type of prophecy was apparently the norm for Balaam (he 
tells Balak’s emissaries, the Moabite dignitaries, “Spend the night here, 
and I shall reply to you as the Lord may instruct me.” See Num. 22:8). 
But in a waking state Balaam can receive prophecy only concerning the 
Jewish people.

Prophesying in a dream is not a particularly exalted level of 
prophecy from the Torah’s point of view. For example, God appeared 
to Abimelech “in a dream by night” (Gen. 20:3). And so to Laban “in a 
dream by night” (Gen. 31:24). Likewise, we will soon read the Torah’s 
description of the incident involving the angel, Balaam, and Balaam’s 
ass. The Torah says there: “Then the Lord uncovered Balaam’s eyes” 
(Num. 22:31). This too speaks of a low level of Divine revelation. We 
saw it also concerning Hagar: “Then God opened her eyes, and she 
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saw a well of water” (Gen. 21:19). And again with Elisha’s attendant: 
“Then Elisha prayed: ‘Lord, open his eyes and let him see.’ And the 
Lord opened the servant’s eyes and he saw the hills all around Elisha 
covered with horses and chariots of fire” (2 Kings 2:16).

But at the same time, in certain technical aspects of prophecy 
Balaam demonstrates unsurpassed mastery. His prophecies gaze far 
into the future and offer a profoundly detailed description of the 
events that he envisions taking place.

Balaam’s problem is that he views his prophetic skill as a merely 
a handicraft of sorts. He fails to perceive the responsibility that 
his superpowers impose on him. We often see it even today: As 
accomplished as a specialist may be, his expertise is often still very 
one-sided.

* * *
As noted above, Jewish tradition enumerates Balaam's most 

prominent personal characteristic as “an evil eye, arrogance, and 
greed.” But these traits are not as straightforward as they might seem 
at first. Let us have a look at them more closely.

An “evil eye,” ayin ra‘ah, is the tendency to find flaws in everything. 
Because it is rare for any person or society to be completely good or 
completely bad, the attitude and outlook we adopt when evaluating 
other people is important.

A person who tries to see the merits of others is said to have “a 
benevolent eye,” while one who focuses on other people’s flaws has an 

“evil eye.” And that is precisely the underlying mechanism that gives a 
curse it power, because the efficacy of a curse consists in absolutizing 
the negative aspects of the person or thing being cursed. In terms of 
Jewish tradition, we can express this as the ability to choose God’s 
moment of wrath, and to direct that anger in the desired direction.

But this trait is found not only in villains. Or, more precisely, the 
presence of this trait does not alone make a person a villain. This 
property is sometimes characteristic of even righteous individuals –  
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those of the Gevurah, “power, might,” attribute, who see in others 
mainly their shortcomings, not their virtues.68

Balaam’s second character trait is ruach gevohah, “arrogance,” 
which manifests itself immediately in how he communicates with 
Balak. And yet, this property cannot be considered entirely negative. 
For as we know, in order to achieve success and self-realization it is 
essential that a person not underestimate himself. In Balaam’s case, 
we can see that his high opinion of himself was not exaggerated, but 
in fact quite realistic.

And finally, the third of Balaam’s three negative qualities as 
enumerated by the sages is nefesh rechavah, “greed.” But neither is 
this trait inherently negative. The intended meaning is not necessarily 
greed in the material sense, for it can also mean “spiritual greed,” as 
we shall explain below.

When Balak’s messengers come to call on Balaam, he tells them: 
“Though Balak were to give me his house full of silver and gold, I could 
not do anything, big or little, contrary to the command of the Lord 
my God” (Num. 22:18). These words are often understood as hinting 
at quite the opposite of what Balaam seems to be saying. I.e., that 
Balaam does actually wish to receive from Balak, as payment for his 
services, a house full of silver and gold. But to suggest that Balaam 
would entertain such a petty attitude is rather inconsistent with his 
status as one of the greatest of all prophets. Moreover, even after 
Balaam has demonstrated multiple times that he is unable to achieve 
the desired result, he repeats the very same formulation (Num. 24:13). 
At that point it is no longer possible to understand it as a demand from 
Balak for more generous compensation. Apparently then, Balaam’s 
motives are entirely different. He has no use for any more gold and 
silver. (He is wealthy enough already.) The essence of his “greed” is his 
keen ambition to exert his influence upon the world.

68	 In the Bible Dynamics commentary on Genesis, in the chapters relating to 
Abraham and Isaac, we have discussed in detail the concepts of righteous-
ness of chesed, “kindness,” vs. righteousness of gevurah, “might.”
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* * *
As a general rule, the primary passion of any exceptional individual 

of immense knowledge and personal potential is a passion to influence 
the world. The higher a person stands, and the further he is able to 
see – of which Balaam is a prime example – the more convinced he 
feels that he can change the world. And his passion drives him to do 
exactly that. A desire to make a significant contribution to the universe 
is one of the most compelling passions that a high-caliber individual 
will experience.

When the Moabite messengers arrive, and in Balak’s name urge 
Balaam to curse Israel, there is nothing to suggest that Balaam is 
really all that eager to follow along. But he longs to play a part in 
the monumental events unfolding around him. Even so, he will not 
contravene the Almighty’s instructions, and initially he intends to do 
only that which God will tell him – neither more nor less. Balaam’s 
desire to participate, and not to remain on the sidelines, is in fact his 
desire to hear the Divine word. No, we cannot call this a lust for power. 
It is Balaam’s desire to exert his influence on the universe.

It should be noted that this passion to influence the universe is 
itself a decidedly positive thing, for it is the force behind every creative 
impulse, and of every desire to engage in science and art, politics and 
business. This passion becomes a problem only when it loses its ability 
to discriminate, and the person held tight in its grip is prepared to 
follow his passion wherever it may lead, even to the most ignoble 
ends – to vile acts and shady dealings. In just this way, such passion 
has destroyed the lives of many talented people who went on to serve 
communism, Nazism, and various other villainous regimes.

Reining in such passion therefore becomes a moral imperative. 
For any genius, refusal to participate in evil ventures, and insistence 
on disavowal of all villainy as incompatible with his essential self, 
are formidable tests. But Balaam cannot meet that challenge. He is 
enslaved to his passions to such a degree that he completely loses his 
orientation.
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* * *
Balaam’s willingness to curse an entire nation is usually seen as 

clear evidence of his “evil nature.” But here too the situation is not 
nearly as simple as it might seem.

Warring among nations, with the total annihilation of the 
losing side, was the norm in that era. It would be anachronistically 
inappropriate for us to apply to them the morals that we take for 
granted today. Formally speaking, then, and when seen in this light, 
Balaam’s behavior is not really all that evil. 

Let us imagine that delegates from a respected people of a certain 
region come to a prophet with an international reputation and the 
ability to influence the outcome. They inform him that a new tribe of 
nomads has appeared on the scene, who threaten their stability, and 
even their very existence. And they ask for his help. What could be 
more natural than for that prophet to agree to help them? Moreover, 
Balaam insists again and again that he can do only what the Almighty 
allows him to do. What is it, then, that makes Balaam’s actions so 
intrinsically evil?

Balaam’s wish to accept Balak’s invitation, and his repeated 
appeals to God with one and the same request despite the initial 
prohibition, are usually perceived as demonstrating that Balaam 
himself genuinely wishes to curse Israel, and he is therefore trying to 
find some loophole that will allow him to do so. It is assumed that if 
he were a good person, he would understand from the get-go that the 
Almighty disapproves of the whole sordid affair. But is this enough to 
accuse Balaam of villainy?

In fact, there are often situations in life when God tests our 
strength. When we see that our deeds fail to yield the desired result, 
this does not always mean that they are displeasing to the Almighty.

In the incident of the golden calf, for example, God says to Moses: 
“Now, let Me be, that My anger may blaze forth against them and that I 
may destroy them, and make of you a great nation” (Exod. 32:10). But 
when Moses nonetheless persists in seeking forgiveness for the Jewish 
people, we understand intuitively that Moses is doing the right thing. 



389§ 20. Balaam’s Invitation

And we even see his refusal to retreat at the first failure as evidence of 
his true greatness.

Why, then, do the sages maintain so emphatically that Balaam's 
behavior was villainous right out of the gate?

Balaam’s main fault, it would seem, was that a prophet of his 
stature should not have viewed the situation so narrowly, as just an 
ordinary interethnic conflict. He should have understood who the 
people of Israel were and what their destiny was.

When sending for Balaam, Balak says: “There is a people that came 
out of Egypt; it hides the earth from view, and it is settled next to me. 
Come then, put a curse upon this people for me … perhaps I can thus 
defeat them and drive them out of the land” (Num. 22:5). This reflects 
an exclusively military-political understanding of the situation. A 
new player has emerged on the local stage, demanding a share of the 
resources, and it is justifiable that the old guard want to expel him. 
Balak, a political leader, is driven by the exigencies of realpolitik. For 
a king, this approach is quite normal. 

But for Balaam, this level of understanding is unacceptable. Balaam 
is a first-rate prophet, with a clear sense of the course that history will 
take for centuries to come. He also has exhaustive knowledge of who 
the Patriarchs were, and of Israel’s origins. For Balaam to adopt such 
a “petty-pragmatic” approach is therefore already a form of villainy, 
because from a person of his stature the demands are much higher.

When God asks Balaam, “What do these people want of you?” 
(Num. 22:9) this is meant not merely rhetorically; it is a question 
of how Balaam understands the situation. And when Balaam in his 
answer essentially just repeats Balak’s words, thus confirming that he 
prefers to remain at the military-political level, his actions are a crime 
from that moment on. Note that in the end, Balak is not punished. 
Only Balaam is executed (Num. 31:8), because Balak’s actions are 
appropriate to his level, but Balaam’s are not.

We cannot correctly assess a situation when we judge it only locally, 
considering only “the current state of affairs.” To arrive at the correct 
assessment of a given situation one needs to perceive it in its full 
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context, considering the entire background. Balaam’s unwillingness 
to grasp the full essence of the problem is unacceptable, and it is this 
behavior that is deemed villainous.

* * *
But how could Balaam fail to understand the Almighty’s direct 

involvement in the destiny of the Jewish people? Did he not see the 
miracles that God had performed for them – the Exodus from Egypt, 
the splitting of the Sea of Reeds, and so on?

Balaam knew all of this, of course. All the surrounding nations 
knew about the miracles of the Exodus. 

(This is obvious from Rahab’s words to the two spies sent by Joshua: 
“She said to the men, ‘I know that the Lord has given the country to 
you, because dread of you has fallen upon us, and all the inhabitants 
of the land are quaking before you. For we have heard how the Lord 
dried up the waters of the Sea of Reeds for you when you left Egypt, 
and what you did to Sihon and Og, the two Amorite kings across the 
Jordan, whom you doomed. When we heard about it, we lost heart, 
and no man had any more spirit left because of you; for the Lord your 
God is the only God in heaven above and on earth below.’ ” See Josh. 
2:9-11.) 

Balaam, however, has no interest in such “details.” He does not 
read the map of reality. Balaam’s approach is spiritualistic; he focuses 
only on what is given to him from Above, which is a major drawback, 
because, after all, the Divine will is revealed in ongoing developments 
here on earth no less than in the heavenly realm. 

But Balaam fails to perceive the world around him as a source of 
Divine manifestation. He believes that in the material world everything 
happens by chance – even one’s connection with God. When Balaam 
tells Balak: “Perhaps the Lord will grant me a manifestation” (Num. 
23:3), he expresses it as ulai yikkareh, “perhaps I will experience a 
chance encounter” with the Lord.
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Balaam is therefore unaware of the signs that reality sends his 
way – in this episode, most notably, through his talking ass. (An “ass,” 
chamor, is closely related to chomer, “materiality, reality.”69) 

That is, Balaam is unaware of all this until the angel reveals it 
to him directly. And likewise, Balaam does not understand that the 
Jewish people are specially blessed, until God informs him of that.

§ 20.3. WHO IS REALLY IN CHARGE OF BLESSING  

AND CURSING

There is a striking contrast between Balaam’s special powers and a 
certain notable characteristic of the Jewish people. Balaam’s greatest 
strength is his ability to bestow blessings and curses and make them 
stick: “For I know that he whom you bless is blessed indeed, and he 
whom you curse is cursed” (Num. 22:6). 

But when defining a similar characteristic of the Jewish people, the 
Almighty phrases it in a markedly different formulation: “I will bless 
those who bless you and curse him that curses you” (Gen. 12:3, 27:29), 
and also later in the words of Balaam himself to Israel: “Blessed are 
they who bless you, accursed they who curse you!” (Num. 24:9). 

The point here is that the Jewish people do not themselves bless 
or curse others. Rather, they are what we might call a “mirror people”: 
when others curse or bless the Jews, their wishes bounce back on them 
like a boomerang. People and nations bring blessings or curses upon 
themselves according to their attitude toward the Jews.

Balaam believes that it is in his power to bless or curse. This belief 
corrupts him and those who rely on him for the result they seek. To 
their thinking, what counts most in life is one’s ability to wield magical 
powers. Virtuous behavior is to them of little or no importance.

69	 Precisely speaking, Balaam’s ass in the Hebrew is an aton, a “female ass,” 
rather than chamor, a “male ass.” Nevertheless, the general association with 
the concept of chomer, “materiality,” is preserved.
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Abraham – and his descendants, the Jewish people – actively confer 
no blessings of their own. They only bring such blessings into the world. 
The Jewish people advance mankind and human causes primarily 
by their example. They have no actual power over others, except the 
power to help those people and nations who sincerely wish to advance.

§  20.4. THE ESSENCE OF THE “CURSE” CONCEPT

When Balak calls on Balaam to curse the Jewish people, he does so 
not secretly, but as publicly as possible: all the dignitaries of Moab are 
standing by to hear his words (Num. 23:6).

This shows that the concept of a curse exists on two distinct levels. 
The first of those is mystical: The effect of the curse occurs by Divine 
command. The second is a socio-psychological effect, whose influence 
on others happens through the public consciousness.

We ought not see these two levels of curse as mutually exclusive; 
rather, these two are interconnected, and they act in unison: a Divine 
command is set in motion through the agency of social consciousness. 
Needless to say, any blessing or curse is activated from Above. But its 
efficacy is the direct result of the fact that people believe in it – which 
manifests at both the individual and societal levels. 

(Note, too, that the same mechanism operates with respect to 
dreams. Jewish tradition states that a dream is realized according to 
how it is interpreted. In other words, it is not the dream itself that 
brings the result, but the interpretation given to it, i.e., the manner 
and extent of the dreamer’s belief in his own dream.)

When a curse finds its way into the public consciousness, it creates 
a “mindset of destruction” for the person or persons who have been 
cursed. They begin to act in accordance with that attitude, and the 
curse then becomes a “self-fulfilling prophecy.” 

Divine direction acts through social engineering, introducing 
certain attitudes into society, while preventing others from taking hold. 
In particular, no prophet can introduce into the public consciousness 
any given attitude simply at will. Rather, that attitude must have a 
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deep and well-developed foundation, backed by enormous energy. We 
express that idea with the formulation: “Heaven agrees and approves 
of this.”

* * *
As already noted, the classical basis for a curse, that is, the 

mechanism for creating a “curse mindset” in society, is by inflating 
shortcomings while silencing merits in the object of the curse. This 
attitude towards others is the “evil eye,” which is Balaam’s most 
important skill as a specialist in curses. Balaam knows how to exploit 
the defects and vulnerabilities in every person, community, society, or 
nation. We describe this as “finding the moment of God’s wrath and 
directing that anger in the desired direction.”

By highlighting those negative aspects, Balaam and professionals 
like him can turn a normal, average individual or society, neither the 
best nor the worst, into an evildoer of global proportions, the villain 
from hell, in the eyes of his close associates, and of the world.

It should be noted that television and the press often employ 
precisely that same technique. They conceal the merits and, inflate the 
defects of their target, creating a “curse mindset” and directing the 

“popular anger” toward it. The voice of the people is then perceived as 
the voice of God – Vox populi, vox Dei.

§ 20.5. JEWISH IMMUNITY TO CURSES

The Jewish people enjoy a special immunity to curses. Any attempt 
to curse them is futile, because God has established that the Jewish 
people will always be a blessed people.

There is an important reason for that. The Jewish people exist not 
for their own sake, but as an instrument for transmitting Divine light 
to humanity. Therefore, the Almighty cannot allow the destruction of 
such a people. The global mission of the Jewish people fundamentally 
incorporates a “blessing mindset.” That is, the faults or shortcomings 
of any particular Jew or segment of the Jewish people must not be 
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allowed to hinder the Jewish mission, which is what a curse on the 
entire people would attempt to do.

This fundamental blessing that God has bestowed upon Israel has a 
uniquely positive significance in history. In Balaam’s era that blessing 
existed only as a potential, but that Divine, inexorable Jewish blessing 
is in our times visibly expressed in the historical legacy accumulated 
by the Jewish people, in their historic contribution to the building of 
civilization, as rooted in the consciousness of mankind. 

All this yet more effectively frustrates any attempt to curse the 
Jewish people. Although the enemies of the Jews sometimes succeed 
at wreaking damage upon the Jewish people, in the end the lasting 
effect is that the fundamental, Divine Jewish blessing becomes only 
that much stronger.

The Balaam episode, which became widely known in the region, was 
a material factor in the conquest of Canaan, because the psychological 
breakdown of the land’s prior inhabitants was an important element 
in Israel’s success. Seeing the utter impossibility of cursing the Jewish 
people had precisely that psychological effect on the Canaanite 
population.

§ 20.6. HOW BALAK AND BALAAM’S APPROACHES DIFFER

In the process of their attempt to curse the Jewish people, we see a 
significant difference between the positions of Balak and Balaam.

Balak, the idolater king, believes that political aspirations are 
enough to achieve anything. He cannot see (does not want to see) that 
God will not allow Israel to be cursed, and he loses all patience with 
Balaam for “not delivering the goods.” He also transmits this same 
attitude to his entire entourage. The messengers he sends to Balaam 
avoid reporting back to Balak the reality, that Balaam refuses to go 
because the Almighty forbids it, for they know that such concepts do 
not even exist in Balak’s worldview.

Even when Balaam himself explains to Balak that it was God who 
forbade him to curse the Jews, Balak simply ignores Balaam’s words, 
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believing that he only needs to try harder, to organize the curse more 
correctly. 

From an idolater’s point of view there is no Higher Will, no universal 
attitude of ethics and purpose, but only the laws of a functioning 
world. (We note in passing that the worldview of the modern-day 
materialists is essentially analogous.) And although these laws cannot 
be circumvented, you can always find a way to direct them towards 
achieving your own goals. 

Just as you cannot reach the moon by jumping, no matter how high 
you can jump. But if you can build a spaceship with a powerful enough 
engine, a flight to the moon becomes feasible.

On the other hand, Balaam, the monotheist prophet, conducts 
himself quite differently. He understands that there is a universal 
goal set from Above, which is sure to be realized. There are various 
options for how to conform with that plan, but Balaam knows that it 
is impossible to bypass it entirely. And therefore Balaam, unlike Balak, 
understands after his second attempt that the curse cannot be achieved, 
and he abandons the undertaking.

We can say that all monotheists share at least some minimal 
common ground. That is, even if some monotheists still relate to us 
with hostility, they nevertheless share with us a basic approach to 
how we see the world. And therefore, in a critical situation and under 
pressure from Above, their views can change from hostile to supportive.

§ 20.7. A CRISIS IN MOAB (22:2-4)

ב  גָר מוֹאָ֜ י׃ ג וַיָּ֨ אֱמֹרִֽ ל לָֽ ה יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ת כָּל־אֲשֶׁר־עָשָׂ֥ ק בֶּן־צִפּ֑וֹר אֵ֛ ב וַיַּ�֥רְא בָּלָ֖
אמֶר  ֹ֨ ל׃ ד וַיּ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ י  בְּנֵ֥ מִפְּנֵ֖י  ב  וַיָּ�֣קָץ מוֹאָ֔ י רַב־ה֑וּא  כִּ֣ ד  ם מְאֹ֖ הָעָ֛ י  מִפְּנֵ֥
ךְ  כִּלְחֹ֣ ינוּ  יבֹתֵ֔ אֶת־כָּל־סְבִ֣ הַקָּהָל֙  חֲכ֤וּ  יְלַֽ ה  עַתָּ֞ ן  מִדְיָ֗ אֶל־זִקְנֵי֣  ב  מוֹאָ֜

וא׃ ת הַהִֽ ב בָּעֵ֥ לֶךְ לְמוֹאָ֖ ק בֶּן־צִפּ֛וֹר מֶ֥ ה וּבָלָ֧ ת יֶ�֣רֶק הַשָּׂדֶ֑ הַשּׁ֔וֹר אֵ֖

(2) Balak son of Zippor saw all that Israel had done to the 
Amorites.
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(3) Moab was alarmed because that people was so numerous. 
Moab dreaded the Israelites,

(4) and Moab said to the elders of Midian, “Now this horde 
will lick clean all that is about us as an ox licks up the grass 
of the field.” Balak son of Zippor, who was king of Moab at 
that time,

(2) Balak son of Zippor saw all that Israel had done to the 
Amorites: When Balak saw that two powerful local kingdoms, Sihon 
and Og, had been defeated, he realized that the balance of power in 
the region had changed. Although Israel did not pose an immediate 
physical threat to Moab, Balak could not continue to live as before, 
since the ideology that Israel espoused was markedly different from 
that of the peoples of the world. Balak therefore decided to strike a 
blow at the Jewish people by taking a cue from within the framework 
of their own ideology – by using words.

(3) Moab was alarmed because that people was so numerous. 
Moab dreaded the Israelites: An alternate translation of va-yakotz 
would be “was disgusted,” i.e., Moab loathed the Israelites. (Cf. Num. 
21:5, where katzah, which derives from the very same Hebrew root, was 
translated as loathing: “We have come to loathe this miserable food.”)

There are two aspects here: first, Moab was “alarmed” by Israel’s 
military power. And moreover, Moab found Israel repugnant. That is, 
living in close proximity to Israel became ideologically unbearable. 
Note that until Israel demonstrated its prowess in the military-political 
arena, the Jewish ideology was not interesting to anyone. But as soon 
as they achieved military victories, immediately their ideas became 
important. As long as you are poor, no one cares what you think. But if 
you become successful, your ideas suddenly deserve attention.

It thus becomes clear that if Israel is to exert a spiritual influence 
on the world, military victories are an absolute necessity. Material 
conquest must precede spiritual influence. And therefore, first Israel’s 
battles were recounted, in the Chukkat portion. And only after that, in 
this portion, Balak, their spiritual conflict with the nations is addressed.
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Moab dreaded the Israelites: Moab is aware that Israel might 
conquer them; however, most importantly, they just find it simply 
unbearable to live next to the Jewish nation. The Jews carry within 
themselves such a potent spiritual charge that it is impossible to live 
next to them while continuing in the same old ways. Moab therefore 
hits upon the idea of uniting with their neighbors who, like them, want 
to retain their old ways. Through this union they hope to neutralize 
the Jewish influence.

(4) And Moab said to the elders of Midian: Throughout the 
episode, Moab and Midian are intertwined. They work together. Since 
there is an opinion in the Tradition that Balak, the king of Moab, was 
himself a Midianite by birth, this may indicate the existence of a 

“Midianite empire,” of which Moab was one dependent part. And Balak 
therefore consults with the elders of Midian. 

We will see a little later that the Moabites operate primarily at the 
level of “mass appeal,” and the Midianites at the level of leadership. 
Specifically, the Israelite commoners are seduced by the daughters of 
Moab (Num. 25:1). But the daughter of a Midianite king enters into 
an intimate relationship with Zimri, a chieftain of the tribe of Simon 
(Num. 25:6).

“Now this horde will lick clean all that is about us as an ox 
licks up the grass of the field”: Although this people is causing us no 
direct harm, they are transforming the lives of everyone in the vicinity –  

“licking clean all that is about us.” To coexist with them is therefore 
simply impossible.

(4-5) Balak son of Zippor, who was king of Moab at that time 
sent messengers: The words “at that time” seem superfluous. The 
Midrash explains that this was an unusual situation at critical time. 
Balak himself was not actually a Moabite, but a Midianite prince who 
had only recently become the ruler of Moab. As a new leader, he was 
inexperienced and panic-stricken.

And Moab said to the elders of Midian: Balak addresses the 
Midianites not only because they are his people, but because he 
considers them experts in the ideological struggle against Israel. 
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Moses had spent many years (even decades) in Midian. He married 
the daughter of a Midianite priest, Jethro, and their children were 
born there. At first Moses did not want to leave Midian at all, even 
when God informed him that it was his mission to return to Egypt and 
lead the Exodus. All this was apparently not accidental.70 (For further 
discussion of this topic see § 22.1 below.)

§ 20.8. BALAK SENDS MESSENGERS TO BALAAM (22:5-20)

רֶץ  אֶ֥ ר  עַל־הַנָּהָ֛ ר  אֲשֶׁ֧ תוֹרָה  פְּ֠ ר  בֶּן־בְּעֹ֗ ם  אֶל־בִּלְעָ֣ ים  מַלְאָכִ֜ ח  ה וַיִּשְׁלַ֨
ין  כִסָּה֙ אֶת־עֵ֣ הִנֵּ֤ה  יִם֙  מִמִּצְרַ֨ א  יָצָ֤ ם  עַ֣ נֵּה  הִ֠ ר  י־עַמּ֖וֹ לִקְראֹ־ל֑וֹ לֵאמֹ֗ בְּנֵֽ
י־ ה כִּֽ ם הַזֶּ֗ י אֶת־הָעָ֣ רָה־לִּ֜ א אָֽ י׃ ו וְעַתָּה֩ לְכָה־נָּ֨ ב מִמֻּלִֽ רֶץ וְה֥וּא ישֵֹׁ֖ הָאָ֔
ת  עְתִּי אֵ֤ י יָדַ֗ רֶץ כִּ֣ נּוּ מִן־הָאָ֑ ֽרְשֶׁ֖ י אוּכַל֙ נַכֶּה־בּ֔וֹ וַאֲגָ� נִּי אוּלַ֤ עָצ֥וּם הוּא֙ מִמֶּ֔
ן  וְזִקְנֵי֣ מִדְיָ֔ לְכ֜וּ זִקְנֵ֤י מוֹאָב֙  ר׃ ז וַיֵּ֨ ר יוּאָֽ ר תָּאֹ֖ אֲשֶׁ֥ וַֽ ךְ  אֲשֶׁר־תְּבָרֵךְ֙ מְבֹרָ֔
אמֶר  ֹ֣ ק׃ ח וַיּ בָלָֽ י  דִּבְרֵ֥ יו  אֵלָ֖ וַיְדַבְּר֥וּ  ם  אֶל־בִּלְעָ֔ אוּ֙  וַיָּבֹ֨ ם  בְּיָדָ֑ ים  וּקְסָמִ֖
שְׁב֥וּ  י וַיֵּֽ ר י֖י אֵלָ֑ ר יְדַבֵּ֥ אֲשֶׁ֛ ר כַּֽ י אֶתְכֶם֙ דָּבָ֔ בֹתִ֤ יְלָה וַהֲשִֽׁ ינוּ פֹה֙ הַלַּ֔ ם לִ֤ אֲלֵיהֶ֗
ים  אֲנָשִׁ֥ י הָֽ אמֶר מִ֛ ֹ֕ ם וַיּ ים אֶל־בִּלְעָ֑ א אֱלֹהִ֖ ֹ֥ ם׃ ט וַיָּב ב עִם־בִּלְעָֽ י־מוֹאָ֖ שָׂרֵֽ
ב  מוֹאָ֖ לֶךְ  מֶ֥ ר  בֶּן־צִפֹּ֛ ק  בָּלָ֧ ים  אֱלֹהִ֑ אֶל־הָֽ ם  בִּלְעָ֖ אמֶר  ֹ֥ ךְ׃ י וַיּ עִמָּֽ לֶּה  הָאֵ֖
ה  ה לְכָ֤ רֶץ עַתָּ֗ ין הָאָ֑ ס אֶת־עֵ֣ יִם וַיְכַ֖ א מִמִּצְרַ֔ י׃ יא הִנֵּ֤ה הָעָם֙ הַיּצֵֹ֣ ח אֵלָֽ שָׁלַ֥
אמֶר אֱלֹהִים֙ אֶל־ ֹ֤ יו׃ יב וַיּ ֽרַשְׁתִּֽ חֶם בּ֖וֹ וְגֵ� ל לְהִלָּ֥ י אוּכַ֛ בָה־לִּי֙ אֹת֔וֹ אוּלַ֥ קָֽ
י בָר֖וּךְ הֽוּא׃ יג וַיָּ�֤קָם בִּלְעָם֙  ם כִּ֥ א תָאֹר֙ אֶת־הָעָ֔ ֹ֤ ם ל ךְ עִמָּהֶ֑ א תֵלֵ֖ ֹ֥ ם ל בִּלְעָ֔
הֲלֹ֥ךְ  י לַֽ ן י֔י לְתִתִּ֖ י מֵאֵ֣ ם כִּ֚ ל־אַרְצְכֶ֑ ק לְכ֖וּ אֶֽ י בָלָ֔ אמֶר֙ אֶל־שָׂרֵ֣ ֹ֨ קֶר וַיּ בַּבֹּ֔
ם הֲלֹ֥ךְ  ן בִּלְעָ֖ אמְר֔וּ מֵאֵ֥ ֹ֣ ק וַיּ אוּ אֶל־בָּלָ֑ ב וַיָּבֹ֖ י מוֹאָ֔ ם׃ יד וַיָּק֨וּמוּ֙ שָׂרֵ֣ עִמָּכֶֽ
אוּ  לֶּה׃ טז וַיָּבֹ֖ ים מֵאֵֽ וְנִכְבָּדִ֖ ים  רַבִּ֥ ים  ק שְׁלֹ֣חַ שָׂרִ֔ סֶף ע֖וֹד בָּלָ֑ נוּ׃ טו וַיֹּ֥ עִמָּֽ
הֲלֹ֥ךְ  מֵֽ תִמָּנַ֖ע  א  אַל־נָ֥ בֶּן־צִפּ֔וֹר  ק  בָּלָ֣ אָמַר֙  ה  כֹּ֤ ל֗וֹ  אמְרוּ  ֹ֣ וַיּ ם  אֶל־בִּלְעָ֑
ה וּלְכָה־נָּא֙  עֱשֶׂ֑ י אֶֽ ר אֵלַ֖ ל אֲשֶׁר־תּאֹמַ֥ ד וְכֹ֛ ד אֲכַבֶּדְךָ֙ מְאֹ֔ י־כַבֵּ֤ י׃ יז כִּֽ אֵלָֽ
ק אִם־יִתֶּן־ י בָלָ֔ אמֶר֙ אֶל־עַבְדֵ֣ ֹ֨ ם וַיּ ה׃ יח וַיַּ֣עַן בִּלְעָ֗ ם הַזֶּֽ ת הָעָ֥ י אֵ֖ בָה־לִּ֔ קָֽ
עֲשׂ֥וֹת  י לַֽ עֲבֹר֙ אֶת־פִּי֙ י֣י אֱלֹהָ֔ ל לַֽ א אוּכַ֗ ֹ֣ ב ל סֶף וְזָהָ֑ א בֵית֖וֹ כֶּ֣ ֹ֥ ק מְל י בָלָ֛ לִ֥
ה מַה־ דְעָ֔ יְלָה וְאֵ֣ ם הַלָּ֑ א בָזֶ֛ה גַּם־אַתֶּ֖ ה שְׁב֨וּ נָ֥ ה׃ יט וְעַתָּ֗ קְטַנָּ֖ה א֥וֹ גְדוֹלָֽ
א  ֹ֤ אמֶר ל֗וֹ אִם־לִקְר ֹ֣ ים ׀ אֶל־בִּלְעָם֮ לַיְלָה֒ וַיּ א אֱלֹהִ֥ ֹ֨ י׃ כ וַיָּב ר עִמִּֽ ף י֖י דַּבֵּ֥ יּסֵֹ֥
יךָ  אֵלֶ֖ ר  אֲשֶׁר־אֲדַבֵּ֥ ר  אֶת־הַדָּבָ֛ ךְ  וְאַ֗ ם  אִתָּ֑ ךְ  לֵ֣ ק֖וּם  ים  אֲנָשִׁ֔ הָֽ אוּ  בָּ֣ לְךָ֙ 

ה׃ עֲשֶֽׂ אֹת֥וֹ תַֽ
70	 See Bible Dynamics on Exod. 3:11.
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(5) sent messengers to Balaam son of Beor in Pethor, which 
is by the Euphrates, in the land of his kinsfolk, to invite him, 
saying, “There is a people that came out of Egypt; it hides 
the earth from view, and it is settled next to me.

(6) Come then, put a curse upon this people for me, since they 
are too numerous for me; perhaps I can thus defeat them 
and drive them out of the land. For I know that he whom you 
bless is blessed indeed, and he whom you curse is cursed.”

(7) The elders of Moab and the elders of Midian, versed in 
divination, set out. They came to Balaam and gave him 
Balak’s message.

(8) He said to them, “Spend the night here, and I shall reply to 
you as the Lord may instruct me.” So the Moabite dignitaries 
stayed with Balaam.

(9) God came to Balaam and said, “What do these people 
want of you?”

(10) Balaam said to God, “Balak son of Zippor, king of Moab, 
sent me this message:

(11) Here is a people that came out from Egypt and hides the 
earth from view. Come now and curse them for me; perhaps 
I can engage them in battle and drive them off.”

(12) But God said to Balaam, “Do not go with them. You must 
not curse that people, for they are blessed.”

(13) Balaam arose in the morning and said to Balak’s 
dignitaries, “Go back to your own country, for the Lord will 
not let me go with you.”

(14) The Moabite dignitaries left, and they came to Balak and 
said, “Balaam refused to come with us.”

(15) Then Balak sent other dignitaries, more numerous and 
distinguished than the first.

(16) They came to Balaam and said to him, “Thus says Balak 
son of Zippor: Please do not refuse to come to me.
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(17) I will reward you richly and I will do anything you ask of 
me. Only come and damn this people for me.”

(18) Balaam replied to Balak’s officials, “Though Balak were 
to give me his house full of silver and gold, I could not do 
anything, big or little, contrary to the command of the Lord 
my God.

(19) So you, too, stay here overnight, and let me find out what 
else the Lord may say to me.”

(20) That night God came to Balaam and said to him, “If these 
men have come to invite you, you may go with them. But 
whatever I command you, that you shall do.”

(5) Sent messengers to Balaam son of Beor in Pethor, which is 
by the Euphrates, in the land of his kinsfolk: “Pethor, a city beyond 
the Euphrates in Mesopotamia, is where the Nahor family lived.

It hides the earth from view, and it is settled next to me: This 
nation has hidden the earth from view. It has already eclipsed – and 
now threatens to destroy – our entire lifestyle. As this problem equally 
affects us all, it behooves you to come and help.

(6) Come then, put a curse upon this people: Note that Balak 
asks Balaam to come and put a curse. Working the curse from afar 
would not be sufficient. All of Moab, the people and the state, must 
be involved in this action. As explained earlier, a curse is not just a 
magical procedure, but a socio-mystical action that affects the world 
and its inhabitants through public awareness.

For I know that he whom you bless is blessed indeed, and he 
whom you curse is cursed: It was well known that Balaam had superior 
ability to achieve results by influencing societies and manipulating the 
public consciousness.

(7) The elders of Moab and the elders of Midian, versed in 
divination, set out: Literally, “with witchcraft in their hand, they set 
out.” This can mean that they carried with them the rewards to Balaam 
of the witchcraft that he would perform. Or it is saying that these 
elders were themselves experts in the field. As they were Balaam’s 
professional colleagues, it would be more difficult for him to refuse 
their request.
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(8) He said to them, “Spend the night here, and I shall reply 
to you as the Lord may instruct me”: The prophetic spirit normally 
rests on Balaam at night. As explained earlier, this indicates a relatively 
low level of prophecy.

“I shall reply to you as the Lord may instruct me”: Here “the 
Lord” is written in the Hebrew as YHWH. Balaam calls on the Almighty 
using His four-letter name – the Tetragrammaton. That is, his religious 
views are aligned with the traditions of the Terah family (Terah was 
Nahor’s son and Abraham’s father, see Gen. 11:27).

(9) God came to Balaam and said, “What do these people want 
of you?”: Literally, “Who are these men who are with you?” This is the 
same kind of question that God posed to Adam after he and Eve had 
eaten of the forbidden fruit: “The Lord God called out to Adam and 
said to him, ‘Where are you?’ ” (Gen. 3:9). And likewise to Cain, after he 
had murdered his brother Abel: “The Lord said to Cain, ‘Where is your 
brother Abel?’ ” (Gen. 4:9).

Clearly, God does not ask such a question because He Himself does 
not know the answer. Rather, these questions challenge the person so 
asked to contemplate a weighty problem or situation of the moment. 
As noted earlier, it would be wrong to understand such questions as 
rhetorical, as simply a conversation opener. Each of these questions 
is posed as a test of how the person perceives reality. Like Adam’s and 
Cain’s responses, Balaam’s reply here reflects his deluded worldview, 
revealing his defective understanding of what is actually happening.

(10-11) Balaam said to God, “Balak son of Zippor, king of Moab, 
sent me this message: Here is a people that came out from Egypt and 
hides the earth from view. Come now and curse them for me; perhaps I 
can engage them in battle and drive them off”: Balaam fails God’s test. 
His response to the question exactly echoes Balak’s words to him. But, 
as explained earlier, that level of analysis of the situation is acceptable 
for Balak, but not for Balaam.

(12) But God said to Balaam, “Do not go with them. You must 
not curse that people, for they are blessed”: The Almighty instructs 
Balaam on how he is to act, and also corrects his understanding of the 
situation. The Jewish people cannot be cursed, but not because they 
have no shortcomings that can be exaggerated or inflated (which is 
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how cursing works). Rather, it is because the Jewish people, from their 
very earliest origins beginning with Abraham (Gen. 12:3) have always 
been blessed.

(14) The Moabite dignitaries left, and they came to Balak and 
said, “Balaam refused to come with us”: They fail to mention that 
Balaam would not go because God would not allow it. Balak, acting 
on incomplete information, therefore decides that a more generous 
inducement will fix the problem.

(19) So you, too, stay here overnight, and let me find out what 
else the Lord may say to me”: Balaam asks God for permission, and it 
is granted. As the Midrash says: “Heaven leads a person in the direction 
that he wishes to be led.”

(20) That night God came to Balaam and said to him, “If these 
men have come to invite you, you may go with them. But whatever 
I command you, that you shall do”: This time the Almighty has no 
questions for Balaam, but immediately instructs him on how he should 
proceed. 

On the surface then, the negotiations over Balaam’s second request 
seem much shorter than they were the first time. However, according 
to the approach that we shall propose below, the incident of Balaam’s 
ass will reveal in greater detail the nature of this prophecy that Balaam 
received on the second night.

§ 20.9. THE INCIDENT OF THE ASS: DREAM OR REALITY?

The episode of Balaam’s ass, as narrated by the Torah here, is 
renowned for its descriptive color. To understand it literally, however, 
is quite problematic.

This problem, of course, is not merely that an ass speaks. Such 
supernatural occurrences are not uncommon in the Tanakh. But what 
is more noteworthy is that when the ass begins to speak, Balaam 
evinces no surprise whatsoever. 

When the Torah says, “The Lord opened the ass’s mouth,” this 
clearly indicates that it was an unexpected, miraculous event that had 
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never happened before. While miracles do occur in Tanakh, such an 
event is by far not the norm, and should be expected to provoke wonder.

Moreover, the ass episode seems to add nothing new to the main 
narrative, and is more like a tangential sub-plot. It ends with the 
words: “But the angel of the Lord said to Balaam, ‘Go with the men. 
But you must say nothing except what I tell you.’ So Balaam went on 
with Balak’s dignitaries” (Num. 22:35). 

This phrasing is quite close to that of the previous encounter 
that we have just seen: “That night God came to Balaam and said to 
him, ‘If these men have come to invite you, you may go with them. 
But whatever I command you, that you shall do.’ When he arose in 
the morning, Balaam saddled his ass and departed with the Moabite 
dignitaries” (Num. 22:20-21). Thus we see that the incident of the ass 
has not materially changed the situation.

It is also strange that the dignitaries of Moab, who are along with 
Balaam on the journey, are completely absent from the story of the ass. 
All this would seem to suggest that the episode of the ass is removed 
from actual physical reality. It is separate from the main plot, and not 
really needed by it. In consideration of all of the above, we see that we 
have two options for understanding this story.

The first approach is to see the story as a dream experienced by 
Balaam. In other words, it is an elaboration of the prophecy that Balaam 
received when Balak’s messengers came to him the second time. With 
this understanding, that it is only a dream, it is reasonable that Balaam 
shows no surprise when the ass begins to speak, and only enters into 
calm but pointed deliberation with it.

The second approach to is to assume that all these events did 
happen to Balaam in a vision that he had in the course of his journey, 
in order to make clear to him what would happen if he were to follow 
through on his attempt to curse Israel.

Both of those approaches reveal the mechanism at work when the 
Almighty enters into dialogue with a human being. The key point is 
that besides dutifully executing God’s immediate instructions, it is no 
less essential to grasp the underlying meaning of His message, which, 
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although often not as obvious, demands the same level of attention 
nonetheless.

Seen in this light, the story of Balaam and the ass recapitulates the 
overall plot in miniature.

As the ass transports Balaam, so is Balaam himself in the larger 
context just an “ass” to Balak, as reflected in Balaam’s behavior. Balak 
hires Balaam to curse the Jewish people, and Balaam proceeds to fulfill 
the order. But as things develop, an angel wielding a sword blocks the 
road, which means that God will not allow the Jews to be cursed. 

Balaam’s solution is to do exactly what the ass does – he detours 
off the straight and narrow, attempting to find a bypass. But Balak is 
still urging him on, so Balaam tries to escape, in the process pressing 
Balak against the wall, as it were. And finally, when passage becomes 
completely impossible, Balaam, like the ass, just “lies down,” refusing 
to proceed.

Ultimately, Balaam will himself become the “talking ass,” whose 
mission it is to open the eyes of the nations of the world, so that they 
too will see the angel wielding a sword. That is, to demonstrate to the 
world that everything that happens to the Jewish people happens not 
by mere happenstance, but under God’s careful direction.

For Balaam, the story of the ass is a kind of educational allegory, 
teaching him how to behave properly at a critical moment. The lesson 
is, that when we find it impossible to move forward, even after repeated 
attempts, we should understand that this is no mere accident, but a 
sign from Above. Instead of simply trying to proceed in any manner 
possible, we should, at very least, stop to rethink the entire situation. 

When later Balaam fails twice to curse the Jewish people, both 
times pronouncing, against his own will, not curses but blessings, he 
will finally, in the third installment, bless Israel of his own accord, and 
ultimately merit proclaiming a glorious prophecy that gazes many 
millennia into the future.

It was for the sake of that independent prophecy, which Balaam 
will declare in defiance of Balak’s request, that Balaam needed to be 
taught the lesson of the ass.
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§ 20.10. BALAAM’S ASS (22:21-35)

חַר־ ב׃ כב וַיִּֽ י מוֹאָֽ שׁ אֶת־אֲתֹנ֑וֹ וַיֵּ֖לֶךְ עִם־שָׂרֵ֥ ֽיַּחֲבֹ֖ קֶר וַ� כא וַיָּ�֤קָם בִּלְעָם֙ בַּבֹּ֔

ב  ן ל֑וֹ וְהוּא֙ רכֵֹ֣ רֶךְ לְשָׂטָ֣ ךְ י֛י בַּדֶּ֖ ב מַלְאַ֧ ךְ הוּא֒ וַיִּתְיַצֵּ֞ י־הוֹלֵ֣ ף אֱלֹהִים֮ כִּֽ אַ֣
רֶךְ  בַּדֶּ֗ ב  נִצָּ֣ י֜י  ךְ  אָתוֹן֩ אֶת־מַלְאַ֨ הָֽ רֶא  יו עִמּֽוֹ׃ כג וַתֵּ֣ נְעָרָ֖ י  וּשְׁנֵ֥ עַל־אֲתֹנ֔וֹ 
בִּלְעָם֙  וַיַּ�֤ךְ  ה  בַּשָּׂדֶ֑ לֶךְ  וַתֵּ֖ רֶךְ  מִן־הַדֶּ֔ אָתוֹן֙  הָֽ ט  וַתֵּ֤ בְּיָד֔וֹ  שְׁלוּפָה֙  וְחַרְבּ֤וֹ 
ים  הַכְּרָמִ֑ בְּמִשְׁע֖וֹל  י֔י  ךְ  מַלְאַ֣ ֽיַּעֲמֹד֙  רֶךְ׃ כד וַ� הַדָּֽ הּ  לְהַטּתָֹ֖ אָת֔וֹן  אֶת־הָ֣
יר  ךְ י֗י וַתִּלָּחֵץ֙ אֶל־הַקִּ֔ אָת֜וֹן אֶת־מַלְאַ֣ רֶא הָֽ ה׃ כה וַתֵּ֨ ר מִזֶּֽ ר מִזֶּ֖ה וְגָדֵ֥ גָּדֵ֥
מַלְאַךְ־י֖י  הּ׃ כו וַיּ֥וֹסֶף  לְהַכּתָֹֽ סֶף  וַיֹּ֖ יר  אֶל־הַקִּ֑ ם  בִּלְעָ֖ גֶל  אֶת־רֶ֥ ץ  וַתִּלְחַ֛
רֶא  אול׃ כז וַתֵּ֤ ֹֽ ין וּשְׂמ רֶךְ לִנְט֖וֹת יָמִ֥ ין־דֶּ֥ ר אֵֽ ר אֲשֶׁ֛ ֽיַּעֲמֹד֙ בְּמָק֣וֹם צָ֔ עֲב֑וֹר וַ�
אֶת־ וַיַּ�֥ךְ  ם  בִּלְעָ֔ ף  חַר־אַ֣ וַיִּֽ ם  בִּלְעָ֑ חַת  תַּ֣ ץ  וַתִּרְבַּ֖ י֔י  ךְ  אֶת־מַלְאַ֣ אָתוֹן֙  הָֽ
ה־ מֶֽ לְבִלְעָם֙  אמֶר  ֹ֤ וַתּ אָת֑וֹן  הָֽ י  אֶת־פִּ֣ י֖י  ח  ל׃ כח וַיִּפְתַּ֥ בַּמַּקֵּֽ אָת֖וֹן  הָֽ
י  כִּ֥ אָת֔וֹן  לָֽ בִּלְעָם֙  אמֶר  ֹ֤ ים׃ כט וַיּ רְגָלִֽ שָׁלֹ֥שׁ  זֶ֖ה  נִי  הִכִּיתַ֔ י  כִּ֣ לְךָ֔  י  יתִֽ עָשִׂ֣
אָת֜וֹן  הָֽ אמֶר  ֹ֨ יךְ׃ ל וַתּ הֲרַגְתִּֽ ה  עַתָּ֖ י  כִּ֥ י  בְּיָדִ֔ רֶב֙  יֶשׁ־חֶ֨ ל֤וּ  י  בִּ֑ לְתְּ  הִתְעַלַּ֖
ה  י מֵעֽוֹדְךָ֙ עַד־הַיּ֣וֹם הַזֶּ֔ בְתָּ עָלַ֗ נְךָ֜ אֲשֶׁר־רָכַ֣ י אֲתֹֽ נֹכִ֨ ם הֲלוֹא֩ אָֽ אֶל־בִּלְעָ֗
א׃ לא וַיְגַ֣ל יי֮ אֶת־עֵינֵי֣ בִלְעָם֒  ֹֽ אמֶר ל ֹ֖ ה וַיּ עֲשׂ֥וֹת לְךָ֖ כֹּ֑ נְתִּי לַֽ ן הִסְכַּ֔ הַסְכֵּ֣ הַֽ
חוּ  וַיִּשְׁתַּ֖ ד  וַיִּקֹּ֥ בְּיָד֑וֹ  ה  שְׁלֻפָ֖ וְחַרְבּ֥וֹ  רֶךְ  בַּדֶּ֔ ב  נִצָּ֣ יי֙  ךְ  אֶת־מַלְאַ֤ רְא  וַיַּ֞
שָׁל֣וֹשׁ  זֶ֖ה  נְךָ֔  אֶת־אֲתֹ֣ יתָ֙  הִכִּ֨ ה  עַל־מָ֗ י֔י  ךְ  מַלְאַ֣ אֵלָיו֙  אמֶר  ֹ֤ יו׃ לב וַיּ לְאַפָּֽ
אָת֔וֹן  נִי֙ הָֽ י׃ לג וַתִּרְאַ֨ רֶךְ לְנֶגְדִּֽ ט הַדֶּ֖ י־יָרַ֥ ן כִּֽ אתִי לְשָׂטָ֔ נֹכִי֙ יָצָ֣ ים הִנֵּ֤ה אָֽ רְגָלִ֑
גְתִּי  ה הָרַ֖ תְכָ֥ ה גַּם־אֹֽ י עַתָּ֛ י כִּ֥ ה מִפָּנַ֔ טְתָ֣ ים אוּלַי֙ נָֽ י זֶ֖ה שָׁלֹ֣שׁ רְגָלִ֑ ט לְפָנַ֔ וַתֵּ֣
י  עְתִּי כִּ֥ א יָדַ֔ ֹ֣ י ל אתִי כִּ֚ ךְ יי֙ חָטָ֔ ם אֶל־מַלְאַ֤ אמֶר בִּלְעָ֜ ֹ֨ יתִי׃ לד וַיּ חֱיֵֽ הּ הֶֽ וְאוֹתָ֥
י׃ לה וַיּאֹמֶר֩  ע בְּעֵינֶ֖יךָ אָשׁ֥וּבָה לִּֽ ה אִם־רַ֥ רֶךְ וְעַתָּ֛ י בַּדָּ֑ ב לִקְרָאתִ֖ ה נִצָּ֥ אַתָּ֛
ר  אֲשֶׁר־אֲדַבֵּ֥ ר  אֶת־הַדָּבָ֛ פֶס  וְאֶ֗ ים  אֲנָשִׁ֔ עִם־הָ֣ ךְ  לֵ֚ ם  אֶל־בִּלְעָ֗ י֜י  ךְ  מַלְאַ֨

ק׃ י בָלָֽ ם עִם־שָׂרֵ֥ לֶךְ בִּלְעָ֖ ר וַיֵּ֥ יךָ אֹת֣וֹ תְדַבֵּ֑ אֵלֶ֖

(21) When he arose in the morning, Balaam saddled his ass 
and departed with the Moabite dignitaries.

(22) But God was incensed at his going; so an angel of the 
Lord placed himself in his way as an adversary. He was riding 
on his she-ass, with his two servants alongside,

(23) when the ass caught sight of the angel of the Lord 
standing in the way, with his drawn sword in his hand. The 
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ass swerved from the road and went into the fields; and 
Balaam beat the ass to turn her back onto the road.

(24) The angel of the Lord then stationed himself in a lane 
between the vineyards, with a fence on either side.

(25) The ass, seeing the angel of the Lord, pressed herself 
against the wall and squeezed Balaam’s foot against the 
wall; so he beat her again.

(26) Once more the angel of the Lord moved forward and 
stationed himself on a spot so narrow that there was no 
room to swerve right or left.

(27) When the ass now saw the angel of the Lord, she lay 
down under Balaam; and Balaam was furious and beat the 
ass with his stick.

(28) Then the Lord opened the ass’s mouth, and she said to 
Balaam, “What have I done to you that you have beaten me 
these three times?”

(29) Balaam said to the ass, “You have made a mockery of me! 
If I had a sword with me, I’d kill you.”

(30) The ass said to Balaam, “Look, I am the ass that you have 
been riding all along until this day! Have I been in the habit 
of doing thus to you?” And he answered, “No.”

(31) Then the Lord uncovered Balaam’s eyes, and he saw the 
angel of the Lord standing in the way, his drawn sword in his 
hand; thereupon he bowed right down to the ground.

(32) The angel of the Lord said to him, “Why have you beaten 
your ass these three times? It is I who came out as an 
adversary, for the errand is obnoxious to me.

(33) And when the ass saw me, she shied away because of me 
those three times. If she had not shied away from me, you 
are the one I should have killed, while sparing her.”

(34) Balaam said to the angel of the Lord, “I erred because I 
did not know that you were standing in my way. If you still 
disapprove, I will turn back.”
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(35) But the angel of the Lord said to Balaam, “Go with the 
men. But you must say nothing except what I tell you.” So 
Balaam went on with Balak’s dignitaries.

(21) When he arose in the morning, Balaam saddled his ass: 
The story of Balaam’s ass is one of the most famous in all of Tanakh.

When he arose in the morning, Balaam saddled his ass and 
departed with the Moabite dignitaries: Balaam is still hoping to 
find some fundamental flaw in the Jewish people that will enable him 
to curse them with God’s consent.

(22) But God was incensed at his going: It is not entirely clear 
how and why Balaam has now incurred God’s wrath. Since God has not 
forbade Balaam from proceeding with Balak’s messengers, Balaam has 
not violated any prohibition by doing so. Why, then, is God incensed?

Perhaps Balaam should have made it clear to those dignitaries that 
he could go with them solely on the condition that he would speak only 
what the Almighty allowed him to say. By not doing so, Balaam created 
the false impression that the Almighty was actually allowing him to 
execute the curse, and this is why God was incensed.

Or perhaps it is because Balaam, while following God’s immediate 
instructions, has failed to understand the underlying, essential 
message. The Almighty is therefore angry with Balaam in the manner 
of a teacher disappointed by a clueless disciple.

In all events, there is an important irony here. The great prophet 
Balaam, who has been hired for his proven skill in directing God’s 
wrath through curses, is now himself the target of God’s wrath.

So an angel of the Lord placed himself in his way as an 
adversary: The angel blocks Balaam’s path three times until Balaam 
is completely obstructed from proceeding any further. The purpose of 
these actions is not to stop Balaam (although that would be easy for 
the angel to do), but to influence him, in the hope that he will come 
to understand a vital message. Not to lay it all out for Balaam in black 
and white, however, but in such a way that Balaam will himself draw 
the right conclusions.
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(23) When the ass caught sight of the angel of the Lord 
standing in the way, with his drawn sword in his hand. The ass 
swerved from the road and went into the fields: Initially, Balaam is 
given the widest possible berth for maneuvering. 

When at first we fail to catch the hints that the Almighty throws 
our way, He then partially blocks our direct path, but still does not 
completely close off every possibility of advancing in the wrong 
direction.

And Balaam beat the ass to turn her back onto the road: We 
know from Moses’ hard-learned example that there is no need to 

“smite the rock” – one must speak to it. But Balaam has not yet learned 
this lesson.

(24-25) The angel of the Lord then stationed himself in a 
lane between the vineyards, with a fence on either side. The ass 

… squeezed Balaam’s foot against the wall: Balaam’s foot is now 
squeezed against the wall, but the ass is still on its feet. At this stage, 
Balaam is given one last opportunity to decide of his own volition to 
abandon the unseemly path that he is pursuing.

(25) So he beat her again: Here again we have an obvious 
parallel to Moses and the rock: “Moses raised his hand and struck 
the rock twice with his rod” (Num. 20:11).

(26-27) Once more the angel of the Lord moved forward and 
stationed himself on a spot so narrow that there was no room … 
The ass now … lay down under Balaam: At this third stage Balaam 
no longer has any possibility of independent movement. In such a 
state, he has no choice but to obey, which means that his decision is 
no longer as valuable, and he loses the chance of receiving any reward 
for his correction.

And Balaam was furious: Instead of realizing that his ass’s 
actions are a consequence of God’s anger and of the presence of the 
angel, Balaam is now himself enraged. The inadequacy of Balaam’s 
reaction demonstrates how ill-qualified he is to fulfill the order he has 
been contracted to perform, which exceeds his level.
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And beat the ass with his stick: Balaam’s blows to the ass now 
exceed even Moses’ two blows to the rock. Balaam still insists on 
maintaining his authoritative attitude toward the world – even more 
so than Moses. And that is why he forfeits any opportunity to rise to 
level that Moses and the Jewish people occupy.

(28) Then the Lord opened the ass’s mouth, and she said to 
Balaam, “What have I done to you that you have beaten me these 
three times?”: Balaam is yet again challenged to answer a question 
that probes his overall awareness of his situation.

(29) Balaam said to the ass: You have made a mockery of me! 
If I had a sword with me, I’d kill you: And once again Balaam fails 
the test. Notwithstanding his preeminent status as a prophet, he sees 
no Divine plan here. He continues to perceive everything as pure 
happenstance.

If I had a sword with me, I’d kill you: The Midrash points out 
the poignant irony here. Here is Balaam on his way to destroy an entire 
nation through the agency of a curse – that is, through his power of 
speech alone. But against a mere ass he is helpless without a sword, 
and laments not having one handy to do the job.

This irony is even more pronounced in Hebrew, which calls the sharp 
cutting blade of a sword the “mouth” of the sword. That connection 
is understood as not merely coincidental, but as demonstrating that 
sword and mouth are perceived as mutually complementary elements. 

In this case, Balaam’s plan to use his mouth as a sword (i.e., to 
impose a lethal curse upon Israel) ends with God’s angel wielding a 
sword against him, to disable Balaam’s mouth from uttering the curse.

When later, in the war with Midian, Israel brings Balaam to justice 
and he is killed, the Torah says very specifically, “They also put Balaam 
son of Beor to the sword” (Num. 31:8). Ultimately, then, Balaam’s 
penchant for using his mouth as a sword will be permanently and 
irrevocably terminated by the swift blow of an actual sword.

(30) The ass said to Balaam, “Look, I am the ass that you have 
been riding all along until this day! Have I been in the habit of 
doing thus to you?” And he answered, “No”: Only when Balaam 
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is forcibly constrained not to beat his ass, but instead to engage in 
dialogue with it, does he gradually admit that he is wrong.

(34) Balaam said to the angel of the Lord, “I erred because 
I did not know that you were standing in my way: Balaam says, 
chatati ki lo yada‘ti, literally, “I have sinned because I did not know… .”

Here Balaam once again misconstrues his situation. His sin consists 
not in not having known of the angel’s presence (mere ignorance is 
never itself a sin), but in having given no thought whatsoever to the 
meaning of his ass’s highly unusual behavior, and in not reacting to 
the incident. Believing that it was nothing but a chance occurrence, 
Balaam actually “erred” because he is still determined to continue his 
journey and do the work for Balak.

If you still disapprove, I will turn back: Instead of telling the 
angel resolutely, “I shall now turn back, and, in fact, I am already on 
my way,” Balaam equivocates, as it were: “So, do you really think that I 
should turn back? If so, very well. Just say so, and I will.” 

Balaam neither feels nor expresses any true remorse, but, on the 
contrary, it is clear from his response to the angel that even after 
everything that has happened he still wants to go on to meet Balak. 
And the angel responds: “Go with the men.” Because here once again, 
as the Midrash says: “Heaven leads a person in the direction that he 
wishes to be led” (see the commentary to Num. 22:19 above).
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§ 21. BALAAM’S PROPHECIES

§ 21.1. BALAK AND BALAAM MEET (22:36-40)

אֲשֶׁר֙  ב  מוֹאָ֗ יר  אֶל־עִ֣ לִקְרָאת֜וֹ  א  וַיֵּצֵ֨ ם  בִלְעָ֑ א  בָ֣ י  כִּ֣ ק  בָּלָ֖ ע  לו וַיִּשְׁמַ֥
הֲלאֹ֩  ם  אֶל־בִּלְעָ֗ ק  בָּלָ֜ אמֶר  ֹ֨ הַגְּבֽוּל׃ לז וַיּ ה  בִּקְצֵ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֖ ן  אַרְנֹ֔ עַל־גְּב֣וּל 
ל  א אוּכַ֖ ֹ֥ ם ל אֻמְנָ֔ י הַֽ כְתָּ אֵלָ֑ א־הָלַ֖ ֹֽ מָּה ל ךְ לָ֥ יךָ֙ לִקְראֹ־לָ֔ חְתִּי אֵלֶ֨ שָׁלֹ֨חַ שָׁלַ֤
ל  ל אוּכַ֖ ה הֲיָכֹ֥ יךָ עַתָּ֕ אתִי֙ אֵלֶ֔ נֵּה־בָ֨ ק הִֽ ם אֶל־בָּלָ֗ אמֶר בִּלְעָ֜ ֹ֨ ךָ׃ לח וַיּ כַּבְּדֶֽ
לֶךְ  ר׃ לט וַיֵּ֥ אֲדַבֵּֽ אֹת֥וֹ  י  בְּפִ֖ ים  אֱלֹהִ֛ ים  יָשִׂ֧ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ ר  הַדָּבָ֗ מְא֑וּמָה  ר  דַּבֵּ֣
ח  וַיְשַׁלַּ֣ אן  ֹ֑ וָצ ר  �ָקָ֣ בּ ק  בָּלָ֖ ח  חֻצֽוֹת׃ מ וַיִּזְבַּ֥ קִרְיַ֥ת  אוּ  וַיָּבֹ֖ ק  עִם־בָּלָ֑ ם  בִּלְעָ֖

ר אִתּֽוֹ׃ ים אֲשֶׁ֥ ם וְלַשָּׂרִ֖ לְבִלְעָ֔

(36) When Balak heard that Balaam was coming, he went out 
to meet him at Ir-moab, which is on the Arnon border, at its 
farthest point.

(37) Balak said to Balaam, “When I first sent to invite you, why 
didn’t you come to me? Am I really unable to reward you?”

(38) But Balaam said to Balak, “And now that I have come to 
you, have I the power to speak freely? I can utter only the 
word that God puts into my mouth.”

(39) Balaam went with Balak and they came to Kiriath-huzoth.

(40) Balak sacrificed oxen and sheep, and had them served to 
Balaam and the dignitaries with him.

(36) He went out to meet him at Ir-moab: From its name, Ir-
moab, which means “the city of Moab,” we can infer that it was the 
capital city of the Moabite territories.
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Which is on the Arnon border, at its farthest point: Literally, 
“On the border of Arnon, which is in the utmost part of the border.”

That last addition indicates that this is the boundary at which Moab 
had previously managed to stem Sihon’s incursions. That is, Moab’s 
capital is now located at the border. In the context of the current 
story, this is meant to highlight Moab’s dire concerns about what is 
happening just beyond their border, territory that is now occupied by 
the Jewish people.

(37) Balak said to Balaam, “When I first sent to invite you, 
why didn’t you come to me? Am I really unable to reward you?”: 
Because Balak’s messengers never informed him of the real reason that 
Balaam initially refused to come (God’s disapproval of the enterprise), 
Balak still believes that it is all a matter of the compensation.

(38) But Balaam said to Balak, “And now that I have come to 
you, have I the power to speak freely? I can utter only the word 
that God puts into my mouth”: Balaam explains to Balak his mistake, 
and sets the record straight.

(40) Balak sacrificed oxen and sheep, and had them served 
to Balaam and the dignitaries with him: This seems like just an 
ordinary display of typical Middle Eastern hospitality, and, if so, it is 
not clear why the Torah sees fit to mention it. 

But we can understand it this way. From the fact that Balak has 
made no reply to Balaam’s last comment, we can infer that Balak has 
been left speechless, perturbed as he is by the latest revelation from 
Balaam that even now everything depends on God’s will, and the curse 
might never come to pass. In such circumstances, there is nothing for 
Balak to do but to interrupt the dialogue by busying himself with the 
expected rituals of hospitality.

§ 21.2. BALAAM’S FIRST PROPHECY (22:41-23:10)

ם  וַיַּ�֥רְא מִשָּׁ֖ עַל  הוּ בָּמ֣וֹת בָּ֑ ֽיַּעֲלֵ֖ וַ� ם  ח בָּלָק֙ אֶת־בִּלְעָ֔ וַיִּקַּ֤ קֶר  י בַבֹּ֔ מא וַיְהִ֣

ם׃ ה הָעָֽ קְצֵ֥
ה  בָּזֶ֔ לִי֙  ן  וְהָכֵ֥ ת  מִזְבְּחֹ֑ ה  שִׁבְעָ֣ בָזֶ֖ה  י  בְּנֵה־לִ֥ ק  אֶל־בָּלָ֔ בִּלְעָם֙  אמֶר  ֹ֤  א וַיּ

עַל  וַיַּ֨ ם  בִּלְעָ֑ ר  דִּבֶּ֣ ר  אֲשֶׁ֖ כַּֽ ק  בָּלָ֔ ים׃ ב וַיַּ֣עַשׂ  אֵילִֽ ה  וְשִׁבְעָ֥ ים  פָרִ֖ ה  שִׁבְעָ֥
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עַל־ הִתְיַצֵּב֮  ק  לְבָלָ֗ ם  בִּלְעָ֜ אמֶר  ֹ֨ חַ׃ ג וַיּ בַּמִּזְבֵּֽ יִל  וָאַ֖ ר  פָּ֥ ם  וּבִלְעָ֛ ק  בָּלָ֧
ךְ  לָ֑ �֣דְתִּי  וְהִגַּ נִי  מַה־יַּרְאֵ֖ ר  וּדְבַ֥ י  לִקְרָאתִ֔ יי֙  ה  יִקָּרֵ֤ י  אוּלַ֞ ה  לְכָ֗ וְאֵֽ לָתֶךָ֒  עֹֽ
מִּזְבְּחֹת֙  ת הַֽ יו אֶת־שִׁבְעַ֤ אמֶר אֵלָ֗ ֹ֣ ם וַיּ ים אֶל־בִּלְעָ֑ ר אֱלֹהִ֖ פִי׃ ד וַיִּקָּ֥ וַיֵּ֖לֶךְ שֶֽׁ
אמֶר שׁ֥וּב  ֹ֛ ם וַיּ י בִלְעָ֑ ר בְּפִ֣ חַ׃ ה וַיָּ֧שֶׂם י֛י דָּבָ֖ יִל בַּמִּזְבֵּֽ ר וָאַ֖ עַל פָּ֥ כְתִּי וָאַ֛ עָרַ֔
י  לָת֑וֹ ה֖וּא וְכָל־שָׂרֵ֥ ב עַל־עֹֽ ה נִצָּ֖ יו וְהִנֵּ֥ ר׃ ו וַיָּ֣שָׁב אֵלָ֔ ה תְדַבֵּֽ ק וְכֹ֥ אֶל־בָּלָ֖
הַרְרֵי־ לֶךְ־מוֹאָב֙ מֵֽ ק מֶֽ נִי בָלָ֤ רָם יַנְחֵ֨ ר מִן־אֲ֠ א מְשָׁל֖וֹ וַיּאֹמַ֑ ב׃ ז וַיִּשָּׂ֥ מוֹאָֽ
ל  ה אֵ֑ א קַבֹּ֖ ֹ֥ ב ל ה אֶקֹּ֔ ל׃ ח מָ֣ ה יִשְׂרָאֵֽ עֲמָ֥ ה זֹֽ ב וּלְכָ֖ עֲקֹ֔ י יַֽ רָה־לִּ֣ דֶם לְכָה֙ אָֽ קֶ֔
נּוּ  אֲשׁוּרֶ֑ וּמִגְּבָע֖וֹת  נּוּ  אֶרְאֶ֔ צֻרִים֙  אשׁ  ֹ֤ י־מֵר יֽי׃ ט כִּֽ ם  זָעַ֖ א  ֹ֥ ל ם  אֶזְעֹ֔ ה  וּמָ֣
ר  ב וּמִסְפָּ֖ עֲקֹ֔ ר יַֽ י מָנָה֙ עֲפַ֣ ב׃ י מִ֤ א יִתְחַשָּֽׁ ֹ֥ ם ל ן וּבַגּוֹיִ֖ ד יִשְׁכֹּ֔ הֶן־עָם֙ לְבָדָ֣

הוּ׃ י כָּמֹֽ חֲרִיתִ֖ י אַֽ ים וּתְהִ֥ ת נַפְשִׁי֙ מ֣וֹת יְשָׁרִ֔ ל תָּמֹ֤ בַע יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ אֶת־רֹ֣

(41) In the morning Balak took Balaam up to Bamoth-baal. 
From there he could see a portion of the people.

(23:1) Balaam said to Balak, “Build me seven altars here and 
have seven bulls and seven rams ready here for me.”

(2) Balak did as Balaam directed; and Balak and Balaam 
offered up a bull and a ram on each altar.

(3) Then Balaam said to Balak, “Stay here beside your 
offerings while I am gone. Perhaps the Lord will grant me a 
manifestation, and whatever He reveals to me I will tell you.” 
And he went off alone.

(4) God manifested Himself to Balaam, who said to Him, “I 
have set up the seven altars and offered up a bull and a ram 
on each altar.”

(5) And the Lord put a word in Balaam’s mouth and said, 
“Return to Balak and speak thus.”

(6) So he returned to him and found him standing beside his 
offerings, and all the Moabite dignitaries with him.

(7) He took up his theme, and said: “From Aram has Balak 
brought me, Moab’s king from the hills of the East: Come, 
curse me Jacob, come, tell Israel’s doom!

(8) How can I damn whom God has not damned, how doom 
when the Lord has not doomed?
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(9) As I see them from the mountain tops, gaze on them from 
the heights, there is a people that dwells apart, not reckoned 
among the nations,
(10) Who can count the dust of Jacob, number the dust-cloud 
of Israel? May I die the death of the upright, may my fate be 
like theirs!

The main theme of the first of Balaam’s four prophecies is the 
impossibility of fulfilling Balak’s request to curse the Jewish people.

When Balaam says, “I see them from the mountain tops, gaze 
on them from the heights,” the Midrash understands “the mountain 
tops” to mean the Patriarchs, and “the heights” as the Matriarchs. The 
impossibility of cursing the Jewish nation derives from its foundations, 
which create a special protection for it. Thus, the first prophecy is 
related to the past history of the Jewish people.

(41) In the morning Balak took Balaam up to Bamoth-baal. 
From there he could see a portion of the people: Although Balaam 
is a specialist in curses, it is Balak who time and again proposes to 
Balaam the locations that he believes are the most conducive to cursing. 
The Midrash therefore believes that Balak was himself a sorcerer, but 
his specialization was somewhat different. He could only work as the 
tipster, as it were, who facilitates the crime “from the inside.” 

Although Balak has an excellent sense of where each target’s flaws 
are felt most keenly (that is, the locations most suitable for a curse 
to take hold), he cannot describe those flaws vividly and convincingly. 
Thus, Balak could not cast the spell himself in order to bring about 
the curse. His charisma is insufficient to influence society to the point 
where it will be convinced of the full seriousness of those flaws. For 
that he needed Balaam’s help.

In modern media terms, we could formulate this as “the editor-in-
chief, intimately familiar with the vulnerabilities of the target he is 
resolved to destroy, invites a world-renowned, virulent journalist to 
write a scandalous and devastating exposé.”

Balak took Balaam up to Bamoth-baal. From there he could see 
a portion of the people: The name of this place means “the heights of 
Baal.” Baal (ba`al, literally, “master”) is the name of a certain Canaanite-
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Phoenician god (Jud. 2:11), but it is also a general term for any god 
worshipped through idolatry. Thus, we can understand “Bamoth-baal” 
here as heights named for one or more of the local deities.

Additionally, bamah is a common biblical word for an “altar used for 
bringing sacrifices out in the field,” as opposed to inside the Temple. 
Here, Bamoth-baal can mean a place for testing the Jewish people 
in order to accuse them, or at least some “portion of the people,” of 
idolatrous practices.

From there he could see a portion of the people: “Portion of” 
here in the Hebrew is ketzeh, from katzeh, the “end or edge” of some 
(often physical) object. Balak shows Balaam the nation’s “edge,” its 
marginal elements – some negative, unworthy aspect that would allow 
the curse to stick. Because every nation and society has at least some 
such elements, Balak is hoping for success.

(23:1) Balaam said to Balak, “Build me seven altars here and 
have seven bulls and seven rams ready here for me”: The number 
seven represents the completeness of the natural world. The idea of 
cursing Israel through the number seven, that is, with the help of 
nature, can be understood as suggesting that Israel is not essential to 
the proper functioning of the world, but, rather, is an extraneous and 
superfluous element of humanity.

This recalls Haman’s words to King Ahasuerus concerning the Jews: 
“There is a certain people, scattered and dispersed among the other 
peoples … and it is not in Your Majesty’s interest to tolerate them” 
(Esth. 3:8). The Hebrew, translated there as “dispersed,” is u-meforad, 
better rendered as “detached” – i.e., they are their own isolated thing 
that is not a part of the larger whole in any real sense.

Outwardly, Balak and Balaam fully acknowledge nature’s Divine 
foundations. But at the same time they say: “Israel is an outrageous 
phenomenon that is incompatible with nature, and is therefore harmful 
for the development of mankind.”

(2) Balak did as Balaam directed; and Balak and Balaam offered 
up a bull and a ram on each altar: Initially Balak and Balaam offer 
their sacrifices together. But this situation will change, as we shall see 
(Num. 23:30).
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(3-4) Perhaps the Lord will grant me a manifestation … God 
manifested Himself to Balaam: “Grant me a manifestation” is the 
translation here of the Hebrew yikkareh likrati, which denotes something 
that occurs by mere happenstance. Because Balaam normally receives 
his prophecies in a dream state, he refers to any meeting with Divinity 
in a waking state as an event that can happen only by chance.

And he went off alone: That is, in calmness and silence – there 
is only stillness all around him. Balaam is focusing on immersion in 
the spiritual, on separation from the normal flow of everyday reality. 
(The Hebrew here shefi, “alone,” is a rather unusual word. Targum 
Onkelos and Rashi translate it as “alone.” Later commentators, based 
on alternative translation of shefi as “foot” found in the Talmud, 
emphasize that Balaam went on foot, that is, without the ass. While 
that animal paid heed to the angel and stopped in its tracks, Balaam 
persisted in his course of action and ignored the heavenly warning.)

(4) God manifested Himself to Balaam, who said to Him, “I 
have set up the seven altars and offered up a bull and a ram on 
each altar”: Balaam opens his conversation with God with an account 
of what he has already done. He feels that because he has demonstrated 
that his goal is to maintain the stability of Divine order in the world, 
he can expect that God will respond positively to his request. Such 
emphasis on technical details (such as meticulously set up altars, and 
bulls and rams offered) even to the detriment of the actual content 
is characteristic of such magical undertakings, where a person is 
using Higher powers for his own nefarious purposes.Such emphasis 
on technical details even to the detriment of the actual content is 
characteristic of such magical undertakings, where a person is using 
Higher powers for his own nefarious purposes.

(6) So he returned to him and found him standing beside 
his offerings, and all the Moabite dignitaries with him: By its 
very nature a curse is a social action. Thus, the entire Moab elite is 
impatiently standing by for the result.

(7) He took up his theme: The Hebrew here is meshalo. A mashal is 
a “parable,” from the root M-SH-L which as a verb also means to “rule” 
or “dominate.” Thus, Balaam utters “imperatives.” Balaam’s prophecies 
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are called parables, echoing the bards, moshelim, the “storytellers” in 
parables of Sihon (see Num. 21:27). 

A parable (mashal) is a form of poetic expression designed to give 
force to a certain view of a given situation, and then, as it takes root in 
the public consciousness, to create a dominant attitude that becomes 
a “self-fulfilling prophecy.” The power of a parable is realized through 
the creation of just such stereotypes within our imagination.

And said: From Aram has Balak brought me, Moab’s king from 
the hills of the East: Come, curse me Jacob, come, tell Israel’s 
doom!: Balaam begins by speaking of himself, and of the order he has 
received from Balak.

From Aram has Balak brought me: Aram (in Mesopotamia) is 
where the families of Nahor and Laban were living. Although they had 
decided to remain faithful to monotheism, at the same time they also 
integrated themselves into the larger world of idolaters and idolatry. 
We have already noted (in the Bible Dynamics commentary to Gen. 
22:23) that assimilation into Aramaean culture is a leading temptation 
for the Jewish people, one that can lead to their destruction.

(8) How can I damn whom God has not damned, how doom 
when the Lord has not doomed?: Balaam must act within the 
framework determined and approved by God. The best he can do is 
to try to direct the Almighty’s wrath toward the persons or things of 
his own choosing. But if there is no such anger at all, then Balaam is 
powerless. Even if there are unworthy people on the “edges” of the 
Jewish nation, that is, in its marginal social strata, the Almighty’s anger 
toward them is not so fierce that it can be directed at the entire nation.

(9) As I see them from the mountain tops, gaze on them 
from the heights: The straightforward meaning of this verse is that 
Balaam is expressing a view of the Jewish people consistent with his 
own arrogant self-image. He sees himself as looking down from a great 
height upon the entire world.

But the Midrash understands “the mountain tops” as referring to 
the Patriarchs, and “the heights” – to the Matriarchs of the Jewish 
people. Balaam is saying that it is they who afford protection from 
the curse. Even if certain elements among the people have engaged in 
idolatry (Balak’s reason for choosing the heights of Baal as the place to 
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attempt the curse), the Jewish nation as a whole, to whom even those 
idolaters belong, is a blessed people.

There is a people that dwells apart, not reckoned among the 
nations: This people is not like all the others. It does not obey the 
usual rules. “Although I know better than anyone how to curse nations,” 
Balaam arrogantly declares, “in this case I find myself unable to fulfill 
Balak’s request.”

A people … not reckoned among the nations: The Jewish people 
are not listed among the seventy nations of the world into which 
humanity was divided after the Deluge (Gen. 10), nor are they even 
a product of the natural evolution of those nations. Israel is a special 
project – God’s brainchild, as it were – with its own uniquely Divine 
mission. Because they can resist nature by transcending it, the idea of 
cursing them for “disagreeing with nature” will simply not work.

This definition of the Jews as “a people that dwells apart, not 
reckoned among the nations” is likely one of the most remarkable 
predictions of all those that have been proven true over the millennia. 
The fate of the Jewish people has always been entirely different from 
that of any other people in similar circumstances. But even so, the 
Jews themselves, from the inside, often fail to see this uniqueness. It is 
therefore important that this special quality be emphasized “from the 
outside” by an alien, even hostile, prophet.

(10) Who can count the dust of Jacob, number the dust-cloud 
of Israel?: A curse normally leads to a decrease in the numbers of 
its target and even to their complete disappearance. But this does 
not apply to the Jewish people at all, for they defy any attempt at 
measurement. The influence of the Jewish people on the world is 
greatly dispropprotional to their numbers.

May I die the death of the upright, may my fate be like theirs!: 
As he ends this first prophecy, Balaam once again speaks of himself.

May I die the death of the upright: We should note that Balaam 
does not speak of a desire to live the life of the upright, but only to “die 
the death of the upright.” That is, Balaam wishes to share the lot of the 
righteous in the afterlife and to be there with the Jews. But during his 
lifetime he has no desire whatsoever to be with them.
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Balaam is a complex and conflicted personality, who admires Israel 
and understands their greatness, but at the same time feels himself 
repulsed by them. A parallel to Balaam in modern history can be seen 
in Nietzsche, who admired the Jewish people but also hated them, 
speaking of the Jews’ greatness but not wishing to associate with them 
in any way.

§ 21.3. BALAAM’S SECOND PROPHECY (23:11-24)

וְהִנֵּ֖ה  יךָ  לְקַחְתִּ֔ יְבַי֙  אֹֽ ב  לָקֹ֤ י  לִ֑ יתָ  עָשִׂ֖ ה  מֶ֥ ם  אֶל־בִּלְעָ֔ בָּלָק֙  אמֶר  ֹ֤ יא וַיּ

ר  י אֹת֥וֹ אֶשְׁמֹ֖ יי֙ בְּפִ֔ ים  יָשִׂ֤ ר  א אֵת֩ אֲשֶׁ֨ ֹ֗ ר הֲל וַיּאֹמַ֑ ךְ׃ יב וַיַּ֖עַן  כְתָּ בָרֵֽ בֵּרַ֥
נּוּ  ר תִּרְאֶ֣ י אֶל־מָק֤וֹם אַחֵר֙ אֲשֶׁ֣ א אִתִּ֜ ק לְךָ־נָּ֨ יו בָּלָ֗ אמֶר אֵלָ֜ ֹ֨ ר׃ יג וַיּ לְדַבֵּֽ
הוּ֙  ם׃ יד וַיִּקָּחֵ֨ י מִשָּֽׁ וְקָבְנוֹ־לִ֖ ה  א תִרְאֶ֑ ֹ֣ וְכֻלּ֖וֹ ל ה  הוּ תִרְאֶ֔ פֶס קָצֵ֣ אֶ֚ ם  מִשָּׁ֔
יִל  וָאַ֖ ר  פָּ֥ וַיַּ֛עַל  ת  מִזְבְּחֹ֔ ה  שִׁבְעָ֣ בֶן֙  וַיִּ֨ ה  הַפִּסְגָּ֑ אשׁ  ֹ֖ אֶל־ר ים  צפִֹ֔ ה  שְׂדֵ֣
רֶה  אִקָּ֥ י  נֹכִ֖ וְאָֽ ךָ  לָתֶ֑ עַל־עֹֽ ה  כֹּ֖ ב  הִתְיַצֵּ֥ ק  אֶל־בָּלָ֔ אמֶר֙  ֹ֨ חַ׃ טו וַיּ בַּמִּזְבֵּֽ
ה  ק וְכֹ֥ אמֶר שׁ֥וּב אֶל־בָּלָ֖ ֹ֛ וַיּ יו  ר בְּפִ֑ שֶׂם דָּבָ֖ וַיָּ֥ ם  ר יי֙ אֶל־בִּלְעָ֔ ה׃ טז וַיִּקָּ֤ כֹּֽ
ק  אמֶר לוֹ֙ בָּלָ֔ ֹ֤ ב אִתּ֑וֹ וַיּ י מוֹאָ֖ לָת֔וֹ וְשָׂרֵ֥ יו וְהִנּ֤וֹ נִצָּב֙ עַל־עֹ֣ א אֵלָ֗ ֹ֣ ר׃ יז וַיָּב תְדַבֵּֽ
י בְּנ֥וֹ  ינָה עָדַ֖ אֲזִ֥ ע הַֽ ר ק֤וּם בָּלָק֙ וּֽשְׁמָ֔ א מְשָׁל֖וֹ וַיּאֹמַ֑ ר יֽי׃ יח וַיִּשָּׂ֥ מַה־דִּבֶּ֖
ה  עֲשֶׂ֔ א יַֽ ֹ֣ ם הַה֤וּא אָמַר֙ וְל ם וְיִתְנֶחָ֑ ב וּבֶן־אָדָ֖ יכַזֵּ֔ ישׁ אֵל֙ וִֽ א אִ֥ ֹ֣ ר׃ יט ל צִפֹּֽ
א־ ֹֽ נָּה׃ כא ל אֲשִׁיבֶֽ א  ֹ֥ וְל ךְ  וּבֵרֵ֖ חְתִּי  �ָקָ֑ ל ךְ  בָרֵ֖ ה  נָּה׃ כ הִנֵּ֥ יְקִימֶֽ א  ֹ֥ וְל ר  וְדִבֶּ֖
ת  וּתְרוּעַ֥ עִמּ֔וֹ  אֱלֹהָיו֙  י֤י  ל  בְּיִשְׂרָאֵ֑ ל  עָמָ֖ ה  א־רָאָ֥ ֹֽ וְל ב  עֲקֹ֔ בְּיַֽ וֶן֙  אָ֨ יט  הִבִּ֥
חַשׁ֙  לאֹ־נַ֨ י  לֽוֹ׃ כג כִּ֤ ם  רְאֵ֖ ת  כְּתֽוֹעֲפֹ֥ יִם  מִמִּצְרָ֑ ם  מֽוֹצִיאָ֣ ל  בּֽוֹ׃ כב אֵ֖ לֶךְ  מֶ֖
עַל  מַה־פָּ֖ ל  וּלְיִשְׂרָאֵ֔ עֲקבֹ֙  לְיַֽ ר  אָמֵ֤ יֵֽ ת  כָּעֵ֗ ל  בְּיִשְׂרָאֵ֑ סֶם  וְלאֹ־קֶ֖ ב  עֲקֹ֔ בְּיַֽ
רֶף  טֶ֔ אכַל  ֹ֣ יִשְׁכַּב֙ עַד־י א  ֹ֤ א ל יִתְנַשָּׂ֑ י  אֲרִ֖ וְכַֽ יָק֔וּם  יא  כְּלָבִ֣ ל׃ כד הֶן־עָם֙  אֵֽ

ה׃ ים יִשְׁתֶּֽ וְדַם־חֲלָלִ֖

(11) Then Balak said to Balaam, “What have you done 
to me? Here I brought you to damn my enemies, and 
instead you have blessed them!”
(12) He replied, “I can only repeat faithfully what the 
Lord puts in my mouth.”
(13) Then Balak said to him, “Come with me to another 
place from which you can see them – you will see only 
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a portion of them; you will not see all of them – and 
damn them for me from there.”
(14) With that, he took him to Sedehzophim, on the 
summit of Pisgah. He built seven altars and offered a 
bull and a ram on each altar.
(15) And [Balaam] said to Balak, “Stay here beside your 
offerings, while I seek a manifestation yonder.”
(16) The Lord manifested Himself to Balaam and put 
a word in his mouth, saying, “Return to Balak and 
speak thus.”
(17) He went to him and found him standing beside 
his offerings, and the Moabite dignitaries with him. 
Balak asked him, “What did the Lord say?”
(18) And he took up his theme, and said: Up, Balak, 
attend, give ear unto me, son of Zippor!
(19) God is not man to be capricious, or mortal to change 
His mind. Would He speak and not act, promise and 
not fulfill?
(20) My message was to bless: When He blesses, I 
cannot reverse it.
(21) No harm is in sight for Jacob, no woe in view for 
Israel. The Lord their God is with them, and their 
King’s acclaim in their midst.
(22) God who freed them from Egypt is for them like 
the horns of the wild ox.
(23) Lo, there is no augury in Jacob, no divining in 
Israel: Jacob is told at once, yea Israel, what God has 
planned.
(24) Lo, a people that rises like a lion, leaps up like the 
king of beasts, rests not till it has feasted on prey and 
drunk the blood of the slain.

(11-12) Then Balak said to Balaam, “What have you done to 
me? Here I brought you to damn my enemies, and instead you 
have blessed them!” He replied, “I can only repeat faithfully what 



421§ 21. Balaam’s Prophecies

the Lord puts in my mouth”: Balak still fails to grasp the problematic 
nature of his request, although Balaam has already explained to Balak 
his mistake. 

As Balak continues to press, Balaam is gradually moving away from 
him. We have already noted above that the difference between Balak 
and Balaam’s behaviors may lie in their different religious attitudes: 
Balak the idolater believes that the problem is only in the proper 
organization of the curse, whereas Balaam, the monotheist, has a 
genuine desire to understand the will of the Almighty and to integrate 
himself into it.

(13) Come with me to another place from which you can see them –  
you will see only a portion of them; you will not see all of them: 
Even on his first attempt to curse Israel Balak had shown Balaam only 

“a portion of the people” (Num. 22:41). But that did not preclude the 
possibility of also seeing the nation in its entirety. 

At this new location Balak again emphasizes to Balaam that he “will 
see only a portion of them, but not see all of them”; that is, here too 
there will be no opportunity to see the whole people. Completeness 
implies integrity, while a fragment that is torn from the whole will 
always be flawed. Balak is hoping that this approach will help Balaam 
bring the people’s faults into clearer focus.

(14) With that, he took him to Sedehzophim, on the summit 
of Pisgah. He built seven altars and offered a bull and a ram on 
each altar: Sedeh zophim should be written as two separate words, as 
they appear in the Hebrew, sedeh tzophim, which can be translated as 

“Lookout Point.” The Torah later informs us that Moses died in this 
same area, the summit of Pisgah (Deut. 34:1). According to the Midrash, 
Balak sensed that this location was therefore especially problematic 
for the Jewish people, and he was counting on that for the success of 
the curse.

(15-16) And [Balaam] said to Balak, “Stay here beside 
your offerings, while I seek a manifestation yonder.” The Lord 
manifested Himself to Balaam: Literally, “While I chance a meeting 
yonder ... The Lord chanced to meet Balaam.” It is the same verb as 
yikkareh above (see the commentary to Num. 23:3).
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(16) The Lord manifested Himself to Balaam and put a 
word in his mouth, saying, “Return to Balak and speak thus”: 
Here the Torah refers to God by His four-letter name Y-H-W-H, the 
tetragrammaton, which represents the Divine attribute of mercy. But 
earlier (Num. 23:4), in the words: “God manifested Himself to Balaam,” 
the Torah uses the Divine name Elohim, which represents the Divine 
attribute of strict justice.

Thus, a higher level of prophecy is here revealed to Balaam than 
before. He no longer says that he can find no opportune moment to 
execute the curse. Instead he now acknowledges the reality that 
cursing the Jewish people is categorically impossible, because they are 
intrinsically a blessed people.

(17) He went to him and found him standing beside his 
offerings, and the Moabite dignitaries with him. Balak asked him, 

“What did the Lord say?”: In the first cursing attempt (Num. 23:6) the 
wording was: “So he returned to him and found him standing beside 
his offerings, and all the Moabite dignitaries with him.” But here it is 
simply, “and the Moabite dignitaries with him.” From this variation 
the Midrash concludes that some of the Moabite dignitaries, now faced 
with the failure of the curse, begin to leave the stage. Balak’s royal 
status has already begun to falter, and he is nervous.

(18) And he took up his theme, and said: Up, Balak, attend, 
give ear unto me, son of Zippor!: For Balaam to address Balak this 
way is arrogant and even insulting. At his first attempt to curse, Balaam 
did not express himself to Balak in such terms. Apparently, Balaam 
now perceives his failures not as a problem in himself, but as Balak’s 
failure, seeing that the Almighty will not allow his order to be fulfilled. 

(19) God is not man to be capricious, or mortal to change His 
mind: And now, since He has expressed his opinion in this matter, you 
(Balak) hope in vain that you can bribe or persuade Him. 

It should be noted however that even Balaam himself acts contrary 
to this haughty sentiment. For although God at first forbade Balaam 
to proceed with Balak’s messengers, on their next visit he again put a 
request to God, hoping for a change in His decision. And in fact, that 
change that he was hoping for did actually occur. 
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The question of whether the Almighty can change His mind is by 
no means unambiguous. The prophet Samuel believed that He cannot 
(1 Sam. 15:29). But the Torah on a number of occasions states that 
the Almighty changed his mind (e.g., Gen. 6:6 and Exod. 32:14; for a 
detailed analysis of this topic see the Biblical Dynamics commentary 
there).

(20) My message was to bless: When He blesses, I cannot 
reverse it: We see here the dynamics of Balaam’s development. At 
first, he, like Balak, is confident that he is fully capable of executing 
blessings and curses. Of course, Balaam (in his own words) “can say 
only what God tells him to say.” But at the same time he imagines 
himself as a clever secretary who knows exactly how and when to slip 
a document to his boss for a signature, so that he can then brandish it 
as official, thereby molding the world to his own liking.

In his first attempt to curse Israel Balaam says (Num. 23:8) that 
he cannot curse what God has not cursed. In other words, although no 
opportune moment has as yet presented itself, and as strange as that 
is, surely such a moment will be found. But now he speaks differently: 

“When God blesses, how can one reverse that blessing?” That is, a curse 
in this instance is fundamentally impossible. Later, at his third attempt, 
Balaam will attain the understanding of the Jewish formula of blessing 
as a mirror – the formula given to Abraham in God’s opening words to 
him: “I will bless those who bless you And curse him that curses you” 
(Gen. 12:3).

(21) No harm is in sight for Jacob, no woe in view for Israel: 
Not that the Jews are perfect; far from it. But even if there is something 
wrong or improper in Jacob, the Almighty does not keep this wickedness 
or evil “in sight,” nor does He allow it to affect the status of the nation 
in general.

The Lord their God is with them, and their King’s acclaim in 
their midst: The Almighty and His manifestation in the world are 
associated with none other than the Jewish people. In the eyes of the 
world, then, to desecrate this people – and how much more so, to curse 
them – would be perceived as a desecration of the Almighty Himself. 
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This is the same argument that Moses adduced to deflect the wrath 
of the Almighty from Israel in the incidents of the golden calf and the 
spies (Exod. 32:12, Num. 14:13). And Balaam too now understands it.

(22) God who freed them from Egypt: Balak, in his opening 
invitation to Balaam, described the situation as “There is a people that 
came out of Egypt” (Num. 22:5). And Balaam too repeated the same 
formulation (Num. 22:11). But now Balaam corrects it. This people did 
not come out of Egypt on their own; it was God Who brought them out. 
Thus, everything that happens to the Jewish people happens under the 
Almighty’s direct guidance, which is why it is impossible to “reverse” it 
(Num. 23:20).

(23) Lo, there is no augury in Jacob, no divining in Israel: There 
are two ways we can understand this verse. 

It can mean that no sorcery or witchcraft is practiced among the 
Jewish people, because they have no need for such devices, seeing 
that they have a direct connection with God. (And indeed, any such 
practices are strictly forbidden in Judaism. See Exod. 22:17, Lev. 20:31, 
Deut. 18:19-12.)

Or, this verse can mean that no sorcery or witchcraft can ever be 
waged successfully against the Jewish people, because they are always 
under God’s immediate protection.

Jacob is told at once, yea Israel, what God has planned: 
Literally, “In time, it shall be told to (or regarding) Jacob and to (or 
regarding) Israel what God has done.” This verse too has two possible 
interpretations. 

The first of those is how the translation above understands it. In 
due time God Himself will reveal to Jacob and to Israel what He has 
done. Thus, Israel has no need to engage in sorcery or witchcraft. These 
words can serve as an explanation of why there is no augury or divining 
among the Jewish people – corresponding to the first interpretation 
given above for the beginning of this verse. 

The second variant of interpretation understands le-ya‘akov 
u-le-yisrael as “regarding Jacob and Israel.” It shall be told (that 
is, all the nations of the world will tell) about Jacob and Israel that 
everything that has happened to them is entirely God’s doing. In this 
case, these words are an elaboration and explanation of what was said 
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earlier: “The Lord their God is with them, and their King’s acclaim in 
their midst” (Num. 23:21).

(24) Lo, a people that rises like a lion, leaps up like the king of 
beasts, rests not till it has feasted on prey and drunk the blood of 
the slain: It is therefore futile to try to interfere in the activities of the 
Jewish people, or to try to prevent them from fulfilling their mission. 

Thus, this entire second prophecy relates to the current state of 
the Jewish people. Its main theme is that it is impossible to curse even 
a portion of the Jewish nation. Even if, instead of seeing the entire 
nation as a unit, one focuses on just some portion of it, they all without 
exception play a role in the processes that are unfolding, and all of 
those processes are directed from Above.

§ 21.4. THE CHANGE IN BALAAM’S POSITION,  
AND MOAB’S DESTINY

Earlier we compared Balaam’s ability to administer curses and 
blessings from Above to the ability of a clever secretary to furtively 
obtain his boss’s signature on critical documents. By doing so, 
that secretary has the power even to promote or overthrow entire 
enterprises and institutions. But at the same time, in the course of 
Balaam’s attempts to bring about the curse his understanding of the 
problem changes.

At first Balaam explained his failure by saying, “How can I damn 
whom God has not damned, how doom when the Lord has not doomed?” 
(Num. 23:8). He was effectively saying to Balak: “I tried to get the Chief 
to sign, but I could find no convenient moment to make it happen. 
Since I obviously cannot sign it myself, I have to catch him at just the 
right time. Although I’ve had no luck so far, that does not mean that 
your request cannot be fulfilled. Let’s try again.”

In his second prophecy Balaam describes the situation differently: 
“My message was to bless: When He blesses, I cannot reverse it” (Nu. 
23:20). That is: “The Chief is staunchly opposed on principle to signing 
any such document, and it is impossible to push it through.” And yet, 
even now Balaam remains in his role of clever secretary.
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But when Balak wants Balaam to attempt the curse yet a third time, 
Balaam recognizes the seriousness of the problem and changes his 
position. “Now Balaam, seeing that it pleased the Lord to bless Israel, 
did not, as on previous occasions, go in search of omens, but turned 
his face toward the wilderness. As Balaam looked up and saw Israel 
encamped tribe by tribe, the spirit of God came upon him” (Num. 24:1-
2). That is, Balaam is no longer trying to be a clever secretary; he just 

“looks up” – he now only wants to do what the Chief has ordered. At 
that point “the spirit of God came upon him,” and he rises to the level 
of prophecy.

Balaam’s third prophecy is where he echoes the scheme of the 
blessing that God gave to Abraham. Says Balaam: “Blessed are they 
who bless you, accursed they who curse you!” That is, he finally 
comes to understand that this is not only about “the Chief refusing 
to sign Balak’s request,” but, rather, that for the sake of advancing 
all of mankind the Chief has specially created an object to serve as a 

“mirror to the world,” and any attempt to curse this object will achieve 
precisely the opposite result.

Balaam of course knew even before about the blessing given to 
Abraham. (As already noted above, Balaam adheres to the general 
framework of Jewish monotheism.) But apparently, he did not take that 
blessing seriously. 

We can draw a parallel here to the attitude of the Christian church 
toward the Jewish people for many centuries. The church, better than 
anyone except for the Jews themselves, was thoroughly familiar with 
God’s word concerning the Jewish people and the blessings He had 
bestowed upon them. And yet, the church did not take any of that very 
seriously at all, for it believed that all that was an historical relic that 
has no relevancy whatsoever in modern times.

* * *
When we compare Balaam’s first two prophecies with his third and 

fourth, we see a qualitative difference.
The first and second prophecies, which relate to Israel’s past 

and present, are Balaam’s reply to Balak’s requests (i.e., Balaam’s 
justification for denying those requests). The third prophecy, however, 
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is no longer associated with those requests, and operates at a 
completely different level.

In the first two prophecies, Balaam distances himself from 
everyone around him. In order to receive prophecy he withdraws, and 
attunes himself to the “magic.” By the third time, however, Balaam 
uses no special techniques. He finally sees the Jewish nation as a single, 
complete unit, “encamped tribe by tribe” (Num. 24:2). Only from that 
moment on does he begin to prophesy to the future.

In his first prophecy Balaam says almost nothing about the nation 
of Israel. Rather, he describes the order he has received from Balak, and 
declares that it is impossible for him to fulfill it. He then expresses a 
desire to die the death of a righteous man. As already noted, the main 
theme of Balaam’s prophecy is his apology to Balak for not complying 
with his request. In his second prophecy, Balaam is no longer talking 
about himself, but is addressing Balak, and rather impertinently at 
that: “Up, Balak, attend, give ear unto me, son of Zippor!” Here Balaam 
is no longer apologizing, but proposing that Balak rescind the order. 
Since there can be no change in the Almighty’s position, there is no 
point even to try. Any attempt is doomed ab initio to fail.

It would seem that if Balak is prudent and trusts Balaam’s 
professional qualifications, he would have to accept this argument. But 
when Balak persists in yet a third attempt, the result is that instead 
of getting his wish to see the Jewish people cursed, he receives a 
prophecy about the destruction of his own Moabite nation. Although 
Israel does not constitute a threat to Moab at this time, in the future – 
and perhaps in response to just such manic, hostile aggression – Israel 
will conquer Moab and destroy it.

§ 21.5. BALAAM’S THIRD PROPHECY (23:25-24:9)

א  ֹ֥ ל ךְ  גַּם־בָּרֵ֖ נּוּ  תִקֳּבֶ֑ א  ֹ֣ ל ב  גַּם־קֹ֖ ם  אֶל־בִּלְעָ֔ בָּלָק֙  אמֶר  ֹ֤ כה וַיּ

ל  ר כֹּ֛ יךָ֙ לֵאמֹ֔ רְתִּי אֵלֶ֨ א דִּבַּ֤ ֹ֗ ק הֲל אמֶר אֶל־בָּלָ֑ ֹ֖ ם וַיּ נּוּ׃ כו וַיַּ֣עַן בִּלְעָ֔ רְכֶֽ תְבָֽ
חֲךָ֔  ם לְכָה־נָּא֙ אֶקָּ֣ אמֶר בָּלָק֙ אֶל־בִּלְעָ֔ ֹ֤ ה׃ כז וַיּ עֱשֶֽׂ ר י֖י אֹת֥וֹ אֶֽ אֲשֶׁר־יְדַבֵּ֥
ח  ם׃ כח וַיִּקַּ֥ י מִשָּֽׁ לִ֖ תוֹ  ים וְקַבֹּ֥ אֱלֹהִ֔ י יִישַׁר֙ בְּעֵינֵי֣ הָֽ ר אוּלַ֤ אֶל־מָק֖וֹם אַחֵ֑
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אמֶר  ֹ֤ ן׃ כט וַיּ הַיְשִׁימֹֽ י  עַל־פְּנֵ֥ ף  ְקָ֖ הַנִּשׁ� הַפְּע֔וֹר  אשׁ  ֹ֣ ר ם  אֶת־בִּלְעָ֑ ק  בָּלָ֖
ים  ה פָרִ֖ ה שִׁבְעָ֥ ן לִי֙ בָּזֶ֔ ת וְהָכֵ֥ ה מִזְבְּחֹ֑ י בָזֶ֖ה שִׁבְעָ֣ ק בְּנֵה־לִ֥ בִּלְעָם֙ אֶל־בָּלָ֔
חַ׃ יִל בַּמִּזְבֵּֽ ר וָאַ֖ ם וַיַּ֛עַל פָּ֥ ר בִּלְעָ֑ ר אָמַ֣ אֲשֶׁ֖ ק כַּֽ ם׃ ל וַיַּ֣עַשׂ בָּלָ֔ ה אֵילִֽ וְשִׁבְעָ֥

עַם־ כְּפַֽ ךְ  א־הָלַ֥ ֹֽ וְל ל  ךְ אֶת־יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ לְבָרֵ֣ יי֙  בְּעֵינֵ֤י  ט֞וֹב  י  כִּ֣ ם  בִּלְעָ֗ א וַיַּ�֣רְא 
אֶת־ ם  בִלְעָ֜ א  יו׃ ב וַיִּשָּׂ֨ פָּנָֽ ר  אֶל־הַמִּדְבָּ֖ שֶׁת  וַיָּ֥ ים  נְחָשִׁ֑ את  לִקְרַ֣ עַם  בְּפַ֖
א  ים׃ ג וַיִּשָּׂ֥ יו ר֥וּחַ אֱלֹהִֽ י עָלָ֖ יו וַתְּהִ֥ ן לִשְׁבָטָ֑ ל שׁכֵֹ֖ יו וַיַּרְא֙ אֶת־יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ עֵינָ֗
עַ  ם שׁמֵֹ֖ יִן׃ ד נְאֻ֕ ם הָעָֽ בֶר שְׁתֻ֥ ם הַגֶּ֖ ר וּנְאֻ֥ ם בִּלְעָם֙ בְּנ֣וֹ בְעֹ֔ ר נְאֻ֤ מְשָׁל֖וֹ וַיּאֹמַ֑
יךָ  הָלֶ֖ בוּ אֹֽ ֽיִם׃ ה מַה־טֹּ֥ ל וּגְל֥וּי עֵינָ� ה נֹפֵ֖ חֱזֶ֔ חֲזֵ֤ה שַׁדַּי֙ יֶֽ ר מַֽ ל אֲשֶׁ֨ אִמְרֵי־אֵ֑
ע  אֲהָלִים֙ נָטַ֣ ר כַּֽ י נָהָ֑ ת עֲלֵ֣ יוּ כְּגַנֹּ֖ ים נִטָּ֔ ל׃ ו כִּנְחָלִ֣ יךָ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ב מִשְׁכְּנֹתֶ֖ עֲקֹ֑ יַֽ
אֲגַג֙  ם מֵֽ ים וְיָרֹ֤ יִם רַבִּ֑ ו וְזַרְע֖וֹ בְּמַ֣ לְיָ֔ יִם֙ מִדָּ֣ ֽזַּל־מַ֨ יִם׃ ז יִ� ים עֲלֵי־מָֽ אֲרָזִ֖ י֔י כַּֽ
ל  ם ל֑וֹ יאֹכַ֞ ת רְאֵ֖ יִם כְּתֽוֹעֲפֹ֥ ל מֽוֹצִיא֣וֹ מִמִּצְרַ֔ א מַלְכֻתֽוֹ׃ ח אֵ֚ מַלְכּ֔וֹ וְתִנַּשֵּׂ֖
יא  י וּכְלָבִ֖ אֲרִ֛ ב כַּֽ ע שָׁכַ֧ ץ׃ ט כָּרַ֨ יו יִמְחָֽ ם וְחִצָּ֥ ם יְגָרֵ֖ תֵיהֶ֛ יו וְעַצְמֹֽ גּוֹיִ֣ם צָרָ֗

יךָ אָרֽוּר׃ רְרֶ֖ יךָ בָר֔וּךְ וְאֹֽ רְכֶ֣ נּוּ מְבָֽ י יְקִימֶ֑ מִ֣

(25) Thereupon Balak said to Balaam, “Don’t curse them and 
don’t bless them!”
(26) In reply, Balaam said to Balak, “But I told you: Whatever 
the Lord says, that I must do.”
(27) Then Balak said to Balaam, “Come now, I will take you to 
another place. Perhaps God will deem it right that you damn 
them for me there.”
(28) Balak took Balaam to the peak of Peor, which overlooks 
the wasteland.
(29) Balaam said to Balak, “Build me here seven altars, and 
have seven bulls and seven rams ready for me here.”
(30) Balak did as Balaam said: he offered up a bull and a ram 
on each altar.
(24:1) Now Balaam, seeing that it pleased the Lord to bless 
Israel, did not, as on previous occasions, go in search of omens, 
but turned his face toward the wilderness.
(2) As Balaam looked up and saw Israel encamped tribe by 
tribe, the spirit of God came upon him.
(3) Taking up his theme, he said: Word of Balaam son of Beor, 
word of the man whose eye is true,
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(4) Word of him who hears God’s speech, who beholds visions 
from the Almighty, prostrate, but with eyes unveiled:
(5) How fair are your tents, O Jacob, your dwellings, O Israel!
(6) Like palm-groves that stretch out, like gardens beside a 
river, like aloes planted by the Lord, like cedars beside the 
water;
(7) Their boughs drip with moisture, their roots have abundant 
water. Their king shall rise above Agag, their kingdom shall 
be exalted.
(8) God who freed them from Egypt is for them like the horns 
of the wild ox. They shall devour enemy nations, crush their 
bones, and smash their arrows.
(9) They crouch, they lie down like a lion, like the king of 
beasts; who dare rouse them? Blessed are they who bless you, 
accursed they who curse you!

(25-26) Thereupon Balak said to Balaam, “Don’t curse them 
and don’t bless them!” In reply, Balaam said to Balak, “But I told 
you: Whatever the Lord says, that I must do”: If after the first prophecy 
Balak only complained about Balaam’s failure to fulfill the order (Num. 
23:11), he now casts aspersions on Balaam’s professional qualifications. 
As if to say: “Given that you cannot curse Israel, then at least don’t 
bless them either! You are doing much more harm than good.”

(26) In reply, Balaam said to Balak, “But I told you: Whatever 
the Lord says, that I must do”: This time Balaam responds sternly: 

“If you were not able to understand what I kept telling you before, you 
have only yourself to blame for this outcome. So don’t go faulting me 
for this failure.”

(27) Then Balak said to Balaam, “Come now, I will take you 
to another place. Perhaps God will deem it right that you damn 
them for me there”: In the previous instance Balak made no mention 
of the Divine will, because he was relying on the power of Balaam’s 
curse. But now, even as his confidence in Balaam’s abilities has been 
greatly undermined, he is still hoping to be favored from Above.

(28) Balak took Balaam to the peak of Peor, which overlooks the 
wasteland: Hebrew has two different words for wilderness or desert. 
Midbar, the most common word, is an arid steppe which, although 
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mostly barren, can support livestock that lives and grazes there. But 
yeshimon is a bleak and bare wilderness in which nothing can grow, and 
the presence of life is simply impossible. It is that Hebrew word yeshi-
mon that is here translated as “wasteland”: “Balak took Balaam to the 
peak of Peor, which overlooks the wasteland.”

Balak is hoping that the mere sight of such lifeless desolation will 
restore to Balaam his “curse mindset.” But Balaam will have none of 
that. He “turns his face toward the wilderness,” i.e., to the midbar, 
where life does exist. Without changing his location, and merely by 
turning himself in the other direction, he changes his outlook and 
transitions from death to life.

Balak took Balaam to the peak of Peor: Peor is mentioned 
later (Num. 25:3) as a form of idolatry that seduced a portion of the 
Israelites. According to the Midrash, the key principle of the Peor cult 
was naturalness elevated to its absolute, including pandering to animal 
nature in its coarsest, basest form. Allegiance to this cult was expressed 
through its worshipers’ public demonstration of their crudest bodily 
functions. Accordingly, the Midrash explains that Balak’s last stand 
here for cursing the Jewish people was his hope that the natural animal 
principle would begin to dominate in the Jewish consciousness over 
awareness of their world mission and of being God’s chosen people. 
Balaam’s third attempt to curse Israel is expressed in terms of their 
future. As Jewish history evolves, which, then, will ultimately prevail 
among the Jewish people? Natural animality, or awareness of their 
supernatural mission?

(29) Balaam said to Balak, “Build me here seven altars, and 
have seven bulls and seven rams ready for me here”: This final test 
takes the form of “natural vs. supernatural.” For the curse to succeed, 
naturalness, expressed by the number seven, must dominate.

(30) Balak did as Balaam said: he offered up a bull and a ram 
on each altar: This time only Balak offers sacrifices; Balaam does not 
participate. As noted earlier, Balaam is already distancing himself from 
Balak.

(24:1) Now Balaam, seeing that it pleased the Lord to bless 
Israel, did not, as on previous occasions, go in search of omens, but 
turned his face toward the wilderness: In the midst of this process, 
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Balaam, who has already moved away from Balak, now changes his plan 
and finally breaks from him entirely. Having abandoned magic, that is, 
no longer trying to force Heaven to fulfill a human order, Balaam rises 
to a more advanced level of understanding. Thus, he will now speak of 
the future. He begins to understand not only what is happening now, 
but also the direction that future events will take.

But turned his face toward the wilderness: As explained above, 
Balaam turns his gaze from yeshimon to midbar, from a bleak and 
lifeless wilderness to an inhabited one. In other words, he shifts his 
gaze towards the camp of Israel.

(2) As Balaam looked up: Literally, “Balaam raised his eyes.” But 
since Balaam was standing on the mountaintop, and the Jewish people 
were in the Jordan valley below, there was no need for Balaam to raise 
his eyes in the physical sense in order to see Israel’s encampment. The 
Midrash therefore understands “Balaam raised his eyes” in the spiritual 
sense, as referring to Balaam’s advancement. He lifted his eyes above 
the constricted natural world, in order to get a glimpse of the Almighty 
and to understand His wishes.

And saw Israel encamped tribe by tribe: Balaam sees nothing of 
their uniquely Jewish “religious spirituality,” nor does he say anything 
about the Torah. He sees only the people. But he sees them as a 
complete and fully functioning organism, which is how Israel exerts 
its greatest influence on the rest of the world.

The spirit of God came upon him: Although Balaam has enormous 
potential, he most often uses it incorrectly. But when he changes his 
approach, he achieves great success.

(3-4) Taking up his theme, he said: Word of Balaam son of 
Beor, word of the man whose eye is true, word of him who hears 
God’s speech, who beholds visions from the Almighty, Prostrate, 
but with eyes unveiled: Balaam’s introduction to his third prophecy 
seems like an exercise in pompous self-exaltation. Note that there was 
no such introduction in his two earlier prophecies. 

We can therefore understand these words as expressing not just 
Balaam’s usual image of himself, but his response to the higher level of 
the Revelation that he is now receiving. The only problem here is that 
Balaam attributes his receipt of such prophecy to his own abilities and 
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considers it his own personal success, instead of expressing gratitude 
to the Almighty for raising him to that level.

Who beholds visions from the Almighty: The Hebrew here is 
Shaddai, one of the Almighty’s less common names, but one that is 
highly specific in its meaning. The Divine name El Shaddai, “the All-
Mighty” (literally, “He Who never lacks sufficient [power]”) indicates 
that the Divine promise will be fulfilled, even if for now it still remains 
only a promise (see the Bible Dynamics on Gen. 17:1, Exod. 6:3)..

The man whose eye is true: Literally, the expression shetum 
ha-‘ayin means “deep-eyed” or “closed-eyed.” The Midrash tells us that 
Balaam deliberately gouged out one of his eyes, leaving his eye socket 
empty, in order to see the mystical world through his “blind eye.” Thus, 
he kept one of his eyes for ordinary vision, while using the other for 
supernatural communication with higher worlds.

The “blind clairvoyant” is well-known in many cultures. That is, 
the idea that physical blindness can be used to enhance supernatural 
vision. (Or the analogous idea that only in conditions of complete 
silence can one begin to discern the Divine voice.) As another example, 
we know that there were shamans who used to descend into caves to a 
depth of 130 feet (40 meters) or more, in order “to be able to perceive 
higher worlds” in that absolute, transcendental darkness.

But Balaam, having reserved one eye for mystical visions, sees the 
real world with only his one remaining eye, which renders his vision 
one-dimensional. Because he lacks stereoscopic vision, he has lost 
his depth perception, and sees all reality as flat, which is why Balaam 
initially cannot understand the Jewish people. Only after observing 
Israel several times, and assembling a stereoscopic composite of the 
images of his first and second failures, is Balaam finally able to achieve 
a deeper understanding of the whole situation.

Prostrate, but with eyes unveiled: In the physical sense, Balaam’s 
position – “prostrating” with “eyes unveiled” – suggests that Balaam 
prophesies in a state of ecstasy. But spiritually it means that he is 
prepared to see without fear the horrific picture that unfolds before 
anyone who looks into the future, wanting to foresee the course of 
history.
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(5) How fair are your tents, O Jacob, your dwellings, O Israel!: 
Tents and dwellings symbolize the organization of domestic life 
among the people, which is the very foundation of Jewish influence in 
the world.

This verse is reminiscent of Noah's blessing to his sons: “May 
God enlarge Japheth, and let him dwell in the tents of Shem” (Gen. 
9:27). In that blessing, the concept of “tent” – that is, domestic life, 
human relations, and ethics – is central to Shem’s lifestyle, while the 
concept of enlargement – external development, the capture of space, 
and aesthetics – is essential to the life of Japheth.71 By emphasizing 
the significance of their tents, Balaam identifies the Jewish people as 
the primary heirs to the Shem line.

(6-7) Like palm-groves that stretch out, like gardens beside a 
river, like aloes planted by the Lord, like cedars beside the water; 
their boughs drip with moisture, their roots have abundant water: 
Instead of “their boughs drip with moisture,” an alternate translation 
here is, “Water shall flow from his buckets.” Water is an expression of 
love and of life. Water splashing over the edges of a vessel is symbolic 
of a level of vitality that exceeds the capabilities of the material world.

(7) Their king: This third prophecy relates to the future, since at 
the time of the blessing the Jews did not yet have a monarchy or state 
in the full sense.

Their king shall rise above Agag, their kingdom shall be 
exalted: The overflow of water, that is, Israel’s life force, will become 
the basis for its political victories, which are necessary for Jewish 
influence upon the world. “Agag” is the generic title for the kings of 
Amalek, just as the Egyptians called their kings “Pharaoh,” and the 
Philistines called their kings “Abimelech.” (For such use of “Agag” as 
referring to an actual Amalekite king, see 1 Sam. 15.)

Their kingdom shall be exalted: The kingdom of Israel will be 
exalted by its victory over Amalek, who is the fundamental prototype 
of nations of the world who harbor and exhibit extreme hostility to the 
Jewish people (see Num. 24:20).

71	 Gen. 9:27.
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(9) Blessed are they who bless you, accursed they who curse 
you!: As already mentioned, this is the formula of the blessing used 
by the Almighty Himself in His opening words to Abraham concerning 
the future Jewish nation and its historic mission (Gen. 12:3). By 
proclaiming it in the same words, Balaam completes the evolution of 
how he views the Jewish people.

§ 21.6. BALAAM’S FOURTH PROPHECY (24:10-25)

ם  אֶל־בִּלְעָ֗ ק  בָּלָ֜ אמֶר  ֹ֨ וַיּ יו  אֶת־כַּפָּ֑ ק  וַיִּסְפֹּ֖ ם  אֶל־בִּלְעָ֔ בָּלָק֙  ף  חַר־אַ֤  י וַיִּֽ
ה בְּרַח־ ים׃ יא וְעַתָּ֖ ךְ זֶ֖ה שָׁלֹ֥שׁ פְּעָמִֽ כְתָּ בָרֵ֔ יךָ וְהִנֵּה֙ בֵּרַ֣ יְבַי֙ קְרָאתִ֔ ב אֹֽ לָקֹ֤
אמֶר  ֹ֥ עֲךָ֥ י֖י מִכָּבֽוֹד׃ יב וַיּ ד אֲכַבֶּדְךָ֔ וְהִנֵּ֛ה מְנָֽ רְתִּי֙ כַּבֵּ֣ ךָ אָמַ֨ לְךָ֣ אֶל־מְקוֹמֶ֑
רְתִּי  דִּבַּ֥ י  אֵלַ֖ חְתָּ  אֲשֶׁר־שָׁלַ֥ יךָ  אֶל־מַלְאָכֶ֛ ם  גַּ֧ א  ֹ֗ הֲל ק  אֶל־בָּלָ֑ ם  בִּלְעָ֖
עֲבֹר֙ אֶת־ ל לַֽ א אוּכַ֗ ֹ֣ סֶף וְזָהָב֒ ל א בֵיתוֹ֮ כֶּ֣ ֹ֣ ק מְל י בָלָ֜ ר׃ יג אִם־יִתֶּן־לִ֨ לֵאמֹֽ
ה  ר׃ יד וְעַתָּ֕ ר י֖י אֹת֥וֹ אֲדַבֵּֽ י אֲשֶׁר־יְדַבֵּ֥ ה מִלִּבִּ֑ ה א֥וֹ רָעָ֖ עֲשׂ֥וֹת טוֹבָ֛ י י֔י לַֽ פִּ֣
ית  חֲרִ֥ ם הַזֶּ֛ה לְעַמְּךָ֖ בְּאַֽ ה הָעָ֥ עֲשֶׂ֜ ר יַֽ צְךָ֔ אֲשֶׁ֨ י לְכָה֙ אִיעָ֣ ךְ לְעַמִּ֑ י הוֹלֵ֖ הִנְנִ֥
בֶר  הַגֶּ֖ ם  וּנְאֻ֥ ר  בְעֹ֔ בְּנ֣וֹ  בִּלְעָם֙  ם  נְאֻ֤ ר  וַיּאֹמַ֑ מְשָׁל֖וֹ  א  ים׃ טו וַיִּשָּׂ֥ הַיָּמִֽ
שַׁדַּי֙  חֲזֵ֤ה  מַֽ עֶלְי֑וֹן  עַת  דַּ֣ עַ  וְידֵֹ֖ ל  אִמְרֵי־אֵ֔ עַ֙  שׁמֵֹ֨ ם  יִן׃ טז נְאֻ֗ הָעָֽ ם  שְׁתֻ֥
ךְ  דָּרַ֨ קָר֑וֹב  א  ֹ֣ וְל נּוּ  אֲשׁוּרֶ֖ ה  עַתָּ֔ א  ֹ֣ וְל נּוּ֙  ֽיִם׃ יז אֶרְאֶ֨ עֵינָ� וּגְל֥וּי  ל  נֹפֵ֖ ה  חֱזֶ֔ יֶֽ
כָּל־ ר  ְקַ֖ וְקַר� ב  מוֹאָ֔ י  אֲתֵ֣ פַּֽ וּמָחַץ֙  ל  מִיִּשְׂרָאֵ֔ בֶט֙  שֵׁ֨ ם  ְקָ֥ ו� ב  יַּעֲקֹ֗ מִֽ ב  כּוֹכָ֜
שֶׂה  ל עֹ֥ יו וְיִשְׂרָאֵ֖ יְבָ֑ יר אֹֽ ה שֵׂעִ֖ ה וְהָיָ֧ה יְרֵשָׁ֛ ה אֱד֜וֹם יְרֵשָׁ֗ ת׃ יח וְהָיָ֨ בְּנֵי־שֵֽׁ
א  וַיִּשָּׂ֥ ק  אֶת־עֲמָלֵ֔ יר׃ כ וַיַּרְא֙  מֵעִֽ יד  שָׂרִ֖ יד  אֱבִ֥ וְהֶֽ ב  יַּעֲקֹ֑ מִֽ יִל׃ יט וְיֵ�֖רְדְּ  חָֽ
ד׃ כא וַיַּרְא֙ אֶת־ י אֹבֵֽ עֲדֵ֥ חֲרִית֖וֹ  וְאַֽ ק  ית גּוֹיִם֙ עֲמָלֵ֔ ר רֵאשִׁ֤ וַיּאֹמַ֑ מְשָׁל֖וֹ 
י אִם־ ֽךָ׃ כב כִּ֥ לַע קִנֶּ� ים בַּסֶּ֖ ךָ וְשִׂ֥ ר אֵיתָן֙ מֽוֹשָׁבֶ֔ א מְשָׁל֖וֹ וַיּאֹמַ֑ י וַיִּשָּׂ֥ הַקֵּינִ֔
י  ר א֕וֹי מִ֥ א מְשָׁל֖וֹ וַיּאֹמַ֑ ךָּ׃ כג וַיִּשָּׂ֥ ה אַשּׁ֥וּר תִּשְׁבֶּֽ יִן עַד־מָ֖ ר קָ֑ עֵֽ הְיֶ֖ה לְבָ֣ יִֽ
וְגַם־ה֖וּא  בֶר  וְעִנּוּ־עֵ֑ אַשּׁ֖וּר  וְעִנּ֥וּ  ים  כִּתִּ֔ מִיַּד֣  ל׃ כד וְצִים֙  אֵֽ מִשֻּׂמ֥וֹ  חְיֶ֖ה  יִֽ

ךְ לְדַרְכּֽוֹ׃  ק הָלַ֥ ם וַיֵּ֖לֶךְ וַיָּ֣שָׁב לִמְקמֹ֑וֹ וְגַם־בָּלָ֖ ד׃ כה וַיָּ�֣קָם בִּלְעָ֔ י אֹבֵֽ עֲדֵ֥

(10) Enraged at Balaam, Balak struck his hands together. “I 
called you,” Balak said to Balaam, “to damn my enemies, and 
instead you have blessed them these three times!
(11) Back with you at once to your own place! I was going to 
reward you richly, but the Lord has denied you the reward.”
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(12) Balaam replied to Balak, “But I even told the messengers 
you sent to me,
(13) ‘Though Balak were to give me his house full of silver and 
gold, I could not of my own accord do anything good or bad 
contrary to the Lord’s command. What the Lord says, that I 
must say.’
(14) And now, as I go back to my people, let me inform you of 
what this people will do to your people in days to come.”
(15) He took up his theme, and said: Word of Balaam son of 
Beor, word of the man whose eye is true,
(16) Word of him who hears God’s speech, who obtains 
knowledge from the Almighty, and beholds visions from the 
Almighty, prostrate, but with eyes unveiled:
(17) What I see for them is not yet, what I behold will not be 
soon: A star rises from Jacob, a scepter comes forth from 
Israel; it smashes the brow of Moab, the foundation of all 
children of Seth.
(18) Edom becomes a possession, yea, Seir a possession of its 
enemies; but Israel is triumphant.
(19) A victor issues from Jacob to wipe out what is left of Ir.
(20) He saw Amalek and, taking up his theme, he said: A leading 
nation is Amalek; but its fate is to perish forever.
(21) He saw the Kenites and, taking up his theme, he said: 
Though your abode be secure, and your nest be set among 
cliffs,
(22) Yet shall Kain be consumed, when Asshur takes you captive.
(23) He took up his theme and said: Alas, who can survive 
except God has willed it!
(24) Ships come from the quarter of Kittim; they subject Asshur, 
subject Eber. They, too, shall perish forever.
(25) Then Balaam set out on his journey back home; and Balak 
also went his way.

In the course of his first three prophecies, Balaam moves each time 
to a different location, and his point of view likewise changes each time 
accordingly. But the fourth prophecy happens in the same place as the 
third, because it is closely related to it, and is in fact its continuation.
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The fourth prophecy differs, however, in that Balaam prophesies 
this time at his own initiative, having now freed himself from Balak’s 
influence, and his order to solve actual problems of the here and now. 
Balaam’s fourth prophecy speaks not of the current state of affairs, 
but of the global influence of the Jewish people in the distant future. 
For that reason there is a markedly vague character to this prophecy, 
which presents only a vague image of the events it is predicting.

As compared with the first three prophecies, the fourth one 
describes a different system – the relationship between the Jewish 
nation and the peoples of the world. In the earlier prophecies, which 
pertained to Israel’s past and present, the Jews are “a people that 
dwells apart, not reckoned among the nations.” But in the future, on 
the contrary, the Jewish people will be united with the rest of humanity 
into a single complex.

The fourth prophecy describes the global triumph of the Jewish 
approach. It is particularly important that this kind of prophecy be 
heard not from Moses or some other Jewish prophet (whose viewpoint 
could be suspected of reflecting a Jewish bias), but through Balaam, 
who is actually hostile to the Jewish people. This point significantly 
enhances the influence of Balaam’s prophecy upon all of humanity.

(10-11) Enraged at Balaam, Balak struck his hands together. … 
Balak said to Balaam, “Back with you at once to your own place!”: 
The third prophecy angers Balak, but also frightens him. After Balaam 
addressed the Jewish people with the declaration, “Blessed are they 
who bless you, accursed they who curse you!” (Num. 24:9), Balak feared 
that Balaam might now curse him as the initiator of a curse upon the 
Jews. But in fact, this is exactly what happens. The fourth prophecy of 
Balaam speaks of Moab’s destruction.

(12-13) Balaam replied to Balak, “But I even told the 
messengers you sent to me, ‘… I could not of my own accord do 
anything good or bad contrary to the Lord’s command. What the 
Lord says, that I must say’: Here it turns out that Balak’s messengers, 
who understood the situation in the manner that he himself did (i.e., 
that a more generous inducement will fix the problem and compel 
Balaam to come), gave Balak an incorrect account of Balaam’s motives 
(“… the Lord will not let me go with you,” see Num. 22:13). They simply 
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told Balak: “Balaam refused to come with us” (Num. 22:14), completely 
obscuring the real reason for Balaam’s refusal.

(14) And now, as I go back to my people, let me inform you 
of what this people will do to your people in days to come”: The 
Hebrew here is be-acharit ha-yamim, literally “at the end of days.” This 
term signifies the completion of a given phase of history. (Cf. Gen. 4:3, 
49:1. While the Hebrew in those two verses is completely different—
miqqetz yamim vs. be-acharit ha-yamim—most English translations of 
Torah use “at the end of days” for both). From the Jewish perspective it 
refers primarily to the end of the long and terrible exile and the return 
to the Land of Israel.

Let me inform you of what this people will do to your people 
in days to come”: The Hebrew, translated here as “Let me inform 
you” is i`atzecha, would be rendered more literally as “Let me advise 
you.” The common Hebrew word `etzah, which is the noun that derives 
from the same verbal root, can mean either “advice” or “design” (in the 
sense of “scheme”). Thus, our verse here could be understood more 
literally, as “Let me advise you,” or it could also imply “Let me tell you 
about the Almighty’s design, i.e., plan.”

The Midrash believes that this “advice” that Balaam gave Balak 
was to seduce the Jews into debauchery and idolatry through the 
women of Midian, as described in the next section. The fact that it 
was Balaam who was behind that plan is made clear later: “Yet [these 
women] are the very ones who, at the bidding of Balaam, induced the 
Israelites to trespass against the Lord in the matter of Peor” (31:16). 
However, according to the straightforward meaning of the verse here, 
when Balaam says he will advise (inform) Balak, or that he will explain 
the Almighty’s plans, he is referring to his fourth prophecy that 
immediately follows.

In the fourth prophecy, which speaks of future world history, other 
nations are mentioned not so much per se as for what each represents –  
as symbols of their various models of behavior and their relationships 
with the Jewish people. But at the same time, Moab is singled out in 
particular, and Balaam thus enables Balak to build a correct strategy 
for Moab; namely, if Moab behaves like Kenites and maintains friendly 
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relations with Israel, they will survive and be preserved. But should 
Moab harm Israel, they will be crushed like Amalek.

We can also combine the two approaches, “advice” and “design,” as 
follows. Balaam’s advice consisted merely in describing the situation. 
And on that basis Moab and the Midianites should have understood 
on their own that in order for the Jewish people to be destroyed, they 
would have to be seduced.

It is important to note that throughout his first three prophecies, 
Balaam never speaks spontaneously; rather, he only mouths the words 
that the Almighty directs him to say. But in the fourth prophecy, Balaam 
receives no orders from God. He utters the fourth prophecy entirely 
on his own initiative, describing how he understands the world, and 
therefore also bearing full responsibility for what he expresses. And 
since this prophecy will reveal to Balak a path to attacking Israel, it is 
Balaam who must shoulder the blame for that.

The message here is that not in every situation should the Jews 
reveal to their enemies their understanding of the world, even when 
that understanding is correct. The Midrash famously states that 
when Jacob upon his deathbed wished to reveal the “end of days” to 
his sons, God would not permit him to do so (see the Bible Dynam-
ics commentary on Gen. 49:1). The Midrash goes on to explain, with 
particular emphasis, that it is very often inappropriate to reveal the 
end times to the general population, and that doing so will often do 
more harm than good.

(15-16) He took up his theme, and said: Word of Balaam … 
who obtains knowledge from the Almighty: Balaam repeats the 
praises that he spoke when introducing the third prophecy (Num. 
24:3), but here he adds, “who obtains knowledge from the Almighty” 
(literally, “who knows the knowledge of the Almighty”). This addition 
is related to the eschatological character of the fourth prophecy, which 
by its nature requires not only understanding the current situation, but 
also knowing what the Almighty is planning for the future. Moreover, 
Balaam has knowledge of the Almighty in the sense that his prophecy 
is indeed true. That is, Balaam’s prophetic power is enormous.

(17) What I see for them is not yet, what I behold will not 
be soon: The influence of the Jewish people on humanity is a very 
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long-term process, since it occurs through cultural change and change 
of mentality, not merely political change, which in general happens 
much more quickly.

A star rises from Jacob, a scepter comes forth from Israel: The 
coming of the Messiah – “a star rises from Jacob” – is associated with 
the restoration of the Jewish state, which is what “a scepter comes 
forth from Israel” refers to. The realization of the Messiah’s spiritual 
objectives derives from his political attainments. Only after the Jewish 
people have achieved a sound political life can they exert a genuine, 
abiding influence on the world.

It smashes … the foundation of all children of Seth: The 
descendants of Seth, Adam’s third son, are all of humanity. In other 
words, Jewish spiritual influence will dominate the entire world. (Adam 
and Eve had three sons: Cain, Abel, and Seth. Abel had no progeny and 
was murdered by Cain, whereas Cain’s descendants all perished in the 
Deluge. Thus, the entire population of the world since then are the 
descendants of Seth through Noah, and “all the children of Seth” in 
this verse therefore means all of humankind.)

It smashes the brow of Moab: It might seem strange that Moab is 
suddenly singled out within this global context. But the reason is that 
besides being a prophecy about the future of mankind, this is also a 
picture meant for Balak, the king of Moab and the driver of the entire 
cursing initiative.

But moreover, the special importance of Moab, a tiny people, 
within the fate of all of mankind is also rooted in Moab’s critical role in 
the Messianic process. The Davidic dynasty was founded through Ruth 
the Moabite (Ruth 4:17, 22), which means that the Messiah, a scion of 
the house of David, descends from Moab. Thus, the Messiah roots are 
not only in Israel but in all the nations of the world, through Moab. 
At the moment of this prophecy Moab could not be attacked, for the 
very reason that Ruth was still to descend from Moab. But later, when 
that spark has already been extracted from Moab, they will lose that 
protection, and if they do not change their attitude of hostility toward 
the Jews, they face annihilation.

(18) Edom becomes a possession, yea, Seir a possession of its 
enemies; but Israel is triumphant: In the narrow sense, Edom is 
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just the small nation of the Edomites. But in the global sense, Edom 
represents all of Roman civilization, and thus, later, the entire Western 
world. Israel must first defeat the small nation of Edom. But in the 
next go-around it must establish its spiritual dominance within all of 
Western civilization.

(19) A victor issues from Jacob to wipe out what is left of Ir: 
Ir is a common Hebrew word that means “city.” Therefore, ir in this 
verse can also be translated generically: “To wipe out what is left of the 
city,” which we can understand to mean Rome, the greatest city of the 
ancient Western world.

Not by mere happenstance does Roman civilization derive its name 
from the name of the city, for Rome is both of those. But the influence 
of the Jewish people will so dominate that from all of Rome not a single 

“Roman” will remain, as it were.
(20) He saw Amalek and, taking up his theme, he said: A leading 

nation is Amalek; but its fate is to perish forever: Amalek, “the 
leading nation,” is the very root and archetype of all hostility towards 
the Jews among the peoples of the world – their refusal to accept 
the light of the Almighty, whose bearer is Israel. This is symbolically 
expressed in the fact that Amalek was way ahead of all other nations 
in attacking the Jewish people, which they did immediately after 
the Exodus from Egypt (Exod. 17:8). But if Amalek is destined for 
annihilation, why does it even exist at all?

Amalek is needed in the initial period of world history to serve as 
an antipode to Jewish influence on the world. Israel brings the world 
closer to God, while Amalek distances the world from God. At first the 
world cannot exist without Amalek, just as the Earth, if it were allowed 
to get too close to the sun, would simply burn up. Two opposing forces 
are therefore needed. The Jewish people attract humankind to the 
Divine light, while Amalek repels humanity from it.

In the end times, however, Amalek will be completely destroyed – 
as this verse says, “its fate is to perish forever” – because once all of 
humanity has risen to the level of direct conversation with God, the 
repulsion formerly provided by Amalek will be no longer needed, and 
neither will Amalek, which has no spiritual right of its own to exist.
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(21-22) He saw the Kenites and, taking up his theme, he said: 
Though your abode be secure, and your nest be set among cliffs, yet 
shall Kain be consumed, when Asshur takes you captive: The Kenites 
are the descendants of Jethro (today’s Druze are of that ancestry). The 
Kenites later lived in the Land of Israel (Jud. 1, 4), and from the account 
of the wars waged by Saul we know that they lived in close proximity to 
Amalek, and even in their midst (1 Sam. 15:6). 

But unlike Amalek, the Kenites were quite friendly to the Jews 
and were therefore saved. Thus, even dispersed among the Amalekite 
people there exist distinct groups who are very different from them 
and can live peacefully with the Jewish people. At a critical moment 
they are saved by departing from Amalek and transitioning to the side 
of Israel.

(22) Yet shall Kain be consumed, when Asshur takes you 
captive: The Kenites, because they cast their lot with the Jewish people, 
will not perish even during the Assyrian conquest that will destroy so 
many of the peoples of the region. The Kenites will be able to return 
from the Assyrian captivity.

The fate of the Kenites people is contrasted here with the fate 
of Amalek. Thus, Balaam is offering Moab a choice between two 
alternatives: “You can be saved like the Kenites, or perish to a man like 
Amalek.”

(23) He took up his theme and said: Alas, who can survive 
except God has willed it!: This is said at the global, not the 
individual level: when huge empires conquer this region and resettle 
its population elsewhere, virtually no nation will manage to survive. 
They will assimilate and disappear.

(24) Ships come from the quarter of Kittim; they subject 
Asshur, subject Eber. They, too, shall perish forever: Kittim (Cyprus; 
see also Gen. 10:4) is a Greco-Roman civilization that will spread its 
influence to the east, and subdue it. But it too will eventually perish, 
and the spiritual leadership will pass to Israel.

(25) Then Balaam set out on his journey back home; and Balak 
also went his way: We will subsequently learn that on his way back to 
Pethor whence he had come, Balaam tarried in Midian, where he was 
killed during the war that Israel waged upon the Midianites (Num. 31)
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§ 22. THE ATTEMPT TO DEBAUCH  
ISRAEL

§ 22.1. THE ISRAELITES ARE SEDUCED  
BY THE DAUGHTERS OF MOAB AND MIDIAN (25:1-6)

אןָ  ב׃ ב וַתִּקְרֶ֣ ם לִזְנ֖וֹת אֶל־בְּנ֥וֹת מוֹאָֽ ים וַיָּחֶ֣ל הָעָ֔ ל בַּשִּׁטִּ֑ א, וַיֵּ֥שֶׁב יִשְׂרָאֵ֖
מֶד  ן׃ ג וַיִּצָּ֥ אלֹהֵיהֶֽ לֵֽ שְׁתַּחֲו֖וּ  וַיִּֽ ם  הָעָ֔ אכַל  ֹ֣ וַיּ ן  אֱלֹֽהֵיהֶ֑ י  לְזִבְחֵ֖ ם  לָעָ֔
ח  קַ֚ ה  י֜י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֗ אמֶר  ֹ֨ ל׃ ד וַיּ בְּיִשְׂרָאֵֽ י֖י  ף  חַר־אַ֥ וַיִּֽ פְּע֑וֹר  עַל  לְבַ֣ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֖
אַף־ חֲר֥וֹן  ב  וְיָשֹׁ֛ מֶשׁ  הַשָּׁ֑ נֶ�֣גֶד  י֖י  לַֽ ם  אוֹתָ֛ ע  וְהוֹ�קַ֥ ם  הָעָ֔ י  אֶת־כָּל־רָאשֵׁ֣
יו  אֲנָשָׁ֔ ישׁ  אִ֣ הִרְגוּ֙  ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ י  פְטֵ֖ אֶל־שֹֽׁ ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ אמֶר  ֹ֣ ל׃ ה וַיּ מִיִּשְׂרָאֵֽ י֖י 
ב אֶל־אֶחָיו֙  א וַיַּקְרֵ֤ ל בָּ֗ י יִשְׂרָאֵ֜ ה אִישׁ֩ מִבְּנֵ֨ עַל פְּעֽוֹר׃ ו וְהִנֵּ֡ ים לְבַ֥ הַנִּצְמָדִ֖
ים  בכִֹ֔ מָּה  וְהֵ֣ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בְּנֵֽ ת  כָּל־עֲדַ֣ וּלְעֵינֵ֖י  ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ לְעֵינֵי֣  ית  אֶת־הַמִּדְיָנִ֔

ד׃ הֶל מוֹעֵֽ תַח אֹ֥ פֶּ֖

(1) While Israel was staying at Shittim, the people profaned 
themselves by whoring with the Moabite women,

(2) Who invited the people to the sacrifices for their god. The 
people partook of them and worshiped that god.

(3) Thus Israel attached itself to Baal-peor, and the Lord was 
incensed with Israel.

(4) The Lord said to Moses, “Take all the ringleaders and have 
them publicly impaled before the Lord, so that the Lord’s 
wrath may turn away from Israel.”

(5) So Moses said to Israel’s officials, “Each of you slay those 
of his men who attached themselves to Baal-peor.”
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(6) Just then one of the Israelites came and brought a 
Midianite woman over to his companions, in the sight of 
Moses and of the whole Israelite community who were 
weeping at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting.

(1) While Israel was staying at Shittim: Literally, “Israel abode in 
Shittim.” The word va-yeshev, “stay,” most often denotes a permanent 
stay, settling down for an extended period. Thus, the use of this verb 
here at first seems strange, since the people were on their way to the 
Promised Land, and had all but reached it in fact, needing only to cross 
the Jordan westward. They certainly had no intention of remaining on 
the river’s east bank.

However, va-yeshev here reflects the mood that has arisen among 
the Israelites. No sooner has suitable territory been conquered, 
than proposals begin to spread among the people to settle on it and 
abandon any plans of further conquests. This premature sense of 
having achieved one’s goals is destructive.

In principle, the east bank of the Jordan should also have become 
a part of the Land of Israel, but only as an annexed region, not as an 
integral part of the main territory. The geographical nexus of Israel’s 
holiness is in the erstwhile lands of Canaan. Other territories can be 
annexed only after Canaan has been conquered.

The people profaned themselves by whoring with the Moabite 
women: Marrying the daughters of the indigenous population is a 
typical practice when seizing and settling new territory, and is seen 
as an effective means of “reinforcing rootedness” in the new land. 
(This consideration can be seen as having motivated Judah’s decision 
to marry a Canaanite woman; see Gen. 38:2 and the Bible Dynamics 
commentary there.)

But on the other hand, Israel’s conquest and possession of the Land 
of Israel was by no means an ordinary occupation, and conventional 
practices were therefore not appropriate in this case. This incident 
involving the daughters of Moab and Midian was intended to help the 
Jewish people understand and acknowledge that difference.

(1-2) The people profaned themselves by whoring with the 
Moabite women, who invited the people to the sacrifices for their 
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god: The objective of this depravity was to draw Israel into idolatry. 
The Torah itself states clearly that this temptation is the basis for the 
prohibition of intermarrying with the inhabitants of the Canaanite 
lands: “You shall not intermarry with them: do not give your daughters 
to their sons or take their daughters for your sons. For they will turn 
your children away from Me to worship other gods, and the Lord’s 
anger will blaze forth against you and He will promptly wipe you out” 
(Deut. 7:3-4). 

And even more explicitly: “You must not make a covenant with the 
inhabitants of the land, for they will lust after their gods and sacrifice 
to their gods and invite you, and you will eat of their sacrifices. And 
when you take wives from among their daughters for your sons, their 
daughters will lust after their gods and will cause your sons to lust 
after their gods” (Exod. 34:15-16).

Later (Num. 31:16) we will learn that this seduction was a well-
planned action, but that detail is not mentioned here, because 
superficially everything appeared to follow a “natural” course. Only 
after the fact will it come to light that there was a calculated conspiracy 
to destroy the Jewish nation. Thus we see that even curses and 
open warfare are not all that harmful to the Jewish people, whereas 
temptation and seduction are far more dangerous for them.

(2-3) … who invited the people to the sacrifices for their god. 
The people partook of them and worshiped that god. Thus Israel 
attached itself to Baal-peor: The literal meaning of peor is “unrest” 
or “licentiousness.” As noted above, the worship of the Baal-peor cult 
consisted in liberating the basest, crudest human instincts.

And the Lord was incensed with Israel: God’s wrath manifested in 
a plague that afflicted the Jewish nation (as Num. 25:8-9 make clear).

(4) The Lord said to Moses, “Take all the ringleaders and 
have them publicly impaled before the Lord”: The Hebrew, rashei 
ha`am, means, simply, the heads (i.e., leaders) of the people. The 
straightforward meaning is that those leaders are to be executed 
because they could not restrain the people, and are therefore held 
responsible for what is happening. It is also possible that many of the 
tribal leaders were in fact themselves involved in the seduction. Zimri, 
a chieftain of the Simeonites, is a prime example (as we shall soon see). 
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But – as the translation here has it, “ringleaders” – we can also 
interpret rashei ha`am to mean the instigators of the idolatry, whom 
the judges are mandated to execute because they have become “leaders” 
to the people in this particular incident by leading the people into sin.

Publicly: Literally, “opposite the sun.” That is (as the translation 
here makes explicit), execute them openly and publicly – as a deterrent, 
to discourage the people from sinning any further.

(5) So Moses said to Israel’s officials, “Each of you slay those 
of his men who attached themselves to Baal-peor”: Moses orders 
the officials to punish only those who have “attached themselves” to 
the idolatry, but makes no mention of executing “the leaders of the 
people.”

That is, Moses’ order is essentially less harsh than that of the 
Almighty (or Moses chooses to interpret God’s ambiguous order more 
leniently). Nor does the Torah inform us whether the execution of even 
the more lenient order had begun. We only know that even if it had, it 
had no effect until Phinehas intervened (Num. 25:7-8).

(6) Just then one of the Israelites came and brought a 
Midianite woman over to his companions: Later, after the fact 
(25:15), the Torah reports that this Israelite, here unnamed, was Zimri, 
a chieftain of the tribe of Simon. And the Midianite woman was Cozbi, 
daughter of one of the five Midianite kings. But here their names are 
not specified. That is, to the ordinary spectators it seemed like just a 
spontaneous outburst of debauchery. The Torah will inform us only 
later that Midian’s leadership was involved in this incident, and that it 
was a premeditated action to destroy Israel.

Came and brought a Midianite woman over to his companions: 
Earlier (Num. 25:1) we read, “The people profaned themselves by 
whoring with the Moabite women.” But here the culprit is not a Moabite 
woman, but a Midianite. The apparent explanation is that the Moabite 
women worked the common people, while the Midianite women were 
engaged in seducing the upper classes.

Came and brought a Midianite woman over to his companions, 
in the sight of Moses and of the whole Israelite community: The 
emphasis here on “in the sight of Moses and of the whole community” 
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suggests that Zimri was committing this act not only openly, but also 
deliberately and demonstratively. 

The Midrash explains that Zimri addressed the people as 
follows: “Idolatry is of course a serious transgression, but it is 
happening in this case only because the Israelites, in order to find 
girls, are forced to go to the Moabite and Midianite camps, where they 
are subject to idolatrous influences. The solution is to bring the girls 
back to our camp instead. Problem solved! But as for cohabiting with 
Midianite women, surely there is nothing wrong in that, seeing that 
even Moses himself has a Midianite wife.”

Needless to say there was no true analogy here, since Moses’ wife 
Zipporah came from the family of the monotheist Jethro, and thus in 
Moses’ marriage to her there was not the slightest tinge or suspicion of 
idolatry. But even so, Zimri was able to influence the people with such 
demagoguery.

Who were weeping at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting: 
Moses is confused and at a loss to know what to do. His order to 
execute those who have attached themselves to idolatry is not being 
implemented, apparently because the members of the tribal leadership 
are themselves involved in the debauchery. All this means that the 
entire system of governance that Moses had developed early on, and 
which has served him well for forty years in the wilderness, has now 
broken down, and requires a complete overhaul. Moses is unable to do 
that, and is therefore perplexed.

§ 22.2. PHINEHAS TAKES ACTION (25:7-9)

ח  וַיִּקַּ֥ ה  עֵדָ֔ הָֽ מִתּ֣וֹךְ  קָם֙  וַיָּ֨ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֑ ן  ן־אַהֲרֹ֖ בֶּֽ ר  בֶּן־אֶלְעָזָ֔ ינְחָס֙  פִּֽ רְא   ז וַיַּ֗
ם  וַיִּדְקרֹ֙ אֶת־שְׁנֵיהֶ֔ ה  ל אֶל־הַקֻּבָּ֗ ישׁ־יִשְׂרָאֵ֜ אִֽ ר  אַחַ֨ יָּבאֹ  בְּיָדֽוֹ׃ ח וַ֠ מַח  רֹ֖
י  בְּנֵ֥ ל  מֵעַ֖ ה  הַמַּגֵּפָ֔ עָצַר֙  וַתֵּֽ הּ  אֶל־קֳבָתָ֑ ה  אִשָּׁ֖ וְאֶת־הָֽ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ישׁ  אִ֣ ת  אֵ֚

לֶף׃  ים אָֽ ה וְעֶשְׂרִ֖ ה אַרְבָּעָ֥ ים בַּמַּגֵּפָ֑ הְי֕וּ הַמֵּתִ֖ ל׃ ט וַיִּֽ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ

(7) When Phinehas, son of Eleazar son of Aaron the priest, 
saw this, he left the assembly and, taking a spear in his hand,
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(8) He followed the Israelite into the chamber and stabbed 
both of them, the Israelite and the woman, through the belly. 
Then the plague against the Israelites was checked.

(9) Those who died of the plague numbered twenty-four 
thousand.

(7) When Phinehas, son of Eleazar son of Aaron the priest, 
saw this: This is now the third generation, the grandchildren of the 
Israelites who left Egypt.

When Phinehas … saw this: The word “this” has been added here 
by the translator. It does not appear in the Hebrew, which says only 
that “Phinehas saw.”

What, then, did Phinehas see? He saw the inability of the leadership 
to cope with the problem. In this kind of situation, only younger, more 
determined leaders can save the nation.

He left the assembly: This expression reveals what motivated 
Phinehas’ actions: ye is guided not only by Torah law, but by his natural, 
socio-nationalistic sense of belonging to the community. In a critical 
situation, a spontaneous popular movement is more important than a 
formalized halachah, an established principle of Jewish law.

(8) He followed the Israelite into the chamber and stabbed 
both of them, the Israelite and the woman, through the belly: 
There was no point in opposing Zimri’s arguments. The situation could 
be resolved only by an immediate display of force.

He followed the Israelite into the chamber and stabbed both 
of them … through the belly: Three phonetically similar Hebrew 
words play a role this incident, the first two of which appear in this 
verse itself:

(i) kubbah, “chamber” (or “tent, alcove, niche”)
(ii) keivah, “belly” (or, more correctly here, “womb”)
(iii) K-B-H, “curse” (as a verb).

The connection of the third of those words to the current context 
lies in the fact that K-B-H, meaning “to curse,” appears multiple 
times in the story of Balaam and Balak in the immediately preceding 
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chapters (Num. 22:11,17; 23:8). It is Balaam’s influence that has led to 
this entire seduction episode.

Thus, Phinehas’ action here – entering the chamber and stabbing 
the perpetrators through the belly – highlights the connection between 
all these aspects of the problem.

Then the plague against the Israelites was checked: The 
Almighty here confirms the correctness of Phinehas’ actions. In fact, 
it was he who implemented the Almighty’s instruction to “take the 
ringleaders and have them publicly impaled before the Lord.”

(9) Those who died of the plague: The end-result was that those 
who had worshiped Baal-peor were not executed by the judges, but 
perished in the plague.

Those who died of the plague numbered twenty-four 
thousand: In the incident of the golden calf only three thousand 
died (Exod. 32:28). But here – eight times that number. Because the 
Israelites have already approached the Land of Israel and must now be 
ready for conquest, the demands on them are now much higher, and 
they have a far greater responsibility to uphold the strictest moral 
principles.
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§ 23. THE AFTERMATH  
OF THE SEDUCTION

§ 23.1. PHINEHAS RECEIVES THE COVENANT  
OF PRIESTHOOD (25:10-15)

ן  הַכּהֵֹ֗ ן  הֲרֹ֣ בֶּן־אַֽ ר  בֶּן־אֶלְעָזָ֜ ס  ינְחָ֨ ר׃ יא פִּֽ לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  י וַיְדַבֵּ֥
א־ ֹֽ וְל ם  י בְּתוֹכָ֑ בְּקַנְא֥וֹ אֶת־קִנְאָתִ֖ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ בְּנֵֽ ל  מֵעַ֣ יב אֶת־חֲמָתִי֙  הֵשִׁ֤
י  ן ל֛וֹ אֶת־בְּרִיתִ֖ י נֹתֵ֥ ר הִנְנִ֨ ן אֱמֹ֑ י׃ יב לָכֵ֖ ל בְּקִנְאָתִֽ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ יתִי אֶת־בְּנֵֽ כִלִּ֥
ר קִנֵּא֙  חַת אֲשֶׁ֤ ם תַּ֗ ית כְּהֻנַּ֣ת עוֹלָ֑ יו בְּרִ֖ חֲרָ֔ יְתָה לּוֹ֙ וּלְזַרְע֣וֹ אַֽ שָׁלֽוֹם׃ יג וְהָ֤
ר הֻכָּה֙  ה אֲשֶׁ֤ ל הַמֻּכֶּ֗ ישׁ יִשְׂרָאֵ֜ ל׃ יד וְשֵׁם֩ אִ֨ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ר עַל־בְּנֵ֥ יו וַיְכַפֵּ֖ אלֹהָ֔ לֵֽ
ה  אִשָּׁ֧ ם הָֽ י׃ טו וְשֵׁ֨ ב לַשִּׁמְענִֹֽ ית־אָ֖ יא בֵֽ י בֶּן־סָל֑וּא נְשִׂ֥ ית זִמְרִ֖ אֶת־הַמִּדְיָנִ֔

ב בְּמִדְיָ�֖ן הֽוּא׃  ית־אָ֛ אשׁ אֻמּ֥וֹת בֵּֽ ֹ֣ י בַת־צ֑וּר ר ית כָּזְבִּ֣ ה הַמִּדְיָנִ֖ הַמֻּכָּ֛

(10) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying,

(11) “Phinehas, son of Eleazar son of Aaron the priest, has 
turned back My wrath from the Israelites by displaying 
among them his passion for Me, so that I did not wipe out 
the Israelite people in My passion.

(12) Say, therefore, ‘I grant him My pact of friendship.

(13) It shall be for him and his descendants after him a pact of 
priesthood for all time, because he took impassioned action 
for his God, thus making expiation for the Israelites.’ ”

(14) The name of the Israelite who was killed, the one who 
was killed with the Midianite woman, was Zimri son of Salu, 
chieftain of a Simeonite ancestral house.
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(15) The name of the Midianite woman who was killed was 
Cozbi daughter of Zur; he was the tribal head of an ancestral 
house in Midian.

(11) “Phinehas, son of Eleazar son of Aaron the priest: The 
Torah’s account of Phinehas’ actions and their consequences is spread 
across two weekly portions, Balak (just concluded), and Pinchas (which 
begins here). That is, the sages who established the beginning and end 
of each weekly portion saw fit to divide Phinehas’ story between two 
portions. And the reason is, that although it is all one story, its two 
parts reflect two different themes. 

The first part of the story (the account of the seduction itself 
and Phinehas’ reaction to it) describes the relationship of the Jewish 
people to Midian and Moab. The second part relates to the structure 
of the Jewish nation at the end of their forty-year journey through the 
wilderness, which is also the general theme of this weekly portion,  
Pinchas.

The second part shows that the underlying meaning of the story 
is not only about crime and punishment. Rather, it reveals Moses’ 
inability to stand up to the nation’s leaders when they commit wrongful 
acts. When the incumbent leaders, Moses and Aaron, cannot stem the 
epidemic, Phinehas, who represents the new generation of leadership, 
steps in, and easily copes with the task.

Has turned back My wrath from the Israelites: The people were 
so shocked by the killing of Zimri that they immediately desisted from 
their debauchery and idolatry. And this turned back the wrath of the 
Almighty.

By displaying among them his passion for Me, so that I did not 
wipe out the Israelite people in My passion: “Passion” here in the 
Hebrew is kin’ah, of which the literal meaning is “jealousy.” (Indeed, 
an alternate translation here is, “in that he was very jealous for My 
sake among them, so that I consumed not the children of Israel in My 
jealousy.”) Kin’ah is the quality exemplified by Phinehas, and which 
the Torah speaks of here as an attribute of the Divine. The essence of 
kin’ah is refusal to be reconciled to a heinous crime. 
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However, when a person acts on the basis of this attribute, his 
action, although infused with the spirit of a highly compelling 
principle, lives at the very edge of the law, as it were. In this instance, 
it was completely unclear whether Zimri had even committed any 
actual crime (after all, he was not directly involved in idolatry; he 
only brought forth a Midianite woman and fornicated with her). It was 
therefore all the more unclear that it was permissible for Phinehas to 
punish Zimri with death.

Of course, Phinehas made the absolutely correct and life-saving 
decision in this situation, although the approach that he adopted is 
quite dangerous overall, and the Talmud therefore says that “jealousy 
(i.e., zealousness) must not be taught.” But it is important to understand 
that at critical moments, when the normal systems of power and justice 
suddenly become inadequate and ineffective, only such jealousy can 
redeem the situation. And in this consists the profound rationale for 
the existence and application of such “jealousy” in the life of a healthy 
society.

(12) Say, therefore, ‘I grant him My pact of friendship’: The 
Midrash explains that Phinehas needed God’s help and protection, 
because Zimri’s numerous influential relatives were on the verge 
of attacking him. The Almighty therefore had to step in to protect 
Phinehas. 

But the straightforward meaning of this “pact of friendship” is that 
it is contrasted here with military actions, and with murder specifically. 
A zealot sits precariously on the very edge of the law, and is always in 
danger of crossing the line. God’s “pact of friendship” with Phinehas is 
designed to protect him in the future from any wrong moves.

Literally, Et beriti shalom (here translated as “My pact of 
friendship”) means “My covenant of peace.” Peace is the reward 
that Phinehas receives here for his zealousness. Zealous behavior is 
sometimes indispensable in critical situations, but it should not be a 
guiding principle in the normal life of human society. Peace (in Hebrew, 
shalom, which means “integrity”) is the balance needed in everyday 
life after a critical situation has passed. God’s “covenant of peace” here 
is comparable to a situation where a soldier who has just returned from 
the front must leave his belligerent behaviors behind and re-adapt 
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himself to the norms of peaceful civilian life,. This is the essence of 
the covenant that the Almighty is granting here to Phinehas.

(13) It shall be for him and his descendants after him a pact of 
priesthood for all time: The priesthood, which was given to Aaron, and 
to his sons who were anointed with him (Exod. 28:40), automatically 
extended also to all of their descendants born after that anointing. But 
because Phinehas had been born earlier, he initially did not have the 
status of a priest, and he receives it only now, after killing Zimri.

For him and his descendants after him a pact of priesthood for 
all time: Ordinary priesthood is also “for all time”; that is, it extends 
to all descendants. Thus, the words “for him and his descendants after 
him a pact of priesthood for all time” must mean something more than 
just the ordinary status of a kohen. Accordingly, we can understand 
these words as conferring a special kind of priesthood; namely, the 
status of a High Priest. Indeed, we see that in future Jewish history 
almost all the kohanim gedolim, the High Priests, were descendants of 
Phinehas.

A pact of priesthood … because he took impassioned action for 
his God: Phinehas demonstrated zeal for the sake of the Jewish people, 
which is here called “impassioned action for his God.”

(14) The name of the Israelite who was killed, the one who was 
killed with the Midianite woman, was Zimri son of Salu, chieftain 
of a Simeonites ancestral house: The names of the perpetrators were 
not originally stated. Only here are we informed that the tribal leaders 
were involved. Thus, Phinehas’ zealousness is expressed not only in 
the murder of an initiator of the debauchery, but in the fact that he 
was not afraid to step over the social hierarchy in order to accomplish 
what he needed to do.

As the wilderness era draws to a close, not only the national 
leadership must change, but the leadership of the individual tribes as 
well. And since Moses, although he got along with the leaders of the 
tribes during the wilderness wanderings, did not have the resolve to 
effect such a replacement, it needed to happen in the form of a “violent 
revolution” carried out by Phinehas.

Chieftain of a Simeonite ancestral house: Later, when the 
principle of “separation of powers” (Deut. 16, 17) is introduced into 
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the structure of the Jewish nation, the power of the executive branch 
must be balanced by the other branches, and by the Temple and the 
priesthood in particular. The Temple leadership must therefore include 
people who are not afraid to speak out against the national leaders 
(initially these are the heads of the tribes, and later – the kings). This 
is precisely the ability that Phinehas has now demonstrated, and this 
quality must be reinforced for posterity.

(15) The name of the Midianite woman who was killed was 
Cozbi daughter of Zur; he was the tribal head of an ancestral 
house in Midian: Zur is one of the five Midianite kings mentioned 
later (Num. 31:8). As already noted, in the first part of the story, in 
which only the visible outline of events is given, the entire incident 
was presented as just a typical problem that arose in the natural flow of 
everyday life. Only in this second part of the story do we learn that the 
episode was actually a conspiracy planned at the level of the Midianite 
leadership.

§ 23.2. THE ORDER TO GO TO BATTLE WITH MIDIAN  
(25:16-18)

ם  וְהִכִּיתֶ֖ ים  אֶת־הַמִּדְיָנִ֑ ר׃ יז צָר֖וֹר  לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  טז וַיְדַבֵּ֥
עַל־דְּבַר־ ם  לָכֶ֖ אֲשֶׁר־נִכְּל֥וּ  ם  בְּנִכְלֵיהֶ֛ ם  לָכֶ֔ הֵם֙  ים  רְרִ֥ צֹֽ י  ם׃ יח כִּ֣ אוֹתָֽ
ה עַל־ ה בְיוֹם־הַמַּגֵּפָ֖ ם הַמֻּכָּ֥ יא מִדְיָן֙ אֲחֹתָ֔ י בַת־נְשִׂ֤ ר כָּזְבִּ֨ פְּע֑וֹר וְעַל־דְּבַ֞

דְּבַר־פְּעֽוֹר׃
ה  י הַמַּגֵּפָ֑ חֲרֵ֣ י אַֽ  א וַיְהִ֖

(16) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying,

(17) “Assail the Midianites and defeat them –

(18) for they assailed you by the trickery they practiced 
against you – because of the affair of Peor and because 
of the affair of their kinswoman Cozbi, daughter of the 
Midianite chieftain, who was killed at the time of the plague 
on account of Peor.”

(26:1) When the plague was over,
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(16-17) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying, “Assail the Midianites 
and defeat them –”: Moses is commanded to wage war against the 
Midianites himself. This war is mentioned later as God’s final order to 
Moses: “Avenge the Israelite people on the Midianites; then you shall 
be gathered to your kin” (Num. 31:2).

(17-18) “Assail the Midianites and defeat them – for they 
assailed you by the trickery they practiced against you – because 
of the affair of Peor and because of the affair of their kinswoman 
Cozbi …at the time of the plague on account of Peor”: Since 
Midian was the initiator of the seduction of the Jewish nation, and of 
the attempt to destroy them through debauchery and idolatry – it was 
Midian who had to be be punished, not Moab. 

As noted earlier, Israel was forbidden to attack Moab, Ammon, and 
Edom, because they are consanguineous relatives of the Jewish people. 
But the Midianites too are Israel’s relatives, being the descendants of 
one of Abraham’s sons from Keturah (Gen. 25:1-2). And yet, Israel is 
allowed – indeed here commanded – to wage war against them. And 
against Amalek too, yet another relative (Gen. 36:12).

We can explain this as follows. Although Israel was forbidden to 
attack related peoples, self-defense and retaliation were allowed. 
Amalek’s unprovoked act of aggression against the Jewish people 
immediately after the Exodus was clearly a military attack. Midian’s 
aggression, on the other hand, was ideological, motivated by 
incitement to idolatry, but that too is considered no less of an attack, 
and demands full retaliation. Indeed, Moab too participated in that 

“ideological attack,” but they are not punished, because, as also already 
noted, Moab’s fears were natural (even if not justified), given that 
the Israelites were situated close by, while Midian came from afar, 
projecting themselves into a conflict that never concerned them in the 
first place. That is, they took the initiative in their attack on Israel.

(18) For they assailed you by the trickery they practiced 
against you – because of the affair of Peor and because of the 
affair of … Cozbi: An alternate translation is: “For they harass you, 
by their wiles, and they have beguiled you in the affair of Peor, and of 
Cozbi.” Thus there are two parts to the accusation. The second part 
(“they have you beguiled in the affair of Peor, and of Cozbi”), refers to 
the seduction. But the first part, which is less clear, would need to be 
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attributed to something else – to Balaam’s invitation, evidently. And 
this means that Midian too was an instigator.

(17) “Assail the Midianites and defeat them – … (26:1) When 
the plague was over …: In the middle of this verse we see an abrupt 
change of theme. Although the order to wage war on Midian was given 
immediately after the plague, and as a reaction to it, that order did not 
say that the war should be carried out immediately. 

Instead, before that war actually begins, many other passages are 
inserted into the text – five whole chapters (Num. 26-30) in fact – that 
seem out of place here, covering a variety of topics. These are: a new 
census of the tribes of Israel; the legal suit brought by the daughters 
of Zelophehad concerning their right to inherit their father’s estate; 
Moses’ last days and the appointment of Joshua to succeed him; a 
lengthy description of the daily and festival sacrifices; and, finally, 
an enumeration of laws relating to vows. Only after all that does the 
Torah resume its account of Israel’s war against Midian. 

Common to all those intervening digressions is the theme of 
entering the Land of Israel. This common theme can be seen in the 
replacement of leadership, preparation for war, inheritance of the land, 
vows, and also in the daily sacrifices, which underscore the need to 
maintain a constant connection with the Almighty in the Land of Israel.

Another common theme uniting these passages is the question 
of the relationship between commands received from Above and self-
motivated initiative from below. It is the same problem that has already 
manifested in the Phinehas episode, and will soon again, in the matter 
of the women who want to participate in inheriting the Land.

The purpose of this interruption – that is, the fact that the Torah 
mentions the war with Midian here, notwithstanding that the war itself 
will happen only later – is to emphasize that the war with Midian has 
two distinct aspects. It is Israel’s revenge on Midian, but in parallel to 
that it serves also to correct internal flaws among the people. 

Initially, this war is described as an immediate reaction to an attack 
that must be avenged. But later, the same war is mentioned as a task 
that Moses is commanded to perform as one of his final acts. In other 
words, from this perspective the war on Midian is an aspect of Moses’ 
leadership of the nation.
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§ 24. A NATIONAL CENSUS, 
APPORTIONMENT OF THE LAND, 

AND TRANSFER OF POWER

§ 24.1. THE COMMANDMENT TO CONDUCT A CENSUS  

(26:1-4)

אֶת־ ר׃ ב שְׂא֞וּ  לֵאמֹֽ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֖ ן  הֲרֹ֥ בֶּן־אַֽ אֶלְעָזָ֛ר  ל  וְאֶ֧ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ יי֙  אמֶר  ֹ֤ וַיּ
ם  ית אֲבֹתָ֑ עְלָה לְבֵ֣ ים שָׁנָ֛ה וָמַ֖ ן עֶשְׂרִ֥ ל מִבֶּ֨ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ ת בְּנֵֽ אשׁ ׀ כָּל־עֲדַ֣ ֹ֣ ר
ת  רְבֹ֣ בְּעַֽ ם  אֹתָ֖ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֛ וְאֶלְעָזָ֧ר  ה  מֹשֶׁ֜ ר  ל׃ ג וַיְדַבֵּ֨ בְּיִשְׂרָאֵֽ א  צָבָ֖ א  כָּל־יצֵֹ֥
ה י֤י  אֲשֶׁר֩ צִוָּ֨ עְלָה כַּֽ ה וָמָ֑ ים שָׁנָ֖ ן עֶשְׂרִ֥ ר׃ ד מִבֶּ֛ ן יְרֵח֖וֹ לֵאמֹֽ ב עַל־יַרְדֵּ֥ מוֹאָ֑

יִם׃ רֶץ מִצְרָֽ ים מֵאֶ֥ צְאִ֖ ל הַיֹּֽ אֶת־מֹשֶׁה֙ וּבְנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔

(1) … the Lord said to Moses and to Eleazar son of Aaron the 
priest,

(2) “Take a census of the whole Israelite community from 
the age of twenty years up, by their ancestral houses, all 
Israelites able to bear arms.”

(3) So Moses and Eleazar the priest, on the steppes of Moab, 
at the Jordan near Jericho, gave instructions about them, 
namely,

(4) those from twenty years up, as the Lord had commanded 
Moses. The descendants of the Israelites who came out of 
the land of Egypt were:
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(2) “Take a census of the whole Israelite community”: The 
purpose of this census is to prepare for the apportionment of the Land 
of Israel, seeing that the wilderness journey is now complete.

It is highly instructive to compare the results of this census with 
those of the initial census that was conducted one year after the Exodus 
(at the very beginning of this book of Bemidbar, Numbers; see Num. 1:1 
ff.). That comparison shows us the dynamics in the population change 
of each tribe, which directly reflects the degree of success of each tribe 
in surmounting its difficulties during the wilderness wanderings, as we 
shall explain in detail.

In this sense, then, we can view this weekly portion 8, Pinchas, as 
essentially the final portion of the book of Numbers. For although 
weekly portions 9, Mattot and 10, Mas‘ei are still yet to follow, we can 
see the content of those two portions as merely “filling in the blanks” 
of topics whose coverage in this Pinchas portion was postponed until 
later. (The most notable example of that is the war with Midian, as 
already explained.)

(3) On the steppes of Moab, at the Jordan near Jericho: The 
reference to Jericho, here and below, emphasizes that from this point 
on, and until the very end of the Torah, all events are occurring on the 
eve of the conquest of the land, and with that conquest already on the 
horizon, both literally and figuratively.

(2, 4) Take a census of … those from twenty years up, as the 
Lord had commanded Moses. The descendants of the Israelites 
who came out of the land of Egypt were …: The enumeration that 
begins here is recorded family by family – the “families” of Israel, 
whose founders are considered to be the “seventy souls” (i.e., persons), 
including Jacob, who descended with him from Canaan to Egypt (Gen. 
46:27). 

There are minor differences (some ten discrepancies in all) between 
the list given there of the names of the persons who arrived in Egypt, vs. 
the list of “families” given here. This is because some families ceased 
to exist in Egypt, and some changed their names. (The classical Torah 
commentaries enumerate and explicate all the discrepancies in detail, 
but we will not dwell on them in this Bible Dynamics commentary.)

That first generation of seventy persons enjoyed a privileged 
status in Egypt, because they were close relatives of Joseph, who was 
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second-in-command to Pharaoh. They therefore became the founders 
of the families of the Jewish nation. This same structure was preserved 
throughout the two centuries of Egyptian bondage leading up to the 
Exodus, and then for the entire forty years of wilderness wanderings. 

Moreover, the territories of the Land of Israel will likewise be 
apportioned according to this same list of families. This system 
symbolically emphasizes the aspect of the “return” of this people to 
their land: a small group had left Canaan for Egypt. Each of those 
persons has now grown into a large family that has returned to occupy 
its place in the land.

§ 24.2. THE SOUTHERN CAMP – REUBEN, SIMON,  

AND GAD (26:5-4)

חַת  י לְפַלּ֕וּא מִשְׁפַּ֖ חֲנֹכִ֔ חַת הַֽ ן חֲנוֹךְ֙ מִשְׁפַּ֣ ל בְּנֵי֣ רְאוּבֵ֗ ן בְּכ֣וֹר יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ ה רְאוּבֵ֖

לֶּה  י׃ ז אֵ֖ הַכַּרְמִֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ י  לְכַרְמִ֕ י  חֶצְרוֹנִ֑ הַֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ ן  י׃ ו לְחֶצְרֹ֕ הַפַּלֻּאִֽ
ע מֵא֖וֹת  לֶף וּשְׁבַ֥ ה וְאַרְבָּעִים֙ אֶ֔ ם שְׁלֹשָׁ֤ דֵיהֶ֗ ְקֻֽ הְי֣וּ פ� י וַיִּֽ ת הָרֽאוּבֵנִ֑ מִשְׁפְּחֹ֣
ם  אֲבִירָ֑ וַֽ ן  וְדָתָ֣ ל  נְמוּאֵ֖ ב  אֱלִיאָ֔ ב׃ ט וּבְנֵי֣  אֱלִיאָֽ פַלּ֖וּא  י  ים׃ ח וּבְנֵ֥ וּשְׁלֹשִֽׁ
ל־ וְעַֽ ה  עַל־מֹשֶׁ֤ הִצּ֜וּ  ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ ה  עֵדָ֗ הָֽ י(  )קְרִיאֵ֣ קרואי  ם  אֲבִירָ֜ וַֽ ן  הֽוּא־דָתָ֨
ע  וַתִּבְלַ֥ יהָ  אֶת־פִּ֗ רֶץ  הָאָ֜ ח  עַל־יֽי׃ י וַתִּפְתַּ֨ ם  בְּהַצּתָֹ֖ רַח  עֲדַת־קֹ֔ בַּֽ אַהֲרןֹ֙ 
ישׁ  יִם֙ אִ֔ ים וּמָאתַ֨ ת חֲמִשִּׁ֤ שׁ אֵ֣ ל הָאֵ֗ אֲכֹ֣ ה בַּֽ עֵדָ֑ רַח בְּמ֣וֹת הָֽ ם וְאֶת־קֹ֖ אֹתָ֛

תוּ׃  רַח לאֹ־מֵֽ הְי֖וּ לְנֵֽס׃ יא וּבְנֵי־קֹ֖ וַיִּֽ

חַת  ין מִשְׁפַּ֖ י לְיָמִ֕ חַת֙ הַנְּמ֣וּאֵלִ֔ ל מִשְׁפַּ֨ יב בְּנֵי֣ שִׁמְעוֹן֮ לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָם֒ לִנְמוּאֵ֗
לְשָׁא֕וּל  י  הַזַּרְחִ֑ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ רַח  י׃ יג לְזֶ֕ כִינִֽ הַיָּֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ ין  לְיָכִ֕ י  מִינִ֑ הַיָּֽ
לֶף  אֶ֖ ים  וְעֶשְׂרִ֛ �֧יִם  שְׁנַ י  הַשִּׁמְענִֹ֑ ת  מִשְׁפְּחֹ֣ לֶּה  י׃ יד אֵ֖ אוּלִֽ הַשָּֽׁ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖

יִם׃  וּמָאתָֽ

י  חַגִּ֑ הַֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ י  לְחַגִּ֕ י  הַצְּפוֹנִ֔ חַת֙  מִשְׁפַּ֨ לִצְפ֗וֹן  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָם֒  גָד֮  טו בְּנֵי֣ 
חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ י  לְעֵרִ֕ י  אָזְנִ֑ הָֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ י  י׃ טז לְאָזְנִ֕ הַשּׁוּנִֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ י  לְשׁוּנִ֕
לֶּה  י׃ יח אֵ֛ אַרְאֵלִֽ חַת הָֽ י מִשְׁפַּ֖ רְאֵלִ֔ י לְאַ֨ אֲרוֹדִ֑ חַת הָֽ אֲר֕וֹד מִשְׁפַּ֖ י׃ יז לַֽ עֵרִֽ הָֽ

שׁ מֵאֽוֹת׃  חֲמֵ֥ לֶף וַֽ ים אֶ֖ ם אַרְבָּעִ֥ דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ י־גָ֖ד לִפ� ת בְּנֵֽ מִשְׁפְּחֹ֥
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(5) Reuben, Israel’s first-born. Descendants of Reuben: [Of] 
Enoch, the clan of the Enochites; of Pallu, the clan of the 
Palluites;

(6) of Hezron, the clan of the Hezronites; of Carmi, the clan 
of the Carmites.

(7) Those are the clans of the Reubenites. The persons 
enrolled came to 43,730.

(8) Born to Pallu: Eliab.

(9) The sons of Eliab were Nemuel, and Dathan and Abiram. 
These are the same Dathan and Abiram, chosen in the 
assembly, who agitated against Moses and Aaron as part of 
Korah’s band when they agitated against the Lord.

(10) Whereupon the earth opened its mouth and swallowed 
them up with Korah – when that band died, when the fire 
consumed the two hundred and fifty men – and they became 
an example.

(11) The sons of Korah, however, did not die.

(12) Descendants of Simeon by their clans: Of Nemuel, the 
clan of the Nemuelites; of Jamin, the clan of the Jaminites; 
of Jachin, the clan of the Jachinites;

(13) of Zerah, the clan of the Zerahites; of Saul, the clan of 
the Saulites.

(14) Those are the clans of the Simeonites; [persons enrolled:] 
22,200.

(15) Descendants of Gad by their clans: Of Zephon, the clan of 
the Zephonites; of Haggi, the clan of the Haggites; of Shuni, 
the clan of the Shunites;

(16) of Ozni, the clan of the Oznites; of Eri, the clan of the 
Erites;

(17) of Arod, the clan of the Arodites; of Areli, the clan of the 
Arelites.

(18) Those are the clans of Gad’s descendants; persons 
enrolled: 40,500.
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(5) Reuben, Israel’s first-born: It should be noted that the order 
of the tribes as enumerated in the results of this census generally 
follows the marching order and encampment positions of the twelve 
tribes, as reported in the original census conducted some thirty-eight 
years earlier. There are four camps – eastern, southern, western, and 
northern – each of which was comprised of three tribes (Num. 2:1 ff.).

The southern camp consists of Reuben and Simon, Leah’s eldest 
sons (that is, Jacob’s eldest children, see Gen. 29:32-33), and Gad, the 
eldest son of Zilpah, Leah’s maidservant (Gen. 30:9-11). As noted 
in the commentary to Num. 2:10, these three tribes took issue with 
Judah’s leadership position, which they felt was rightfully theirs, and 
had been taken from them.

Although Reuben, Simon, and Gad are no longer leading tribes, 
they nonetheless still retain here some measure of primacy, and the 
enumeration of these census results therefore begins with them.

(7) Those are the clans of the Reubenites. The persons enrolled 
came to 43,730: The tribe of Reuben now numbers some three 
thousand less than at the first census. Their numbers have decreased 
(even if not very significantly).

(9-10) And Dathan and Abiram. … Whereupon the earth 
opened its mouth and swallowed them up with Korah … when 
the fire consumed the two hundred and fifty men: The mention of 
these details here would be off-topic, unless it is coming to inform us 
that the participants in Korah’s rebellion forfeited their inheritance 
in the land. Unlike other conflicts in the wilderness, the people of 
Israel “withdrew from about the abodes of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram” 
(Num. 16:27). That is, the people renounced these villains, who then 

“vanished from the midst of the congregation” (Num. 16:33). Dathan an 
Abiram therefore lost their allotment in the land, because possessing 
territory in the Land of Israel is not an individual or private affair, but 
happens at the national level.

(11) The sons of Korah, however, did not die: And in the same 
vein, the Torah’s remark here concerning the sons of Korah is meant 
to inform us that the sons of Korah retained their rights of inheritance 
in the land.

(9-11) The same Dathan and Abiram … who agitated … 
Whereupon the earth … swallowed them up … The sons of Korah, 
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however, did not die: Unlike Dathan and Abiram, whose only goal was 
to sow dissension for its own sake, Korah was at some level motivated by 
actual ideals. And that is why Dathan and Abiram perished along with 
their offspring, but the children of Korah did not die. In other words, 
the ideal of universal religious equality that Korah was promoting 
(“For all the community are holy, all of them”; see Num. 16:3) was in 
some sense predicated on enduring values. The Midrash even reports 
that the prophet Samuel was a descendant of Korah.

(10) And they became an example.: They became a warning sign 
for future generations, by discouraging outsiders from encroaching on 
the priesthood.

(14) Those are the clans of the Simeonites; [persons enrolled:] 
22,200: The Simeon family suffered great losses. At the first census 
there were 59,000 men “able to bear arms” (Num. 1:22-23), but now 
there are only 22,000, a decrease of 37,000, with less than half the 
original number remaining. 

Since a key instigator in the Midianite seduction was Zimri, a 
chieftain from the tribe of Simeon, we can surmise that significant 
numbers of his tribe were likewise involved in that scandal, and died in 
the resulting plague. (That is, most of the 24,000 persons who died in 
that plague were members of the tribe of Simon.)

The tribe of Simeon suffered its remaining losses during the four 
decades of wilderness wanderings, perhaps as the result of their active 
participation in the Korah revolt. We know that Simon was prone to 
impulsive and mindless actions. In the incident of Dinah and Shechem 
(Gen. 34) Simon and his brother Levi behaved impulsively. 

Levi’s character subsequently underwent significant change, with 
responsible leaders descending from him – most notably, Moses, Aaron 
and Miriam. 

But the tribe of Simon, on the contrary, continued to deteriorate, 
reaching their very worst moment when the Simeonite chieftain Zimri 
brought a Midianite woman into the Israelite camp and fornicated with 
her publicly. Levi’s impulsiveness found expression in the very same 
incident, but in precisely the opposite direction, when Phinehas killed 
Zimri in a fit of jealousy for God. Thus, the impulsiveness of the Levites 
has been greatly purified, while the impulsiveness of the Simeonites is 
now more impure that it ever was.
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(18) Those are the clans of Gad’s descendants; persons 
enrolled: 40,500: As the tribe of Gad numbered 45,000 at the first 
census, it has now decreased.

Thus, the total population of all three tribes of the southern camp 
has been greatly reduced – by 45,000 men of military age. This shows 
that this camp’s tribes, who took offense at having been removed from 
leadership, could not achieve a constructive level. Apparently, the 
known participation of the members of these tribes in rebellions and 
debauchery constitutes only the most conspicuous examples of their 
unseemly behavior.

In the end, Simon’s numbers had diminished to such a degree that 
in the Land of Israel they did not even receive their own territory, but 
settled among the tribe of Judah and eventually assimilated into it, 
completely losing their own communal identity. 

Reuben and Gad too, because they had settled in the Transjordan 
at a distance from the rest of the tribes, were the first to be taken into 
captivity and disappear.

§ 24.3. THE EASTERN CAMP – JUDAH, ISSACHAR,  

AND ZEBULUN (26:19-27)

י־יְהוּדָה֮  הְי֣וּ בְנֵֽ עַן׃ כ וַיִּֽ רֶץ כְּנָֽ �֖ן בְּאֶ֥ ר וְאוֹנָ �֑ן וַיָּ֥מָת עֵ֛ ר וְאוֹנָ ה עֵ֣ י יְהוּדָ֖ יט בְּנֵ֥
רַח  לְזֶ֕ י  הַפַּרְצִ֑ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ רֶץ  לְפֶ֕ י  לָנִ֔ הַשֵּׁ֣ חַת֙  מִשְׁפַּ֨ ה  לְשֵׁלָ֗ לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָם֒ 
לְחָמ֕וּל  י  חֶצְרנִֹ֑ הַֽ חַת  ן מִשְׁפַּ֖ לְחֶצְרֹ֕ רֶץ  בְנֵי־פֶ֔ הְי֣וּ  י׃ כא וַיִּֽ הַזַּרְחִֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖
ים  ה וְשִׁבְעִ֛ ם שִׁשָּׁ֧ דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ ה לִפ� ת יְהוּדָ֖ לֶּה מִשְׁפְּחֹ֥ י׃ כב אֵ֛ מוּלִֽ חַת הֶחָֽ מִשְׁפַּ֖

שׁ מֵאֽוֹת׃  חֲמֵ֥ לֶף וַֽ אֶ֖

חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ ה  לְפֻוָ֕ י  הַתּֽוֹלָעִ֑ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ ע  תּוֹלָ֕ ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֔ יִשָּׂשכָר֙  כג בְּנֵ֤י 
לֶּה  י׃ כה אֵ֛ חַת הַשִּׁמְרנִֹֽ ן מִשְׁפַּ֖ י לְשִׁמְרֹ֕ שֻׁבִ֑ חַת הַיָּֽ י׃ כד לְיָשׁ֕וּב מִשְׁפַּ֖ הַפּוּנִֽ

לֶף וּשְׁלֹ֥שׁ מֵאֽוֹת׃  ים אֶ֖ ה וְשִׁשִּׁ֛ ם אַרְבָּעָ֧ דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ ר לִפ� ת יִשָּׂשכָ֖ מִשְׁפְּחֹ֥

י  לֹנִ֑ חַת הָאֵֽ י לְאֵל֕וֹן מִשְׁפַּ֖ חַת֙ הַסַּרְדִּ֔ רֶד מִשְׁפַּ֨ כו בְּנֵי֣ זְבוּלֻן֮ לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָם֒ לְסֶ֗
ם  דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ לִפ� י  הַזְּבֽוּלֹנִ֖ ת  מִשְׁפְּחֹ֥ לֶּה  י׃ כז אֵ֛ הַיַּחְלְאֵלִֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ ל  חְלְאֵ֔ לְיַ֨

שׁ מֵאֽוֹת׃  חֲמֵ֥ לֶף וַֽ ים אֶ֖ שִׁשִּׁ֥
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(19) Born to Judah: Er and Onan. Er and Onan died in the land 
of Canaan.

(20) Descendants of Judah by their clans: Of Shelah, the clan 
of the Shelanites; of Perez, the clan of the Perezites; of 
Zerah, the clan of the Zerahites.

(21) Descendants of Perez: of Hezron, the clan of the 
Hezronites; of Hamul, the clan of the Hamulites.

(22) Those are the clans of Judah; persons enrolled: 76,500.

(23) Descendants of Issachar by their clans: [Of] Tola, the clan 
of the Tolaites; of Puvah, the clan of the Punites;

(24) of Jashub, the clan of the Jashubites; of Shimron, the clan 
of the Shimronites.

(25) Those are the clans of Issachar; persons enrolled: 64,300.

(26) Descendants of Zebulun by their clans: Of Sered, the clan 
of the Seredites; of Elon, the clan of the Elonites; of Jahleel, 
the clan of the Jahleelites.

(27) Those are the clans of the Zebulunites; persons enrolled: 
60,500.

(19) Born to Judah: The eastern camp consists of Israel’s leading 
tribes, all children of Leah: Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun.

Er and Onan died in the land of Canaan: The mention here of 
Er and Onan’s death (see Gen. 38:6-10) further emphasizes that the 
families counted in this census correspond to the seventy members of 
Jacob’s family who came down to Egypt.

(22) Those are the clans of Judah; persons enrolled: 76,500: 
At the onset of the journey the tribe of Judah had 74,000 men; that is, 
Judah’s numbers have increased.

(25) Those are the clans of Issachar; persons enrolled: 64,300: 
Issachar’s numbers have increased by 10,000.

(27) Those are the clans of the Zebulunites; persons enrolled: 
60,500: This is an increase of 3,000.

In summation, all three tribes of the eastern camp have grown in 
number, with an overall increase of 15,000 men. Thus, this camp’s role 
as the leaders of the nation has received additional confirmation.
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§ 24.4. THE WESTERN CAMP – MANASSEH, EPHRAIM,  

AND BENJAMIN (26:28-41)

חַת  ה לְמָכִיר֙ מִשְׁפַּ֣ יִם׃ כט בְּנֵי֣ מְנַשֶּׁ֗ ה וְאֶפְרָֽ ם מְנַשֶּׁ֖ ף לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֑ י יוֹסֵ֖ כח בְּנֵ֥

לֶּה בְּנֵי֣  י׃ ל אֵ֚ חַת הַגִּלְעָדִֽ ד מִשְׁפַּ֖ ד לְגִלְעָ֕ יד אֶת־גִּלְעָ֑ יר הוֹלִ֣ י וּמָכִ֖ כִירִ֔ הַמָּֽ
ל  שְׂרִיאֵ֔ י׃ לא וְאַ֨ ְקִֽ חֶל� חַת הַֽ לֶק מִשְׁפַּ֖ י לְחֵ֕ יעֶזְרִ֑ חַת הָאִֽ זֶר מִשְׁפַּ֖ ד אִיעֶ֕ גִלְעָ֔
חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ ע  י׃ לב וּשְׁמִידָ֕ הַשִּׁכְמִֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ כֶם  וְשֶׁ֕ י  אֵלִ֑ אַשְׂרִֽ הָֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖
ל֛וֹ  יוּ  לאֹ־הָ֥ פֶר  בֶּן־חֵ֗ ד  י׃ לג וּצְלָפְחָ֣ חֶפְרִֽ הַֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ פֶר  וְחֵ֕ י  ידָעִ֑ הַשְּׁמִֽ
ה  מִלְכָּ֖ ה  חָגְלָ֥ ה  וְנֹעָ֔ ה  מַחְלָ֣ ד  צְלָפְחָ֔ בְּנ֣וֹת  וְשֵׁם֙  אִם־בָּנ֑וֹת  י  כִּ֣ ים  בָּנִ֖
ע  לֶף וּשְׁבַ֥ ים אֶ֖ חֲמִשִּׁ֛ �֧יִם וַֽ ם שְׁנַ דֵיהֶ֔ ְקֻ֣ ה וּפ� ת מְנַשֶּׁ֑ לֶּה מִשְׁפְּחֹ֣ ה׃ לד אֵ֖ וְתִרְצָֽ

מֵאֽוֹת׃ 

כֶר  לְבֶ֕ י  תַלְחִ֔ הַשֻּׁ֣ חַת֙  מִשְׁפַּ֨ לַח  לְשׁוּתֶ֗ לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָם֒  י־אֶפְרַיִם֮  בְנֵֽ לֶּה  לה אֵ֣

ן  לְעֵרָ֕ לַח  שׁוּתָ֑ בְּנֵי֣  לֶּה  י׃ לו וְאֵ֖ תַּחֲנִֽ הַֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ חַן  לְתַ֕ י  הַבַּכְרִ֑ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖
�֧יִם  שְׁנַ ם  דֵיהֶ֔ ְקֻ֣ לִפ� יִם֙  י־אֶפְרַ֨ בְּנֵֽ ת  מִשְׁפְּחֹ֤ לֶּה  י׃ לז אֵ֣ רָנִֽ הָעֵֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖

ם׃  ף לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָֽ י־יוֹסֵ֖ לֶּה בְנֵֽ שׁ מֵא֑וֹת אֵ֥ חֲמֵ֣ לֶף וַֽ ים אֶ֖ וּשְׁלֹשִׁ֛

חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ ל  לְאַשְׁבֵּ֕ י  הַבַּלְעִ֔ חַת֙  מִשְׁפַּ֨ לַע  לְבֶ֗ לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָם֒  בִנְיָמִן֮  לח בְּנֵי֣ 

י  חַת הַשּֽׁוּפָמִ֑ ם מִשְׁפַּ֖ י׃ לט לִשְׁפוּפָ֕ ירָמִֽ חַת הָאֲחִֽ ם מִשְׁפַּ֖ אֲחִירָ֕ י לַֽ אַשְׁבֵּלִ֑ הָֽ
חַת֙  מִשְׁפַּ֨ ן  עֲמָ֑ וְנַֽ רְדְּ  אַ֣ לַע  בְנֵי־בֶ֖ הְי֥וּ  י׃ מ וַיִּֽ הַחֽוּפָמִֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ ם  לְחוּפָ֕
ם  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֑ ן  י־בִנְיָמִ֖ בְנֵֽ לֶּה  י׃ מא אֵ֥ נַּעֲמִֽ הַֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ ן  עֲמָ֔ לְנַֽ י  אַרְדִּ֔ הָֽ

שׁ מֵאֽוֹת׃  לֶף וְשֵׁ֥ ים אֶ֖ ה וְאַרְבָּעִ֛ ם חֲמִשָּׁ֧ דֵיהֶ֔ ְקֻ֣ וּפ�

(28) The sons of Joseph were Manasseh and Ephraim – by 
their clans.

(29) Descendants of Manasseh: Of Machir, the clan of the 
Machirites. – Machir begot Gilead. – Of Gilead, the clan of 
the Gileadites.

(30) These were the descendants of Gilead: [Of] Iezer, the 
clan of the Iezerites; of Helek, the clan of the Helekites;

(31) [of] Asriel, the clan of the Asrielites; [of] Shechem, the 
clan of the Shechemites;

(32) [of] Shemida, the clan of the Shemidaites; [of] Hepher, 
the clan of the Hepherites.
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(33) – Now Zelophehad son of Hepher had no sons, only 
daughters. The names of Zelophehad’s daughters were 
Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah. –

(34) Those are the clans of Manasseh; persons enrolled: 
52,700.

(35) These are the descendants of Ephraim by their clans: Of 
Shuthelah, the clan of the Shuthelahites; of Becher, the clan 
of the Becherites; of Tahan, the clan of the Tahanites.

(36) These are the descendants of Shuthelah: Of Eran, the 
clan of the Eranites.

(37) Those are the clans of Ephraim’s descendants; persons 
enrolled: 32,500. Those are the descendants of Joseph by 
their clans.

(38) The descendants of Benjamin by their clans: Of Bela, the 
clan of the Belaites; of Ashbel, the clan of the Ashbelites; of 
Ahiram, the clan of the Ahiramites;

(39) of Shephupham, the clan of the Shuphamites; of Hupham, 
the clan of the Huphamites.

(40) The sons of Bela were Ard and Naaman: [Of Ard,] the 
clan of the Ardites; of Naaman, the clan of the Naamanites.

(41) Those are the descendants of Benjamin by their clans; 
persons enrolled: 45,600.

(28) The sons of Joseph: In the western camp, the relationship 
between Ephraim and Manasseh has now changed. In the original 
enumeration (Num. 1:32-35), Ephraim was mentioned first, but now 
Manasseh leads.

(34) Those are the clans of Manasseh; persons enrolled: 52,700: 
The tribe of Manasseh has seen the largest growth – an increase of 
20,000 men. This is evidence of the tribe’s proper development and the 
Almighty’s blessings.

(37) Those are the clans of Ephraim’s descendants; persons 
enrolled: 32,500: This is a decrease of 8,000. At the Exodus from Egypt, 
the tribe of Ephraim was in the lead. Joshua too, Moses’ successor, was 
a descendant of this tribe. (There is even a midrash that states that a 
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part of this tribe was so eager to leave Egypt that they left ahead of the 
true Exodus, and perished as the result of their impatience.)

But the tribe of Ephraim later lost a significant portion of its 
population (in the wilderness, due to improper behavior), while 
Manasseh increased. And as Israel approached the Promised Land, this 
tribe demonstrated their great love for it, as expressed in the episode 
of the daughters of Zelophehad (see below Num. 27:1-11). In the end, 
Manasseh became the only tribe that straddled the Jordan on both 
sides, thus connecting the two territories of the Land of Israel.

(38) The descendants of Benjamin … 45,600: Benjamin's tribe 
has increased by 10,000.

In the western camp, then, which is the second most significant 
center of Jewish life (surpassed only by Judah), there is a mixed 
dynamic – Manasseh and Benjamin have risen, while Ephraim has 
fallen. The net result, however, is that the number of men of military 
age in this camp has increased by 22,000. That is, the importance of 
the western camp has been retained, and even enhanced.

§ 24.5. THE NORTHERN CAMP – DAN, ASHER,  
AND NAFTALI, AND THE GRAND TOTAL OF THE CENSUS 

(26:42-50)

ת  לֶּה מִשְׁפְּחֹ֥ י אֵ֛ חַת הַשּֽׁוּחָמִ֑ ם מִשְׁפַּ֖ ם לְשׁוּחָ֕ לֶּה בְנֵי־דָן֙ לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֔ מב אֵ֤

ים  וְשִׁשִּׁ֛ ה  אַרְבָּעָ֧ ם  דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ לִפ� י  הַשּֽׁוּחָמִ֖ ת  ם׃ מג כָּל־מִשְׁפְּחֹ֥ לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָֽ ן  דָּ֖
ע מֵאֽוֹת׃  לֶף וְאַרְבַּ֥ אֶ֖

י  חַת הַיִּשְׁוִ֑ י מִשְׁפַּ֖ ה לְיִשְׁוִ֕ חַת֙ הַיִּמְנָ֔ ה מִשְׁפַּ֨ מד בְּנֵי֣ אָשֵׁר֮ לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָם֒ לְיִמְנָ֗

י  חֶבְרִ֑ הַֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ בֶר  לְחֶ֕ ה  בְרִיעָ֔ י׃ מה לִבְנֵי֣  הַבְּרִיעִֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ ה  לִבְרִיעָ֕
לֶּה  רַח׃ מז אֵ֛ שָֽׂ ר  בַּת־אָשֵׁ֖ ם  י׃ מו וְשֵׁ֥ יאֵלִֽ הַמַּלְכִּֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ ל  לְכִּיאֵ֔ לְמַ֨

ע מֵאֽוֹת׃  לֶף וְאַרְבַּ֥ ים אֶ֖ חֲמִשִּׁ֛ ה וַֽ ם שְׁלֹשָׁ֧ דֵיהֶ֑ ְקֻֽ ר לִפ� י־אָשֵׁ֖ ת בְּנֵֽ מִשְׁפְּחֹ֥
חַת  י מִשְׁפַּ֖ י לְגוּנִ֕ חַת הַיַּחְצְאֵלִ֑ ל מִשְׁפַּ֖ חְצְאֵ֔ ם לְיַ֨ מח בְּנֵ֤י נַפְתָּלִי֙ לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֔

לֶּה  י׃ נ אֵ֛ הַשִּׁלֵּמִֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ ם  לְשִׁלֵּ֕ י  הַיִּצְרִ֑ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ צֶר  י׃ מט לְיֵ֕ הַגּוּנִֽ
ע  לֶף וְאַרְבַּ֥ ים אֶ֖ ה וְאַרְבָּעִ֛ ם חֲמִשָּׁ֧ דֵיהֶ֔ ְקֻ֣ ם וּפ� י לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָ֑ ת נַפְתָּלִ֖ מִשְׁפְּחֹ֥
ע מֵא֖וֹת  לֶף שְׁבַ֥ לֶף וָאָ֑ ל שֵׁשׁ־מֵא֥וֹת אֶ֖ לֶּה פְּקוּדֵי֙ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ מֵאֽוֹת׃ נא אֵ֗

ים׃ וּשְׁלֹשִֽׁ
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(42) These are the descendants of Dan by their clans: Of 
Shuham, the clan of the Shuhamites. Those are the clans of 
Dan, by their clans.

(43) All the clans of the Shuhamites; persons enrolled: 64,400.

(44) Descendants of Asher by their clans: Of Imnah, the clan 
of the Imnites; of Ishvi, the clan of the Ishvites; of Beriah, the 
clan of the Beriites.

(45) Of the descendants of Beriah: Of Heber, the clan of the 
Heberites; of Malchiel, the clan of the Malchielites.

(46) – The name of Asher’s daughter was Serah. –

(47) These are the clans of Asher’s descendants; persons 
enrolled: 53,400.

(48) Descendants of Naphtali by their clans: Of Jahzeel, the 
clan of the Jahzeelites; of Guni, the clan of the Gunites;

(49) of Jezer, the clan of the Jezerites; of Shillem, the clan of 
the Shillemites.

(50) Those are the clans of the Naphtalites, clan by clan; 
persons enrolled: 45,400.

(51) This is the enrollment of the Israelites: 601,730.

(42) These are the descendants of Dan: The northern camp 
consisted of the descendants of the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah (Rachel 
and Leah’s maidservants).

(42-43) The descendants of Dan … 64,400: The tribe of Dan has 
seen an increase of 2,000.

(47) The clans of Asher’s descendants … 53,400: Asher’s tribe 
has grown by 12,000.

(48-50) Descendants of Naphtali by their clans … persons 
enrolled: 45,400: Naftali’s military forces have decreased by 8,000.

Thus, in the northern camp, we once again see variable population 
dynamics. There is an overall increase of 6,000, but this growth is 
small, and these tribes’ influence on the life of the nation remains 
insignificant.

(51) This is the enrollment of the Israelites: 601,730: The number 
of Israelites as a whole has remained almost the same. Compared to 
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the results of the census that followed the Exodus, the number of men 
of military age, which excludes the Levites, has decreased by a mere 
1,820. But the total count still exceeds the critical number of 600,000, 
considered the minimum for preserving the effective integrity of the 
Jewish people. (See the Bible Dynamics commentary on Num. 1:45.)

In the course of their wilderness wanderings, some tribes grew 
stronger while others weakened, depending on their behavior during 
that period. Some families no longer have any descendants at all, and 
the number of families has thus decreased by five. But according to the 
Midrash, the five daughters of Zelophehad compensate for that loss, 
because, due to their strong sense of independence and responsibility, 
each of them is considered, as it were, the founder of a new family 
in the nation of Israel. The structure of the Jewish nation as a whole 
has been preserved, although certain parts of it, and the relationships 
between them, have changed. 

The Midrash compares Moses in this census to a hired shepherd 
who, when he first takes charge of the flock, records the number of 
animals, and proceeds to care for them. Then, at the completion of his 
task, he counts them yet again, and reports the overall results to his 
master, and to the shepherd who will be replacing him.

§ 24.6. APPORTIONING THE LAND, THE LEVITE CENSUS,  
AND A NEW GENERATION OF ISRAELITES (26:52-65)

ר  ה בְּמִסְפַּ֥ חֲלָ֖ רֶץ בְּנַֽ ק הָאָ֛ חָלֵ֥ לֶּה תֵּֽ ר׃ נג לָאֵ֗ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ נב וַיְדַבֵּ֥

יו  י פְקֻדָ֔ ישׁ לְפִ֣ חֲלָת֑וֹ אִ֚ יט נַֽ ט תַּמְעִ֖ חֲלָת֔וֹ וְלַמְעַ֕ ב תַּרְבֶּה֙ נַֽ שֵׁמֽוֹת׃ נד לָרַ֗
ם  מַטּוֹת־אֲבֹתָ֖ לִשְׁמ֥וֹת  רֶץ  אֶת־הָאָ֑ ק  חָלֵ֖ יֵֽ ל  חֲלָתֽוֹ׃ נה אַךְ־בְּגוֹרָ֕ נַֽ ן  יֻתַּ֖

ט׃  ב לִמְעָֽ ין רַ֖ חֲלָת֑וֹ בֵּ֥ ק נַֽ חָלֵ֖ ל תֵּֽ לוּ׃ נו עַל־פִּי֙ הַגּוֹרָ֔ יִנְחָֽ
ת  לִקְהָ֕ י  הַגֵּ�֣רְשֻׁנִּ֔ חַת֙  מִשְׁפַּ֨ ֽרְשׁ֗וֹן  לְגֵ� לְמִשְׁפְּחֹתָם֒  הַלֵּוִי֮  י  פְקוּדֵ֣ לֶּה  נז וְאֵ֨
י  לֵוִ֗ ת  מִשְׁפְּחֹ֣ לֶּה ׀  י׃ נח אֵ֣ הַמְּרָרִֽ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖ י  לִמְרָרִ֕ י  הַקְּהָתִ֑ חַת  מִשְׁפַּ֖
י  חַת הַמּוּשִׁ֔ חַת הַמַּחְלִי֙ מִשְׁפַּ֣ חֶבְרנִֹי֙ מִשְׁפַּ֤ חַת הַֽ י מִשְׁפַּ֤ חַת הַלִּבְנִ֜ מִשְׁפַּ֨
בֶד֙  ם יוֹכֶ֨ שֶׁת עַמְרָ֗ ם ׀ אֵ֣ ם׃ נט וְשֵׁ֣ ד אֶת־עַמְרָֽ ת הוֹלִ֥ י וּקְהָ֖ חַת הַקָּרְחִ֑ מִשְׁפַּ֖
ת־אַהֲרןֹ֙  אֶֽ ם  לְעַמְרָ֗ לֶד  וַתֵּ֣ יִם  בְּמִצְרָ֑ י  לְלֵוִ֖ הּ  אֹתָ֛ ה  לְדָ֥ יָֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ י  בַּת־לֵוִ֔
ב וְאֶת־אֲבִיה֑וּא  ן אֶת־נָדָ֖ הֲרֹ֔ ד לְאַֽ ם׃ ס וַיִּוָּלֵ֣ ת מִרְיָ֥ם אֲחֹתָֽ ה וְאֵ֖ וְאֶת־מֹשֶׁ֔
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ה  ם אֵשׁ־זָרָ֖ אֲבִיה֑וּא בְּהַקְרִיבָ֥ ב וַֽ ר׃ סא וַיָּ֥מָת נָדָ֖ יתָמָֽ אֶת־אֶלְעָזָ֖ר וְאֶת־אִֽ
דֶשׁ  מִבֶּן־חֹ֣ ר  כָּל־זָכָ֖ לֶף  אֶ֔ וְעֶשְׂרִים֙  ה  שְׁלֹשָׁ֤ ם  דֵיהֶ֗ ְקֻֽ פ� הְי֣וּ  יֽי׃ סב וַיִּֽ י  לִפְנֵ֥
ה  חֲלָ֔ נַֽ לָהֶם֙  ן  א־נִתַּ֤ ֹֽ ל י  כִּ֠ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ בְּנֵי֣  בְּתוֹךְ֙  קְד֗וּ  הָתְפָּֽ א  ֹ֣ ל י ׀  כִּ֣ עְלָה  וָמָ֑
קְד֜וּ  פָּֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֑ וְאֶלְעָזָ֖ר  ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ י  פְּקוּדֵ֣ לֶּה  ל׃ סג אֵ֚ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ י  בְּנֵ֥ בְּת֖וֹךְ 
יָה  לאֹ־הָ֣ לֶּה֙  יְרֵחֽוֹ׃ סד וּבְאֵ֨ ן  יַרְדֵּ֥ ל  עַ֖ ב  מוֹאָ֔ ת  רְבֹ֣ בְּעַֽ יִשְׂרָאֵל֙  אֶת־בְּנֵ֤י 
ר  ל בְּמִדְבַּ֥ י יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ קְד֛וּ אֶת־בְּנֵ֥ ר פָּֽ ן אֲשֶׁ֥ ן הַכּהֵֹ֑ הֲרֹ֖ ה וְאַֽ י מֹשֶׁ֔ ישׁ מִפְּקוּדֵ֣ אִ֔
י  ישׁ כִּ֚ ר מֵהֶם֙ אִ֔ א־נוֹתַ֤ ֹֽ ר וְל תוּ בַּמִּדְבָּ֑ ם מ֥וֹת יָמֻ֖ ר יי֙ לָהֶ֔ י־אָמַ֤ י׃ סה כִּֽ סִינָֽ

עַ בִּן־נֽוּן׃  יהוֹשֻׁ֖ ה וִֽ אִם־כָּלֵ֣ב בֶּן־יְפֻנֶּ֔

(52) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying,

(53) “Among these shall the land be apportioned as shares, 
according to the listed names:

(54) with larger groups increase the share, with smaller 
groups reduce the share. Each is to be assigned its share 
according to its enrollment.

(55) The land, moreover, is to be apportioned by lot; and the 
allotment shall be made according to the listings of their 
ancestral tribes.

(56) Each portion shall be assigned by lot, whether for larger 
or smaller groups.”

(57) This is the enrollment of the Levites by their clans: Of 
Gershon, the clan of the Gershonites; of Kohath, the clan of 
the Kohathites; of Merari, the clan of the Merarites.

(58) These are the clans of Levi: The clan of the Libnites, the 
clan of the Hebronites, the clan of the Mahlites, the clan 
of the Mushites, the clan of the Korahites. – Kohath begot 
Amram.

(59) The name of Amram’s wife was Jochebed daughter of Levi, 
who was born to Levi in Egypt; she bore to Amram Aaron and 
Moses and their sister Miriam.

(60) To Aaron were born Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar.

(61) Nadab and Abihu died when they offered alien fire before 
the Lord. –
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(62) Their enrollment of 23,000 comprised all males from a 
month up. They were not part of the regular enrollment of 
the Israelites, since no share was assigned to them among 
the Israelites.
(63) These are the persons enrolled by Moses and Eleazar the 
priest who registered the Israelites on the steppes of Moab, 
at the Jordan near Jericho.
(64) Among these there was not one of those enrolled by 
Moses and Aaron the priest when they recorded the Israelites 
in the wilderness of Sinai.
(65) For the Lord had said of them, “They shall die in the 
wilderness.” Not one of them survived, except Caleb son of 
Jephunneh and Joshua son of Nun.

(53-55) Among these shall the land be apportioned as shares, 
according to the listed names … with larger groups increase the 
share, with smaller groups reduce the share … The land, moreover, 
is to be apportioned by lot: The land is divided among the families 
who left Egypt in the Exodus. But each family receives an allotment of 
land in proportion to its numbers at the end of the forty years, which, 
as already explained, depends on the behavior of its members over 
that interval. Those distributions are concretely determined, however,  
by lot.

(57) This is the enrollment of the Levites by their clans: The 
Levites are counted separately, since they do not receive their own 
allotment of land, but are settled in the forty-eight Levite cities 
provided for them by the other tribes (see Num. 35:7) – four per tribe, 
on average. However, the Levites’ numbers too must be reckoned for the 
apportionment of the land, so that the Levites will be proportionally 
distributed among the other tribes.

(57, 62) This is the enrollment of the Levites … 23,000: This 
is 1,000 more than the original count (Num. 3:39). The increase is 
relatively small, because during the wilderness wanderings the Levites 
conducted themselves at times admirably (in the incident of the golden 
calf) and at times less so (in the episode of the Korah rebellion).

(64-65) Among these there was not one of those enrolled by 
Moses and Aaron the priest when they recorded the Israelites in 
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the wilderness of Sinai. For the Lord had said of them, “They shall 
die in the wilderness”: In the space of forty years the old generation 
has been completely replaced with a new, younger one.

§ 24.7. THE DAUGHTERS OF ZELOPHEHAD (27:1-11)

ה  בֶּן־מְנַשֶּׁ֔ יר  בֶּן־מָכִ֣ בֶּן־גִּלְעָד֙  פֶר  בֶּן־חֵ֤ ד  צְלָפְחָ֗ בְּנ֣וֹת  בְנָה  א וַתִּקְרַ֜
ה  וְחָגְלָ֥ ה  נֹעָ֔ ה  מַחְלָ֣ יו  בְּנֹתָ֔ שְׁמ֣וֹת  לֶּה֙  וְאֵ֨ ף  בֶן־יוֹסֵ֑ ה  מְנַשֶּׁ֣ ת  לְמִשְׁפְּחֹ֖
י  וְלִפְנֵ֥ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֔ אֶלְעָזָ֣ר  וְלִפְנֵי֙  ה  מֹשֶׁ֗ לִפְנֵי֣  דְנָה  תַּעֲמֹ֜ ה׃ ב וַֽ וְתִרְצָֽ ה  וּמִלְכָּ֖
בַּמִּדְבָּר֒  ת  מֵ֣ ר׃ ג אָבִינוּ֮  לֵאמֹֽ ד  הֶל־מוֹעֵ֖ אֹֽ תַח  פֶּ֥ ה  עֵדָ֑ וְכָל־הָֽ ם  הַנְּשִׂיאִ֖
י־בְחֶטְא֣וֹ  כִּֽ רַח  עֲדַת־קֹ֑ בַּֽ עַל־י֖י  ים  הַנּֽוֹעָדִ֛ ה  עֵדָ֗ הָֽ בְּת֣וֹךְ  ה  א־הָיָ֜ ֹֽ ל וְה֨וּא 
י  כִּ֛ מִשְׁפַּחְתּ֔וֹ  מִתּ֣וֹךְ  ינוּ֙  שֵׁם־אָבִ֨ ע  יִגָּרַ֤ מָּה  לֽוֹ׃ ד לָ֣ יוּ  לאֹ־הָ֥ ים  וּבָנִ֖ ת  מֵ֔
אֶת־ ה  מֹשֶׁ֛ ב  ינוּ׃ ה וַיַּקְרֵ֥ אָבִֽ י  אֲחֵ֥ בְּת֖וֹךְ  ה  אֲחֻזָּ֔ נוּ  תְּנָה־לָּ֣ ן  בֵּ֑ ל֖וֹ  ין  אֵ֥

י יֽי׃  ן לִפְנֵ֥ מִשְׁפָּטָ֖

ן לָהֶם֙  ן תִּתֵּ֤ נָתֹ֨ בְרתֹ֒  ן בְּנ֣וֹת צְלָפְחָד֮ דֹּֽ ר׃ ז כֵּ֗ ה לֵּאמֹֽ י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ אמֶר  ֹ֥ ו וַיּ
ן׃ ח וְאֶל־ ן לָהֶֽ ת אֲבִיהֶ֖ חֲלַ֥ עֲבַרְתָּ֛ אֶת־נַֽ ם וְהַֽ י אֲבִיהֶ֑ ה בְּת֖וֹךְ אֲחֵ֣ חֲלָ֔ אֲחֻזַּ֣ת נַֽ
אֶת־ ם  עֲבַרְתֶּ֥ וְהַֽ ל֔וֹ  ין  אֵ֣ וּבֵן֙  י־יָמ֗וּת  כִּֽ ישׁ  אִ֣ ר  לֵאמֹ֑ ר  תְּדַבֵּ֣ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ י  בְּנֵ֥
ין  יו׃ י וְאִם־אֵ֥ חֲלָת֖וֹ לְאֶחָֽ ם אֶת־נַֽ ת וּנְתַתֶּ֥ ין ל֖וֹ בַּ֑ חֲלָת֖וֹ לְבִתּֽוֹ׃ ט וְאִם־אֵ֥ נַֽ
לְאָבִיו֒  אַחִים֮  ין  יו׃ יא וְאִם־אֵ֣ אָבִֽ י  אֲחֵ֥ לַֽ חֲלָת֖וֹ  אֶת־נַֽ ם  וּנְתַתֶּ֥ ים  אַחִ֑ ל֖וֹ 
ה  יְתָ֜ הָ֨ הּ וְֽ שׁ אֹתָ֑ יו מִמִּשְׁפַּחְתּ֖וֹ וְיָרַ֣ ב אֵלָ֛ חֲלָת֗וֹ לִשְׁאֵר֞וֹ הַקָּרֹ֥ ם אֶת־נַֽ וּנְתַתֶּ֣

ה׃  ה י֖י אֶת־מֹשֶֽׁ ר צִוָּ֥ אֲשֶׁ֛ ט כַּֽ ת מִשְׁפָּ֔ לִבְנֵ֤י יִשְׂרָאֵל֙ לְחֻקַּ֣

(1) The daughters of Zelophehad, of Manassite family – son 
of Hepher son of Gilead son of Machir son of Manasseh son 
of Joseph – came forward. The names of the daughters were 
Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah.

(2) They stood before Moses, Eleazar the priest, the chieftains, 
and the whole assembly, at the entrance of the Tent of 
Meeting, and they said,

(3) “Our father died in the wilderness. He was not one of the 
faction, Korah’s faction, which banded together against the 
Lord, but died for his own sin; and he has left no sons.
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(4) Let not our father’s name be lost to his clan just because he 
had no son! Give us a holding among our father’s kinsmen!”
(5) Moses brought their case before the Lord.
(6) And the Lord said to Moses,
(7) “The plea of Zelophehad’s daughters is just: you should 
give them a hereditary holding among their father’s kinsmen; 
transfer their father’s share to them.
(8) “Further, speak to the Israelite people as follows: ‘If a man 
dies without leaving a son, you shall transfer his property to 
his daughter.
(9) If he has no daughter, you shall assign his property to his 
brothers.
(10) If he has no brothers, you shall assign his property to his 
father’s brothers.
(11) If his father had no brothers, you shall assign his property 
to his nearest relative in his own clan, and he shall inherit 
it.’ This shall be the law of procedure for the Israelites, in 
accordance with the Lord’s command to Moses.”

(1-4) The daughters of Zelophehad …came forward … Let not 
our father’s name be lost to his clan just because he had no son!: 
In essence, the daughters of Zelophehad are saying: “Because the 
Divine Law (concerning the allotment of the Land) that we have just 
now received contravenes moral principles and appears to us unjust, 
we cannot consent to it. We therefore demand that in light of the 
arguments we are now advancing, that law must be be revisited and 
possibly revised.”

Abraham and Moses likewise took issue on occasion with what God 
had instructed them. (See the episodes of the destruction of Sodom, 
Gen. 18; the golden calf, Exod. 32; and the spies, Num. 18.) We are 
thus given to understand that such dissent is an essential feature of 
Judaism, and not merely accidental, or a one-off occurrence. 

Overall, the Almighty reacts positively to such objections (as 
seen in this case in His support of the objections of the daughters of 
Zelophehad). But He also corrects the proposals put forward to Him, 
setting a framework for them, or making other such adjustments as 
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may be required. That is, the Divine law is clarified and amended 
through the process of ongoing dialogue between God and man.

The law allowing daughters to inherit their father’s estate was not 
initially communicated to Moses, but now comes into existence only 
through a challenge mounted by the daughters of Zelophehad to a 
certain point of the law concerning the apportionment of the land as 
originally promulgated. 

Thus, the Torah teaches us that constructive human objections to 
the Divine law based on moral intuition are a normal and accepted 
pathway in Judaism’s development. When Tradition has established 
a given law, we ought not think that we must ipso facto deem that law 
moral and final. On the contrary, if we find that a given law (as in this 
case of the daughters of Zelophehad) is inconsistent with our moral 
judgment and principles, then that law must be evaluated anew, and 
must, quite possibly, be revised.

In Moses’ era such a correction would happen through a request 
made directly to the Almighty. But in subsequent eras – and even down 
to our own times – it is our duty to identify such problems on our own, 
to reconsider the law in the light of those issues, and, quite possibly, to 
amend the law accordingly.

(1) The daughters of Zelophehad: Although the response to 
the daughters’ request concerns the general rules of inheritance, and 
is therefore relevant to both men and women, God will hand down 
that decision in response to a request made specifically by women. 
In stationary life, when the Jewish people are living in their own 
land, women have a stronger voice than they did during the nomadic 
wilderness years. Therefore, it is they who initiate legal action, and 
successfully motivate for the correction of the Law.

Of Manassite family … Manasseh son of Joseph: The Torah 
stresses that they are descendants of Manasseh, and also that they are 
descendants of Joseph. This emphasizes that Joseph and Manasseh 
have an especially strong connection to the Land of Israel. Joseph’s 
last dying words to his brothers were: “When God has taken notice 
of you, you shall carry up my bones from here” (Gen. 50:25). (The 
Israelites carried Joseph’s bones with them for the entire forty years in 
the wilderness, and eventually laid them to rest in the Land of Israel, in 
the city of Shechem. See Josh. 24:32.) 
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Joseph yearned to take possession of the Land, but at first he 
mistakenly strived to realize his aspirations in Egypt. Joseph achieves 
that correction, through which he becomes Mashiach ben Yosef, “the 
Messiah descended from Joseph,” by concentrating all his efforts on 
conquering and possessing the Land of Israel, not the land of Egypt.72  

The tribe of Manasseh realizes this attribute of their ancestor Joseph 
by receiving allotments of territory on both sides of the Jordan.

The names of the daughters were Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, 
Milcah, and Tirzah: The names of Zelophehad’s five daughters 
are repeated several times. (After Num. 26:33 this is the second 
enumeration, with yet another to come at Num. 36:11.) The point 
of this repetition is to emphasize that each of Zelophehad’s five 
daughters had her own unique aspect of independent activity.

All the names of Zelophehad’s daughters express some form of 
movement: 

• Mahlah from machol, “dancing.”
• Noah from no`a, “moving.”
• Hoglah, “whirling.”
• Milcah, “walking.”
• Tirzah, “running.”

(Note: Although this transliteration of “Noah” in the most common 
English Torah translations is identical to the name of Noah of Noah’s 
ark fame, the two names are actually entirely distinct. Noah is the 
correct transliteration of the name of Zelophehad’s second oldest 
daughter. Whereas Noah who built the ark is in Hebrew not Noah 
but Noach, and his name reflects not moving but resting – quite the 
opposite of the meaning of Noah here.)

This semantic unity of the names of Zelophehad’s five daughters 
underscores the importance of these five outstanding women in Jewish 
history; namely, they grasp the meaning of dynamics, movement, and 
initiative. When faced with a law that to many might seem immutable, 
and immune to alteration, these five sisters demonstrate that even 
Divine law is subject to revision.

72	 See Bible Dynamics on Gen. 50:25.
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(3) Our father died in the wilderness. He was not one of the 
faction, Korah’s faction … but died for his own sin: Zelophehad’s 
daughters must highlight this point, because the participants in 
Korah’s rebellion are excluded from membership in the nation of 
Israel, and therefore have no inheritance in the land. But other sins, 
even if punishable by death, do not deprive the heirs of their right of 
inheritance.

But died for his own sin: The Midrash offers two opinions as to 
the identity of Zelophehad. One opinion identifies him with the man 
who incurred the death penalty for gathering wood on the sabbath day 
(Num. 15:32). But others believe that he was among those who after 
the episode of the spies defiantly ignored Moses’ warning, marched up 
the mountain to do battle with the Amalekites and the Canaanites, and 
were dealt a shattering blow (Num. 14:40-45). 

It would seem that neither of these opinions ought to be understood 
literally, given that both of those events took place in the first year after 
the Exodus, which would mean that none of the five sisters married 
over the entire thirty-eight years that followed. (The marriage of 
Zelophehad’s five daughters is recorded below, in the closing chapter 
of this book of Numbers.) Rather, the intended meaning of the Midrash 
is that in both sins mentioned, although a Divine commandment was 
brazenly violated, the act nonetheless bore a certain positive seed that 
yearned for closeness to the Almighty and to receive an inheritance in 
the Land of Israel. The daughters of Zelophehad were able to redeem 
their father’s sin by asserting that positive tendency.

(8) If a man dies without leaving a son, you shall transfer his 
property to his daughter: It is the sons who normally inherit chattel 
and real property, in exchange for which they are obliged to support 
their unmarried sisters and provide them with dowries. Giving the 
males this priority of inheritance is understandable in a situation 
where the main source of income is land, since women are usually not 
endowed with enough physical strength and stamina to cultivate it. 
But if there are no sons, the land passes to the daughters, and from 
them to their husbands and children.

But since in such cases the land might be transferred through 
the daughter to another tribe, the tribe of the man she marries, it 
was further decreed that in order to preserve each tribe’s holdings, 
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a daughter who inherits her father’s land must marry only a man of 
her own tribe. (See § 36 below for additional details concerning this 
requirement.)

(4) Let not our father’s name be lost to his clan just because he had 
no son! Give us a holding among our father’s kinsmen!: The concept of 
land holdings transferred by inheritance from generation to generation 
is extremely important in the life of the Jewish people in the Land of 
Israel. 

In general, the desire to preserve one’s name and to perpetuate 
oneself in at least some measure can be seen as a fundamental human 
aspiration. In the traditions of the people of Israel in ancient times, 
one means of preserving of the memory of ancestors was the hereditary 
ownership of the land, which passed from father to sons and thus 
preserved the name of the family. A concrete and striking example of 
this principle can be seen in the words of Naboth: “But Naboth replied, 

‘The Lord forbid that I should give up to you what I have inherited from 
my fathers!’ ” (1 Kings 21:3).

Selling such an inheritance is seen as nothing less than a sacrilege, 
and the equivalent of betraying one’s ancestors. This perception derives 
from the fact that a Jew’s connection with the Land of Israel through 
hereditary land holdings is precisely what actualizes his connection to 
God through the Holy Land.

When a person is forced to sell those land holdings, or if he dies 
without leaving sons, that connection is broken. In order to avert such 
personal crises, two Torah laws have been established:

(i) The commandment of Yovel, “the Jubilee year” (Lev. 25:8 ff.), 
which requires that all real property sold in the Land of Israel 
must revert to its original owners every fifty years. 
(ii) The commandment of yibbum, “levirate marriage” (Deut. 
25:5 ff.), which requires – or strongly prefers – that when a man 
dies childless, his widow will be married to a surviving brother of 
the deceased (or, in other eras, some other close relative of the 
deceased; see Gen. 38). The book of Ruth further emphasizes the 
connection between levirate marriage and inheritance of real 
property (Ruth 4).
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If, however, a man dies having produced daughters but no sons, 
the line of inheritance continues through them. It is therefore wrong 
to view the daughters of Zelophehad as “feminists,” for it is not their 
own rights that they have come to assert, but the right of their father 
to have his name perpetuated and thus rescued from oblivion. And 
moreover, quite paradoxically, it is precisely the patriarchal concept 
of binding a man to his inherited land holdings that the daughters of 
Zelophehad wish to defend.

But even so, we also see here at work the fundamental principle 
of equality of the sexes (sons and daughters) in the sense of 
hereditary succession – continuity through progeny. These girls’ 
father, Zelophehad, although a sinner, is deemed worthy of having his 
name perpetuated through them. And this law of succession is more 
fundamental and more profound than other social institutions, such 
as the laws of inheritance. Thus, basic gender equality lies at the heart 
of human existence, even if social institutions often tend to obscure it.

§ 24.8. JOSHUA IS APPOINTED MOSES’ SUCCESSOR  
(27:12-23)

רֶץ  אֶת־הָאָ֔ וּרְאֵה֙  הַזֶּ֑ה  ים  עֲבָרִ֖ הָֽ ר  אֶל־הַ֥ ה  עֲלֵ֛ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ יי֙  אמֶר  ֹ֤ יב וַיּ
תָּה  יךָ גַּם־אָ֑ אֱסַפְתָּ֥ אֶל־עַמֶּ֖ הּ וְנֶֽ יתָה אֹתָ֔ ל׃ יג וְרָאִ֣ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ תִּי לִבְנֵ֥ ר נָתַ֖ אֲשֶׁ֥
ן בִּמְרִיבַת֙  י בְּמִדְבַּר־צִ֗ ם פִּ֜ אֲשֶׁר֩ מְרִיתֶ֨ יךָ׃ יד כַּֽ ן אָחִֽ הֲרֹ֥ ף אַֽ אֱסַ֖ ר נֶֽ אֲשֶׁ֥ כַּֽ

ן׃  שׁ מִדְבַּר־צִֽ ת קָדֵ֖ י־מְרִיבַ֥ ם מֵֽ ם הֵ֛ ינֵיהֶ֑ יִם לְעֵֽ נִי בַמַּ֖ ה לְהַקְדִּישֵׁ֥ עֵדָ֔ הָֽ
ישׁ  ר אִ֖ ת לְכָל־בָּשָׂ֑ רוּחֹ֖ י הָֽ ד י֔י אֱלֹהֵ֥ ר׃ טז יִפְקֹ֣ ה אֶל־י֖י לֵאמֹֽ ר מֹשֶׁ֔ טו וַיְדַבֵּ֣
ם  יֽוֹצִיאֵ֖ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ וַֽ ם  לִפְנֵיהֶ֔ יָבאֹ֙  ר  אֲשֶׁ֤ וַֽ ם  לִפְנֵיהֶ֗ א  ה׃ יז אֲשֶׁר־יֵצֵ֣ עֵדָֽ עַל־הָֽ
אמֶר  ֹ֨ ה׃ יח וַיּ ם רעֶֹֽ ר אֵין־לָהֶ֖ אן אֲשֶׁ֥ ֹ֕ ת י֔י כַּצּ הְיֶה֙ עֲדַ֣ א תִֽ ֹ֤ ם וְל ר יְבִיאֵ֑ אֲשֶׁ֣ וַֽ
מַכְתָּ֥  וְסָֽ בּ֑וֹ  אֲשֶׁר־ר֣וּחַ  ישׁ  אִ֖ בִּן־נ֔וּן  עַ  אֶת־יְהוֹשֻׁ֣ קַח־לְךָ֙  ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֗ י֜י 
ה  עֵדָ֑ כָּל־הָֽ וְלִפְנֵ֖י  ן  הַכּהֵֹ֔ אֶלְעָזָ֣ר  לִפְנֵי֙  אֹת֗וֹ  עֲמַדְתָּ֣  יו׃ יט וְהַֽ עָלָֽ ֽדְךָ֖  אֶת־יָ�
ת  יִשְׁמְע֔וּ כָּל־עֲדַ֖ עַן  לְמַ֣ יו  עָלָ֑ ה מֵהֽוֹדְךָ֖  תַתָּ֥ ם׃ כ וְנָֽ ינֵיהֶֽ לְעֵֽ ה אֹת֖וֹ  וְצִוִּיתָ֥
ים  אוּרִ֖ ט הָֽ אַל ל֛וֹ בְּמִשְׁפַּ֥ ד וְשָׁ֥ עֲמֹ֔ י אֶלְעָזָ֤ר הַכּהֵֹן֙ יַֽ ל׃ כא וְלִפְנֵ֨ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ בְּנֵ֥
וְכָל־ אִתּ֖וֹ  ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֥ וְכָל־בְּנֵֽ ה֛וּא  אוּ  יָבֹ֗ יו  וְעַל־פִּ֣ צְא֜וּ  יֵֽ יו  עַל־פִּ֨ י֑י  לִפְנֵי֣ 
הוּ֙  עֲמִדֵ֨ עַ וַיַּֽ ח אֶת־יְהוֹשֻׁ֗ ה י֖י אֹת֑וֹ וַיִּקַּ֣ ר צִוָּ֥ אֲשֶׁ֛ ה כַּֽ ה׃ כב וַיַּ֣עַשׂ מֹשֶׁ֔ עֵדָֽ הָֽ
וַיְצַוֵּ֑הוּ  יו  עָלָ֖ יו  אֶת־יָדָ֛ ךְ  ה׃ כג וַיִּסְמֹ֧ עֵדָֽ כָּל־הָֽ וְלִפְנֵ֖י  ן  הַכּהֵֹ֔ אֶלְעָזָ֣ר  לִפְנֵי֙ 

ה׃  ר י֖י בְּיַד־מֹשֶֽׁ ר דִּבֶּ֥ אֲשֶׁ֛ כַּֽ
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(12) The Lord said to Moses, “Ascend these heights of Abarim 
and view the land that I have given to the Israelite people.
(13) When you have seen it, you too shall be gathered to your 
kin, just as your brother Aaron was.
(14) For, in the wilderness of Zin, when the community was 
contentious, you disobeyed My command to uphold My 
sanctity in their sight by means of the water.” Those are the 
Waters of Meribath-kadesh, in the wilderness of Zin.
(15) Moses spoke to the Lord, saying,
(16) “Let the Lord, Source of the breath of all flesh, appoint 
someone over the community
(17) who shall go out before them and come in before them, 
and who shall take them out and bring them in, so that 
the Lord’s community may not be like sheep that have no 
shepherd.”
(18) And the Lord answered Moses, “Single out Joshua son of 
Nun, an inspired man, and lay your hand upon him.
(19) Have him stand before Eleazar the priest and before the 
whole community, and commission him in their sight.
(20) Invest him with some of your authority, so that the whole 
Israelite community may obey.
(21) But he shall present himself to Eleazar the priest, who 
shall on his behalf seek the decision of the Urim before 
the Lord. By such instruction they shall go out and by such 
instruction they shall come in, he and all the Israelites, the 
whole community.”
(22) Moses did as the Lord commanded him. He took Joshua 
and had him stand before Eleazar the priest and before the 
whole community.
(23) He laid his hands upon him and commissioned him – as 
the Lord had spoken through Moses.

(12) The Lord said to Moses, “Ascend these heights of Abarim”: 
Har ha-`avarim means, literally, “the mountain of transitions,” which 
it is in both the literal (physical) and figurative senses. Alongside this 
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mountain lies a passageway across the Jordan, making it the entrance 
to the Land of Israel. But it is also the “mountain of transition” in the 
sense that a transfer of Israel’s leadership will occur here.

Ascend these heights of Abarim and view the land that I have given 
to the Israelite people: Abarbanel comments that from this moment 
on, and until his final day, Moses climbed this mountain not just once, 
but many times, to view the Land of Israel. The fact that Moses can see 
the entire Land of Israel, even if he cannot enter it, is very important, 
because it allows Moses to give the nation correct and proper laws 
pertaining to the Land. In fact, these laws constitute the bulk of the 
book of Deuteronomy, which is soon to begin. That fifth and last book 
of the Torah differs from the four previous ones in just this aspect – its 
frequent and repeated references to the Land of Israel.

(13) When you have seen it, you too shall be gathered to your 
kin: This does not mean that Moses’ death is imminent; it is only a 
warning that there will be a proper transfer of power. 

The Midrash explains, that after God gave Moses the procedures for 
dividing the Land of Israel among the tribes, Moses wondered whether 
perhaps the Almighty had changed his mind and would allow him to 
enter the Land of Israel after all, in order to oversee its apportionment 
to the tribes. Therefore, the Almighty here tells Moses that the prior 
decree remains in force, and that Moses must depart from the scene.

(14) For, in the wilderness of Zin, when the community was 
contentious, you disobeyed My command to uphold My sanctity in 
their sight by means of the water: Whenever the Torah speaks of the 
death of Moses and Aaron, it indicates their sin explicitly, lest anyone 
think that they too were punished along with the Exodus generation 
for rejecting the Land of Israel (Num. 14:31).

(15) Moses spoke to the Lord, saying: This is the only place in 
the entire Torah where we find such an atypical, “reverse” formulation, 
instead of the usual “The Lord spoke to Moses, saying,” which 
introduces many of the commandments. The purpose of this reverse 
phrasing is to emphasize that Moses here for the first time addresses 
God with a demand: he demands that the Almighty show his concern 
for the people of Israel by appointing a leader to succeed Moses.

(16) Let the Lord … appoint someone: As noted very early in 
our commentary on this book of Numbers (Num. 1:2), the verbal root 
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P-K-D has several related meanings, which include: “appointing,” 
“remembering,” and “counting” (a large group of people, specifically, 
i.e., conducting a census). The last of those meanings, “counting,” 
is the source of the traditional Jewish name of this book, Chumash 
Ha-Pekudim, “The Book of the Census.” And it also the root of the 
modern Hebrew word mifkad, which means “census” or “muster.” In 
the broader sense, then, the name Chumash Ha-Pekudim indicates that 
counting, appointing, and calling (in the sense of mission and destiny) 
are the primary topics of this book.

(13-16) Just as your brother Aaron was [gathered to his kin] 
... Let the Lord … appoint someone: The Midrash explains the 
connection between these verses as follows. Moses observed that 
Aaron’s son Eleazar had been chosen as Aaron’s successor. And that 
God had also endorsed the position of Zelophehad’s daughters, which 
underscored the importance of the principle that children are first in 
line to inherit from their parents. But up to this point God had made no 
mention whatsoever of who would succeed Moses as the leader of the 
Jewish people. And therefore, Moses now turns to God with a request 
that his sons would likewise inherit him.

(16) The Lord, Source of the breath of all flesh: That is, He Who 
knows the thoughts and understands the soul of every human being. 
(Cf. Num. 16:22: “But they fell on their faces and said, ‘O God, Source 
of the breath of all flesh! When one man sins, will You be wrathful 
with the whole community?’ ”) This quality is essential for correctly 
choosing a leader.

(17) Who shall go out before them and come in before them, 
and who shall take them out and bring them in: A leader of the 
people must himself set an example for them, which Moses could 
no longer do. Thus, Moses here accepts the Almighty’s criteria for 
choosing correct leadership, and resigns himself to God’s decision to 
replace him.

So that the Lord’s community may not be like sheep that have 
no shepherd: To Moses’ thinking, a people without a leader are like 
sheep without a shepherd – they will wander apart and soon perish. 
That is, Moses is convinced that the people cannot really accomplish 
anything useful on their own. But even if this viewpoint is accurate for 
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a wilderness lifestyle, it is by no means true of a people living an ideal 
life in their own land.

This precisely is one of the reasons that Moses must depart. 
The people must be given an opportunity to demonstrate their 
independence, for without that any real achievement at an advanced 
spiritual level is impossible.

(18) And the Lord answered Moses, “Single out Joshua son of 
Nun”: Moses’ sons will not inherit or succeed him in any sense. Unlike 
Temple leadership, the priesthood, which passes from father to son, 
political leadership is not inherited. The next leader might even be 
from a completely different tribe (as in this case, Joshua, of the tribe 
of Ephraim).

Single out Joshua son of Nun: For Moses, this is a harsh and 
unexpected decision. Appointments of this kind occur, of course, 
according to personal merit, but lineage must also be considered. 
When a person is appointed as leader, it is also a recognition of his 
clan’s leadership qualities, and those of his tribe.

While the leadership was in the hands of the Levites – Moses, Aaron, 
and Miriam – the people were effectively being led by the priests. But 
now, upon entering the Land, a situation of division of power arises: 
the priesthood remains with Levi, but the political leadership goes for 
now to Ephraim. Here the stark contrast between the Levites and the 
Ephraimites is revealed. 

The Levites, who replaced the firstborn, are appointed from Above, 
and are therefore completely subordinate to God’s instructions; they 
have no plan of action of their own. They are zealous in defending 
God’s directions, but they are not independent. 

The symbol of independence and “awakening from below” is Joseph, 
here represented by the tribe of Ephraim. As already noted, it was the 
tribe Ephraim who are said to have left Egypt ahead of the general 
Exodus; thus we see that the Ephraimites are strongly disposed to 
exercising independent initiative. It is from this tribe that political 
power must derive in the era of the conquest of the land, when it is 
essential that the people will be able to act independently.

An inspired man: Ish asher ruach bo, literally, “a man in whom 
there is spirit.” This is meant in two senses: a man who has a special 
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connection with God, and a man who demonstrates independence of 
spirit and moral self-sufficiency.

Joshua is the only person who combines both of these qualities. He 
received his special connection with God at the giving of the Torah, 
when Moses ascended the mountain for his forty-day stay at the 
summit, and Joshua waited for Moses not down below, like the rest 
of the people, but halfway up the mountain. Thus, Joshua was, as it 
were, a “half-participant” in the actual giving of the Torah, and had no 
involvement whatsoever in the incident of the golden calf. And later, 
moreover, “[Moses’] attendant, Joshua son of Nun, a youth, would not 
stir out of the Tent” (Exod. 33:11). 

As for his inner strength and independence in choosing his own 
path – this attribute of Joshua first manifested in the episode of the 
spies.

And lay your hand upon him: Such a symbolic laying of hands 
says, “You can lean on this man and he will support you”; that is, you 
can rely on him. The same Hebrew root used here for laying hands, 
S-M-CH, also means to lean on something or be supported or rely 
on someone or something. Hence, a transfer of authority is called 
semichah, literally, “laying of hands, support, reliance.” (Rabbinic 
ordination, for example, is also called semichah.)

(19) Have him stand before Eleazar the priest and before 
the whole community, and commission him in their sight: The 
Hebrew here for “commission him” is ve-tzivita oto, literally, “you shall 
command him.” Here it means that Moses was to explain to Joshua 
what the transfer of authority entails – the scope of the governmental 
power he was receiving, and, especially, its limitations.

A leader of the Jewish nation is not an autocrat. He is limited by the 
law of the Torah, and has only the power that the Divine law invests 
in him.

Before Eleazar the priest and before the whole community: 
That is, in the presence of the Almighty and of the people. Both the 
power itself and the restrictions placed on it derive from two sources: 
God’s instructions and the people’s trust. A leader in Israel is held 
doubly accountable for his actions: first to Heaven, and then to the 
people he governs.
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(20) Invest him with some of your authority, so that the whole 
Israelite community may obey: Until that moment, Joshua was only 
Moses’ assistant. It was therefore necessary to elevate him officially 
and publicly to the status of a leader. 

The Midrash takes special note of the wording, “some of your 
authority” – some, but not all. Accordingly, the Midrash likens Moses’ 
countenance to the sun, and that of Joshua to the moon. However, this 
metaphor refers not only to the relative amount of light that emanates 
from each, but to the opportunity that each grants to others to express 
and assert their independence. The sun is so bright that its light 
completely obscures the stars, which are therefore never visible during 
the day, whereas the moon allows the stars to shine and be seen. By 
analogy, Moses’ leadership hinders the people from manifesting their 
own abilities, while Joshua’s leadership affords them the opportunity 
to do just that.

(21) But he shall present himself to Eleazar the priest: Unlike 
Moses, Joshua could not freely address the Almighty at any time and 
expect an immediate response. Rather, he had to direct his questions 
to God through the High Priest.

Who shall on his behalf seek the decision of the Urim before 
the Lord: The full name of this mechanism was “the Urim and 
Thummim” (Exod. 28:30). The term refers to a feature of the High 
Priest’s breastplate – twelve precious stones arranged in rows of 
three, on which were carved the names of the twelve tribes of Israel. 
Through the Urim and Thummim the High Priest would receive the the 
Almighty’s responses and decisions.

By such instruction they shall go out and by such instruction 
they shall come in: The most important use of the Urim and Thummim 
was to seek the Almighty’s guidance in matters of war. Specifically, 
Israel would base its decision as to whether or not it should go to war 
in a given situation on the response received through the High Priest.

(22-23) Moses did as the Lord commanded him. He took Joshua 
and had him stand before Eleazar the priest and before the whole 
community. He laid his hands upon him and commissioned him –  
as the Lord had spoken through Moses: This is not yet a complete 
transfer of power from Moses to Joshua. Even after this ceremony we 
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will see that Moses continues to govern the people. Joshua will assume 
full leadership of the nation only after Moses’ death. 

From this moment on, however, a transitional period begins, 
during which the future leader undergoes an internship, as it were, as 
he learns to make correct decisions. And likewise, the people accept 
him as their new leader in advance, in order to avoid a crisis of power 
at the moment when the former leader actually departs.73

The Midrash also reports that Joshua did in fact render certain 
decisions even during Moses’ lifetime, and that Moses approved and 
confirmed those decisions. Such actions demonstrated that Joshua 
was truly the right leader for the nation, and were thus an important 
element in the education of the people.

(22) He took Joshua and had him stand before Eleazar the priest 
and before the whole community: Formerly it was Moses and Aaron 
who governed the nation, but Joshua and Eleazar would eventually 
assume their roles. Either of those pairs represents a condition of 
stability, while the period of Moses’ and Eleazar’s leadership is seen as 
an intermediate position. We would do well to note that not by mere 
chance did the episode of the daughters of Zelophehad happen during 
this transitional interval, under Moses and Eleazar.

Joshua’s relationship to Eleazar is significantly different from 
Moses’s relationship to Aaron. Moses, who was Aaron’s superior, 
anointed Aaron to the priesthood. But now, on the contrary, Joshua is 
spiritually subordinate to Eleazar. God therefore commands Moses to 

“have him (Joshua) stand before Eleazar the priest.” That is, Moses and 
Eleazar seem to commission Joshua together, but it is Eleazar who in 
a certain sense anoints Joshua as the new ruler of the kingdom, as it 
were.

73	 In a monarchical system of government it is, generally speaking, not only 
beneficial but essential for an incoming king to take office during the lifetime 
of his predecessor, such that for some time they rule together. This approach 
gives stability to the process of transferring power.  King David (under pres-
sure from the prophet Nathan) followed exactly that plan, to assure that his 
son Solomon would inherit the entire kingdom intact. But Solomon did not 
effect such a transfer to his successor. His son Rehoboam, who took power 
immediately after Solomon’s death, made every mistake imaginable, with 
the result that the kingdom soon split and eventually perished.
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(23) He laid his hands upon him: God had commanded Moses 
above, “Single out Joshua son of Nun ... and lay your hand upon him” –  

“hand”, singular. But Moses laid both hands. That is, one hand at the 
Almighty’s direction, and the other hand at his own initiative. Thus 
does Moses express his assent to Joshua’s appointment as his successor.

During the wilderness era all power was concentrated in one family, 
and Joshua’s appointment therefore means not only a change in the 
person who will lead, but also a change in the system of power: it will 
now be divided into two separate and independent branches. Later, 
in the book of Deuteronomy, Moses will mandate that that power be 
further divided into not just two but four independent branches: the 
kingdom (royalty), the priesthood, the sages, and the prophets. Moses 
himself united all four of those branches. He was all of the above: king, 
prophet, highest of the high priests, and sage.

But the wilderness era is still only the prehistory of the Jewish 
nation, whose real, independent history will begin only after the 
people enter the Land of Israel. And that is where the separation of 
powers becomes truly essential.
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§ 25. TEMPLE SACRIFICES

§ 25.1 THE DAILY SACRIFICES (28:1-8)

ם אֶת־ מַרְתָּ֖ אֲלֵהֶ֑ ל וְאָֽ ו אֶת־בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ר׃ ב צַ֚ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ א וַיְדַבֵּ֥
מַרְתָּ֣  י בְּמֽוֹעֲדֽוֹ׃ ג וְאָֽ יב לִ֖ י תִּשְׁמְר֕וּ לְהַקְרִ֥ יחחִֹ֔ יחַ נִֽ י רֵ֚ י לְאִשַּׁ֗ י לַחְמִ֜ קָרְבָּנִ֨
�֥יִם  שְׁנַ ם  תְמִימִ֛ י־שָׁנָ֧ה  בְּנֵֽ ים  כְּבָשִׂ֨ י֑י  לַֽ יבוּ  תַּקְרִ֖ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ ה  אִשֶּׁ֔ הָֽ ה  זֶ֚ ם  לָהֶ֔
י  בֶשׂ הַשֵּׁנִ֔ קֶר וְאֵת֙ הַכֶּ֣ ה בַבֹּ֑ עֲשֶׂ֣ ד תַּֽ בֶשׂ אֶחָ֖ יד׃ ד אֶת־הַכֶּ֥ ה תָמִֽ לַיּ֖וֹם עֹלָ֥
מֶן  ה בְּשֶׁ֥ ה בְּלוּלָ֛ לֶת לְמִנְחָ֑ ה סֹ֖ אֵיפָ֛ ית הָֽ עֲשִׂירִ֧ יִם׃ ה וַֽ עַרְבָּֽ ין הָֽ ה בֵּ֥ עֲשֶׂ֖ תַּֽ
חַ  נִיחֹ֔ יחַ  לְרֵ֣ י  סִינַ֔ ר  בְּהַ֣ עֲשֻׂיָה֙  הָֽ יד  תָּמִ֑ ת  ין׃ ו עֹלַ֖ הַהִֽ ת  רְבִיעִ֥ ית  כָּתִ֖
ר  ךְ נֶ֥סֶךְ שֵׁכָ֖ דֶשׁ הַסֵּ֛ ד בַּקֹּ֗ אֶחָ֑ בֶשׂ הָֽ ין לַכֶּ֖ ת הַהִ֔ יֽי׃ ז וְנִסְכּוֹ֙ רְבִיעִ֣ ה לַֽ אִשֶּׁ֖
קֶר וּכְנִסְכּוֹ֙  ת הַבֹּ֤ יִם כְּמִנְחַ֨ עַרְבָּ֑ ין הָֽ ה בֵּ֣ עֲשֶׂ֖ י תַּֽ בֶשׂ הַשֵּׁנִ֔ יֽי׃ ח וְאֵת֙ הַכֶּ֣ לַֽ

יֽי׃  חַ לַֽ יחַ נִיחֹ֖ ה רֵ֥ ה אִשֵּׁ֛ עֲשֶׂ֔ תַּֽ

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

(2) Command the Israelite people and say to them: Be 
punctilious in presenting to Me at stated times the offerings 
of food due Me, as offerings by fire of pleasing odor to Me.

(3) Say to them: These are the offerings by fire that you are 
to present to the Lord: As a regular burnt offering every day, 
two yearling lambs without blemish.

(4) You shall offer one lamb in the morning, and the other 
lamb you shall offer at twilight.

(5) And as a meal offering, there sha
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ll be a tenth of an ephah of choice flour with a quarter of a 
hin of beaten oil mixed in

(6) – the regular burnt offering instituted at Mount Sinai – an 
offering by fire of pleasing odor to the Lord.

(7) The libation with it shall be a quarter of a hin for each 
lamb, to be poured in the sacred precinct as an offering of 
fermented drink to the Lord.

(8) The other lamb you shall offer at twilight, preparing the 
same meal offering and libation as in the morning – an 
offering by fire of pleasing odor to the Lord.

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: These are the laws 
pertaining to the sacrifices that will be brought in the Temple after 
entry into the Land of Israel.

Opinions differ as to which (if any) of the sacrifices were performed 
during the forty years of wanderings in the wilderness. The most widely 
accepted opinion, it seems, is that in those years the “perpetual” daily 
offering of two lambs was performed, but the adjuncts that accompany 
them (flour, oil, and wine), and the additional offerings of the Sabbath, 
New Moon, and festivals as well, were brought only after the Israelites 
entered the Land of Israel. And that is the reason that those offerings 
are described in detail at just this place in the Torah. During the forty 
years in the wilderness, except for the first-anniversary Passover 
celebration one year following the Exodus (see Num. 9:1 ff.), no 
festivals were observed at all.74

(2) Command the Israelite people and say to them: The 
sacrifices, and also the Tabernacle and its functioning in general, are 
presented differently in this book of Numbers, as compared with the 
earlier books of the Torah (Exodus and Leviticus).

According to the book of Exodus, the Tabernacle is primarily a 
place for continuation of the Divine revelation that occurred at Sinai, 
and that happens through Moses. The priests play only a “supporting” 
role – they merely facilitate the proper functioning of that revelation. 

74	 See Bible Dynamics on Num. 9:14 ff. concerning Pesach Sheini, “Second Pass-
over.”



490 Bible Dynamics. Book of Numbers

Accordingly, the consecration of the Tabernacle in Exodus is 
described as “the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the Presence 
of the Lord filled the Tabernacle” (Exod. 40:34). Thus, the Tabernacle is 
portrayed there as, essentially, a “Mount Sinai in miniature.”

The Book of Leviticus, in contrast, describes the Tabernacle as a 
place of service to the Almighty, where the sacrifices are performed. 
The consecration of the Tabernacle (Lev. 8-9) occurs through the  
kohen’s preparation for service, and through the sacrifices of initiation. 

These two approaches, of Exodus and of Leviticus, are 
complementary opposites. The first symbolizes spiritual movement 
coming from Above, and the second – from below upward.

But this book, Numbers, presents the Tabernacle yet differently 
– as the center of Israel’s national and public life, a social (and not 
merely religious) center. In this book (Num. 7), the consecration of the 
Tabernacle is therefore achieved through gifts and sacrificial offerings 
brought by the chieftains of the tribes on behalf of the entire Jewish 
nation. 

At the same time, the beginning of the book of Numbers describes 
only those aspects of the Tabernacle that were relevant in the 
wilderness, its role as the center of the nation’s encampments, and 
the direction of movement in the military campaign. But here, at the 
end of the journey through the wilderness, the focal point of Israel’s 
communication with the Almighty is the Tabernacle and the sacrifices 
performed within it.

The korban tamid, the perpetual daily sacrifice, and the musafim, 
the additional Sabbath, New Moon, and festival sacrifices, all of which 
are described in these next two chapters, are public, national sacrifices 
that have no explicit local, “pragmatic” objective. Their purpose is not 
to address issues that arise in everyday life – to effect atonement, for 
example, or as an expression of gratitude (other sacrifices perform those 
roles). Rather, these sacrifices are regular and unchanging, a foundation 
of the Temple service, expressing God’s constant connection with His 
people. These sacrifices are the foundation of national identity. Such is 
the role of the Tabernacle and, later, of the permanent Temple, in the 
life of the Jewish people in their new land.

Thus, the description of the sacrifices that follows in the Torah 
here is essentially an appeal to the nation as a whole, but there is 
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no mention whatsoever of the priests. It is of course the priests who 
perform these sacrifices, but in the perspective of this chapter the 
priests are only the people’s “technical representatives” as it were, and 
there is therefore no need to mention them explicitly.

(2) Command the Israelite people and say to them: ... the 
offerings of food due Me, as offerings by fire of pleasing odor to 
Me: The Hebrew word for “food” in this verse is lechem, which literally 
means “bread.” Thus this verse refers to all the sacrifices as “God’s 
bread.” According to Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, this may be telling 
us that in the future era animal sacrifices will be discontinued, and 
only grain offerings will remain. This would happen as part of a global 
transition to vegetarianism, reflecting mankind’s eventual refusal to 
kill animals for food. There will no longer be any need to offer animal 
sacrifices on the Temple altar.

Be punctilious in presenting to Me at stated times: The 
sacrifices described in this chapter are offered at established times in 
the weekly, monthly, and yearly cycles, thus expressing the regularity 
that is the basis of life. Note that the essential idea of sacrifices in 
general is constancy – preservation of the status quo, as opposed to 
prayer, which is a request for change and improvement. The purpose of 
sacrifice is to preserve the world, to prevent it from deteriorating and 
falling apart. Prayer, conversely, is a plea for the world to change for 
the better.

(3) Say to them: These are the offerings by fire that you are 
to present to the Lord: As a regular burnt offering every day, two 
yearling lambs without blemish: This is the korban tamid, the “perpetual 
sacrifice” – so called because it was offered daily in the Temple with no 
exception whatsoever.

Lambs: A lamb is a young sheep of the family of small, horned, 
ruminant mammals.

Without blemish: A basic requirement for all animal sacrifices is 
that they must be blemish-free (see Lev. 22:17 ff.).

As a regular burnt offering: Hebrew, olah, – literally, “that which 
ascends.” The traditional translation is “burnt offering.” An olah is a 
sacrifice that is completely burnt on the altar. No part of it is eaten – 
not by the priests, and not by the person who offers it (which in this 
case, however, is the entire nation of Israel).
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Every day: The Hebrew is tamid, – “perpetually, constantly,” which 
here means that this offering is brought daily, every day of the year 
without exception. This reinforces in the minds of the people that the 
Temple service, and its influence, are constant and continuous.

(4) You shall offer one lamb in the morning, and the other 
lamb you shall offer at twilight: That is, the one lamb when the light 
of day first shines, and the other when the day is ending.

(5) And as a meal offering, there shall be a tenth of an ephah 
of choice flour with a quarter of a hin of beaten oil mixed in: Bread 
with olive oil and a libation of wine were offered together with each of 
these sacrifices. Thus, the sacrifices united all the major components 
of the human diet.

Fruits were also brought to the Temple as “first fruits” (see Num. 
28:26 below, and Deut. 26:1 ff.). And vegetables were eaten by the 
priests, if they wished to do so, along with the sacrifices, but they were 
not a formal part of any Temple offering. That is, vegetables were 
considered a “supplementary” food rather than one of the fundamental 
food categories.

A tenth of an ephah: An ephah is the primary dry measure of 
volume of granular bulk products in the Torah. It is approximately 
equal to 38 liters (34 dry quarts), one tenth of which – about 3.8 liters 
(3.4 dry quarts) – is called below issaron, “a tenth part”. (Another 
common name for issaron is omer; see Exod. 16:36: “The omer is a 
tenth of an ephah.”)

Flour: Solet, “finely ground wheat flour.” Everything related to the 
Temple sacrifices must be of the highest quality.

With a quarter of a hin of beaten oil mixed in: A hin is a measure 
of liquid volume equal to approximately 6.5 liters (6.9 liquid quarts).

Beaten oil: “Beaten” oil means olive oil of the highest quality. The 
best olive oil came from the “first pressing” – the oil that flows only 
from squeezing, and does not require that the olives be crushed. It was 
this best-quality oil that was used to kindle the Temple menorah (Exod. 
27:20), and for the sacrifices.

(6) The regular burnt offering instituted at Mount Sinai – an 
offering by fire of pleasing odor to the Lord: Mount Sinai is relevant 
here in two ways: 
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(i) Because the first sacrifices offered by the Jewish nation were 
performed at the consecration of the Tabernacle at Mount Sinai, 
they serve as a reference point for all subsequent sacrifices, 
which are analogous to them. 
(ii) The altar in the Sanctuary and the fire that burns continuously 
upon it (“A perpetual fire shall be kept burning on the altar, not 
to go out”; see Lev. 6:6) are a miniature representation of Mount 
Sinai that had “devouring fire” at its summit (Exod. 19:18, Deut. 
5:22). 

Thus, the perpetual daily sacrifice symbolizes the everlasting 
connection of the Jewish people to Mount Sinai, where their covenant 
with the Almighty was concluded.

An offering by fire of pleasing odor to the Lord: The Almighty 
is pleased that the people of Israel never forget the covenant He made 
with them, and that they make that covenant the basis of Jewish 
national life.

(7) The libation with it shall be a quarter of a hin for each 
lamb: Although the priests are forbidden to drink wine while they 
serve in the Temple (Lev. 10:9), wine is poured on the altar as an 
essential component of many sacrifices. 

Everything in the material world can be utilized in the service of 
the Almighty – an approach that characterizes life in the Land of Israel, 
but was not operative during the wilderness years. This is why no 
libations of wine accompanied the sacrifices that were brought during 
those years of wilderness wanderings.

As an offering of fermented drink to the Lord: The Hebrew here 
is shechar, a “heady wine” that has been aged and has fermented. Grape 
juice does not qualify.

(8) The other lamb you shall offer at twilight: Twilight is the 
end of the daylight hours that generally coincide with typical working 
hours. Bringing a sacrifice at the start and end of every workday is 
symbolic of the principle that all worldly human activity should be 
directed to the service of the Almighty.
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is pleased that the people of Israel never forget the covenant He made 
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serve in the Temple (Lev. 10:9), wine is poured on the altar as an 
essential component of many sacrifices. 
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§  25.2. SACRIFICES OF THE SABBATH AND THE NEW MOON 
(28:9-15)

לֶת  סֹ֧ ים  עֶשְׂרנִֹ֗ וּשְׁנֵי֣  ם  תְּמִימִ֑ י־שָׁנָ֖ה  בְּנֵֽ ים  י־כְבָשִׂ֥ שְׁנֵֽ ת  הַשַּׁבָּ֔ ט וּבְיוֹם֙ 
יד  הַתָּמִ֖ ת  עַל־עֹלַ֥ בְּשַׁבַּתּ֑וֹ  ת  שַׁבַּ֖ ת  וְנִסְכּֽוֹ׃ י עֹלַ֥ מֶן  בַשֶּׁ֖ ה  בְּלוּלָ֥ ה  מִנְחָ֛

הּ׃  וְנִסְכָּֽ

יִל  וְאַ֣ יִם֙  שְׁנַ֨ ר  �ָקָ֤ י־ב בְּנֵֽ ים  פָּרִ֨ י֑י  לַֽ ה  עֹלָ֖ יבוּ  תַּקְרִ֥ ם  חָדְשֵׁיכֶ֔ יא וּבְרָאשֵׁי֙ 
לֶת  סֹ֤ ים  עֶשְׂרנִֹ֗ ה  ם׃ יב וּשְׁלֹשָׁ֣ תְּמִימִֽ ה  שִׁבְעָ֖ י־שָׁנָ֛ה  בְּנֵֽ ים  כְּבָשִׂ֧ ד  אֶחָ֔
ה  בְּלוּלָ֣ מִנְחָה֙  לֶת  סֹ֤ ים  עֶשְׂרנִֹ֗ וּשְׁנֵי֣  ד  אֶחָ֑ הָֽ ר  לַפָּ֖ מֶן  בַשֶּׁ֔ ה  בְּלוּלָ֣ מִנְחָה֙ 
בֶשׂ  מֶן לַכֶּ֖ ה בַשֶּׁ֔ לֶת מִנְחָה֙ בְּלוּלָ֣ ן עִשָּׂר֗וֹן סֹ֤ ד׃ יג וְעִשָּׂרֹ֣ אֶחָֽ יִל הָֽ מֶן לָאַ֖ בַשֶּׁ֔
ר  לַפָּ֜ ה  הְיֶ֨ יִֽ הַהִין֩  י  חֲצִ֣ ם  יֽי׃ יד וְנִסְכֵּיהֶ֗ לַֽ ה  אִשֶּׁ֖ חַ  נִיחֹ֔ יחַ  רֵ֣ עֹלָה֙  ד  אֶחָ֑ הָֽ
דֶשׁ֙ בְּחָדְשׁ֔וֹ  ת חֹ֨ את עֹלַ֥ ֹ֣ בֶשׂ יָ�֑יִן ז ין לַכֶּ֖ ת הַהִ֛ יִל וּרְבִיעִ֥ ין לָאַ֗ ת הַהִ֣ וּשְׁלִישִׁ֧
יד  הַתָּמִ֛ ת  עַל־עֹלַ֧ י֑י  לַֽ את  לְחַטָּ֖ ד  אֶחָ֛ ים  עִזִּ֥ יר  טו וּשְׂעִ֨ ה׃  הַשָּׁנָֽ י  לְחָדְשֵׁ֖

ה וְנִסְכּֽוֹ׃  עָשֶׂ֖ יֵֽ

(9) On the sabbath day: two yearling lambs without blemish, 
together with two-tenths of a measure of choice flour with 
oil mixed in as a meal offering, and with the proper libation –

(10) a burnt offering for every sabbath, in addition to the 
regular burnt offering and its libation.

(11) On your new moons you shall present a burnt offering to 
the Lord: two bulls of the herd, one ram, and seven yearling 
lambs, without blemish.

(12) As meal offering for each bull: three-tenths of a measure 
of choice flour with oil mixed in. As meal offering for each 
ram: two-tenths of a measure of choice flour with oil mixed in.

(13) As meal offering for each lamb: a tenth of a measure of 
fine flour with oil mixed in. Such shall be the burnt offering 
of pleasing odor, an offering by fire to the Lord.

(14) Their libations shall be: half a hin of wine for a bull, a 
third of a hin for a ram, and a quarter of a hin for a lamb. 
That shall be the monthly burnt offering for each new moon 
of the year.
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(15) And there shall be one goat as a sin offering to the Lord, 
to be offered in addition to the regular burnt offering and 
its libation.

(9-10) On the sabbath day: two yearling lambs ... in addition to 
the regular burnt offering and its libation: The additional Sabbath 
and festival sacrifices are called musafim, “additions” (the singular is 
musaf). In the post-Temple era, when – since the year 70 CE – there 
is neither a Temple nor sacrifices, the term musaf has been retained 
as the name of the prayer still recited on those same days, in memory 
of the sacrifices that were brought long ago on such occasions. The 
practice of bringing such sacrifices was already mentioned earlier (Lev. 
23:37-38). But only here, as the Jewish people are on the threshold of 
entering the Land of Israel, are they described in detail. 

The musaf of the Sabbath day – two yearling lambs and two ephahs 
of fine flour – precisely duplicates the daily sacrifice. That is, on the 
Sabbath there is a doubling of the perpetual daily sacrifice. Shabbat 
expresses “double completeness,” an additional abundance of life 
that supplements normal, everyday existence with a second measure 
of everything, as compared with the weekdays. Each Shabbat, in the 
wilderness, a double portion of manna was consumed. And in later 
eras it was likewise customary to double the food eaten and the lights 
kindled. Tradition even maintains that on the Sabbath every Jew is 
blessed with an “additional Sabbath soul.”

(9) Two-tenths of a measure of choice flour: Here the word  
issaron is used (from eser, “ten”), that is, one tenth of an ephah. Above 
(Num. 28:5), this same measure was expressed as, simply, “a tenth of 
an ephah.” Either way, it means about 3.8 liters (3.4 dry quarts), since 
an ephah is about 38 liters (34 dry quarts).

(11) On your new moons: In the ancient era the new Jewish 
month always began when, some hours after the actual “new moon” in 
the literal sense, when the moon is not visible from the Earth at all, the 
thinnest visible crescent of the new moon then first appeared. 

Technically, the beginning of the month was proclaimed by the 
decision of the Sanhedrin (the Supreme Court of Justice that was 
located at the Temple). Its judges would hear testimony on behalf of 
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the people that the new moon has been spotted, and would accept 
that evidence after they deemed it credible. (See Exod. 12:2 and the 
commentaries there.)

Unlike the Sabbath, which occurs at constant and immutable 
seven-day intervals, and is thus “declared from Above,” the beginning 
of each month depends on a human decision rendered by the Jewish 
people themselves. The musaf sacrifice of the new moon is therefore 
associated with the Patriarchs (understood as dynamic characters, 
open to the future as they were developing and changing during their 
lives; see the Biblical Dynamics commentary on the book of Genesis). It 
expresses the increased abundance of life that each new month brings, 
because it no longer depends on nature, but on the people, as creators 
of their own destiny.

This is why the Torah here says, “On your new moons,” which 
emphasizes the element of human agency that is involved in declaring 
the New Moon, whereas above (Num. 28:9) it refers to Shabbat as, 
simply, “the sabbath day” (without “your”).

Two bulls of the herd, one ram, and seven yearling lambs: The 
two bulls symbolize the connection with Abraham (Gen. 15:9, 18:7). 
The ram was sacrificed in place of Isaac (Gen. 22:13), and the lambs are 
associated with Jacob (Gen. 30:40).

(12-13) As meal offering for each bull: three-tenths of a 
measure of choice flour ... As meal offering for each ram: two-
tenths of a measure ... As meal offering for each lamb: a tenth of 
a measure: The size of each meal offering corresponds to the size of 
the animal. A larger animal requires a larger meal offering.

(14) Their libations shall be: half a hin of wine for a bull, a 
third of a hin for a ram, and a quarter of a hin for a lamb: And 
likewise, the amount of wine for each libation also corresponds to the 
size of the animal.

(15) And there shall be one goat as a sin offering to the Lord: 
The musaf sacrifice of every festival, and of the New Moon as well, 
included a goat as a sin offering. Its purpose was to atone for the sins 
of the priests and the Levites, who might have inadvertently entered 
the Temple in a state of ritual impurity.
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(Ordinary persons had dealings with the Temple and the sacrifices 
only at special moments of the year, for which they came well-
prepared. This included mindfulness to always exercise due caution 
and reverence. But entering the Temple was for the priests and the 
Levites a regular, even routine, activity, and mistakes on their part 
were therefore much more likely to happen.)

Festivals are days of joy and celebration. But joy cannot be complete 
unless there is a preliminary cleansing from sin. Unlike the other musaf 
sacrifices, the goats brought as sin offerings were never supplemented 
with flour, or libations of wine and oil, because such sacrifices are 
associated with cleansing from sin, rather than the fullness of life.

One goat as a sin offering to the Lord: The New Moon and all the 
festivals of the year require a sin offering of a goat each day. But the New 
Moon is the only musaf sacrifice where the instruction to bring that sin 
offering includes the words “to the Lord.” Moreover, the Hebrew can 
also be translated as “a sin offering for the Lord,” suggesting that God 
Himself requires the sin offering for (His Own) atonement.

According to the Midrash, herein lies the idea of “a sin committed 
by the Almighty.” (The Hebrew word for “sin” is chet, which not only 
means a violation of God’s law, but has a broader meaning of causing 
an imperfection or wreaking damage.) God’s “sin” with respect to the 
New Moon is that He created the moon such that it decreases in size 
each month, until it “disappears” entirely, as it were. That is, according 
to the Midrash, the Almighty seems to be saying, “On each New Moon, 
offer a goat to atone for Me, and to honor and satisfy the moon, whose 
size I have reduced (in comparison with that of the sun).”

According to the Midrash, at the creation of the world God had 
originally planned to make the sun and the moon equal in size. But the 
moon found that unacceptable, arguing that “two kings cannot wear 
the same crown.” That is, where global dominion is concerned, equality 
cannot not work – only one ruler must be in charge at all times. 

God accepted the moon’s argument, but the end result was quite 
different from what the moon had been hoping for: God reduced the 
moon, and the primary “dominion” went to the sun (Gen. 1:16-18).

That reduction of the moon in size and in importance is seen in 
some sense as an injustice that has endured in the world ever since the 
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Creation. But that injustice is felt most keenly once every month on the 
occasion of the new moon, when it is perceived as nothing less than a 
defect in the universe itself. The sin offering brought at each new moon 
serves to remind us of the wrongs, injustices, and imperfections of this 
world, and to inspire us to want to improve and correct the universe.75

§ 25.3. THE VERNAL FESTIVALS (28:16-31)

ה  חֲמִשָּׁ֨ יֽי׃ יז וּבַֽ סַח לַֽ דֶשׁ פֶּ֖ ר י֖וֹם לַחֹ֑ ה עָשָׂ֛ רִאשׁ֗וֹן בְּאַרְבָּעָ֥ דֶשׁ הָֽ טז וּבַחֹ֣
רִאשׁ֖וֹן  ל׃ יח בַּיּ֥וֹם הָֽ אָכֵֽ ים מַצּ֖וֹת יֵֽ ת יָמִ֔ ג שִׁבְעַ֣ דֶשׁ הַזֶּ֖ה חָ֑ ר י֛וֹם לַחֹ֥ עָשָׂ֥
ה עֹלָה֙  ם אִשֶּׁ֤ עֲשֽׂוּ׃ יט וְהִקְרַבְתֶּ֨ א תַֽ ֹ֥ ה ל אכֶת עֲבדָֹ֖ דֶשׁ כָּל־מְלֶ֥ מִקְרָא־קֹ֑
ם  ה תְּמִימִ֖ ה כְבָשִׂים֙ בְּנֵי֣ שָׁנָ֔ ד וְשִׁבְעָ֤ יִל אֶחָ֑ �֖יִם וְאַ֣ ר שְׁנַ �ָקָ֛ י־ב ים בְּנֵֽ י֔י פָּרִ֧ לַֽ
ר  לַפָּ֗ ים  עֶשְׂרנִֹ֜ ה  שְׁלֹשָׁ֨ מֶן  בַשָּׁ֑ ה  בְּלוּלָ֣ לֶת  סֹ֖ ם  נְחָתָ֔ ם׃ כ וּמִ֨ לָכֶֽ הְי֥וּ  יִֽ
ד  אֶחָ֑ הָֽ בֶשׂ  לַכֶּ֖ ה  עֲשֶׂ֔ תַּֽ עִשָּׂרוֹן֙  עֲשֽׂוּ׃ כא עִשָּׂר֤וֹן  תַּֽ יִל  לָאַ֖ ים  עֶשְׂרנִֹ֛ וּשְׁנֵ֧י 
ם׃ כג מִלְּבַד֙  עֲלֵיכֶֽ ר  לְכַפֵּ֖ ד  אֶחָ֑ את  חַטָּ֖ יר  ים׃ כב וּשְׂעִ֥ הַכְּבָשִֽׂ ת  לְשִׁבְעַ֖
עֲשׂ֤וּ  תַּֽ לֶּה  לֶּה׃ כד כָּאֵ֜ אֶת־אֵֽ עֲשׂ֖וּ  תַּֽ יד  הַתָּמִ֑ ת  לְעֹלַ֣ ר  אֲשֶׁ֖ קֶר  הַבֹּ֔ ת  עֹלַ֣
ה  עָשֶׂ֖ יד יֵֽ ת הַתָּמִ֛ י֑י עַל־עוֹלַ֧ חַ לַֽ יחַ־נִיחֹ֖ ה רֵֽ חֶם אִשֵּׁ֥ ים לֶ֛ ת יָמִ֔ לַיּוֹם֙ שִׁבְעַ֣
ה  עֲבדָֹ֖ אכֶת  ם כָּל־מְלֶ֥ לָכֶ֑ הְיֶה֣  יִֽ דֶשׁ  מִקְרָא־קֹ֖ י  הַשְּׁבִיעִ֔ וְנִסְכּֽוֹ׃ כה וּבַיּוֹם֙ 

עֲשֽׂוּ׃  א תַֽ ֹ֥ ל
קְרָא־ ם מִֽ תֵיכֶ֑ י֔י בְּשָׁבֻעֹ֖ ה חֲדָשָׁה֙ לַֽ ם מִנְחָ֤ יבְכֶ֜ ים בְּהַקְרִ֨ כו וּבְי֣וֹם הַבִּכּוּרִ֗
ה  עוֹלָ֜ ם  עֲשֽׂוּ׃ כז וְהִקְרַבְתֶּ֨ תַֽ א  ֹ֥ ל ה  עֲבדָֹ֖ אכֶת  כָּל־מְלֶ֥ ם  לָכֶ֔ הְיֶה֣  יִֽ דֶשׁ֙  קֹ֨
י  בְּנֵ֥ ים  כְבָשִׂ֖ ה  ד שִׁבְעָ֥ אֶחָ֑ יִל  אַ֣ �֖יִם  שְׁנַ ר  �ָקָ֛ י־ב בְּנֵֽ ים  פָּרִ֧ י֔י  לַֽ חַ֙  נִיחֹ֨ יחַ  לְרֵ֤
ד  אֶחָ֔ הָֽ ר  לַפָּ֣ עֶשְׂרנִֹים֙  ה  שְׁלֹשָׁ֤ מֶן  בַשָּׁ֑ ה  בְּלוּלָ֣ לֶת  סֹ֖ ם  נְחָתָ֔ ה׃ כח וּמִ֨ שָׁנָֽ
ת  לְשִׁבְעַ֖ ד  אֶחָ֑ הָֽ בֶשׂ  לַכֶּ֖ עִשָּׂר֔וֹן  ד׃ כט עִשָּׂרוֹן֙  אֶחָֽ הָֽ יִל  לָאַ֖ ים  עֶשְׂרנִֹ֔ שְׁנֵי֙ 
יד  הַתָּמִ֛ ת  עֹלַ֧ ד  ם׃ לא מִלְּבַ֞ עֲלֵיכֶֽ ר  לְכַפֵּ֖ ד  אֶחָ֑ ים  עִזִּ֖ יר  ים׃ ל שְׂעִ֥ הַכְּבָשִֽׂ

ם׃  ם וְנִסְכֵּיהֶֽ הְיוּ־לָכֶ֖ ם יִֽ עֲשׂ֑וּ תְּמִימִ֥ וּמִנְחָת֖וֹ תַּֽ

(16) In the first month, on the fourteenth day of the month, 
there shall be a passover sacrifice to the Lord,

(17) and on the fifteenth day of that month a festival. 
Unleavened bread shall be eaten for seven days.

75	 See Rashi’s commentary on Gen. 1:16.
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(18) The first day shall be a sacred occasion: you shall not work 
at your occupations.

(19) You shall present an offering by fire, a burnt offering, to 
the Lord: two bulls of the herd, one ram, and seven yearling 
lambs – see that they are without blemish.

(20) The meal offering with them shall be of choice flour with 
oil mixed in: prepare three-tenths of a measure for a bull, 
two-tenths for a ram;

(21) and for each of the seven lambs prepare one-tenth of a 
measure.

(22) And there shall be one goat for a sin offering, to make 
expiation in your behalf.

(23) You shall present these in addition to the morning portion 
of the regular burnt offering.

(24) You shall offer the like daily for seven days as food, an 
offering by fire of pleasing odor to the Lord; they shall be 
offered, with their libations, in addition to the regular burnt 
offering.

(25) And the seventh day shall be a sacred occasion for you: 
you shall not work at your occupations.

(26) On the day of the first fruits, your Feast of Weeks, when you 
bring an offering of new grain to the Lord, you shall observe a 
sacred occasion: you shall not work at your occupations.

(27) You shall present a burnt offering of pleasing odor to the 
Lord: two bulls of the herd, one ram, seven yearling lambs.

(28) The meal offering with them shall be of choice flour with 
oil mixed in, three-tenths of a measure for a bull, two-tenths 
for a ram,

(29) and one-tenth for each of the seven lambs.

(30) And there shall be one goat for expiation in your behalf.

(31) You shall present them – see that they are without blemish 
– with their libations, in addition to the regular burnt offering 
and its meal offering.
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(16) In the first month: The festivals of this section are divided 
into two groups: the springtime festivals, which are associated with 
the first month of the Jewish year (Nisan), and the autumn festivals, 
associated with the seventh month of the year (Tishri). These two 
most significant periods in the Jewish calendar are complimentarily 
opposite phases in the astronomical cycle that in turn drives the cycle 
of the seasons.

The springtime festivals, Passover and Shavuot, are the days on 
which the Jewish people became a nation, and then received the Torah. 
Thus, these are national, uniquely Jewish festivals. But the autumn 
festivals, on the other hand, relate to all of humanity and with the 
place that the Jewish people occupy within it.

In the first month, on the fourteenth day of the month, there 
shall be a passover sacrifice to the Lord: The word “sacrifice” does 
not appear in the original Hebrew of this verse; it is an interpolation 
by the translator – albeit a very necessary and correct one, as we shall 
now explain. 

Actually, this verse simply says, “In the first month, on the 
fourteenth day of the month, there shall be a pesach to the Lord.” 
Pesach is the Hebrew word for Passover. Although today the word pe-
sach, unqualified, is normally understood to mean, simply, the Passover 
festival, in ancient times this was not so. The word pesach then meant –  
first and foremost – the sacrifice, not the festival.

Thus, when this verse says, “On the fourteenth day of the month, 
there shall be a pesach to the Lord,” it means that the passover lamb 
should be slaughtered on the afternoon of the fourteenth day of the 
month, its blood then sprinkled on the altar in the Temple – which 
is what makes it an actual, formal “sacrifice” – and, finally, its meat 
eaten communally after nightfall. (The Passover evening meal that we 
now call the Seder has its ancient origins in that eating of the Passover 
sacrifice, which was then its true centerpiece.)

In that sense, then, the fourteenth day of the first month is, from 
the Torah’s point of view, integral to the observance of Passover, and 
is even seen as already the onset of Passover. In our times, however, 
since the Temple has not existed for almost two millennia, and the 
commandment of slaughtering and eating the Passover lamb can no 
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longer be observed, the fourteenth of Nisan is conventionally seen as 
not yet Passover, but only the “eve of Passover.”

Even so, it is important to realize that that perspective only 
reflects an unfortunate historical reality – that in these times the 
commandment to slaughter and eat the Passover sacrifice, one of 
Judaism’s most fundamental commandments, cannot be fulfilled. But 
the Torah’s perspective on the significance of the fourteenth day of 
Nisan, as seen in this verse, is entirely different.

(17) And on the fifteenth day of that month a festival; 
unleavened bread shall be eaten for seven days: Although Passover, 
practically speaking, is all one festival, it has two distinct components, 
and can be seen as combining what are in fact two different festivals: 
the Feast of the Passover Sacrifice, and the Feast of (eating) Unleavened 
Bread. 

The Pesach sacrifice component, which begins on the fourteenth 
day of Nisan, commemorates the deliverance by the Almighty of the 
Jewish firstborns when the Egyptian firstborns were mortally smitten. 
At that very first Passover sacrifice, which was performed in Egypt the 
night before the Exodus, we read in the Torah: “Take a bunch of hyssop, 
dip it in the blood [of the lamb] that is in the basin, and apply some 
of the blood that is in the basin to the lintel and to the two doorposts. 
None of you shall go outside the door of his house until morning. For 
when the Lord goes through to smite the Egyptians, He will see the 
blood on the lintel and the two doorposts, and the Lord will pass over 
the door and not let the Destroyer enter and smite your home” (Exod. 
12:22-23).

The second component, the Feast of Unleavened Bread, begins the 
following day, and is celebrated in remembrance of the actual Exodus 
from Egypt, which took place on the fifteenth of Nisan (Exod. 12:51, 
Num. 33:3).

(18) The first day shall be a sacred occasion: The first day and 
last (seventh) day of Pesach are festivals in the fullest sense, whereas 
the days in between are called Chol Ha-Moed, “festival weekdays.” 
Although the Torah does not prohibit performing constructive labor of 
any kind on those middle days, certain types of work are forbidden by 
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a decree of the Sages even on those days out of respect for the festival, 
and in order to promote and facilitate enjoyment of the holiday.

You shall not work at your occupations: There are two different 
formulations of the prohibition of work on holy days. With respect 
to Shabbat and Yom Kippur the Torah says, “Do no work (melachah) 
whatever” (Lev. 23:3, 31). But on the festivals the prohibition is 
expressed as “Do not work at your occupations (melechet avodah)”  
(Lev. 23:7). 

Tradition understands this distinction as reducing the scope of the 
prohibition of performing constructive labor on festivals. Specifically, 
on any festival (except Yom Kippur) that falls on a weekday, cooking is 
permitted, because eating delicious food is an essential component of 
experiencing the joy of the holiday. 

The Torah itself makes this distinction between food 
preparation and all other activities: “You shall celebrate a sacred 
occasion on the first day, and a sacred occasion on the seventh day; 
no work at all shall be done on them; only what every person is to 
eat, that alone may be prepared for you” (Exod. 12:16). Although this 
food-related leniency was said with respect to Passover specifically, it 
applies to all other festivals (except Yom Kippur) as well.

(19) You shall present an offering by fire, a burnt offering, 
to the Lord: two bulls of the herd, one ram, and seven yearling 
lambs: Like the New Moon sacrifices, the sacrifices brought on all 
the springtime festivals express a connection with the Patriarchs: 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

(20-21) The meal offering with them shall be of choice flour 
with oil mixed in: prepare three-tenths of a measure for a bull, 
two-tenths for a ram; and for each of the seven lambs prepare 
one-tenth of a measure: All the ancillaries of flour, olive oil, and 
wine for the musaf sacrifices of the Festivals are analogous to those of 
the New Moon.

(22) And there shall be one goat for a sin offering, to make 
expiation in your behalf: As already mentioned, this offering too 
is the same on all festivals. It atones for the sins of the priests and 
Levites, who might have inadvertently entered the Temple in a state of 
ritual uncleanness.
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(23) You shall present these in addition to the morning portion 
of the regular burnt offering: Here again the general principle 
remains the same. The two daily, tamid, “perpetual” sacrifices are the 
foundation of the day’s offerings. The musaf sacrifices, when applicable, 
are added on top of them, to be brought after the morning tamid.

(24) You shall offer the like daily for seven days: On the festival 
of Sukkot, as we shall see (Num. 29:12-34 below), the musaf sacrifices are 
different on each of the seven days. But on Passover, unlike Sukkot, the 
musaf sacrifices are the same on all seven days. Later, in our discussion 
of Sukkot, we shall suggest a rationale for this prominent difference 
between these two seven-day festivals in the Jewish calendar.

(25) And the seventh day shall be a sacred occasion for you: 
you shall not work at your occupations: One might ask: Passover 
of course commemorates the Exodus from Egypt, and is therefore 
observed yearly on the date of the Exodus (the 15th of Nisan) in the 
Jewish calendar, but why does the Torah declare also the seventh day of 
Passover a major festival? What is the special significance of that day?

The answer is that the seventh day of Passover commemorates the 
splitting of the Sea of Reeds (Exod. 14), which according to Tradition 
occurred on the seventh day following the Exodus from Egypt. It was a 
miraculous deliverance at least as great as the Exodus itself.

(26) On your Feast of Weeks: The words “Feast of” do not appear 
in the Hebrew, which reads, simply, be-shavuoteichem, literally, “on 
your weeks.”

 Shavuot is a very common word in Hebrew, meaning, simply, 
“weeks.” The name of this festival, the “Feast of Weeks” derives from 
the fact that it is always observed exactly seven weeks after the second 
day of Passover. 

According to Tradition, Shavuot commemorates the giving of the 
Torah at Mount Sinai. As the Torah reports (Exod. 19:1), the Revelation 
at Sinai occurred at the beginning of the third month, or some seven 
weeks, following the Exodus. (The Written Torah does not tell us the 
exact date of the giving of the Torah at Sinai.)

Shavuot is in fact the only one of the festivals for which no actual 
date (month and day) is prescribed. Rather, “[From Passover] you must 
count until the day after the seventh week—fifty days” (Lev. 23:16). 
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Shavuot is then observed on that fiftieth day. This demonstrates and 
emphasizes that Shavuot is not its own independent festival, but a 
continuation of (and the completion of) Passover.

On the day of the first fruits: From the perspective of the Written 
Torah, Shavuot is the festival of bringing the first fruits of the new 
harvest to the Temple.

“When you enter the land that the Lord your God is giving you as 
a heritage, and you possess it and settle in it, you shall take some of 
every first fruit of the soil, which you harvest from the land that the 
Lord your God is giving you, put it in a basket and go to the place where 
the Lord your God will choose to establish His name” (Deut. 26:1 2).

Thus, the Written Torah does not explicitly link the festival of 
Shavuot to the day of the Giving of the Torah. Only the Oral Torah 
makes that connection.

(26) When you bring an offering of new grain: The words “of 
new grain” do not appear here in the Torah text, which says, simply, 

“when you bring a new offering.” However, the Torah here relies on 
passages in its other books to make clear what that “new offering” was. 
(Moreover, although minchah, the Hebrew word used here for “offering,” 
very often means an offering or gift in general, the same word minchah 
also very often refers to a meal offering – that is, an offering of grain –  
specifically.)

The book of Leviticus (23:15-17) is somewhat more explicit than 
this verse, indicating that the “new offering” of this festival consists of 
two loaves of bread made from the new grain harvest. And finally, in 
the book of Exodus (34:22), where Shavuot is called “the Festival of the 
first fruits of the wheat harvest,” we learn what kind of grain is meant.

(27) You shall present a burnt offering of pleasing odor to the 
Lord: two bulls of the herd, one ram, seven yearling lambs: The 
sacrifices of Shavuot are identical to those of all the days of Passover. 
In this sense too, and as already mentioned, the festival of Shavuot is 
actually the completion of Passover.

(31) You shall present them – see that they are without blemish –  
with their libations, in addition to the regular burnt offering 
and its meal offering: Notwithstanding the translation given here, 
this verse in the Hebrew is worded somewhat differently, literally: “In 
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addition to the regular burnt offering and its meal offering shall you 
perform [these Shavuot musaf offerings]. They shall be without blemish 
for you, and their libations.”

Those last words can also be read as “They and their libations 
shall be without blemish for you.” Thus, “without blemish” can be 
understood as referring not only to the sacrificial animals (the obvious 
meaning), but also to their libations – the supplements of flour, oil, 
and wine.

On the other hand, although the word ve-niskeihem, “and their 
libations,” refers broadly to all three of those supplements, more 
strictly it means the wine specifically. Tradition concludes from this 
that the wine used for the libations that accompany the sacrifices must 
be “without blemish,” that is, of the very highest quality. In particular, 
yayin mevushal, “boiled wine,” or wine that has been diluted with other 
beverages, or wine whose quality has been impaired due to improper 
storage, must not be used for the sacrificial libations.

§ 25.4. THE AUTUMN FESTIVALS (29:1-38)

אכֶת  ם כָּל־מְלֶ֥ הְיֶה֣ לָכֶ֔ דֶשׁ֙ יִֽ קְרָא־קֹ֨ דֶשׁ מִֽ ד לַחֹ֗ י בְּאֶחָ֣ דֶשׁ הַשְּׁבִיעִ֜ א וּבַחֹ֨
י֔י  חַ֙ לַֽ יחַ נִיחֹ֨ ה לְרֵ֤ ם עֹלָ֜ עֲשִׂיתֶ֨ ם׃ ב וַֽ הְיֶ֥ה לָכֶֽ ה יִֽ עֲשׂ֑וּ י֥וֹם תְּרוּעָ֖ א תַֽ ֹ֣ ה ל עֲבדָֹ֖
ם  נְחָתָ֔ ם׃ ג וּמִ֨ ה תְּמִימִֽ י־שָׁנָ֛ה שִׁבְעָ֖ ים בְּנֵֽ ד כְּבָשִׂ֧ יִל אֶחָ֑ ד אַ֣ ר אֶחָ֖ �ָקָ֛ ר בֶּן־בּ פַּ֧
יִל׃ ד וְעִשָּׂר֣וֹן  ים לָאָֽ י עֶשְׂרנִֹ֖ ר שְׁנֵ֥ ה עֶשְׂרנִֹים֙ לַפָּ֔ מֶן שְׁלֹשָׁ֤ ה בַשָּׁ֑ לֶת בְּלוּלָ֣ סֹ֖
את  חַטָּ֑ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ים׃ ה וּשְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ הַכְּבָשִֽׂ ת  לְשִׁבְעַ֖ ד  אֶחָ֑ הָֽ בֶשׂ  לַכֶּ֖ ד  אֶחָ֔
הּ  ת הַתָּמִיד֙ וּמִנְחָתָ֔ וְעֹלַ֤ הּ  דֶשׁ וּמִנְחָתָ֗ ת הַחֹ֜ ם׃ ו מִלְּבַד֩ עֹלַ֨ עֲלֵיכֶֽ ר  לְכַפֵּ֖

יֽי׃  ה לַֽ חַ אִשֶּׁ֖ יחַ נִיחֹ֔ ם לְרֵ֣ ם כְּמִשְׁפָּטָ֑ וְנִסְכֵּיהֶ֖
ם  וְעִנִּיתֶ֖ ם  לָכֶ֔ הְיֶה֣  יִֽ דֶשׁ֙  קְרָא־קֹ֨ מִֽ ה  הַזֶּ֗ י  הַשְּׁבִיעִ֜ דֶשׁ  לַחֹ֨ עָשׂוֹר֩  ז וּבֶֽ
יחַ  רֵ֣ יי֙  לַֽ ה  עֹלָ֤ ם  עֲשֽׂוּ׃ ח וְהִקְרַבְתֶּ֨ תַֽ א  ֹ֥ ל ה  כָּל־מְלָאכָ֖ ם  תֵיכֶ֑ אֶת־נַפְשֹֽׁ
ם  תְּמִימִ֖ ה  שִׁבְעָ֔ י־שָׁנָה֙  בְּנֵֽ ים  כְּבָשִׂ֤ ד  אֶחָ֑ יִל  אַ֣ ד  אֶחָ֖ ר  �ָקָ֛ בֶּן־בּ ר  פַּ֧ חַ  נִיחֹ֔
ר  לַפָּ֔ עֶשְׂרנִֹים֙  ה  שְׁלֹשָׁ֤ מֶן  בַשָּׁ֑ ה  בְּלוּלָ֣ לֶת  סֹ֖ ם  נְחָתָ֔ ם׃ ט וּמִ֨ לָכֶֽ הְי֥וּ  יִֽ
ת  לְשִׁבְעַ֖ ד  אֶחָ֑ הָֽ בֶשׂ  לַכֶּ֖ עִשָּׂר֔וֹן  ד׃ י עִשָּׂרוֹן֙  אֶחָֽ הָֽ יִל  לָאַ֖ ים  עֶשְׂרנִֹ֔ שְׁנֵי֙ 
ת  וְעֹלַ֣ הַכִּפֻּרִים֙  את  חַטַּ֤ ד  מִלְּבַ֞ את  חַטָּ֑ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ים׃ יא שְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ הַכְּבָשִֽׂ

ם׃  הּ וְנִסְכֵּיהֶֽ יד וּמִנְחָתָ֖ הַתָּמִ֔
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כָּל־ ם  לָכֶ֔ הְיֶה֣  יִֽ דֶשׁ֙  קְרָא־קֹ֨ מִֽ י  הַשְּׁבִיעִ֗ דֶשׁ  לַחֹ֣ י֜וֹם  ר  עָשָׂ֨ חֲמִשָּׁה֩  יב וּבַֽ
ם  ים׃ יג וְהִקְרַבְתֶּ֨ יָמִֽ ת  שִׁבְעַ֥ י֖י  לַֽ ג  חַ֛ ם  וְחַגֹּתֶ֥ עֲשׂ֑וּ  תַֽ א  ֹ֣ ל ה  עֲבדָֹ֖ אכֶת  מְלֶ֥
�֑יִם  שְׁנָ ם  ר אֵילִ֣ ה עָשָׂ֖ ר שְׁלֹשָׁ֥ �ָקָ֛ י־ב בְּנֵֽ ים  פָּרִ֧ י֔י  לַֽ חַ֙  נִיחֹ֨ יחַ  רֵ֤ ה  ה אִשֵּׁ֨ עֹלָ֜
ה  לֶת בְּלוּלָ֣ ם סֹ֖ נְחָתָ֔ הְיֽוּ׃ יד וּמִ֨ ם יִֽ ר תְּמִימִ֥ ה עָשָׂ֖ י־שָׁנָ֛ה אַרְבָּעָ֥ ים בְּנֵֽ כְּבָשִׂ֧
ים שְׁנֵ֤י עֶשְׂרנִֹים֙  ה עָשָׂר֙ פָּרִ֔ ד לִשְׁלֹשָׁ֤ אֶחָ֗ ר הָֽ ים לַפָּ֣ ה עֶשְׂרנִֹ֜ מֶן שְׁלֹשָׁ֨ בַשָּׁ֑
ה  ד לְאַרְבָּעָ֥ אֶחָ֑ בֶשׂ הָֽ ם׃ טו וְעִשָּׂרוֹׄן֙ עִשָּׂר֔וֹן לַכֶּ֖ אֵילִֽ ד לִשְׁנֵ֖י הָֽ אֶחָ֔ יִל הָֽ לָאַ֣
יד  הַתָּמִ֔ ת  עֹלַ֣ מִלְּבַד֙  את  חַטָּ֑ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ים׃ טז וּשְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ כְּבָשִֽׂ ר  עָשָׂ֖

הּ׃  הּ וְנִסְכָּֽ מִנְחָתָ֖
י־ בְּנֵֽ ים  כְּבָשִׂ֧ �֑יִם  שְׁנָ ם  אֵילִ֣ ר  עָשָׂ֖ שְׁנֵ֥ים  ר  �ָקָ֛ י־ב בְּנֵֽ ים  פָּרִ֧ י  הַשֵּׁנִ֗ יז וּבַיּ֣וֹם 
ם  אֵילִ֧ לָֽ פָּרִים  לַ֠ ם  וְנִסְכֵּיהֶ֡ ם  ם׃ יח וּמִנְחָתָ֣ תְּמִימִֽ ר  עָשָׂ֖ ה  אַרְבָּעָ֥ שָׁנָ֛ה 
מִלְּבַד֙  את  חַטָּ֑ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ט׃ יט וּשְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ כַּמִּשְׁפָּֽ ם  בְּמִסְפָּרָ֖ ים  וְלַכְּבָשִׂ֛

ם׃  הּ וְנִסְכֵּיהֶֽ יד וּמִנְחָתָ֖ ת הַתָּמִ֔ עֹלַ֣
י־שָׁנָ֛ה  ים בְּנֵֽ �֑יִם כְּבָשִׂ֧ ם שְׁנָ ר אֵילִ֣ י־עָשָׂ֖ ים עַשְׁתֵּֽ י פָּרִ֥  כט,כ וּבַיּ֧וֹם הַשְּׁלִישִׁ֛
ים  ם וְלַכְּבָשִׂ֛ אֵילִ֧ פָּרִים לָֽ ם לַ֠ ם וְנִסְכֵּיהֶ֡ ם׃ כא וּמִנְחָתָ֣ ר תְּמִימִֽ ה עָשָׂ֖ אַרְבָּעָ֥
יד  הַתָּמִ֔ ת  עֹלַ֣ מִלְּבַד֙  ד  אֶחָ֑ את  חַטָּ֖ יר  ט׃ כב וּשְׂעִ֥ כַּמִּשְׁפָּֽ ם  בְּמִסְפָּרָ֖

הּ׃  הּ וְנִסְכָּֽ וּמִנְחָתָ֖
ה  י־שָׁנָ֛ה אַרְבָּעָ֥ ים בְּנֵֽ �֑יִם כְּבָשִׂ֧ ם שְׁנָ ה אֵילִ֣ ים עֲשָׂרָ֖ י פָּרִ֥ רְבִיעִ֛ כג וּבַיּ֧וֹם הָֽ
ם  ים בְּמִסְפָּרָ֖ ם וְלַכְּבָשִׂ֛ אֵילִ֧ פָּרִים לָֽ ם לַ֠ ם וְנִסְכֵּיהֶ֡ ם׃ כד מִנְחָתָ֣ ר תְּמִימִֽ עָשָׂ֖
הּ  מִנְחָתָ֖ יד  הַתָּמִ֔ ת  עֹלַ֣ מִלְּבַד֙  את  חַטָּ֑ ד  אֶחָ֖ ים  ט׃ כה וּשְׂעִיר־עִזִּ֥ כַּמִּשְׁפָּֽ

הּ׃  וְנִסְכָּֽ
ה  י־שָׁנָ֛ה אַרְבָּעָ֥ ים בְּנֵֽ �֑יִם כְּבָשִׂ֧ ם שְׁנָ ה אֵילִ֣ ים תִּשְׁעָ֖ י פָּרִ֥ חֲמִישִׁ֛ כו וּבַיּ֧וֹם הַֽ
ם  ים בְּמִסְפָּרָ֖ ם וְלַכְּבָשִׂ֛ אֵילִ֧ פָּרִים לָֽ ם לַ֠ ם וְנִסְכֵּיהֶ֡ ם׃ כז וּמִנְחָתָ֣ ר תְּמִימִֽ עָשָׂ֖
הּ׃  הּ וְנִסְכָּֽ יד וּמִנְחָתָ֖ ת הַתָּמִ֔ ד מִלְּבַד֙ עֹלַ֣ את אֶחָ֑ יר חַטָּ֖ ט׃ כח וּשְׂעִ֥ כַּמִּשְׁפָּֽ
ה  י־שָׁנָ֛ה אַרְבָּעָ֥ ים בְּנֵֽ �֑יִם כְּבָשִׂ֧ ם שְׁנָ ים שְׁמֹנָ֖ה אֵילִ֣ י פָּרִ֥ כט וּבַיּ֧וֹם הַשִּׁשִּׁ֛

ם  ים בְּמִסְפָּרָ֖ ם וְלַכְּבָשִׂ֛ אֵילִ֧ פָּרִים לָֽ ם לַ֠ ם וְנִסְכֵּיהֶ֡ ם׃ ל וּמִנְחָתָ֣ ר תְּמִימִֽ עָשָׂ֖
יהָ׃  הּ וּנְסָכֶֽ יד מִנְחָתָ֖ ת הַתָּמִ֔ ד מִלְּבַד֙ עֹלַ֣ את אֶחָ֑ יר חַטָּ֖ ט׃ לא וּשְׂעִ֥ כַּמִּשְׁפָּֽ
ה  י־שָׁנָ֛ה אַרְבָּעָ֥ ים בְּנֵֽ �֑יִם כְּבָשִׂ֧ ם שְׁנָ ה אֵילִ֣ ים שִׁבְעָ֖ י פָּרִ֥ לב וּבַיּ֧וֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִ֛

ם  ים בְּמִסְפָּרָ֖ ם וְלַכְּבָשִׂ֛ אֵילִ֧ פָּרִים לָֽ ם לַ֠ ם וְנִסְכֵּהֶ֡ ם׃ לג וּמִנְחָתָ֣ ר תְּמִימִֽ עָשָׂ֖
הּ׃  הּ וְנִסְכָּֽ יד מִנְחָתָ֖ ת הַתָּמִ֔ ד מִלְּבַד֙ עֹלַ֣ את אֶחָ֑ יר חַטָּ֖ ם׃ לד וּשְׂעִ֥ כְּמִשְׁפָּטָֽ
א  ֹ֥ ל ה  עֲבדָֹ֖ אכֶת  כָּל־מְלֶ֥ ם  לָכֶ֑ הְיֶה֣  תִּֽ רֶת  עֲצֶ֖ י  הַשְּׁמִינִ֔ לה בַּיּוֹם֙ 

ד  אֶחָ֑ יִל  אַ֣ ד  אֶחָ֖ ר  פַּ֥ י֔י  לַֽ חַ֙  נִיחֹ֨ יחַ  רֵ֤ ה  אִשֵּׁ֨ ה  עֹלָ֜ ם  עֲשֽׂוּ׃ לו וְהִקְרַבְתֶּ֨ תַֽ
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יִל  לָאַ֧ ר  לַפָּ֨ ם  וְנִסְכֵּיהֶ֗ ם  ם׃ לז מִנְחָתָ֣ תְּמִימִֽ ה  שִׁבְעָ֖ י־שָׁנָ֛ה  בְּנֵֽ ים  כְּבָשִׂ֧
ת  עֹלַ֣ מִלְּבַד֙  ד  אֶחָ֑ את  חַטָּ֖ יר  ט׃ לח וּשְׂעִ֥ כַּמִּשְׁפָּֽ ם  בְּמִסְפָּרָ֖ ים  וְלַכְּבָשִׂ֛

הּ׃ הּ וְנִסְכָּֽ יד וּמִנְחָתָ֖ הַתָּמִ֔

(1) In the seventh month, on the first day of the month, you 
shall observe a sacred occasion: you shall not work at your 
occupations. You shall observe it as a day when the horn is 
sounded.

(2) You shall present a burnt offering of pleasing odor to the 
Lord: one bull of the herd, one ram, and seven yearling lambs, 
without blemish.

(3) The meal offering with them – choice flour with oil mixed 
in – shall be: three-tenths of a measure for a bull, two-tenths 
for a ram,

(4) and one-tenth for each of the seven lambs.

(5) And there shall be one goat for a sin offering, to make 
expiation in your behalf –

(6) in addition to the burnt offering of the new moon with its 
meal offering and the regular burnt offering with its meal 
offering, each with its libation as prescribed, offerings by fire 
of pleasing odor to the Lord.

(7) On the tenth day of the same seventh month you shall 
observe a sacred occasion when you shall practice self-denial. 
You shall do no work.

(8) You shall present to the Lord a burnt offering of pleasing 
odor: one bull of the herd, one ram, seven yearling lambs; see 
that they are without blemish.

(9) The meal offering with them – of choice flour with oil 
mixed in – shall be: three-tenths of a measure for a bull, two-
tenths for the one ram,

(10) one-tenth for each of the seven lambs.

(11) And there shall be one goat for a sin offering, in addition 
to the sin offering of expiation and the regular burnt offering 
with its meal offering, each with its libation.



510 Bible Dynamics. Book of Numbers

(12) On the fifteenth day of the seventh month, you shall 
observe a sacred occasion: you shall not work at your 
occupations. – Seven days you shall observe a festival of the 
Lord. –

(13) You shall present a burnt offering, an offering by fire of 
pleasing odor to the Lord: Thirteen bulls of the herd, two 
rams, fourteen yearling lambs; they shall be without blemish.

(14) The meal offerings with them – of choice flour with oil 
mixed in – shall be: three-tenths of a measure for each of the 
thirteen bulls, two-tenths for each of the two rams,

(15) and one-tenth for each of the fourteen lambs.

(16) And there shall be one goat for a sin offering – in addition 
to the regular burnt offering, its meal offering and libation.

(17) Second day: Twelve bulls of the herd, two rams, fourteen 
yearling lambs, without blemish;

(18) the meal offerings and libations for the bulls, rams, and 
lambs, in the quantities prescribed;

(19) and one goat for a sin offering – in addition to the regular 
burnt offering, its meal offering and libations.

(20) Third day: Eleven bulls, two rams, fourteen yearling lambs, 
without blemish;

(21) the meal offerings and libations for the bulls, rams, and 
lambs, in the quantities prescribed;

(22) and one goat for a sin offering – in addition to the regular 
burnt offering, its meal offering and libation.

(23) Fourth day: Ten bulls, two rams, fourteen yearling lambs, 
without blemish;

(24) the meal offerings and libations for the bulls, rams, and 
lambs, in the quantities prescribed;

(25) and one goat for a sin offering – in addition to the regular 
burnt offering, its meal offering and libation.

(26) Fifth day: Nine bulls, two rams, fourteen yearling lambs, 
without blemish;
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(27) the meal offerings and libations for the bulls, rams, and 
lambs, in the quantities prescribed;
(28) and one goat for a sin offering – in addition to the regular 
burnt offering, its meal offering and libation.
(29) Sixth day: Eight bulls, two rams, fourteen yearling lambs, 
without blemish;
(30) the meal offerings and libations for the bulls, rams, and 
lambs, in the quantities prescribed;
(31) and one goat for a sin offering – in addition to the regular 
burnt offering, its meal offering and libations.
(32) Seventh day: Seven bulls, two rams, fourteen yearling 
lambs, without blemish;
(33) the meal offerings and libations for the bulls, rams, and 
lambs, in the quantities prescribed;
(34) and one goat for a sin offering – in addition to the regular 
burnt offering, its meal offering and libation.
(35) On the eighth day you shall hold a solemn gathering; you 
shall not work at your occupations.
(36) You shall present a burnt offering, an offering by fire of 
pleasing odor to the Lord; one bull, one ram, seven yearling 
lambs, without blemish;
(37) the meal offerings and libations for the bull, the ram, and 
the lambs, in the quantities prescribed;
(38) and one goat for a sin offering – in addition to the regular 
burnt offering, its meal offering and libation.

(1) In the seventh month: All the autumn festivals occur in 
the seventh month, Tishri. According to Tradition, the character of 
those festivals is universal (rather than relating to the Jewish people 
specifically). The autumn festivals emphasize God’s connection with 
all of humanity, and the place of the Jewish people within it.

The sequence of these three autumn festivals (the fourth and final 
autumn festival – Shemini Atzeret – is discussed in the commentary to 
Num. 29:2 below) is laid out in this chapter as follows:
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(i) Rosh Hashanah – “a day when the horn is sounded” (Num. 29:1). 
(ii) Yom Kippur – a day of self-denial and expiation (Num. 29:7, 11). 
(iii) Sukkot – a seven-day festival of joy (Num. 29:12).

Tradition presents this sequence as corresponding to the stages of 
human history: 

(i) Rosh Hashanah – the birth of the world and the creation of 
humankind.
(ii) Yom Kippur – a day of atonement and purification, as expressed 
in the one-day separation of the Jewish people from humanity, in 
order to establish and affirm their connection with the Almighty.
(iii) Sukkot – an opportunity for all of mankind to be joined to the 
Jewish people and, through them, to the Almighty.

In the seventh month: The number seven was laid at the Creation 
of the world as one of the foundations of nature (the clearest expression 
of which is the Sabbath, which is observed every seven days without fail). 
The number seven is emphasized in this chapter as the structural basis 
for the entire system of the Jewish festivals. Their sequence begins with 
the Exodus. The seventh day following the Exodus is the seventh and 
final day of Passover. Seven weeks after the Exodus the Feast of Weeks, 
Shavuot, is celebrated. And the seventh month following the Exodus is 
Tishri, the month in which all the autumn festivals are observed.

On the first day of the month: This holy day later came to be 
known as Rosh Hashanah (literally, “the beginning of the year”) – 
Jewish New Year.

You shall observe it as a day when the horn is sounded: 
Blowing the shofar on Rosh Hashanah is not merely a nice custom, but 
a fundamental Torah commandment that expresses the very essence 
of the day. This trumpeting has a number of meanings, some universal 
and some that relate to the Jewish people specifically. 

(i) Tradition identifies this day, the first of Tishri, with the sixth 
day of Creation, the day on which God made man (Gen. 1:27). 
Having done so, the Almighty had subjects, and thus He officially 
became King over the entire world. Thus, the shofar is blown 
on Rosh Hashanah in the manner that trumpets are blown for 
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a king ascending the throne, in order to assert and confirm his 
dominion. 
(ii) The blowing of the shofar evokes those feelings of awe and 
trepidation that the moment of the Divine judgment of humanity 
inspires. All of God’s kingdom is united in judgment on this day. 
(iii) For the Jewish people, the ram’s horn recalls Akeidat Yitzchak, 
the Binding of Isaac (Gen. 22), where at the last moment, Isaac 
was spared from becoming a sacrifice, and a ram was offered in 
his place.
(iv) The shofar of Rosh Hashanah is also a “shofar of freedom.” 
(Not only on Rosh Hashanah, but three times every weekday 
of the year, Jews petition God: “Sound the great shofar for our 
liberty, and raise a banner to gather our exiles.”) According to 
Tradition, six months before the Exodus – on this date, the first 
of Tishri – the forced labor of the Jewish people enslaved under 
Pharaoh in Egypt completely ceased.

(2) You shall present a burnt offering of pleasing odor to the 
Lord: one bull of the herd: In contrast to the springtime festivals, on 
which the number of animals of the musaf sacrifices is constant, the 
musafim of the autumn festivals vary according to the day. On Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur one bull is brought. Throughout Sukkot 
there are many bulls (a different number each day). And on Shemini 
Atzeret, again one bull. 

This difference can be understood as follows. As already mentioned, 
the festivals of the spring, which are of a national (Jewish) character, 
are associated with the Patriarchs, historical personalities whose 
significance is constant. But conversely, the autumn festivals and 
their sacrifices have a different symbolism, i.e., they emphasize the 
connection of the Jewish people to all of mankind, a relationship that 
continues to develop as history unfolds. The sacrifices of the autumn 
therefore have likewise a variable character.

The bulls of Sukkot decrease by one on each of the seven days, 
beginning with thirteen bulls on the first day, and ending with seven 
bulls on the seventh and final day of Sukkot. Thus, the total number of 
Sukkot bulls (13 + 12 + 11 + 10 + 9 + 8 + 7) is seventy, which tradition 
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sees as representing the seventy nations of the world that descended 
from Noah (Gen. 10). Thus, in the symbolism of the autumn festivals, 
the bulls represent the nations of the world, unlike the bulls of the 
spring festivals, which are a remembrance of Abraham (Gen. 15:9, 18:7).

The dynamics of the bulls that are sacrificed on the autumn 
festivals can be understood as follows.

Rosh Hashanah is the birthday of the human race. At first all of 
humanity is one, represented by one bull.

The centerpiece of the Temple service on Yom Kippur is sending 
the sa‘ir la-‘azazel, the “scapegoat,” into the wilderness (Lev. 16:21-22). 
The Kabbalah associates the sa‘ir la-‘azazel with Esau, who is called 
sa‘ir, “hairy” (Gen. 27:11). Moreover, the land on which Esau settled 
bore the very similar name Seir (Gen. 36:8). Thus, the sending of the 
scapegoat into the wilderness on Yom Kippur is seen as the moment 
of separating Jacob from Esau, which corresponds to the moment of 
the birth of Israel, the only nation in the world that merits a special 
connection with the Almighty. Therefore, the bull of the Yom Kippur 
musaf sacrifice is also one. 

Sukkot presages the gradual approach of the peoples of the world 
to Israel, through whom they come to recognize the Almighty. But the 
nations adopt the Jewish idea differently – not all in the same manner 
and not all at the same time. Therefore, the number of musaf bulls on 
each of the days of Sukkot varies. But at the same time, over the seven 
days of Sukkot that number decreases steadily (by one each day, from 
thirteen to seven); that is, fewer and fewer peoples remain outside the 
connection with their Creator.

And finally, the eighth day, Shemini Atzeret, the conclusion of the 
autumn festivals, symbolizes the end of that process, when the entire 
world will become one in its connection with the Almighty: “And the 
Lord shall be king over all the earth; in that day there shall be one Lord 
with one name” (Zech. 14:9). The single bull of this day corresponds to 
that universal state of oneness with the Creator.

(6) In addition to the burnt offering of the new moon with 
its meal offering and the regular burnt offering with its meal 
offering: Rosh Hashanah is the only one of the festivals that falls at 
the very beginning of the month. That is, Rosh Hashanah is always also 
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Rosh Chodesh, the New Moon. And therefore, three “layers” of sacrifices 
are offered on this day: the daily perpetual sacrifice (Num. 28:1 ff.), 
the musaf sacrifices of the New Moon (Num. 28:11 ff.), and the special 
musaf sacrifices of Rosh Hashanah just enumerated above (Num. 29:2).

In Temple times, in the event that Rosh Hashanah fell on Shabbat, 
there would be not three but four layers of sacrifices, because the 
musaf sacrifices of Shabbat (Num. 28:9-10) would also be offered. But 
this verse does not mention that, because Rosh Hashanah falling on 
Shabbat is not a yearly occurrence.

(7,11) On the tenth day of the same seventh month you shall 
observe a sacred occasion ... in addition to the sin offering of 
expiation: This special day, the tenth day of the month of Tishri, is 
generally known as Yom Kippur, the “Day of Atonement.”

(7) When you shall practice self-denial: The Torah here informs 
us that fasting is mandatory on Yom Kippur. The Oral Tradition further 
elaborates on this “self-denial,” explaining that it actually includes 
five different prohibitions: “On Yom Kippur, it is prohibited to eat or 
drink, to bathe, to anoint oneself, to wear leather shoes, and to engage 
in conjugal relations” (Mishnah, Yoma 8:1).

(7) You shall do no work: Unlike the other festivals, on which 
(unless they fall on Shabbat) only constructive labor is forbidden, on 
Yom Kippur all work is forbidden, just as it is on Shabbat. Indeed, Yom 
Kippur, even when it falls in the middle of the week, is in fact Shabbat. 
Twice the Torah calls Yom Kippur shabbat shabbaton, the “ultimate 
Shabbat” (Lev. 16:31, 23:32.)

(11) And there shall be one goat for a sin offering, in addition 
to the sin offering of expiation: That is, Yom Kippur too requires 
the sin-offering of a goat that is common to the New Moon and all the 
festivals (see above, Num. 29:15). However, on Yom Kippur that goat is 
offered in addition to yet another goat, also a sin offering. 

The Yom Kippur service in the Temple, as described in Leviticus, 
requires that a pair of goats be designated, with the ultimate disposition 
of each being determined by lot. One goat of that pair became the 

“Azazel” goat, the scapegoat that was sent out into the wilderness to 
meet its end. And its “twin,” the second goat of that pair, was sacrificed 
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in the Temple as a sin offering (Lev. 16:9). The “sin offering of expiation” 
mentioned in this verse is that second goat of the pair.

(12) On the fifteenth day of the seventh ... Seven days you shall 
observe a festival of the Lord: For all the other festivals, the Torah 
in this chapter indicates some aspect of each that is specific only to 
it. On Passover – the Passover lamb and eating matzah. On Shavuot – 
the bringing of the first fruits and the offering of new grain. On Rosh 
Hashanah – the blowing of the shofar. And Yom Kippur – a day of self-
denial and atonement.

But here in this paragraph, nothing specific to the observance of 
Sukkot is mentioned, except “Seven days you shall observe a festival 
of the Lord.” In the Hebrew, however, this is much more emphatic – 
ve-chaggotem chag, literally, “you shall celebrate a celebration.” This 
apparent redundancy emphasizes that, indeed, Sukkot too has its own 
theme specific to it – the commandment of consummate, unbounded 
rejoicing. 

Although there is a commandment to rejoice on every one of the 
festivals, the rejoicing on Sukkot is expected to be even greater, and 
the Torah here deems that rejoicing the defining aspect of the festival. 
And this notwithstanding that the Festival of Sukkot too does in fact 
have its own very distinctive commandments – the taking of the four 
plant species (Lev. 24:40), and dwelling in sukkot, huts or booths, for 
seven days (Lev. 24:42), whence is derived this festival’s conventional 
name, Sukkot, the Festival of Booths. 

And yet there is no mention here of those commandments, nor 
does the Torah here even call this festival by its usual name, Sukkot. It 
only defines this festival as an occasion for seven days of unmitigated 
joy. So, what is this supreme joy really about?

Sukkot (like the other two of the three “Pilgrimage Festivals,” 
Passover and Shavuot) has obvious agricultural associations. Elsewhere 
in the Torah, Sukkot is called, simply, “The Feast of Ingathering”: “And 
the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in the 
results of your work from the field” (Exod. 23:16, 34:22).

We see clearly that the unbounded rejoicing of Sukkot is associated 
with the abundance of the annual harvest. “After the ingathering from 
your threshing floor and your vat, you shall hold the Feast of Booths 
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for seven days. You shall rejoice in your festival, with your son and 
daughter, your male and female slave, the Levite, the stranger, the 
fatherless, and the widow in your communities” (Deut. 16:13-14). 
Thus, the rejoicing of Sukkot is an expression of gratitude to God 
for the blessings of material abundance that He has bestowed, and 
of satisfaction and pride in having been found worthy in His eyes to 
receive those blessings.

Finally, it may be noted that the rejoicing of Sukkot as reflected 
in the verses cited above is mainly of a family and personal nature. 
However, the celebration of Sukkot eventually took on a communal, 
even national character as well, as epitomized by the celebrations that 
took place in the Temple, and in Jerusalem as a whole, on Sukkot, as 
described in tractate Sukkah of the Talmud. Says the Mishnah there 
(Sukkah 5:1): “Whosoever did not see this celebration never saw a real 
celebration in his entire life.”

On the fifteenth day of the seventh month, you shall observe 
a sacred occasion: you shall not work at your occupations: The first 
of the seven days of Sukkot, and the eighth day – which is its own 
independent festival, Shemini Atzeret – are festivals in the fullest sense. 
Constructive and occupational labors are forbidden on those days, 
while work activities that would be forbidden on the Sabbath, but are 
necessary for food preparation, are in general permitted on festivals 
(provided they fall on a weekday and not on Shabbat).

The other, intermediate days of Sukkot are Chol Ha-Moed, “festival 
weekdays,” on which almost all manner of work is permitted (especially 
if its performance cannot be postponed until after the festival without 
causing significant loss). In this respect, the structure of Sukkot is 
similar to that of Passover.

(13, 17, 20, 23, 26, 29, 32) You shall present a burnt offering ... 
Thirteen bulls of the herd ... Second day: Twelve bulls of the herd 
... Third day: Eleven bulls ... Fourth day: Ten bulls ... Fifth day: 
Nine bulls... Sixth day: Eight bulls... Seventh day: Seven bulls: 
As noted earlier, Sukkot is understood by tradition as a festival that 
connects the nations of the world with the Almighty by connecting the 
nations of the world with the Jewish people and Jewish ideals. 
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The number of bulls sacrificed on the seven days of Sukkot therefore 
varies according to the day, just as the connection of the nations of 
the world to the Almighty and to the Jewish people is not uniform. 
However, the total number of bulls sacrificed over the seven days of 
Sukkot is always seventy, corresponding to the nations of the world, 
which according to Jewish tradition are likewise seventy in number. 
(As enumerated in Gen. 10, these are the nations that descended from 
Noah’s three sons after the flood.) Thus, the seventy bulls that Israel is 
commanded to sacrifice in the Temple on Sukkot are seen as petitioning 
God for the well-being, physical and spiritual, of the entire human race.

“Rabbi Yochanan said: ‘Woe unto the nations of the world who have 
lost, but do not even know what they have lost. When the Temple was 
standing, the seventy bulls sacrificed on the altar during the festival 
of Sukkot atoned for them. But now that they have destroyed God’s 
Temple, who atones for them?’ ” (Talmud, Sukkah 55b).

(35) On the eighth day you shall hold a solemn gathering; you 
shall not work at your occupations: This eighth day, known as Shem-
ini Atzeret, completes the cycle of the autumn festivals.

The name Shemini Atzeret derives from the words of this verse 
itself: “On the eighth (shemini) day you shall hold a solemn gathering 
(‘atzeret).” The straightforward meaning of atzeret is an “assembly” or 

“gathering” of persons for a particular purpose. However, , the verbal root 
of the Hebrew word ‘atzeret, literally means to “hold back” or “restrain” 
something or someone. An alternate homiletic interpretation of the 
name of this festival, Shemini Atzeret, is therefore given as follows.

Sukkot is one of the three “Pilgrimage Festivals” of the year, on 
which all Jews are commanded to ascend to Jerusalem and spend time 
there. Thus, as the seven days of Sukkot draw to a close, and the people 
prepare to leave Jerusalem and return to their year-round abodes, the 
Almighty is aggrieved, as it were, that His children will not return 
again for another six or seven months (i.e., for the next of the three 
Pilgrimage Festivals, which is Passover). And so He says to them, “Your 
departure is so grievous to Me. Please don’t leave Me yet. Won’t you 
stay at least just one more day?”

Thus, the Almighty has mandated one final day of festivity, Shemini 
Atzeret, the eighth day, on which, in His love for the Jewish people, He 
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“restrains” them from departing, in order to enjoy their company and 
their presence just a little bit longer.

(36) You shall present ... one bull: This one bull symbolizes the 
unity of all of mankind with God. That unity will be achieved only in 
the Messianic era.

§ 25.5. THE CYCLE OF THE FESTIVALS AND THEIR  
SACRIFICES CONCLUDED (29:39-30:1)

לְעֹלֹֽתֵיכֶם֙  ם  תֵיכֶ֗ וְנִדְבֹֽ ם  מִנִּדְרֵיכֶ֜ ד  לְבַ֨ ם  בְּמֽוֹעֲדֵיכֶ֑ י֖י  לַֽ עֲשׂ֥וּ  תַּֽ לֶּה  לט אֵ֛

ם׃ ם וּלְשַׁלְמֵיכֶֽ ם וּלְנִסְכֵּיכֶ֖ תֵיכֶ֔ וּלְמִנְחֹ֣
ה׃  ה י֖י אֶת־מֹשֶֽׁ ל אֲשֶׁר־צִוָּ֥ ל כְּכֹ֛ ה אֶל־בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ אמֶר מֹשֶׁ֖ ֹ֥  א וַיּ

(39) All these you shall offer to the Lord at the stated times, 
in addition to your votive and freewill offerings, be they burnt 
offerings, meal offerings, libations, or offerings of well-being.

(30:1) So Moses spoke to the Israelites just as the Lord had 
commanded Moses.

(39) All these you shall offer to the Lord at the stated times, 
in addition to your votive and freewill offerings, be they burnt 
offerings, meal offerings, libations, or offerings of well-being: In 
addition to the sacrifices mentioned in these two chapters – cyclically 
recurring sacrifices obligatory upon the entire community of Israel – 
there are many other types of sacrifices that have not been mentioned 
in these chapters.

A prime example is the “offering of well-being,” shelamim, very 
often translated as “peace offering”, because of the close relationship 
of the word shelamim to shalom, “peace.” Such shelamim sacrifices, 
although they too are obligatory during the Pilgrimage Festivals, are 
obligatory at the individual, not the communal or national level.

After a formal shelamim sacrifice is performed, the meat of the 
sacrifice is eaten by the person who has offered it, and by his family 
members. Enjoying the meat of shelamim sacrifices is in fact a primary 
component of the rejoicing on the major festivals: “Wrap up the money 
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and take it with you to the place that the Lord your God has chosen, 
and spend the money on anything you want – cattle, sheep, wine, or 
other intoxicant, or anything you may desire. And you shall feast there, 
in the presence of the Lord your God, and rejoice with your household” 
(Deut. 14:25-26).

However, the two chapters here ending are meant to cover only 
the fundamental recurring cycle of daily, weekly, monthly, and yearly 
communal sacrifices that form the basis of self-identification at the 
national level. In order to make that distinction clear, the chapter 
ends with a note emphasizing that there are many other offerings and 
sacrifices – including a variety of sacrifices brought by individuals –  
that did not have a place for mention in the context of these two 
chapters. 

(30:1) So Moses spoke to the Israelites just as the Lord had 
commanded Moses: Moses relayed all of the above to the Israelites 

– not to the priests. In the perspective of these two chapters, as noted 
earlier, the sacrifices that have been described are brought by the people, 
not by the priests. Of course it is the priests who actually perform all 
these sacrifices. But as concerns these national-communal offerings, 
the priests are seen as performing a purely technical function.
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§ 26. VOWS AND OATHS

§ 26.1. WEEKLY PORTIONS MATTOT AND MAS‘EI – 
REBUILDING THE NATION AFTER THE WILDERNESS YEARS

As noted earlier, after the nation has undergone a new census 
in weekly portion 8, Pinchas, which marks the end of the journey 
through the wilderness, and is a measure of the people’s correction 
in the process of that transition, weekly portions 9 and 10, Mattot and 
Mas‘ei, the last two portions of the book of Numbers, are devoted to the 

“recovery from treatment.”
Having experienced and surmounted all the difficulties of the 

wilderness journey, the people are renewed, and they now have what it 
will take to to conquer the Land of Israel. But although the “treatment” 
itself is complete, the people still need to recover, as it were, from its 
side effects, and this is the subject of the two final portions.

The most complex and problematic moment here is the war with 
Midian.

§ 26.2. INDEPENDENCE IN EXPERIENCING REVELATION  
AS THE NATION APPROACHES THE LAND OF ISRAEL

The Mattot portion begins with the words, “Moses spoke to 
the heads of the Israelite tribes, saying: This is what the Lord has 
commanded” (Num. 30:2). This formulation is unusual. Almost all 
earlier similar instructions in the Torah begin with the words, “The 
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Lord spoke to Moses, saying.” Here however, there is no mention at 
all of God having addressed Moses, while Moses’ own role is given 
significantly more weight.

This shows that Moses has now acquired a new, increased level 
of independence. He can now, of his own initiative and based on the 
Divine spirit that lives within him, give instructions to Israel in the 
Almighty’s name and on His behalf.

This marks a significant advancement on Moses’ part, which is 
the very essence of the imminent transition, that will take place only 
several chapters later, in Deuteronomy, the fifth and final book of the 
Torah. The vast majority of that book is Moses’ own address to the 
Jewish nation, which he delivers extemporaneously and in his own 
words. And yet, it is included in the Torah word for word, because it is 
considered nothing less than Divine revelation and teaching.76

But getting back to the opening topic of this weekly portion, Mat-
tot – it is highly significant that Moses speaks these words at his own 
initiative. And it should be noted in particular that this happens 
only very close the Land of Israel, the land of Jewish independence, 
as contrasted with the wilderness years, an era of dependence, where 
taking initiative was actually discouraged.

Now that Israel is encamped on the east bank of the Jordan, as 
described in portions Mattot and Mas‘ei, we must in a very real sense 
consider their sojourn there as if they are already residing in the Land 

76	 Note that there is a more general problem here. Jewish tradition states un-
equivocally that the entire Torah was given from Heaven. And yet, the text 
of the Torah includes direct quotations from various people – even people 
whose views clearly did not reflect Torah values. So, for example, when Pha-
raoh is quoted verbatim in the Torah, does this mean that those words are of 
Divine origin?

	 The answer is, of course, that indeed it was Pharaoh who said those words, 
but the Almighty commanded that they be written in the Torah. The words 
themselves are Pharaoh’s, but God’s decision has put them in the Torah, 
written exactly as needed; thus, they constitute Divine revelation. And like-
wise – but on a different level, of course – Moses’ own words are included in 
the Torah by the will of the Almighty, which gives them the status of “words 
given from Heaven.”
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of Israel. This is because the Transjordan too is Promised Land territory 
(if only annexed territory). 

However, we shall soon see that the new sense of independence 
leads to conflict, when the tribes of Gad and Reuben, feeling that they 
are already in their own land, resolve to settle there permanently, 
and not in the Land of Israel proper that lies further west beyond the 
Jordan River.

§ 26.3. THE IMPORTANCE OF JEWISH SPEECH  
IN THE LAND OF ISRAEL

The first topic that the Torah deals with as Israel is about to 
enter their new land is the topic of vows. A vow is a spoken word 
that obligates a person to the Almighty. As the people approach the 
boundary of the Land of Israel, we learn that it is a place where words 
have great meaning.

The idea of a vow is that speech creates reality. And the essence of 
the Land of Israel is to proclaim the Divine word to the world, “For the 
Torah will come out of Zion, and the word of God from Jerusalem” (Isa. 
2:3; Mic. 4:2).

When the Jewish people are in exile, in the Diaspora, the Divine 
word too, as it were, is in exile. Under those conditions, the importance 
of the words of any one individual, and also the meaning of the message 
that the Jewish nation as a whole brings to the world, are felt much less 
keenly.

Overall, Jewish words in exile are much less powerful. The ideas and 
concepts that they express are not very interesting to other peoples. 
But when the Jews are in possession of their land, the Land of Israel, 
the whole world is listening. The more successful the Jews are when 
living in their own state, the more attention they receive.

Moreover, the “word of God from Jerusalem” is not only the actual 
words spoken by the Jewish people. Their very life in the Land of Israel 
is the word that they speak to humanity. But this “word” must be 
uttered at the national level, which is why Moses’ statement of the 
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commandment here opens with an appeal to the heads of the Israelites 
tribes – the political leaders.

And since a vow is a word that creates reality, a person who 
undertakes a vow must approach it with an attitude of great 
responsibility. Thus, an elaboration of the laws concerning vows and 
oaths and their proper observance holds vital educational value for the 
Jewish people on the eve of their entry into their new land.

The general structure of the Torah’s wording of this commandment 
relates directly to its pedagogical meaning, and is as follows:

(i) First there is an appeal to the national leadership, because 
the “Jewish word” in the grandest and most comprehensive 
sense must be spoken only at the national level.
(ii) Next, the Torah emphasizes the importance of fulfilling vows, 
and of the obligation that they impose.
(iii) Only then can there be a discussion concerning the vows 
of “dependent” members of society, and of the mechanism 
that allows the vows of such persons to be annulled by more 
responsible members of the community. In parallel with this, the 
Oral Torah (which deals primarily with the private problems of 
individuals, and not those of the nation as a whole) establishes 
the rules for canceling vows at the individual level, for all 
members of society.

§ 26.4. THE OBLIGATION TO FULFILL ONE’S VOWS (30:2-3)

ר  ר אֲשֶׁ֖ ר זֶ֣ה הַדָּבָ֔ ל לֵאמֹ֑ י יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ י הַמַּטּ֔וֹת לִבְנֵ֥ ר מֹשֶׁה֙ אֶל־רָאשֵׁ֣ ב וַיְדַבֵּ֤
ר אִסָּר֙ עַל־נַפְשׁ֔וֹ  בַע שְׁבֻעָה֙ לֶאְסֹ֤ י֗י אֽוֹ־הִשָּׁ֤ דֶר לַֽ ר נֶ֜ י־יִדֹּ֨ ה יֽי׃ ג אִישׁ֩ כִּֽ צִוָּ֥

ה׃ עֲשֶֽׂ יו יַֽ א מִפִּ֖ ל דְּבָר֑וֹ כְּכָל־הַיּצֵֹ֥ א יַחֵ֖ ֹ֥ ל

(2) Moses spoke to the heads of the Israelite tribes, saying: 
This is what the Lord has commanded:

(3) If a man makes a vow to the Lord or takes an oath imposing 
an obligation on himself, he shall not break his pledge; he 
must carry out all that has crossed his lips.
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(2) Moses spoke to the heads of the Israelite tribes, saying: 
Moses most typically addresses the entire nation together; thus the 
formulation here is unusual also in this way. It emphasizes the chain 
of command: Moses speaks to the heads of the tribes, who will then 
convey his words to the people. This shows us that in matters of vows, 
the heads of the tribes, and the leadership in general, play a special 
role, different from their role in all other commandments.

The Oral Torah, which deals with the halachic (technical-legal) 
perspective on Jewish teachings, interprets this feature in two aspects:

(i) Since Judaism generally discourages the making of vows, 
Moses wished to avoid a discussion of the topic with the entire 
nation. Instead, he explained those laws to the heads of the 
tribes, who could then, when and where necessary, teach them 
to the people.
(ii) The heads of the tribes – the leadership – have a special 
status and a unique function in the matter of annulling vows (as 
we shall soon explain).

But as already noted, from the perspective of “the word of God 
that (through the Jewish people) goes forth from Jerusalem,” Moses 
transmits this commandment to the heads of the tribes in order to 
emphasize the importance of the people of Israel as a national 
organism. That is why in those epochs when the Jewish state exists 
in the Land of Israel, the Jewish people are blessed with the ability to 
proclaim Divine Revelation to all of humanity.77 Thus, in educational 
terms, it was essential to emphasize the national character of this 
commandment, and not only its private, individual aspects.

(3) If a man makes a vow to the Lord or takes an oath imposing 
an obligation on himself, he shall not break his pledge; he must 
carry out all that has crossed his lips: A vow expresses a person’s wish 
to obligate himself to do something more than he would otherwise be 
obligated to do. A vow is often motivated by a feeling that by obligating 

77	  In particular, this is precisely why the Tanakh had to be written in the Land 
of Israel.



528 Bible Dynamics. Book of Numbers

oneself before the Almighty beyond the basic requirement, a person 
can more effectively advance himself along the path to righteousness.

Jewish tradition regards such promises as permissible, but better 
avoided. It is preferable for a person to undertake what he chooses 
without making any vows. However, the Torah also recognizes that 
there are difficult moments in life when a person senses his “lack 
of righteousness” more acutely, and he therefore seeks a means of 

“raising that level” immediately.
Because that approach, in principle, can indeed be conducive to 

advancement, the Torah allows a person to “make a vow to the Lord,” 
as this verse expresses it (for example, Jacob’s vow, see Gen. 28:20). 
But in such cases it is critically essential that even after the danger has 
passed, and life is gradually restored to its prior, normal framework, 
those promises and commitments will not fall by the wayside. This 
is precisely what the commandments concerning vows endeavor to 
achieve.

Makes a vow to the Lord: Neder, a “vow,” is an obligation that 
a person takes upon himself with respect to a particular object. For 
example, he obligates himself to transfer ownership of some item from 
himself to someone else.

Or takes an oath imposing an obligation on himself: Shevu‘ah, 
an “oath,” is a promise one makes respecting his own person, rather 
than any given object. For example, he prohibits himself from eating a 
particular kind of food.

This is more clearly expressed here by the Hebrew, which is 
translated more literally as “restricting himself with a prohibition” 
(rather than the more general term “imposing an obligation”).

He must carry out all that has crossed his lips: A tacit decision 
is not sufficient to create an obligation. It must be actually pronounced, 
because a commitment spoken aloud is much more definite than an 
intention that a person “expresses” only mentally to himself. 

On the other hand, if a person makes a verbal commitment, but 
only by mistake – that is, he inadvertently says something other than 
what he actually meant to say – there is no vow, because only deliberate 
statements matter. These rules apply to vows, and likewise to any word 
that a person (or nation) wishes to tell the world.
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§ 26.5. THE ANNULMENT OF VOWS

A little later the Torah speaks of the annulment of a woman’s vows 
by her father or husband (that is, by a person who, in relation to her, is 
the head of the family). However, the Written Torah says nothing about 
annulling the vows of an “independent” head of the family (that is, a 
man, or a widow or divorcée). On the contrary, it stresses that a vow 
undertaken must be strictly observed. Thus, the Torah is saying that 
while it is possible for the vows of a dependent person to be annulled, 
for an independent person it is important to observe them strictly.

While this concept is important pedagogically, the Oral Torah also 
makes it possible to annul a vow if a person claims that he took it upon 
himself in the heat of the moment, as only the result of a thoughtless, 
emotional outburst. (In other words, he was not truly independent 
at that moment, but behaved, in a sense, like a dependent person – 
controlled by his emotions.)

In that case, the vow can be annulled by a “tribal head.” But since 
there are no such persons in modern times, that annulment can be 
done by an “eminent sage” of the era, or by a Beit Din, a Jewish religious 
court. In fact, this is how vows are annulled today. 

A Beit Din consists of three adult Jews, and for this application it 
is immaterial whether or not they are actually judges. They can be any 
three persons authorized to represent society. That is, society is the 
source of “empowered authority,” and its representatives can therefore 
perform the role of “tribal heads.”

There is an important difference, however, between the annulment 
of a vow by a father or husband, and the decree of a Beit Din, which 

“absolves” the vow. It does so by dismantling the vow retroactively, by 
allowing the person who made the vow to find some fundamental flaw 
in it, which renders the entire vow invalid ab initio, because it did not 
take into account all the relevant circumstances. 

Thus, these two situations cannot be precisely compared. Annulling 
a vow is possible when it affects the interests of someone else, to 
whom the person who has undertaken the vow (a daughter or wife) is 
obligated. But the cancellation of vows by a Beit Din – the “absolution 
of vows” – is one of those situations where we feel we must meet a 
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person halfway, to allow him to free himself from something done 
rashly and impetuously. Although here, too, the underlying idea is lack 
of independence, the mechanism is nonetheless different.

§ 26.6. WOMEN’S VOWS (30:4-17)

ע  יהָ׃ ה וְשָׁמַ֨ יהָ בִּנְעֻרֶֽ ית אָבִ֖ ר בְּבֵ֥ ה אִסָּ֛ סְרָ֥ י֑י וְאָֽ �֖דֶר לַֽ ר נֶ י־תִדֹּ֥ ה כִּֽ ד וְאִשָּׁ֕
יהָ  הּ אָבִ֑ ישׁ לָ֖ חֱרִ֥ וְהֶֽ הּ  ה עַל־נַפְשָׁ֔ סְרָ֣ ר אָֽ אֱסָרָהּ֙ אֲשֶׁ֣ וֶֽ הּ  יהָ אֶת־נִדְרָ֗ אָבִ֜
יא  הּ יָקֽוּם׃ ו וְאִם־הֵנִ֨ ה עַל־נַפְשָׁ֖ סְרָ֥ ר אֲשֶׁר־אָֽ יהָ וְכָל־אִסָּ֛ מוּ֙ כָּל־נְדָרֶ֔ וְקָ֨
הּ  ה עַל־נַפְשָׁ֖ סְרָ֥ יהָ אֲשֶׁר־אָֽ אֱסָרֶ֛ וֶֽ יהָ  כָּל־נְדָרֶ֗ בְּי֣וֹם שָׁמְעוֹ֒  יהָ אֹתָהּ֮  אָבִ֣
ישׁ  לְאִ֔ הְיֶה֙  תִֽ הּ׃ ז וְאִם־הָי֤וֹ  יהָ אֹתָֽ יא אָבִ֖ י־הֵנִ֥ כִּֽ הּ  סְלַח־לָ֔ יִֽ יי֙  וַֽ יָק֑וּם  א  ֹ֣ ל
ע  הּ׃ ח וְשָׁמַ֥ עַל־נַפְשָֽׁ ה  סְרָ֖ אָֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ יהָ  שְׂפָתֶ֔ א  מִבְטָ֣ א֚וֹ  יהָ  עָלֶ֑ יהָ  וּנְדָרֶ֖
ה  סְרָ֥ אֲשֶׁר־אָֽ הָ  אֱסָרֶ֛ וֶֽ יהָ  נְדָרֶ֗ מוּ  ְקָ֣ ו� הּ  לָ֑ ישׁ  חֱרִ֣ וְהֶֽ שָׁמְע֖וֹ  בְּי֥וֹם  הּ  אִישָׁ֛
אֶת־ ר  וְהֵפֵ֗ אוֹתָהּ֒  יא  יָנִ֣ אִישָׁהּ֮  עַ  שְׁמֹ֣ בְּי֨וֹם  אִם  מוּ׃ ט וְ֠ �ָקֻֽ י הּ  עַל־נַפְשָׁ֖
י֖י  וַֽ הּ  עַל־נַפְשָׁ֑ ה  סְרָ֖ אָֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ יהָ  שְׂפָתֶ֔ א  מִבְטָ֣ וְאֵת֙  יהָ  עָלֶ֔ ר  אֲשֶׁ֣ נִדְרָהּ֙ 
הּ  עַל־נַפְשָׁ֖ ה  סְרָ֥ אֲשֶׁר־אָֽ ל  כֹּ֛ ה  וּגְרוּשָׁ֑ אַלְמָנָ֖ה  �֥דֶר  הּ׃ י וְנֵ ח־לָֽ סְלַֽ יִֽ
הּ  עַל־נַפְשָׁ֖ ר  אִסָּ֛ ה  אֽוֹ־אָסְרָ֥ רָה  נָדָ֑ הּ  אִישָׁ֖ ית  יהָ׃ יא וְאִם־בֵּ֥ עָלֶֽ יָק֥וּם 
יהָ  מוּ֙ כָּל־נְדָרֶ֔ הּ וְקָ֨ יא אֹתָ֑ א הֵנִ֖ ֹ֥ הּ ל שׁ לָ֔ חֱרִ֣ ע אִישָׁהּ֙ וְהֶֽ ה׃ יב וְשָׁמַ֤ בִּשְׁבֻעָֽ
ם ׀  אֹתָ֥ ר  יָפֵ֨ יָקֽוּם׃ יג וְאִם־הָפֵר֩  הּ  עַל־נַפְשָׁ֖ ה  סְרָ֥ אֲשֶׁר־אָֽ ר  וְכָל־אִסָּ֛
א יָק֑וּם  ֹ֣ הּ ל ר נַפְשָׁ֖ יהָ וּלְאִסַּ֥ יהָ לִנְדָרֶ֛ א שְׂפָתֶ֧ אִישָׁהּ֮ בְּי֣וֹם שָׁמְעוֹ֒ כָּל־מוֹצָ֨
נָ֑פֶשׁ  ת  לְעַנֹּ֣ ר  אִסָּ֖ ת  וְכָל־שְׁבֻעַ֥ הּ׃ יד כָּל־נֵ�֛דֶר  ח־לָֽ סְלַֽ יִֽ י֖י  וַֽ ם  הֲפֵרָ֔ הּ  אִישָׁ֣
מִיּ֣וֹם  אִישָׁהּ֮  הּ  לָ֥ ישׁ  חֲרִ֨ יַֽ חֲרֵשׁ֩  נּוּ׃ טו וְאִם־הַֽ יְפֵרֶֽ הּ  וְאִישָׁ֥ נּוּ  יְקִימֶ֖ הּ  אִישָׁ֥
ים  �ֵקִ֣ יהָ ה עָלֶ֑ ר  יהָ אֲשֶׁ֣ יהָ א֥וֹ אֶת־כָּל־אֱסָרֶ֖ וְהֵקִים֙ אֶת־כָּל־נְדָרֶ֔ אֶל־יוֹם֒ 
י שָׁמְע֑וֹ  חֲרֵ֣ ם אַֽ ר אֹתָ֖ ר יָפֵ֛ הּ בְּי֥וֹם שָׁמְעֽוֹ׃ טז וְאִם־הָפֵ֥ שׁ לָ֖ י־הֶחֱרִ֥ ם כִּֽ אֹתָ֔
ישׁ  אִ֖ ין  בֵּ֥ ה  אֶת־מֹשֶׁ֔ יי֙  ה  צִוָּ֤ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ ים  חֻקִּ֗ הַֽ לֶּה  הּ׃ יז אֵ֣ אֶת־עֲונָֺֽ א  וְנָשָׂ֖

יהָ׃ ית אָבִֽ יהָ בֵּ֥ ב לְבִתּ֔וֹ בִּנְעֻרֶ֖ ין־אָ֣ לְאִשְׁתּ֑וֹ בֵּֽ

(4) If a woman makes a vow to the Lord or assumes an 
obligation while still in her father’s household by reason of 
her youth,
(5) and her father learns of her vow or her self-imposed 
obligation and offers no objection, all her vows shall stand 
and every self-imposed obligation shall stand.
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(6) But if her father restrains her on the day he finds out, 
none of her vows or self-imposed obligations shall stand; 
and the Lord will forgive her, since her father restrained her.
(7) If she should marry while her vow or the commitment to 
which she bound herself is still in force,
(8) and her husband learns of it and offers no objection on the 
day he finds out, her vows shall stand and her self-imposed 
obligations shall stand.
(9) But if her husband restrains her on the day that he learns 
of it, he thereby annuls her vow which was in force or the 
commitment to which she bound herself; and the Lord will 
forgive her.
(10) – The vow of a widow or of a divorced woman, however, 
whatever she has imposed on herself, shall be binding upon 
her. –
(11) So, too, if, while in her husband’s household, she makes a 
vow or imposes an obligation on herself by oath,
(12) and her husband learns of it, yet offers no objection – 
thus failing to restrain her – all her vows shall stand and all 
her self-imposed obligations shall stand.
(13) But if her husband does annul them on the day he finds 
out, then nothing that has crossed her lips shall stand, 
whether vows or self-imposed obligations. Her husband has 
annulled them, and the Lord will forgive her.
(14) Every vow and every sworn obligation of self-denial may 
be upheld by her husband or annulled by her husband.
(15) If her husband offers no objection from that day to the 
next, he has upheld all the vows or obligations she has 
assumed: he has upheld them by offering no objection on 
the day he found out.
(16) But if he annuls them after [the day] he finds out, he 
shall bear her guilt.
(17) Those are the laws that the Lord enjoined upon Moses 
between a man and his wife, and as between a father and 
his daughter while in her father’s household by reason of 
her youth.
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(4) If a woman makes a vow to the Lord or assumes an 
obligation: As already explained, the Written Torah provides for 
annulment of vows for “dependent” members of society. In this context, 
and in accordance with the mores of those times, this means, primarily, 
young girls and married women. And yet, even a more independent and 
responsible member of society – in this context, the father or husband – 
has only very limited rights for annulling his daughter’s or wife’s vows: 
he must annul the vow on the very same day that he first hears about it. 

Thus, it is incorrect to interpret this right to annul as an expression 
of “male power” over women. Rather, a father or husband’s right to 
cancel improper or inadequate vows as soon as he becomes aware of 
them is apparently based on following assumptions: 

(i) Because, as a rule, honoring family boundaries is especially 
important to a woman, she initially (if only implicitly) conditions 
any vow on the consent of her father or husband. 
(ii) Some women are inclined to make improper or unreasonable 
vows – perhaps because they sense life’s limitations, even the 
more subtle ones, very keenly, which they try to address with 
the aid of vows. Clearly, then, there is a need for a relatively easy 
way to annul such vows.

From an halachic point of view, women, just like men, have the 
option of turning to a sage or court to cancel a vow. (These have much 
broader powers with respect to vows – in particular, they are not 
limited by the “same day” requirement.) 

But here a woman is given yet another option, an opportunity to 
annul vows within the family, in order to avoid having to go out into 
the larger society to have her issue addressed. (In ancient times that 
was always considered a second-resort solution, to be avoided when 
and where possible.)

While still in her father’s household by reason of her youth: 
This qualification, “by reason of her youth,” is coming to tell us that 
her father’s prerogative to annul her vows applies only when she is not 
yet an adult (that is, she is less than twelve years old), and her vows are 
therefore considered less serious. Conversely, once a girl reaches legal 
adulthood, even if she lives in her father’s house, she is not beholden 
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to him with respect to her vows, and he is not authorized to annul 
them.

(5) And her father learns of her vow or her self-imposed 
obligation and offers no objection, all her vows shall stand: This 
verse is the source of the legal principle that “silence tacitly implies 
consent.”

(7) If she should marry while her vow or the commitment to 
which she bound herself is still in force: The Torah first addresses 
the situation where the woman has undertaken one or more vows prior 
to her marriage.

(8-9) And her husband learns of it and offers no objection on 
the day he finds out ... But if her husband restrains her on the day 
that he learns of it: Marriage creates a new family structure, and the 
woman now sees some issues differently. This provides an opportunity 
for her to have her previous vows annulled, on the grounds that those 
vows are inadequate and in appropriate for her new, changed situation.

(10) – The vow of a widow or of a divorced woman, however, 
whatever she has imposed on herself, shall be binding upon her: 
Because a widow or divorcée who runs her own household is considered 
an independent, fully responsible member of society, she does not 
have the option to have her vow annulled within the family structure. 
However, according to the Oral Torah, she can, just like a man, have her 
vows “absolved” in a Beit Din, a Jewish court.

(11) So, too, if, while in her husband’s household, she makes a 
vow or imposes an obligation on herself by oath: This is a second, 
different situation – a woman makes a vow after she is already married. 
Although the law in this case is similar to the previous one, the Torah 
mentions it separately, because psychologically people perceive “old 
vows” and “new vows” as fundamentally different.

(13) But if her husband does annul them on the day he finds 
out, then nothing that has crossed her lips shall stand, whether 
vows or self-imposed obligations. Her husband has annulled them, 
and the Lord will forgive her: “Forgiveness from Above” is specially 
emphasized here. Since the entire matter of vows, rather than being 
an exclusively legal matter, is intimately associated with a person’s 
psychological state, the Torah gives its assurance that when a vow is 
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annulled, there will be no lingering legacy of complications, whether 
legal or moral.

(14) Every vow and every sworn obligation of self-denial may 
be upheld by her husband or annulled by her husband: Self-
denial is mentioned here to emphasize that the whole point of the 
annulment is to neutralize the effect of vows made precipitously, 
that would otherwise cause physical harm to the person who has 
undertaken them.
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§ 27. THE WAR WITH MIDIAN

§ 27.1. THE COMMANDMENT TO WAGE WAR ON MIDIAN  
(31:1-2)

ים  ת הַמִּדְיָנִ֑ ל מֵאֵ֖ ם נִקְמַת֙ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ר׃ ב נְקֹ֗ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ א וַיְדַבֵּ֥
יךָ׃ ף אֶל־עַמֶּֽ אָסֵ֥ ר תֵּֽ אַחַ֖

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying,
(2) “Avenge the Israelite people on the Midianites; then you 
shall be gathered to your kin.”

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: It was Moses who was 
charged with mounting the attack against the Midianites and seeing 
that the war was fully carried out.

(2) Avenge: The objective of this war was not territorial conquest 
or elimination of a military threat. Its purpose was revenge.

Avenge the Israelite people on the Midianites: The Almighty 
points out that Midian, not Moab, is the target of the revenge. 
Ideologically speaking, the attack on Israel (of seduction to immorality 
and idolatry) came from Midian, and it was therefore important that 
the revenge be directed toward the instigators.

Avenge the Israelite people on the Midianites; then you shall 
be gathered to your kin: The essential point here is that Moses’ 
life work cannot be considered complete until he wages war against 
the Midianites, which is important in two respects. First, a major 
component of Moses’ mission is to educate the wilderness generation 
for their new life in the Land of Israel, and this war is one element of 
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that. But secondly, as the Midrash explains, the war against Midian is 
a part of the process of correcting Moses himself.

Throughout the journey across the wilderness, the Israelites were 
isolated from other peoples, and their education focused on building 
their internal structure. As soon as they came into personal contact 
with a foreign culture, it became obvious that they still needed much 
work in learning to resist temptation to debauchery and idolatry. 
Therefore, still within the framework of that national education, this 
war with Midian was meant to serve as a correction for the people of 
Israel, by strengthening their ability to resist temptation.

But as for correcting Moses himself, the Midrash says: “Moses 
cannot finally become one with the Jewish people until he takes 
revenge on the Midianites.” In this verse, the straightforward meaning 
of “then you shall be gathered to your kin” is of course that it is a 
euphemism for death. But the Midrash understands it literally as, 

“then you shall be united with your nation.”
Moses is too closely associated with Midian through his ideological 

viewpoints and family ties. His sons are the grandchildren of Jethro, 
the former chief Midianite priest. Even Moses himself, at the beginning 
of his journey, maintained an erroneous attitude towards Midian. For 
a time he seriously considered creating God’s chosen people from 
Midian, not from Israel.78 If he is to find complete inclusion and 
acceptance in the Jewish nation, Moses must finally make a clean break 
with Midian, and overcome his personal, sentimental attachments to 
it. Therefore, Moses (and not Joshua) must wage war against Midian.

For Moses and for the Jews of that generation, Midian is a temptation, 
just as Aram (Mesopotamia) was at the time of the Patriarchs. When 
Abraham left Aram, his brother Nahor remained there. Abraham left, 
because he understood that “Aramean-ness” represents assimilation 
into surrounding world culture, whereas the Jews were destined to be, 
and would always be, a distinct and special people. 

And now, in Moses’ era, Midian presents a very similar temptation. 
Midian, moreover, in order to strengthen the line of universal 
monotheism to the exclusion of the Jewish line, invited into its midst 

78	  See Bible Dynamics on the book of Exodus, § 1.
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the Aramaean prophet Balaam, a descendant of Laban and Nahor. 
And because this temptation to “assimilate into universalism” will 
always persist among a certain element of the Jewish people even 
in subsequent generations, the revenge on Midian and Balaam’s 
execution are necessary as a defense against it.

Note that according to this midrash, the preservation of 
Abrahamic monotheism among the Midianites, and in Balaam too, did 
not prevent the Midianites from seducing Israel to idolatry and Peor 
worship, and they saw no contradiction in that. As noted above, their 
monotheism was not “exclusive,” as Jewish monotheism is. Although 
the Aramaeans themselves adhered to monotheism, they were not 
opposed to the practice of idolatry among the neighboring nations, 
and never sought to discourage such idolatrous practices.

§ 27.2. THE VICTORY OVER MIDIAN (31:3-12)

הְיוּ֙  וְיִֽ א  לַצָּבָ֑ ים  אֲנָשִׁ֖ ם  אִתְּכֶ֛ מֵֽ לְצ֧וּ  הֵחָֽ ר  לֵאמֹ֔ ם  אֶל־הָעָ֣ מֹשֶׁה֙  ר  ג וַיְדַבֵּ֤
ה לְכלֹ֙ מַטּ֣וֹת  לֶף לַמַּטֶּ֑ ה אֶ֖ לֶף לַמַּטֶּ֔ ֽן׃ ד אֶ֚ ת נִקְמַת־י֖י בְּמִדְיָ� ן לָתֵ֥ עַל־מִדְיָ֔
ה שְׁנֵים־ לֶף לַמַּטֶּ֑ ל אֶ֖ י יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ אַלְפֵ֣ סְרוּ֙ מֵֽ א׃ ה וַיִּמָּֽ ל תִּשְׁלְח֖וּ לַצָּבָֽ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔
א  לַצָּבָ֑ ה  לַמַּטֶּ֖ לֶף  אֶ֥ ה  מֹשֶׁ֛ ם  אֹתָ֥ ח  א׃ ו וַיִּשְׁלַ֨ צָבָֽ י  חֲלוּצֵ֥ לֶף  אֶ֖ ר  עָשָׂ֥
צְר֥וֹת  וַחֲצֹֽ דֶשׁ  הַקֹּ֛ י  וּכְלֵ֥ א  לַצָּבָ֔ הַכּהֵֹן֙  בֶּן־אֶלְעָזָ֤ר  ס  ינְחָ֜ וְאֶת־פִּ֨ תָם  אֹ֠
הַרְג֖וּ  וַיַּֽ ה  אֶת־מֹשֶׁ֑ י֖י  ה  צִוָּ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֛ כַּֽ ן  עַל־מִדְיָ֔ ֽיִּצְבְּאוּ֙  בְּיָדֽוֹ׃ ז וַ� ה  הַתְּרוּעָ֖
קֶם֙  וְאֶת־רֶ֨ י  אֶת־אֱוִ֤ ם  עַל־חַלְלֵיהֶ֗ רְג֣וּ  הָֽ ן  מִדְיָ֜ י  ר׃ ח וְאֶת־מַלְכֵ֨ כָּל־זָכָֽ
בֶּן־ ם  בִּלְעָ֣ וְאֵת֙  מִדְיָ�֑ן  י  מַלְכֵ֣ שֶׁת  חֲמֵ֖ בַע  וְאֶת־רֶ֔ וְאֶת־חוּר֙  וְאֶת־צ֤וּר 
ת  ם וְאֵ֨ י מִדְיָ�֖ן וְאֶת־טַפָּ֑ ל אֶת־נְשֵׁ֥ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֛ רֶב׃ ט וַיִּשְׁבּ֧וּ בְנֵֽ רְג֖וּ בֶּחָֽ בְּע֔וֹר הָֽ
רֵיהֶם֙  כָּל־עָֽ ת  זוּ׃ י וְאֵ֤ בָּזָֽ ם  וְאֶת־כָּל־חֵילָ֖ ם  וְאֶת־כָּל־מִקְנֵהֶ֛ ם  כָּל־בְּהֶמְתָּ֧
ל  אֶת־כָּל־הַשָּׁלָ֔ שׁ׃ יא וַיִּקְחוּ֙  בָּאֵֽ רְפ֖וּ  שָֽׂ ם  ירתָֹ֑ כָּל־טִֽ ת  וְאֵ֖ ם  בְּמ֣וֹשְׁבֹתָ֔
ר  וְאֶל־אֶלְעָזָ֨ אֶל־מֹשֶׁה֩  אוּ  ה׃ יב וַיָּבִ֡ וּבַבְּהֵמָֽ ם  אָדָ֖ בָּֽ כָּל־הַמַּלְק֑וֹחַ  ת  וְאֵ֖
ל  וְאֶת־הַשָּׁלָ֖ וְאֶת־הַמַּלְק֛וֹחַ  י  אֶת־הַשְּׁבִ֧ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ בְּנֵֽ ת  וְאֶל־עֲדַ֣ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֜

ן יְרֵחֽוֹ׃  ר עַל־יַרְדֵּ֥ ב אֲשֶׁ֖ ת מוֹאָ֔ רְבֹ֣ מַּחֲנֶ֑ה אֶל־עַֽ אֶל־הַֽ

(3) Moses spoke to the people, saying, “Let men be picked 
out from among you for a campaign, and let them fall upon 
Midian to wreak the Lord’s vengeance on Midian.
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(4) You shall dispatch on the campaign a thousand from every 
one of the tribes of Israel.”

(5) So a thousand from each tribe were furnished from the 
divisions of Israel, twelve thousand picked for the campaign.

(6) Moses dispatched them on the campaign, a thousand 
from each tribe, with Phinehas son of Eleazar serving as a 
priest on the campaign, equipped with the sacred utensils 
and the trumpets for sounding the blasts.

(7) They took the field against Midian, as the Lord had 
commanded Moses, and slew every male.

(8) Along with their other victims, they slew the kings of 
Midian: Evi, Rekem, Zur, Hur, and Reba, the five kings of 
Midian. They also put Balaam son of Beor to the sword.

(9) The Israelites took the women and children of the 
Midianites captive, and seized as booty all their beasts, all 
their herds, and all their wealth.

(10) And they destroyed by fire all the towns in which they 
were settled, and their encampments.

(11) They gathered all the spoil and all the booty, man and 
beast,

(12) and they brought the captives, the booty, and the spoil to 
Moses, Eleazar the priest, and the whole Israelite community, 
at the camp in the steppes of Moab, at the Jordan near 
Jericho.

(3) Moses spoke to the people, saying, Let men be picked out 
from among you for a campaign, and let them fall upon Midian to 
wreak the Lord’s vengeance on Midian: God had said (Num. 31:2) 
that the purpose of this war is to “avenge the Israelite people,” because 
it will contribute to their correction. But when Moses addresses the 
people here, he changes the wording and calls the war “the Lord’s 
vengeance,” because the seduction of the Jewish nation has wrought a 
certain amount of damage on the Divine presence in the world.

(4) You shall dispatch on the campaign a thousand from every 
one of the tribes of Israel: Since the purpose of this war is to restore 
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morality and national identity, all the tribes must participate in it 
equally.

Although Midian was a large and powerful people (as can be seen 
later from the numbers of captives taken), Moses chose only twelve 
thousand people to fight them. Even taking into account that this was 
an “operational detachment” that was expected to execute a quick 
passage through the wilderness territory and attack the Midianites 
unawares, this number, only one fiftieth of Israel’s total available 
military forces of 600,000, seems too small.

According to Ramban (Nachmanides), the reason for this limited 
number of fighters is that only men who had not been involved in the 
sins of immorality and Peor worship, even indirectly, could be chosen 
for this mission, and there were very few such men.

You shall dispatch on the campaign: The Hebrew here for 
“campaign” is tzava, a common Hebrew word that means “army,” or, 
more generally, any organized group of persons. That word will appear 
again and again in this chapter (even as a verb in Num. 31:7, va-yitzbe’u, 

“they took the field,” but more literally, “they warred”). This is meant 
to emphasize that organization plays a critical role in this operation.

The episode of the seduction by the Midianite women and the 
worship of Peor involved sins of highly irresponsible behavior, in 
which individuals did not realize the larger consequences of their 
actions for the entire nation. The sin is ultimately corrected when the 
people come to see themselves as part of a larger system, where the 
actions of just one person can affect all the others. As members of this 

“army” these men had to learn in a critical situation to disregard their 
own passions and desires in order to achieve a common task.

(6) Moses dispatched them on the campaign, a thousand from 
each tribe, with Phinehas son of Eleazar serving as a priest on the 
campaign, equipped with the sacred utensils and the trumpets 
for sounding the blasts: Phinehas’ function here is twofold. On the 
one hand, he is a “military priest,” essential for waging war, but on the 
other hand, Phinehas’ participation in the operations of this “army” 
will also facilitate his own correction.

What is a military priest? The Torah requires that in any war fought 
with a religious objective, a deputy High Priest must accompany 
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the army into battle. His official title is kohen meshuach milchamah 
(Mishnah, Sotah 8:1), “the priest anointed for war,” as mentioned 
most explicitly at Deut. 20:1-4:

“When you take the field against your enemies, and see horses and 
chariots – forces larger than yours – have no fear of them, for the Lord 
your God, who brought you from the land of Egypt, is with you. Before 
you join battle, the priest shall come forward and address the troops.  
He shall say to them, ‘Hear, O Israel! You are about to join battle with 
your enemy. Let not your courage falter. Do not be in fear, or in panic, 
or in dread of them. For it is the Lord your God who marches with you 
to do battle for you against your enemy, to bring you victory.’ ”

This priest was not present in any of the military campaigns 
described earlier in this book of Numbers – the wars against Sihon, 
Og and the Amorites – because those wars were fought with purely 
material objectives. But conversely, the purpose of this war with 
Midian was to restore moral and spiritual values, signifying that it is 
categorically unacceptable for any nation to seduce the Jewish people 
to idolatry.

On special occasions in later Jewish history it was a practice 
in wartime to carry the Ark of the Covenant to the front (see, for 
example, 1 Sam. 4:3). The military priest was expected to lead the 
army into battle along with the Ark. In this case, Phinehas was chosen 
for this role because he had demonstrated jealous zeal in opposing 
the seduction by the Midianites.

On the other hand, among the multiple repetitions of the word 
tzava, “army,” the text emphasizes “with Phinehas son of Eleazar 
serving as a priest on the campaign.” The reason for this is that 
Phinehas too must now come to recognize himself as a part of the 
army. His assassination of Zimri was the spontaneous act of a zealot, 
but if Phinehas is to later become a High Priest and national leader, he 
must learn to act not only spontaneously as a lone wolf, so-called, but 
as part of the larger social system, the “army.” Phinehas can acquire 
this skill only through the actual experience of interacting with the 
system.

(7) They took the field against Midian, as the Lord had 
commanded Moses, and slew every male: We know from later 
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history that the Midianites, besides not being annihilated in this 
war, remained a rather large nation, and in a certain historical period 
even ruled over the Canaan region, and had dominion over the Jews 
(Jud. 6-8). Thus, we can understand the words “slew every male” as 
referring not to the Midianite people as a whole, but, apparently, only 
to that smaller group of Midianites that participated in seducing the 
Israelites.

(8) They also put Balaam son of Beor to the sword: The 
emphasis here is on “put to the sword” – that is, he did not accidentally 
fall victim to hostilities, but was executed as his punishment. A little 
later in this chapter (Num. 31:16) we learn from Moses’ comment 
that the entire plan to seduce the Israelite men was organized on 
Balaam’s suggestion and advice, although nothing about that had 
been mentioned previously.

According to the Midrash, Balaam, on his way home to Pethor in 
Aram from his failed mission to curse Israel, detoured through Midian 
in order to receive payment for that advice of seduction that he had 
rendered the Midianites. Moreover, we have also noted previously 
that in the entire Balaam episode it was no coincidence that the “non-
exclusive monotheists” united against the Jewish people. And who 
were those antagonists? Midian, Abraham’s descendants from his 
second wife Keturah, and Balaam, a descendant of Laban and Nahor. 
Therefore, at the decisive moment of revenge, Israel kills both of of 
them (Balaam, and the Midianites), thus eliminating both sources of 
temptation.

(9) The Israelites took the women and children of the 
Midianites captive, and seized as booty all their beasts, all their 
herds, and all their wealth: These were the accepted rules of war at 
that time.

(10) And they destroyed by fire all the towns in which they 
were settled, and their encampments: Such treatment of the enemy 
was considered quite normal in those days.
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§ 27.3. THE PROBLEM OF THE CAPTIVES (31:13-18)

אֶל־ ם  לִקְרָאתָ֑ ה  עֵדָ֖ הָֽ י  וְכָל־נְשִׂיאֵ֥ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֛ וְאֶלְעָזָ֧ר  ה  מֹשֶׁ֨ צְא֜וּ  יג וַיֵּ֨
י  וְשָׂרֵ֣ אֲלָפִים֙  הָֽ י  שָׂרֵ֤ יִל  הֶחָ֑ י  פְּקוּדֵ֣ ל  עַ֖ ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ ף  ה׃ יד וַיִּקְצֹ֣ מַּחֲנֶֽ לַֽ מִח֖וּץ 
ם  חִיִּיתֶ֖ הַֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֑ ם  אֲלֵיהֶ֖ אמֶר  ֹ֥ ה׃ טו וַיּ הַמִּלְחָמָֽ א  מִצְּבָ֥ ים  הַבָּאִ֖ הַמֵּא֔וֹת 
י֖י  עַל בַּֽ ם לִמְסָר־מַ֥ ר בִּלְעָ֔ נָּה הָי֨וּ לִבְנֵ֤י יִשְׂרָאֵל֙ בִּדְבַ֣ ן הֵ֜ ה׃ טז הֵ֣ כָּל־נְקֵבָֽ
ף  בַּטָּ֑ ר  כָל־זָכָ֖ הִרְג֥וּ  ה  יֽי׃ יז וְעַתָּ֕ ת  עֲדַ֥ בַּֽ ה  הַמַּגֵּפָ֖ י  וַתְּהִ֥ עַל־דְּבַר־פְּע֑וֹר 
ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ ים  בַּנָּשִׁ֔ ף  הַטַּ֣ גוּ׃ יח וְכלֹ֙  הֲרֹֽ ר  זָכָ֖ ב  לְמִשְׁכַּ֥ ישׁ  אִ֛ עַת  ידַֹ֥ ה  וְכָל־אִשָּׁ֗

ם׃ חֲי֖וּ לָכֶֽ ר הַֽ ב זָכָ֑ א־יָדְע֖וּ מִשְׁכַּ֣ ֹֽ ל

(13) Moses, Eleazar the priest, and all the chieftains of the 
community came out to meet them outside the camp.

(14) Moses became angry with the commanders of the army, 
the officers of thousands and the officers of hundreds, who 
had come back from the military campaign.

(15) Moses said to them, “You have spared every female!

(16) Yet they are the very ones who, at the bidding of Balaam, 
induced the Israelites to trespass against the Lord in the 
matter of Peor, so that the Lord’s community was struck by 
the plague.

(17) Now, therefore, slay every male among the children, and 
slay also every woman who has known a man carnally;

(18) but spare every young woman who has not had carnal 
relations with a man.

 (14) Moses became angry with the commanders of the army, 
the officers of thousands and the officers of hundreds, who had 
come back from the military campaign: Instead of welcoming 
them back with praises for having successfully executed their mission, 
Moses is angry. On the face of it, we might think that this is because 
an important part of the revenge has not been completed. But that 
is only an external reason; internally, this anger is associated with 
Moses’ own problems in relation to the war against Midian. We will 
have a closer look at this aspect below.
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(15) Moses said to them, “You have spared every female!”: In 
Moses’ view, the military leaders should have understood on their own 
that the Midianite women were the main culprits in Israel’s seduction.

(16) Yet they are the very ones who, at the bidding of Balaam, 
induced the Israelites to trespass against the Lord in the matter 
of Peor: Moses speaks of Balaam’s “bidding” as a well-known fact. 
And yet, we were not made aware of that in Num. 31:8 where Balaam’s 
execution was reported, but only here, in connection with the issue of 
the captive women. In fact, this is the first time we learn about it at all.

Apparently, the fact that the seduction happened as the result 
of Balaam’s advice is not all that important in the larger picture. 
Action, not advice, is what is most important, and that means that the 
offenders cannot shift their blame onto their advisers.

We see in this passage a characteristic example of the “retrospection 
technique” that is quite common in the Torah’s narrative style. Events 
that were at first recounted in a somewhat cursory fashion are later 
retold in more detail. After the events are rethought and the details 
fleshed out, we are then told what really happened.

(16) Induced the Israelites to trespass against the Lord in the 
matter of Peor, so that the Lord’s community was struck by the 
plague: To us in the modern era, seduction to idolatry might seem 
as nothing more than an “ideological conflict.” But the Torah makes 
very clear in many places that idolatry is one of those unpardonable 
offenses for which a perpetrator incurs the death penalty. Thus, in 
this situation, the seduction to idolatry threatened the very physical 
existence of the entire nation.

(17) Now, therefore, slay every male among the children, 
and slay also every woman who has known a man carnally: 
This is not an ordinary war, but revenge for a national provocation 
that threatened to destroy the Jewish people. Although the Torah 
prescribes fundamentally different laws for war (see Deut. 20), revenge 
against Midian was an exceptional case that required conforming 
to the ruthless norms of those times. Otherwise, the surrounding 
peoples, and even the Jewish people themselves, would not have 
appreciated the seriousness of the situation, and would not have 
reacted adequately and appropriately to what had happened.
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(17) And slay also every woman who has known a man 
carnally: The reason for slaying these women was precisely that 
they had “known a man carnally,” that is, their involvement in the 
Midianite culture of seduction.

(18) But spare every young woman who has not had carnal 
relations with a man: The commentators believe that this meant, 
simply, differentiation by age. The girls who by age were not yet 
suitable for marriage did not yet carry within them the depravity of 
Midian, and were therefore spared.

But spare every young woman ...: Literally, “But keep alive for 
yourselves every young woman ... .” Some commentators suggest that 

“keep alive for yourselves” means to keep them as servants. But others 
explain “for yourselves” as meaning to keep them for marriage. In 
so, the idea is that after the evil has been eradicated, a positive core 
remains in Midian that can be integrated into the Jewish people. We 
will have more to say about this issue below.

§ 27.4. WARTIME ATROCITIES IN THE TORAH

Two elements in the Torah are especially difficult to reconcile 
with our modern sense of morality. These are the commandment to 
annihilate the Canaanite peoples, and the incident of the Midianite 
captives.

When the soldiers return from the war against the Midianites, 
bringing with them the women and children who have been taken 
captive, Moses orders them to kill all the adult women, and all the 
males of any age, sparing only the young girls (as servants, or as future 
wives for the Israelite men). 

By today’s standards, this is a monstrous atrocity that is 
categorically incompatible with fundamental principles of morality. 
It seems incomprehensible that the Torah, which teaches us morality 
and human compassion, can so blithely describe these events without 
any condemnation whatsoever.

When discussing this issue, it is important to note, first of all, 
that in antiquity (and even in much later eras) virtually all peoples 
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practiced barbarism. Therefore, if we knew from historical chronicles 
alone that the Jews in antiquity, more than three thousand years ago, 
exterminated a certain people, we would not treat this as something 
out of the ordinary. Our main problem is that this manifestation of 
cruelty is recounted in the Torah, which is meant to be a model of 
morality and human compassion for all of mankind.

The answer is that not all of the Torah’s instructions are meant 
to serve as timeless ideals. In certain cases they apply only to the 
given time and to the particular exigencies of the situation at hand. 
Therefore, when discussing any incident in the Torah, we first need 
to distinguish between those things that we understand as ideals 
and models to be emulated, and those that are appropriate only for a 
certain historical period or event.

The Canaanite and Midianite episodes are not meant as 
commandments for the future, or models of proper behavior. They 
represent historical events, each of which is relevant in the context 
of its time, but is by no means a prescription for the future. Thus, 
the incident here is not intended to exemplify ideals, nor to instruct 
us how to model our own actions (although that is what the Torah 
usually comes to teach us), but is only a matter of how we should 
assess events of the past. If we try to judge the events of antiquity 
by the yardstick of contemporary moral standards, inevitably we will 
come up short-handed.

As human morality is constantly improving, what is the norm for 
one era may seem monstrous to the next. For example, most of us are 
not much bothered today that animals are massacred to be consumed 
as food, but it is quite possible that only a couple of hundred years 
from now such behavior will seem intolerably cruel. And then people 
will ask about us and our contemporaries: “How could they have done 
that? Did they not understand that killing a cow or even a chicken 
is barbaric! And how could the Torah allow what is so absolutely 
immoral?!”

Vegetarianism is in fact the Jewish ideal. But it is an ideal that we 
cannot (and must not) attempt to realize prematurely – that is, until 
humanity achieves it in the course of their natural development.
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Of course, the Torah is not just an historical account, but an eternal 
guide for all future generations. However, the guidance that the Torah 
provides does not imply that everything it contains is a model for 
immediate action or an ideal to be followed. Precisely because the 
Torah is assumed and accepted as guide for life, we sometimes forget 
that some of its instructions were meant not universally, but only for 
certain specific situations. Some parts of the Torah have been given to 
us not with the intent that we will pattern our behavior accordingly, 
but only to give us an understanding of something about the world. 
Only in that sense do such parts of the Torah qualify as “guidance.” 

When we study the Torah, we must keep in mind that the Torah 
permits many things that are far from ideal. Some of those today seem 
obviously horrendous – slavery, for example. The Torah’s objective is 
not to describe the absolute ideal of human behavior, but often only 
to describe the progress of advancing toward that ideal. Accordingly, 
it proceeds from the realities of life such as they were in the given era. 
The Torah therefore permits slavery, even while it limits the practice, 
and actually disapproves of it.

Israel’s wars of antiquity must be understood in that light. As 
noted earlier, in that era the total destruction of an enemy in battle 
was a universal phenomenon that was considered then quite normal. 
Although the Torah, predominantly, prescribes different, more 
humane norms of behavior in war, in some situations, as in the case of 
the Canaanite and Midianite peoples, the accounts and commands of 
the Torah correspond to the norms of those times. And this is simply 
because the Jewish people could not possibly have survived had they 
not adjusted their behavior to the cruel standards (norms) of those 
eras.

We must realize that our Western world’s rejection of cruelty 
in modern times is actually due to the Torah, and based on norms 
of morality proclaimed by the Torah. But at the same time, for the 
Jewish people and the Torah to have survived in ancient times, when 
brutality was the norm, the Jewish people too had to behave cruelly 
in certain cases, for otherwise both the Jews and Judaism would have 
perished, and there would be no one left today to teach humanity that 
cruelty is unacceptable.
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When people who oppose cruelty today accuse the Torah of being 
cruel or of sanctioning such behavior, they fail to consider that they 
are themselves the product of a cultural environment that spanned 
many generations and was shaped by the Torah’s ideas.

§ 27.5. MOSES’ ANGER

A perplexing question is why Moses becomes angry with the 
military commanders because of how they dealt with the Midianite 
captives. If they did not understand on their own that they had acted 
improperly, and that correction was necessary, Moses should have 
simply offered them an explanation that would have clarified their 
mistake. But why the anger?

In the main, Jewish tradition has a very negative attitude toward 
anger. As concerns Moses specifically, the Torah’s position is that 
it was Moses’ anger that caused him to disobey God in the incident 
of smiting the rock (Num. 20:11). And moreover, Moses’ anger is 
deemed the reason that he forgot certain details of the law in several 
situations. A representative example is the incident of the goat of the 
sin offering that had been burnt rather than eaten (Lev. 10:16), and 
the same applies here. Thus, Moses’ anger is a fairly clear indication 
of some personal problem in Moses himself.

As also previously noted, Moses had initially entertained an 
erroneous attitude toward Midian. He had even considered creating 
God’s chosen people from Midian rather than from Israel, who, as 
it seemed to him, had irretrievably degraded during their Egyptian 
bondage. Moses learned a great deal from Midian during his decades-
long stay there, and as evidence of his very close connection with this 
people we have the fact that he married the daughter of the Midianite 
high priest Jethro; his own sons are therefore half Midianite. But in 
fact, this is exactly why God commanded Moses, and no one else, to 
wage war against the Midianites. It was the only way that Moses could 
finally make a clean break from Midian, and be completely united with 
his own people, Israel.
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Apparently, Moses’ anger in response to the handling of the 
Midianite captives derives from the difficulty he is experiencing 
in dealing with the idea of waging war with Midian at all. And that 
tension manifests in the form of anger.

When a person becomes angry, instead of just calmly pointing out 
to the other person the latter’s mistake, it is typically a sign that he 
is himself wrong about something, which he senses, and therefore 
unleashes his anger on others. In this case, apparently, it was difficult 
for Moses to give clear instructions in advance on how to deal with 
the Midianite captives. He had been hoping that there would be no 
captives – that those who resisted the Jewish army would be killed, 
and the rest would scatter.

We should note that one of the “wars of revenge” mentioned earlier 
in the Torah was the war with the king of Arad (Num. 21:1). There was 
no issue of prisoners or spoils of war in that case – the Israelites took 
nothing for themselves. It therefore seemed reasonable to Moses to 
assume that this time too it would be so. When he sent the army to 
war, he ordered “revenge,” but said nothing about the possibility of 
prisoners or spoils, or the expected treatment of those.

But as it turned out, the people approached that question quite 
differently, believing that revenge need not preclude acquisition – 
notwithstanding that Moses, at least initially, considered those two 
things mutually exclusive and entirely incompatible.

Moses came to realize that he had underestimated his attraction 
to Midian. He now understood that he should have given more precise 
directions from the start. Now he must issue troublesome orders in a 
situation that has quickly come to a head, which makes Moses very 
uncomfortable – and angry.

As noted above, Moses had selected only twelve thousand soldiers 
to conduct this military operation, the most “exemplary” Jewish men 
who had not been seduced by the Midianite women. But now it turns 
out that they, too, have brought back Midianite women from the war 
to become their wives. It it thus evident that these Jewish men too feel 
a strong attraction to the Midianite women. (Perhaps this was the very 
reason that the plan to seduce the Israelites proved so successful. We 
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will consider the possible spiritual reasons for this attraction a little 
later.) 

It was unreasonable for Moses to expect that the men would now 
avoid temptation – even the twelve thousand soldiers who had not 
been seduced to debauchery and Peor worship. Taking prisoners of 
war seemed to them perfectly legal and proper, and they succumbed 
to that temptation.

Precisely because that attraction was a component of Moses’ own 
psyche, he should have understood from the start that that attraction 
in the Jewish men was also very strong. But either he failed to realize 
that point, or he subconsciously suppressed it from his consciousness, 
which is why he failed to give the necessary orders when he sent the 
twelve thousand soldiers to war. It was that sense of his own mistake 
that was the source of Moses’ anger.

In truth, the people are actually correct in feeling a need for 
some integration of Midian into Israel. By all indications Moses 
had underestimated that feeling; his confrontation with that need 
for integration may also be contributing to his anger. But without 
Moses’ leadership, the people are incapable of properly assessing the 
boundaries of such integration.79

Consequently, Moses and the people reach a compromise – the 
acquisition is allowed, but on a smaller scale. They are allowed to 
spare some of the Midianite women (the youngest among them, who 
are not yet deeply influenced by Midianite culture), in order to marry 
them later. Thus, the desire for integration with Midian has been 
reduced, but to some extent legitimized. But Moses is forced to order 
killing those Midianite women and males who cannot (and therefore 
must not) be integrated into the Jewish community. It is very difficult 

79	 Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook notes that the correct relationship between the 
ordinary population and the Sages is built on the fact that the people have a 
good intuitive feel for the goings on, and of the way things develop generally, 
whereas the intuition of the Sages overall is significantly less developed in 
such matters. But at the same time, it is the Sages who must formulate con-
crete boundaries and laws, because the people cannot realize those without 
the Sages’ expertise in those domains.
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for Moses to give such an order, and this is yet one more reason for 
his anger.

As previously noted, the general idea that unites these final 
chapters of the book of Numbers is the clarification of the relationship 
between human initiative and Divine command – finding the proper 
balance between them. That clarification has now become all the 
more important as the Jewish nation stands on the very threshold of 
entering the Land of Israel.

This incident of Moses and the Midianite captives fits likewise into 
that general framework. A compromise is found between the soldiers’ 
initiative of wanting to spare female captives and the Divine restriction 
on that initiative which, ultimately, is reduced to acceptable levels.

§ 27.6. IS REVENGE PERMITTED BETWEEN NATIONS?

Israel did not take revenge on Midian because of a particular 
threat that they presented at that moment. Rather, the revenge was 
necessary because the continued survival of the Jewish people was in 
jeopardy, had Midian’s actions gone unpunished.

The Torah very clearly condemns revenge in human relations: “You 
shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against your countrymen” 
(Lev. 19:18). We note the special emphasis of the words “against your 
countrymen.” Nothing is said about revenge in the relations between 
nations.

The reason here is hardly, as some might think, that the Torah 
advocates that we treat our own people well while we behave badly 
to others who are outside our circle. No, nothing of the kind. Rather, 
the difference is that within the same nation a villain can be punished 
by a court of law, or negative behaviors thwarted by social pressures, 
whereas between nations the operative principle is that “might makes 
right.” A nation that does not avenge the wrongs committed against 
it will be destroyed.

The morals of the Torah are not abstractions that guarantee an 
ideally bright future, but concrete guidelines for real life. The reality 
is that the accepted norms of human relations between individuals 
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within the same political organism differ significantly from the norms 
adopted in relations between peoples and states.

The members of a given nation or state conform to certain norms of 
behavior not only because the law compels them to do so, but because 
relationships within a community are built on a sense of communal 
unity. In these relationships, the prohibition of taking revenge helps 
to correct individual behavior.

But relations between two different nations are an entirely 
different situation. In the sphere of international life, the reality is 
that if you are satisfied to be seen as a lamb, you must not be surprised 
when you become someone’s dinner.

Of course, revenge is by far not ideal. When in the future all peoples 
will be united as one in their humanity, when in international life no 
nation will feel a desire to harm any other (or it will occur so rarely, 
at least, that the surrounding nations will contain such aspirations 
within safe boundaries), then revenge will be prohibited not only 
between individuals, but between nations as well.

But because that ideal vision is still such a long way off, whereas 
the Torah’s approach to morality is intended to address today’s 
realities, the Torah’s attitude toward revenge in international 
relations is entirely different from its view on interpersonal revenge. 
That realistic viewpoint acknowledges that sometimes revenge is not 
merely acceptable, but even necessary.

For example, Jacob’s sons Simeon and Levi destroyed the city of 
Shechem to avenge the rape of their sister Dinah, and their dispute 
with Jacob on this issue ends rather in their favor (Gen. 34:30-31). They 
took the action they did precisely because they already considered 
themselves, “the children of Israel,” an independent and autonomous 
people – even if they were not really yet that in the full sense.

Likewise, taking revenge on Midian here was also completely 
necessary.
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§ 27.7. CLEANSING THE SOLDIERS, THE CAPTIVES,  
AND THE BOOTY (31:19-20)

נֹגֵ֣עַ  ל ׀  וְכֹ֣ פֶשׁ  נֶ֜ ג  הֹרֵ֨ כּלֹ֩  ים  יָמִ֑ ת  שִׁבְעַ֣ מַּחֲנֶ֖ה  לַֽ מִח֥וּץ  חֲנ֛וּ  ם   יט וְאַתֶּ֗
ם׃ כ וְכָל־ ם וּשְׁבִיכֶֽ י אַתֶּ֖ תְחַטְּא֞וּ בַּיּ֤וֹם הַשְּׁלִישִׁי֙ וּבַיּ֣וֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִ֔ ל תִּֽ חָלָ֗ בֶּֽ
אוּ׃ )13 ץ תִּתְחַטָּֽ ים וְכָל־כְּלִי־עֵ֑ ה עִזִּ֖ עֲשֵׂ֥ גֶד וְכָל־כְּלִי־ע֛וֹר וְכָל־מַֽ  (בֶּ֧

(19) “You shall then stay outside the camp seven days; every 
one among you or among your captives who has slain a 
person or touched a corpse shall cleanse himself on the 
third and seventh days.

(20) You shall also cleanse every cloth, every article of skin, 
everything made of goats’ hair, and every object of wood.”

(19) You shall then stay outside the camp seven days; every 
one among you or among your captives who has slain a person or 
touched a corpse shall cleanse himself on the third and seventh 
days: This verse is a very brief summary of the laws for purifying 
persons and objects defiled by contact with the dead. That procedure 
requires being sprinkled with water mixed with the ashes of the Red 
Cow, as covered earlier in great detail at the beginning of weekly 
portion Chukkat (see § 15).

Shall cleanse himself: Both the people and the spoils must be 
cleansed. In the formal, technical sense this refers to cleansing from 
defilement to the dead. But there is also a metaphorical meaning of 
cleansing from elements of a foreign, idolatrous culture that are now 
being integrated into the Jewish people. The fact that permission is 
granted to take captives and spoils of war demonstrates that under 
certain conditions the Jewish people may borrow some elements of 
alien cultures. But first those elements must be cleansed.

(19) Every one among you or among your captives ... shall 
cleanse himself: It is a general principle of the laws of ritual purity 
that only Jews are defiled by contact with a corpse, and only they 
require purification.

Cleansing from impurity is primarily associated with the Temple 
service; thus it is especially important for the priests to remain pure. 
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And since the Jewish people are the “priests of humanity” the laws of 
ritual purity apply to the entire Jewish nation. But the requirement to 
be cleansed from ritual impurity does not extend to non-Jews.

And yet, this verse says, “every one among you or among your 
captives ... shall cleanse himself on the third and seventh days,” which 
means that cleansing is a requirement here also for the captured 
Midianite girls. We can surmise that because the Israelite men will 
be allowed to marry them, those girls are already, in a certain sense, a 
part of the Jewish people, and the laws of purification therefore apply 
to them as well.

(20) You shall also cleanse every cloth, every article of skin, 
everything made of goats’ hair, and every object of wood: That 
is, the command stated by Moses is that objects made of wood, fabric, 
or materials of animal origin must be cleansed. But notice that Moses 
says nothing about metal objects. And so Eleazar will now have to fill 
in that gap, as we shall explain.

§ 27.8. THE CLEANSING OF METAL OBJECTS (31:21-24)

ת  ה זאֹ֚ת חֻקַּ֣ ים לַמִּלְחָמָ֑ א הַבָּאִ֖ י הַצָּבָ֔ אמֶר אֶלְעָזָ֤ר הַכּהֵֹן֙ אֶל־אַנְשֵׁ֣ ֹ֨ כא וַיּ

ת־ אֶֽ סֶף  וְאֶת־הַכָּ֑ ב  אֶת־הַזָּהָ֖ ךְ  ה׃ כב אַ֥ אֶת־מֹשֶֽׁ י֖י  ה  אֲשֶׁר־צִוָּ֥ ה  הַתּוֹרָ֔
א  ֹ֣ ר אֲשֶׁר־יָב רֶת׃ כג כָּל־דָּבָ֞ עפָֹֽ יל וְאֶת־הָֽ ת־הַבְּדִ֖ ל אֶֽ שֶׁת֙ אֶת־הַבַּרְזֶ֔ הַנְּחֹ֨
א  ֹ֛ א־יָב ֹֽ ל ר  אֲשֶׁ֧ ל  וְכֹ֨ א  יִתְחַטָּ֑ ה  נִדָּ֖ י  בְּמֵ֥ ךְ  אַ֕ ר  וְטָהֵ֔ בָאֵשׁ֙  ירוּ  עֲבִ֤ תַּֽ שׁ  בָאֵ֗
ם  וּטְהַרְתֶּ֑ י  הַשְּׁבִיעִ֖ בַּיּ֥וֹם  ם  בִּגְדֵיכֶ֛ ם  יִם׃ כד וְכִבַּסְתֶּ֧ בַמָּֽ ירוּ  עֲבִ֥ תַּֽ שׁ  בָּאֵ֖

ה׃  מַּחֲנֶֽ אוּ אֶל־הַֽ ר תָּבֹ֥ וְאַחַ֖

(21) Eleazar the priest said to the troops who had taken 
part in the fighting, “This is the ritual law that the Lord has 
enjoined upon Moses:
(22) Gold and silver, copper, iron, tin, and lead
(23) – any article that can withstand fire – these you shall 
pass through fire and they shall be clean, except that they 
must be cleansed with water of lustration; and anything that 
cannot withstand fire you must pass through water.
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(24) On the seventh day you shall wash your clothes and be 
clean, and after that you may enter the camp.”

(21) Eleazar the priest said to the troops who had taken part 
in the fighting, “This is the ritual law that the Lord has enjoined 
upon Moses: Suddenly we find Eleazar supplementing Moses’ words. 
Eleazar’s statement, “This is the ritual law that the Lord has enjoined 
upon Moses,” demonstrates that Moses had previously received 
this law of the purification of metal objects, and had passed it on to 
Eleazar. But Moses is incapable of expressing that law to the troops, 
and he needs Eleazar’s help. Why is this?

The Midrash believes that Moses yet again, because of his anger, 
“forgot the law” at that moment, and was unable to follow through on 
its exposition. The Midrash extends this also to other cases where, 
because Moses became angry, either he made mistakes or he could 
not fully convey Torah law. As indicated above, this is what happened 
in the incident of the sin offering of the Tabernacle dedication that 
had not been eaten (Lev. 10:16), and also when Moses smote the rock 
twice at the waters of Meribah (Num. 20:10). 

Here, too, in the view of the Midrash, Moses’ anger is the reason 
that he is not able to convey the law of the purification of metal 
utensils. But the Midrash does not elaborate on the nature of the the 
relationship between Moses’ anger concerning the Midianite women 
and the purification of metals. We will try to explain that connection 
below.

(22) Gold and silver, copper, iron, tin, and lead: These are the 
six base metals that have been known to mankind since ancient times. 
The purification of all other materials of which Moses spoke above 
happens only through water, not with fire, whereas Eleazar’s addition 
here concerns the purification of metals, which is done with fire. 

Moreover, the source of the “uncleanness” here is not contact with 
a corpse. Rather, the impurity of these metal objects derives from their 
having belonged to idolaters. And that is precisely the purification 
requirement (a fundamental precept of Jewish law) that the Halachah 
derives from this text.
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(23) Any article that can withstand fire – these you shall pass 
through fire and they shall be clean, except that they must be 
cleansed with water of lustration; and anything that cannot 
withstand fire you must pass through water: Metal objects that 

“can withstand fire” most typically have been manufactured with 
that goal in mind; that is, their normal use is in fire. And they follow 
the general rule that the cleansing of a utensil corresponds to how 
it is normally used. Thus, such objects require additional cleansing 
through fire. Conversely, if their normal use does not involve fire, then 
no such purification is required. But regardless, they must be cleansed 
with water, in the same manner as non-metallic objects.

A utensil whose normal use is “through fire” is usually associated 
with food preparation (boiling or broiling). Thus, this passage is 
saying that objects used to prepare food must undergo additional 
purification. Halachically, Jewish tradition associates this additional 
purification with observance of the kashrut laws; that is, with the laws 
of keeping kosher. (Kashrut means “kosherness.”) 

Such utensils retain food residue that is “embedded in their walls,” 
and under the influence of heat during normal use such absorption 
of food particles into the walls of the utensil only accelerates and 
increases. Utensils used by non-Jews for food preparation are therefore 
assumed to contain remnants of non-kosher food, and these must be 

“burnt out” in order to render those utensils kosher for Jewish use. 
This is the process of kashering metal utensils by subjecting them to 
extreme heat, as still practiced by traditional Jews today.

But at the level of the text’s straightforward meaning – that is, at 
the level of general principles and ideas – this text is not speaking 
of the laws of kashrut at all. Rather the “passing through the fire” of 
these utensils as required by this verse is a part of the process of 
cleansing those objects from ritual impurity (which is brought about, 
most typically and significantly, by contact with a corpse).

The apparent implication is that even conceptual “ritual impurity” 
penetrates into metal more forcefully and more deeply than it does in 
non-metallic things, and therefore requires a deeper, more thorough 
purification process, through fire. Although, practically speaking, 
objects that have not been “used in fire” are not required to be 
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“passed through the fire” in order to be purified (perhaps because such 
treatment will often destroy the object – if it is made from a so-called 
fusible alloy, for example), in general this rule applies to all metals 
utensils. 

But since Moses did not communicate this law to the people, and it 
had to be communicated by Eleazar instead, we can infer that this law 
relates to the problem of Midian specifically, as previously expressed 
in Moses’ anger. But what is that connection?

Metal differs from other materials used in everyday life primarily in 
that it is used to make tools intended for further actions – implements 
such as vessels for cooking, or money (used as a medium of payment). 
In this respect metal objects differ from, say, wooden or woolen 
objects, which are intended for end use “as is.” 

Perhaps it is this property that is inherent in metals – its role in 
producing other objects – that is the reason for the “deeper level of 
impurity” that their use by idolaters imparts to them, and the reason 
that they need to be purified by “passing through fire.” Note too that 
fire is the primary “instrument” of manufacture in human civilization, 
and, furthermore, that the production cycle of all metals includes 
smelting in fire.

The parallel here with Midian would thus seem to be that besides 
seducing the Israelite men themselves, the Midianite women also 
enlisted the help of the Moabite women for that purpose. Midian 
performed the function of a source – “a tool used to produce other 
end-use objects” – which is why it was impossible to treat them as a 
simple enemy, i.e.: “The victory is ours. All remnants of the enemy 
have fled, and the captives we have taken no longer pose any danger.” 
This was not at all the case with Midian. It was necessary to even to 
go so far as to execute some of the captives, which incurred Moses’ 
irritation and wrath.

In the end, it was painful for Moses to acknowledge that with a 
facilitator – a “tools manufacturer” – one must deal more harshly than 
with just an ordinary enemy. Although Moses was able to give the 
order, it engendered within him an internal tension that soon turned 
into anger, rendering him incapable of conveying to the people the law 
of purification of metal objects. (In the words of the Midrash, “the law 
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at that moment eluded him.”) Eleazar therefore had to supplement 
and complete that law, even as he made reference to Moses’ having 
received that law through Divine revelation.

(24) On the seventh day you shall wash your clothes and be 
clean, and after that you may enter the camp”: The washing of 
clothes completes the process of cleansing the people themselves, 
and also the purification of all their property.

§ 27.9. INSTRUCTIONS ON HOW TO DIVIDE  
THE BOOTY (31:25-30)

ם  אָדָ֖ י בָּֽ אשׁ מַלְק֨וֹחַ֙ הַשְּׁבִ֔ ֹ֤ ת ר א אֵ֣ ר׃ כו שָׂ֗ ה לֵּאמֹֽ אמֶר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ ֹ֥ כה וַיּ

אֶת־ יתָ֙  ה׃ כז וְחָצִ֨ עֵדָֽ הָֽ אֲב֥וֹת  י  וְרָאשֵׁ֖ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֔ וְאֶלְעָזָ֣ר  אַתָּה֙  ה  וּבַבְּהֵמָ֑
מֹתָ֨  ה׃ כח וַהֲרֵֽ עֵדָֽ ין כָּל־הָֽ א וּבֵ֖ ים לַצָּבָ֑ צְאִ֖ ה הַיֹּֽ י הַמִּלְחָמָ֔ פְשֵׂ֣ ין תֹּֽ הַמַּלְק֔וֹחַ בֵּ֚
שׁ  חֲמֵ֖ מֵֽ פֶשׁ  נֶ֔ ד  אֶחָ֣ א  לַצָּבָ֔ ים  צְאִ֣ הַיֹּֽ הַמִּלְחָמָה֙  י  אַנְשֵׁ֤ ת  מֵאֵ֞ י֗י  לַֽ כֶס  מֶ֜
ם  חֲצִיתָ֖ אן׃ כט מִמַּֽ ֹֽ ים וּמִן־הַצּ חֲמֹרִ֖ ר וּמִן־הַֽ אָדָם֙ וּמִן־הַבָּקָ֔ הַמֵּא֑וֹת מִן־הָֽ
ח ׀  ל תִּקַּ֣ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֜ ת בְּנֵֽ חֲצִ֨ ת יֽי׃ ל וּמִמַּֽ ן תְּרוּמַ֥ ר הַכּהֵֹ֖ ה לְאֶלְעָזָ֥ תַתָּ֛ חוּ וְנָֽ תִּקָּ֑
אן  ֹ֖ ים וּמִן־הַצּ חֲמֹרִ֥ ר מִן־הַֽ �ָקָ֛ ם מִן־הַבּ אָדָ֧ ים מִן־הָֽ חֲמִשִּׁ֗ ז מִן־הַֽ ד ׀ אָחֻ֣ אֶחָ֣

ן יֽי׃ רֶת מִשְׁכַּ֥ י מִשְׁמֶ֖ מְרֵ֕ ם שֹֽׁ ה אֹתָם֙ לַלְוִיִּ֔ תַתָּ֤ ה וְנָֽ מִכָּל־הַבְּהֵמָ֑

(25) The Lord said to Moses:

(26) “You and Eleazar the priest and the family heads of the 
community take an inventory of the booty that was captured, 
man and beast,

(27) and divide the booty equally between the combatants 
who engaged in the campaign and the rest of the community.

(28) You shall exact a levy for the Lord: in the case of the 
warriors who engaged in the campaign, one item in five 
hundred, of persons, oxen, asses, and sheep,

(29) shall be taken from their half-share and given to Eleazar 
the priest as a contribution to the Lord;

(30) and from the half-share of the other Israelites you shall 
withhold one in every fifty human beings as well as cattle, 
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asses, and sheep – all the animals – and give them to the 
Levites, who attend to the duties of the Lord’s Tabernacle.”

(26) You and Eleazar the priest and the family heads of the 
community take an inventory of the booty that was captured, man 
and beast: Only the human captives and the livestock were subject to 
this inventory and division, but not the inanimate spoils – jewelry and 
ornaments, in particular. These the soldiers kept for themselves. The 
commanders of the troop divisions will later dedicate the gold jewelry 
to the Tabernacle (Num. 31:48 ff.).

(27) And divide the booty: In some wars (for example, the war 
with the king of Arad, and the capture of Jericho) taking booty was 
strictly prohibited. In this case, however, although it was a war of 
revenge, taking spoils was permitted, because there was a need to 
integrate some of the values of the Midianite culture into Israel, albeit 
only after certain purification procedures had been followed.

And divide the booty equally between the combatants who 
engaged in the campaign and the rest of the community: The 
distribution of the booty is recounted in this section in great detail. 
The fact that the Torah treats it at such length tells us that it is 
important not only for its historical interest, but as a lesson for  
all time. 

However, the coverage that follows here is not applicable to the 
future in any sense of specific laws, or even as a general model for the 
division of booty, notwithstanding that similar divisions did take place 
on occasion in later Jewish history – in King David’s wars, for example 
(1 Sam. 30:24). Thus, from the point of view of the Torah’s teachings, 
we must see here some other meaning other than a legislative one.

In this regard, we understand that both segments of the 
population, those who fought and those who remained at home, had 
a need to integrate Midianite elements into themselves. But since 
only one fiftieth of the entire available army (twelve thousand out of 
six hundred thousand) was sent to war, and yet the fighters receive 
half of the booty, their share of the booty was thus fifty times greater 
than the share of those who remained in the camp. Since, as noted 
earlier, the soldiers who went to fight the Midianites were those who 



55927. The War with Midian

had demonstrated the greatest resistance to the Midianite seduction, 
they were able to “digest” a much larger dose of Midianite values than 
those who had remained in the camp.

(28-30) In the case of the warriors who engaged in the 
campaign, one item in five hundred ... and given to Eleazar the 
priest as a contribution to the Lord; and from the half-share of 
the other Israelites you shall withhold one in every fifty human 

... and give them to the Levites, who attend to the duties of the 
Lord’s Tabernacle: We can compare the division of the booty with 
other situations of value received. The most obvious example is 
the harvest, of which some part must be separated and given to the 
Temple. This is essential for self-awareness within society.

However, in contrast to the harvest, in which all persons contribute 
to the Temple equally, here the size of the offering is variable. The 
men who fought in the war, who are more resistant to Midianite 
values, contribute only one five hundredth, and they give it to a kohen, 
a priest, which corresponds to the standard quantity of terumah, the 
heave-offering that must be separated from the harvest and given to 
a kohen. Note that, here, too, the offering from the booty is called 
terumat Hashem, “a heave-offering to the Lord” (Num. 31:41, literal 
translation). 

But the less resistant, who remained in the camp, must give a 
more substantial contribution, in the amount of one fiftieth, in order 
to be cleansed of Midianite influence. And they give it not to the ko-
hanim, the priests, but to the Levites, who occupy a lower stratum in 
the hierarchy. In this sense, that offering corresponds to ma‘aser, the 
tithe from the harvest that is given to the Levites.

§ 27.10. DIVIDING THE BOOTY (31:31-54)

ֽיְהִי֙  ה׃ לב וַ� אֶת־מֹשֶֽׁ י֖י  ה  צִוָּ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֛ כַּֽ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֑ וְאֶלְעָזָ֖ר  ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ לא וַיַּ֣עַשׂ 

ים  לֶף וְשִׁבְעִ֥ אן שֵׁשׁ־מֵא֥וֹת אֶ֛ ֹ֗ א צ ם הַצָּבָ֑ זְז֖וּ עַ֣ ר בָּֽ ז אֲשֶׁ֥ הַמַּלְק֔וֹחַ יֶתֶ֣ר הַבָּ֔
ד  ים אֶחָ֥ חֲמֹרִ֕ לֶף׃ לד וַֽ אָֽ ים  וְשִׁבְעִ֖ �֥יִם  שְׁנַ ר  ים׃ לג וּבָקָ֕ שֶׁת אֲלָפִֽ חֲמֵ֥ וַֽ לֶף  אֶ֖
ר  זָכָ֑ ב  מִשְׁכַּ֣ א־יָדְע֖וּ  ֹֽ ל ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ ים  ן־הַנָּשִׁ֔ מִ֨ ם  אָדָ֔ לֶף׃ לה וְנֶ֣פֶשׁ  אָֽ ים  וְשִׁשִּׁ֖
א  ים בַּצָּבָ֑ צְאִ֖ לֶק הַיֹּֽ ה חֵ֕ מֶּחֱצָ֔ לֶף׃ לו וַתְּהִי֙ הַֽ ים אָֽ �֥יִם וּשְׁלֹשִׁ֖ פֶשׁ שְׁנַ כָּל־נֶ֕
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שׁ  חֲמֵ֥ ים וַֽ ת אֲלָפִ֖ לֶף וְשִׁבְעַ֥ ים אֶ֔ לֶף֙ וּשְׁלֹשִׁ֣ אן שְׁלֹשׁ־מֵא֥וֹת אֶ֨ ֹ֗ ר הַצּ מִסְפַּ֣
ר  בָּקָ֔ ים׃ לח וְהַ֨ שׁ וְשִׁבְעִֽ שׁ מֵא֖וֹת חָמֵ֥ אן שֵׁ֥ ֹ֑ י֖י מִן־הַצּ כֶס לַֽ י הַמֶּ֥ מֵאֽוֹת׃ לז וַיְהִ֛
ים  ים שְׁלֹשִׁ֥ חֲמֹרִ֕ ים׃ לט וַֽ �֥יִם וְשִׁבְעִֽ י֖י שְׁנַ ם לַֽ לֶף וּמִכְסָ֥ ים אָ֑ ה וּשְׁלֹשִׁ֖ שִׁשָּׁ֥
ה  שִׁשָּׁ֥ ם  אָדָ֔ ים׃ מ וְנֶ֣פֶשׁ  וְשִׁשִּֽׁ ד  אֶחָ֥ י֖י  לַֽ ם  וּמִכְסָ֥ מֵא֑וֹת  שׁ  חֲמֵ֣ וַֽ לֶף  אֶ֖
כֶס֙  ה אֶת־מֶ֨ ן מֹשֶׁ֗ פֶשׁ׃ מא וַיִּתֵּ֣ נָֽ ים  �֥יִם וּשְׁלֹשִׁ֖ י֔י שְׁנַ לַֽ לֶף וּמִכְסָם֙  אָ֑ ר  עָשָׂ֖
ית  מַּחֲצִ֖ ה׃ מב וּמִֽ אֶת־מֹשֶֽׁ י֖י  ה  צִוָּ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֛ כַּֽ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֑ לְאֶלְעָזָ֖ר  י֔י  ת  תְּרוּמַ֣
ת  חֱצַ֥ מֶֽ י  ים׃ מג וַתְּהִ֛ בְאִֽ הַצֹּֽ ים  אֲנָשִׁ֖ מִן־הָֽ ה  מֹשֶׁ֔ ה  חָצָ֣ אֲשֶׁר֙  ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בְּנֵי֣ 
ים  אֲלָפִ֖ ת  שִׁבְעַ֥ לֶף  אֶ֔ ים  וּשְׁלֹשִׁ֣ לֶף֙  אֶ֨ שְׁלֹשׁ־מֵא֥וֹת  אן  ֹ֑ מִן־הַצּ ה  עֵדָ֖ הָֽ
ים  שְׁלֹשִׁ֥ ים  חֲמֹרִ֕ לֶף׃ מה וַֽ אָֽ ים  וּשְׁלֹשִׁ֖ ה  שִׁשָּׁ֥ ר  מֵאֽוֹת׃ מד וּבָקָ֕ שׁ  חֲמֵ֥ וַֽ
ה  מֹשֶׁ֜ ח  לֶף׃ מז וַיִּקַּ֨ אָֽ ר  עָשָׂ֖ ה  שִׁשָּׁ֥ ם  אָדָ֔ מֵאֽוֹת׃ מו וְנֶ֣פֶשׁ  שׁ  חֲמֵ֥ וַֽ לֶף  אֶ֖
וּמִן־ ם  אָדָ֖ מִן־הָֽ ים  חֲמִשִּׁ֔ מִן־הַֽ ד  אֶחָ֣ אָחֻז֙  אֶת־הָֽ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ בְּנֵֽ ת  חֲצִ֣ מִמַּֽ
י֖י  ה  צִוָּ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֛ כַּֽ י֔י  ן  מִשְׁכַּ֣ רֶת֙  מִשְׁמֶ֨ מְרֵי֙  שֹֽׁ ם  לַלְוִיִּ֗ ם  אֹתָ֜ ן  וַיִּתֵּ֨ ה  הַבְּהֵמָ֑
י  שָׂרֵ֥ א  הַצָּבָ֑ י  לְאַלְפֵ֣ ר  אֲשֶׁ֖ ים  הַפְּקֻדִ֕ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ ֽיִּקְרְבוּ֙  ה׃ מח וַ� אֶת־מֹשֶֽׁ
אשׁ  ֹ֛ שְׂא֗וּ אֶת־ר יךָ נָֽ ה עֲבָדֶ֣ אמְרוּ֙ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ ֹֽ י הַמֵּאֽוֹת׃ מט וַיּ ים וְשָׂרֵ֥ אֲלָפִ֖ הָֽ
ן  ב אֶת־קָרְבַּ֣ ישׁ׃ נ וַנַּקְרֵ֞ נּוּ אִֽ ד מִמֶּ֖ ְקַ֥ א־נִפ� ֹֽ נוּ וְל ר בְּיָדֵ֑ ה אֲשֶׁ֣ י הַמִּלְחָמָ֖ אַנְשֵׁ֥
ר  ז לְכַפֵּ֥ יל וְכוּמָ֑ עַת עָגִ֣ יד טַבַּ֖ ה וְצָמִ֔ י־זָהָב֙ אֶצְעָדָ֣ א כְלִֽ ר מָצָ֤ י֗י אִישׁ֩ אֲשֶׁ֨
ם  אִתָּ֑ ב מֵֽ ן אֶת־הַזָּהָ֖ ה וְאֶלְעָזָ֧ר הַכּהֵֹ֛ ח מֹשֶׁ֜ י יֽי׃ נא וַיִּקַּ֨ ינוּ לִפְנֵ֥ עַל־נַפְשׁתֵֹ֖
ה  שִׁשָּׁ֨ י֔י  לַֽ ימוּ֙  הֵרִ֨ ר  אֲשֶׁ֤ ה  הַתְּרוּמָ֗ ב  כָּל־זְהַ֣ י ׀  ה׃ נב וַיְהִ֣ עֲשֶֽׂ מַֽ י  כְּלִ֥ ל  כֹּ֖
י  ת שָׂרֵ֥ ים וּמֵאֵ֖ אֲלָפִ֔ י הָֽ קֶל מֵאֵת֙ שָׂרֵ֣ ים שָׁ֑ חֲמִשִּׁ֖ לֶף שְׁבַע־מֵא֥וֹת וַֽ ר אֶ֛ עָשָׂ֥
הַכּהֵֹן֙  וְאֶלְעָזָ֤ר  ה  מֹשֶׁ֜ ח  לֽוֹ׃ נד וַיִּקַּ֨ ישׁ  אִ֥ זְז֖וּ  בָּֽ א  הַצָּבָ֔ הַמֵּאֽוֹת׃ נג אַנְשֵׁי֙ 
ד  מוֹעֵ֔ הֶל  אֶל־אֹ֣ אֹתוֹ֙  אוּ  וַיָּבִ֤ וְהַמֵּא֑וֹת  ים  אֲלָפִ֖ הָֽ י  שָׂרֵ֥ ת  מֵאֵ֛ ב  אֶת־הַזָּהָ֔

י יֽי׃ ל לִפְנֵ֥ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ זִכָּר֥וֹן לִבְנֵֽ

(31) Moses and Eleazar the priest did as the Lord commanded 
Moses.

(32) The amount of booty, other than the spoil that the troops 
had plundered, came to 675,000 sheep,

(33) 72,000 head of cattle,

(34) 61,000 asses,

(35) and a total of 32,000 human beings, namely, the women 
who had not had carnal relations.
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(36) Thus, the half-share of those who had engaged in the 
campaign [was as follows]: The number of sheep was 
337,500,

(37) and the Lord’s levy from the sheep was 675;

(38) the cattle came to 36,000, from which the Lord’s levy 
was 72;

(39) the asses came to 30,500, from which the Lord’s levy 
was 61.

(40) And the number of human beings was 16,000, from 
which the Lord’s levy was 32.

(41) Moses gave the contributions levied for the Lord to 
Eleazar the priest, as the Lord had commanded Moses.

(42) As for the half-share of the other Israelites, which Moses 
withdrew from the men who had taken the field,

(43) that half-share of the community consisted of 337,500 
sheep,

(44) 36,000 head of cattle,

(45) 30,500 asses,

(46) and 16,000 human beings.

(47) From this half-share of the Israelites, Moses withheld 
one in every fifty humans and animals; and he gave them 
to the Levites, who attended to the duties of the Lord’s 
Tabernacle, as the Lord had commanded Moses.

(48) The commanders of the troop divisions, the officers of 
thousands and the officers of hundreds, approached Moses.

(49) They said to Moses, “Your servants have made a check of 
the warriors in our charge, and not one of us is missing.

(50) So we have brought as an offering to the Lord such 
articles of gold as each of us came upon: armlets, bracelets, 
signet rings, earrings, and pendants, that expiation may be 
made for our persons before the Lord.”

(51) Moses and Eleazar the priest accepted the gold from 
them, all kinds of wrought articles.
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(52) All the gold that was offered by the officers of thousands 
and the officers of hundreds as a contribution to the Lord 
came to 16,750 shekels.
(53) – But in the ranks, everyone kept his booty for himself. –
(54) So Moses and Eleazar the priest accepted the gold from 
the officers of thousands and the officers of hundreds and 
brought it to the Tent of Meeting, as a reminder in behalf of 
the Israelites before the Lord.

(32) The amount of booty, other than the spoil that the troops 
had plundered: The tribute was taken only from the human captives 
and the livestock; that is, from the most important elements of the 
booty. But as concerned all the rest of the booty, each soldier could 
take for himself such items as he saw fit.

(40-41) And the number of human beings was 16,000, from 
which the Lord’s levy was 32 ... Moses gave the contributions 
levied for the Lord to Eleazar the priest: “The contributions levied 
for the Lord” go to the disposal of the priests. That is, these women 
became servants in the homes of the priests.

(48-50) The commanders of the troop divisions ... approached 
Moses. They said to Moses, “... not one of us is missing. So we 
have brought as an offering to the Lord such articles of gold”: 
They brought to the Temple all the gold that they had taken from 
Midian. (Only the human captives and the livestock were subject to 
formal division.)

(50) That expiation may be made for our persons before the 
Lord: The straightforward, simple meaning of these offerings is that 
they are a show of gratitude for the victory over Midian and for the 
safe return of the army. But an aspect of “expiation for our persons” – 
literally, “atonement for our souls” – is also added here.

The Midrash understands this atonement as forgiveness for 
improper thoughts. Although these righteous men were selected for 
the campaign because they had not sinned with the daughters of 
Midian, in their thoughts and in their hearts they had wanted to do 
so. And therefore they too need atonement, which the commanders 
wished to achieve through the offering of gold ornaments. Jewelry is 
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one of those things that are not essential to life; one can live quite 
well without it. Thus, jewelry corresponds to the tosefet neshamah 
in a human being, the “supplemental soul” that is the source of all 
thoughts, including sinful thoughts.

It is also quite possible that when the soldiers brought the female 
Midianite captives back with them from the front to the Israelite camp, 
they were succumbing to those thoughts. But Moses’ anger made clear 
to them their wrongdoing, and motivated them to seek correction.

(52) All the gold that was offered by the officers of thousands 
and the officers of hundreds as a contribution to the Lord came 
to 16,750 shekels: In today’s terms, that would be approximately 380 
kilograms (838 pounds) of gold. We can see that the amount of gold 
jewelry among the spoils of this war was quite significant.

(53) But in the ranks, everyone kept his booty for himself: That 
is, they did not present their personal booty to the Tabernacle, nor to 
the common pool to be divided by percentage. Rather, each soldier 
kept for himself what he had taken. In spiritual terms, this means that 
a person must acquire “booty” by his own efforts. He cannot expect to 
receive it as a gift from anyone else.

(54) So Moses and Eleazar the priest accepted the gold from 
the officers of thousands and the officers of hundreds and 
brought it to the Tent of Meeting, as a reminder in behalf of 
the Israelites before the Lord: These ornaments were placed in the 
Tabernacle treasury. Once again, on a spiritual level, this means that 
the attainments of spiritual leaders, in addition to becoming a common 
heritage for all, also marks a new stage in the people’s development 
and thus constitutes “a reminder in behalf of the Israelites before the 
Lord.”
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§ 28. THE TRIBES OF GAD AND REUBEN 
SETTLE IN THE TRANSJORDAN

§ 28.1. THE GADITES’ AND THE REUBENITES’ REQUEST 

CONCERNING THE TRANSJORDAN (32:1-5)

רֶץ  ד וַיִּרְא֞וּ אֶת־אֶ֤ ן וְלִבְנֵי־גָ֖ד עָצ֣וּם מְאֹ֑ ה לִבְנֵ֧י רְאוּבֵ֛ ב הָיָ֞ אִ וּמִקְנֶ֣ה ׀ רַ֗
י־גָ֖ד  בְנֵֽ אוּ  ה׃ ב וַיָּבֹ֥ מִקְנֶֽ מְק֥וֹם  הַמָּק֖וֹם  ה  וְהִנֵּ֥ ד  גִּלְעָ֔ רֶץ  וְאֶת־אֶ֣ יַעְזֵר֙ 
ה  עֵדָ֖ הָֽ י  וְאֶל־נְשִׂיאֵ֥ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֔ וְאֶל־אֶלְעָזָ֣ר  אֶל־מֹשֶׁה֙  אמְר֤וּ  ֹֽ וַיּ ן  רְאוּבֵ֑ וּבְנֵי֣ 
וּנְב֖וֹ  ם  וּשְׂבָ֥ ה  וְאֶלְעָלֵ֑ וְחֶשְׁבּ֖וֹן  ה  וְנִמְרָ֔ וְיַעְזֵר֣  וְדִיבֹן֙  ר׃ ג עֲטָר֤וֹת  לֵאמֹֽ
וא  הִ֑ מִקְנֶ֖ה  רֶץ  אֶ֥ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ת  עֲדַ֣ לִפְנֵי֙  יי֙  ה  הִכָּ֤ ר  אֲשֶׁ֨ רֶץ  ן׃ ד הָאָ֗ וּבְעֹֽ

ה׃ יךָ מִקְנֶֽ עֲבָדֶ֖ וְלַֽ

(1) The Reubenites and the Gadites owned cattle in very great 
numbers. Noting that the lands of Jazer and Gilead were a 
region suitable for cattle,

(2) the Gadites and the Reubenites came to Moses, Eleazar 
the priest, and the chieftains of the community, and said,

(3) “Ataroth, Dibon, Jazer, Nimrah, Heshbon, Elealeh, Sebam, 
Nebo, and Beon –

(4) the land that the Lord has conquered for the community 
of Israel is cattle country, and your servants have cattle.

(5) It would be a favor to us,” they continued, “if this land 
were given to your servants as a holding; do not move us 
across the Jordan.”
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(1) The Reubenites and the Gadites owned cattle: These two 
tribes had developed an affinity, because their encampment and 
marching positions in the wilderness were adjacent – both tribes in 
the southern camp of Israel’s four camps (Num. 2:10,14; 10:18, 20).

As noted earlier, the southern camp from the start was the 
“problematic camp,” composed of the descendants of the oldest three 
of Jacob’s twelve sons, who had been excluded from the national 
leadership in favor of Judah. The third tribe of that camp, Simeon, 
lost its status and later its independence, eventually merging with the 
tribe of Judah. Reuben and Gad resolved to distance themselves from 
the rest of the tribes and settle in the Transjordan region, and this is 
the topic of the chapter that begins here.

(1-2) The Reubenites and the Gadites owned cattle in very 
great numbers ... The Gadites and the Reubenites came ... and 
said: As this episode is introduced, the Reubenites are mentioned 
first, because of Reuben’s seniority – in Jacob’s family and also in 
the southern camp. But when describing their demands, the Torah 
mentions the Gadites first, because they were the more aggressive of 
the two tribes.

According to the book of Genesis, Reuben, Jacob’s oldest son, was 
what we would call today a schlimazel (the Yiddish word for an inept, 
hapless individual80). This quality, apparently, was passed on also to 
his tribe, and that is why Gad, not Reuben, played the leading role 
when the the two tribes collaborated in this endeavor.

Noting that the lands of Jazer and Gilead were a region 
suitable for cattle: Gilead is a strip of land to the east of central 
Jordan, between the Jabbok and Yarmouk rivers. Just a little later Moses 
will recall: “And to the Reubenites and the Gadites I assigned the part 
from Gilead down to the wadi Arnon, the middle of the wadi being the 
boundary, and up to the wadi Jabbok, the boundary of the Ammonites”  
(Deut. 3:16).

But in the broader sense, Gilead sometimes refers to the entire 
area east of the Jordan. The east-west width of Gilead ranges from 40 

80	 See Bible Dynamics on Gen. 35:22.
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to 200 kilometers (25 to 124 miles). And from north to south – from 
the Sea of Cinnereth (Num. 34:11, today known as the Sea of Galilee) 
to the Dead Sea – 240 kilometers (149 miles). This is a vast territory. 
Jazer is located further east, beyond Gilead.

(2-3) The Gadites and the Reubenites came to Moses, Eleazar 
the priest, and the chieftains of the community, and said: Ataroth, 
Dibon, Jazer, Nimrah, Heshbon, Elealeh, Sebam, Nebo, and Beon: 
They are requesting that the lands of Sihon and Og, which they had 
previously conquered (Num. 21:21 ff., 33 ff.), be given to them as a 
permanent possession. The long list of cities in this verse underscores 
the vastness of these lands.

(4) The land that the Lord has conquered for the community 
of Israel: The two tribes emphasize that the conquest of the eastern 
bank of the Jordan has happened by the will of the Almighty.

The land ... is cattle country, and your servants have cattle: 
They are saying: “Since God has made it possible for the people of 
Israel to conquer a land that is so ideal for breeding livestock, surely 
we cannot attribute that to mere happenstance, nor can we believe 
that the Almighty wants us to just move on and abandon this territory. 
This region is meant to be more than just a waypoint on the journey 
to Canaan. Rather, it should become nothing less than a part of the 
Land of Israel.”

(5) It would be a favor to us,” they continued, “if this land 
were given to your servants as a holding; do not move us across 
the Jordan”: This is their baseline position: “We want to stay here – 
not to proceed any further, nor to go anywhere else.”

§ 28.2. THE TRANSJORDAN AS A PLACE FOR ISRAEL TO 
INTERACT WITH THE NATIONS OF THE WORLD

As we shall discuss in greater detail below, the Land of Israel 
consists of two different “layers.” Its interior is Canaan (or, more 
precisely, what was formerly the land of Canaan), which stretches 
from the Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan River. This is the land of the 
seven nations (Deut. 7:1), whose boundaries will be described in the 
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next weekly portion 10, Mas‘ei (Num. 34:1-15). But the larger Land of 
Israel is the land of the ten nations, which extends from the Nile to the 
Euphrates, as stated in the covenant that God made with Abraham –  

“The Covenant between the Severed Pieces” (Gen. 15:18-21) – and 
includes the Jordan region as well. 

Thus, the Jordan River flows from north to south at the center 
of the Land of Israel. All the land extending eastward from the 
Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan River is the western half of the Land 
of Israel, and everything beyond the Jordan is its eastern half. 

When the Jewish nation occupies only the western half of their 
land, the geographical center of the country is Shechem, but when 
they occupy the entire Land of Israel, Jericho becomes its geographical 
center.

The Land of Israel’s Canaan section is the place of “inner holiness,” 
the place of the Temple. And the Transjordan region is the outer belt 
of the Land of Israel, the place where the Jewish people connects with 
the other nations of the world. (In this connection, it is interesting 
to note that in modern-day Israel, the presence of the Golan Heights, 
which is essentially a territory of the Transjordan, can be very 
significant spiritually.)

It is therefore no coincidence that the initial letters of the names 
of Gad and Reuben, the tribes who live in the Transjordan, spell the 
word ger, “stranger, newcomer” – that is, a person who has migrated 

“from the other side,” and thus represents the connection of the Jewish 
people with the nations of the world. Nor is there anything inherently 
negative in the economic basis of the Gadites’ and Reubenites’ request 
(i.e., the fact that they have much cattle), since a shared economy 
is one of the main channels of communication between peoples. 
When the nations of the world notice that the Jewish people have a 
flourishing economy, those nations strive to establish a connection 
with the Jews, and to understand Jewish culture.

Thus, the question here is not whether the Transjordan should 
belong to the Jewish people, for it surely will be. The issue is different –  
that the Land of Israel must not start with the Transjordan, to become 
the first of Israel’s possessions, but must become a territory of 
expansion only after the conquest of Canaan. 
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This is because the internal sanctity of the Land of Israel is the first 
priority, with external expansion only secondary. When the Gadites 
and the Reubenites ask to receive their allotment in the Transjordan 
region before the conquest of Canaan, and they even add, “do not 
move us across the Jordan,” their request contradicts the correct order 
of things.

The final outcome of this episode is, that after being harshly 
criticized by Moses, the Gadites and the Reubenites ultimately do 
receive the Transjordan, but conditionally, as a possession postponed 
for the future, after the conquest of Canaan, in which the Gadites 
and the Reubenites will serve as the vanguard of the military. Thus, 
their rule over the Jordan will be only an extension of Jewish rule 
over Canaan. With this approach, the Gadites’ and Reubenites’ initial 
improper desire is not suppressed, but merely corrected.

§ 28.3. MOSES ADDRESSES THE TRIBES  
OF GAD AND REUBEN (32:6-15)

יךָ  עֲבָדֶ֖ לַֽ את  ֹ֛ הַזּ רֶץ  אֶת־הָאָ֧ ן  יֻתַּ֞ יךָ  בְּעֵינֶ֔ חֵן֙  אנוּ  אִם־מָצָ֤ אמְר֗וּ  ֹֽ ה וַיּ
ן  ה לִבְנֵי־גָ֖ד וְלִבְנֵי֣ רְאוּבֵ֑ אמֶר מֹשֶׁ֔ ֹ֣ ן׃ ו וַיּ נוּ אֶת־הַיַּרְדֵּֽ עֲבִרֵ֖ אֲחֻזָּ֑ה אַל־תַּֽ לַֽ
)תְנִיא֔וּן(  תנואון  מָּה  ה׃ ז וְלָ֣ פֹֽ שְׁבוּ  תֵּ֥ ם  וְאַתֶּ֖ ה  לַמִּלְחָמָ֔ אוּ֙  יָבֹ֨ ם  חֵיכֶ֗ הַאַֽ
עָשׂ֖וּ  ה  יֽי׃ ח כֹּ֥ ם  לָהֶ֖ ן  אֲשֶׁר־נָתַ֥ רֶץ  אֶל־הָאָ֔ עֲבֹר֙  מֵֽ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ בְּנֵי֣  ב  אֶת־לֵ֖
ֽיַּעֲל֞וּ  רֶץ׃ ט וַ� אֶת־הָאָֽ לִרְא֥וֹת  בַּרְנֵ֖עַ  שׁ  מִקָּדֵ֥ ם  אֹתָ֛ י  בְּשָׁלְחִ֥ ם  תֵיכֶ֑ אֲבֹֽ
ל לְבִלְתִּי־ ב בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ יאוּ אֶת־לֵ֖ רֶץ וַיָּנִ֕ עַד־נַ֣חַל אֶשְׁכּ֗וֹל וַיִּרְאוּ֙ אֶת־הָאָ֔
ע  וַיִּשָּׁבַ֖ הַה֑וּא  בַּיּ֣וֹם  י֖י  ף  חַר־אַ֥ יֽי׃ י וַיִּֽ ם  לָהֶ֖ ן  אֲשֶׁר־נָתַ֥ רֶץ  אֶל־הָאָ֔ באֹ֙ 
שָׁנָה֙  ים  עֶשְׂרִ֤ ן  מִבֶּ֨ יִם  מִמִּצְרַ֗ ים  עֹלִ֣ הָֽ ים  אֲנָשִׁ֜ הָֽ ר׃ יא אִם־יִרְא֨וּ  לֵאמֹֽ
א־ ֹֽ י ל ב כִּ֥ ק וּֽלְיַעֲקֹ֑ ם לְיִצְחָ֖ עְתִּי לְאַבְרָהָ֥ ר נִשְׁבַּ֛ ה אֲשֶׁ֥ אֲדָמָ֔ ת הָֽ עְלָה אֵ֚ וָמַ֔
מִלְא֖וּ  י  כִּ֥ בִּן־נ֑וּן  עַ  יהוֹשֻׁ֖ וִֽ י  הַקְּנִזִּ֔ בֶּן־יְפֻנֶּה֙  ב  כָּלֵ֤ י  י׃ יב בִּלְתִּ֞ חֲרָֽ אַֽ מִלְא֖וּ 
ים שָׁנָ֑ה עַד־תֹּם֙  ר אַרְבָּעִ֖ ל וַיְנִעֵם֙ בַּמִּדְבָּ֔ ף יי֙ בְּיִשְׂרָאֵ֔ חַר־אַ֤ י יֽי׃ יג וַיִּֽ חֲרֵ֥ אַֽ
ם תַּרְבּ֖וּת  תֵיכֶ֔ חַת אֲבֹ֣ ם תַּ֚ י יֽי׃ יד וְהִנֵּ֣ה קַמְתֶּ֗ ע בְּעֵינֵ֥ ה הָרַ֖ עֹשֶׂ֥ כָּל־הַדּ֔וֹר הָֽ
י תְשׁוּבֻן֙  ל׃ טו כִּ֤ ל חֲר֥וֹן אַף־י֖י אֶל־יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ים לִסְפּ֣וֹת ע֗וֹד עַ֛ ים חַטָּאִ֑ אֲנָשִׁ֣

ה׃  ם הַזֶּֽ ם לְכָל־הָעָ֥ חַתֶּ֖ ר וְשִֽׁ ף ע֔וֹד לְהַנִּיח֖וֹ בַּמִּדְבָּ֑ יו וְיָסַ֣ אַחֲרָ֔ מֵֽ
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(6) Moses replied to the Gadites and the Reubenites, “Are 
your brothers to go to war while you stay here?

(7) Why will you turn the minds of the Israelites from crossing 
into the land that the Lord has given them?

(8) That is what your fathers did when I sent them from 
Kadesh-barnea to survey the land.

(9) After going up to the wadi Eshcol and surveying the land, 
they turned the minds of the Israelites from invading the 
land that the Lord had given them.

(10) Thereupon the Lord was incensed and He swore,

(11) ‘None of the men from twenty years up who came out of 
Egypt shall see the land that I promised on oath to Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob, for they did not remain loyal to Me –

(12) none except Caleb son of Jephunneh the Kenizzite and 
Joshua son of Nun, for they remained loyal to the Lord.’

(13) The Lord was incensed at Israel, and for forty years 
He made them wander in the wilderness, until the whole 
generation that had provoked the Lord’s displeasure was 
gone.

(14) And now you, a breed of sinful men, have replaced your 
fathers, to add still further to the Lord’s wrath against Israel.

(15) If you turn away from Him and He abandons them once 
more in the wilderness, you will bring calamity upon all this 
people.”

(14) And now you, a breed of sinful men, have replaced your 
fathers, to add still further to the Lord’s wrath against Israel: 
Moses addresses the Gadites and the Reubenites with unusual 
harshness, accusing them of subjecting the entire people to mortal 
danger. Note, however, that in this case the Torah does say that 
Moses is angry. This means that he utters these words prudently, not 
impulsively. The source of such a harsh formulation on Moses’ part 
is not anger or other emotional turmoil, but his desire to properly 
influence these two tribes, and the entire nation along with them. 
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In principle, from the very beginning of the war with Sihon, and 
especially with Og (who in no way sought to prevent the Israelites from 
crossing the Jordan), it was clear that their lands would be inhabited 
by a Jewish population. The only problem was that the Gadites and 
the Reubenites were talking about removing themselves from the war 
for the conquest of Canaan. Had that been allowed to happen, it could 
easily have negatively impacted the other tribes as well.

When these two tribes asked to remain in the Jordan region, this 
spirit of secession that they had created, wishing to become a separate 
people, could have destroyed the structure of the entire nation of 
Israel. But once the Gadites and the Reubenites had participated in 
the conquest of Canaan, there was no longer any danger that they 
would separate.

§ 28.4. THE TRIBES OF GAD AND REUBEN RESPOND  
(32:16-19)

ים  וְעָרִ֖ ה  פֹּ֑ נוּ  לְמִקְנֵ֖ ה  נִבְנֶ֥ אן  ֹ֛ צ ת  גִּדְרֹ֥ אמְר֔וּ  ֹ֣ וַיּ אֵלָיו֙  טז וַיִּגְּשׁ֤וּ 
יאֹנֻ֖ם  ר אִם־הֲבִֽ ד אֲשֶׁ֥ ל עַ֛ ים לִפְנֵי֙ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ץ חֻשִׁ֗ חָלֵ֣ חְנוּ נֵֽ אֲנַ֜ נוּ׃ יז וַֽ לְטַפֵּֽ
א נָשׁ֖וּב  ֹ֥ רֶץ׃ יח ל י הָאָֽ שְׁבֵ֥ ר מִפְּנֵ֖י יֹֽ י הַמִּבְצָ֔ נוּ֙ בְּעָרֵ֣ ב טַפֵּ֨ ם וְיָשַׁ֤ אֶל־מְקוֹמָ֑
ם  א נִנְחַל֙ אִתָּ֔ ֹ֤ י ל חֲלָתֽוֹ׃ יט כִּ֣ ישׁ נַֽ ל אִ֖ ד הִתְנַחֵל֙ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ינוּ עַ֗ אֶל־בָּתֵּ֑

חָה׃  ן מִזְרָֽ בֶר הַיַּרְדֵּ֖ ינוּ מֵעֵ֥ נוּ֙ אֵלֵ֔ חֲלָתֵ֨ אָה נַֽ י בָ֤ לְאָה כִּ֣ ן וָהָ֑ בֶר לַיַּרְדֵּ֖ מֵעֵ֥

(16) Then they stepped up to him and said, “We will build 
here sheepfolds for our flocks and towns for our children.

(17) And we will hasten as shock-troops in the van of the 
Israelites until we have established them in their home, 
while our children stay in the fortified towns because of the 
inhabitants of the land.

(18) We will not return to our homes until every one of the 
Israelites is in possession of his portion.

(19) But we will not have a share with them in the territory 
beyond the Jordan, for we have received our share on the 
east side of the Jordan.”
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(16) Then they stepped up to him and said: Since the conversation 
is by now well underway, the introductory phrase, “Then they stepped 
up to him” is curious. But it means that this marks the beginning of 
a new phase in the Gadites’ and Reubenites’ thinking. Now that they 
have heard Moses’ position, rather than merely continuing in the 
same vein as before the two tribes undergo an internal transformation.

At first they are so taken aback by Moses’ words that they are well-
nigh left speechless. And so, they convene among themselves to revise 
their original proposal, and then “step up” to Moses once again. Thus, 
Moses’ harsh reaction has moved the tribes of Gad and Reuben to 
correct their point of view.

(17-18) And we will hasten as shock-troops in the van of 
the Israelites until we have established them in their ... We will 
not return to our homes until every one of the Israelites is in 
possession of his portion: The Gadites’ and the Reubenites’ position 
has changed in two respects:

(i) They are now prepared to go to war, even ahead of all the 
other tribes, until total victory is achieved.
(ii) They understand and acknowledge that Canaan must be 
settled first, and the Transjordan only after that. They now see 
the Transjordan as an addition to Canaan, and not vice versa. 
These two points alone now tip the scales in their favor.

§ 28.5. MOSES’ DEAL WITH THE GADITES  
AND THE REUBENITES (32:20-32)

י י֖י  לְצ֛וּ לִפְנֵ֥ ר הַזֶּ֑ה אִם־תֵּחָ֥ ם־תַּעֲשׂ֖וּן אֶת־הַדָּבָ֣ ה אִֽ אמֶר אֲלֵיהֶם֙ מֹשֶׁ֔ ֹ֤ כ וַיּ
ד הֽוֹרִישׁ֛וֹ אֶת־ ן לִפְנֵי֣ י֑י עַ֧ ם כָּל־חָל֛וּץ אֶת־הַיַּרְדֵּ֖ ר לָכֶ֧ ה׃ כא וְעָבַ֨ לַמִּלְחָמָֽ
י֖י  ם נְקִיִּ֛ם מֵֽ הְיִיתֶ֧ בוּ וִֽ ר תָּשֻׁ֔ רֶץ לִפְנֵ֤י יי֙ וְאַחַ֣ ה הָאָ֜ יו׃ כב וְנִכְבְּשָׁ֨ יו מִפָּנָֽ יְבָ֖ אֹֽ
עֲשׂוּן֙  א תַֽ ֹ֤ י יֽי׃ כג וְאִם־ל ה לִפְנֵ֥ אֲחֻזָּ֖ ם לַֽ את לָכֶ֛ ֹ֥ רֶץ הַזּ יְתָה הָאָ֨ הָֽ ל וְ֠ וּמִיִּשְׂרָאֵ֑
ם  ם׃ כד בְּנֽוּ־לָכֶ֤ א אֶתְכֶֽ ר תִּמְצָ֖ ם אֲשֶׁ֥ י֑י וּדְעוּ֙ חַטַּאתְכֶ֔ ם לַֽ ה חֲטָאתֶ֖ ן הִנֵּ֥ כֵּ֔
אמֶר בְּנֵי־גָד֙  ֹ֤ עֲשֽׂוּ׃ כה וַיּ ם תַּֽ א מִפִּיכֶ֖ ם וְהַיּצֵֹ֥ אֲכֶ֑ ת לְצנַֹֽ ם וּגְדֵרֹ֖ עָרִים֙ לְטַפְּכֶ֔
נוּ  ה׃ כו טַפֵּ֣ י מְצַוֶּֽ ר אֲדנִֹ֖ אֲשֶׁ֥ עֲשׂ֔וּ כַּֽ יךָ יַֽ ר עֲבָדֶ֣ ה לֵאמֹ֑ ן אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֖ וּבְנֵי֣ רְאוּבֵ֔
עַבְר֜וּ  יַֽ יךָ  עֲבָדֶ֨ ד׃ כז וַֽ הַגִּלְעָֽ י  בְּעָרֵ֥ ם  הְיוּ־שָׁ֖ יִֽ נוּ  וְכָל־בְּהֶמְתֵּ֑ נוּ  מִקְנֵ֖ ינוּ  נָשֵׁ֔
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לָהֶם֙  ו  ר׃ כח וַיְצַ֤ דּבֵֹֽ י  אֲדנִֹ֖ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ כַּֽ ה  לַמִּלְחָמָ֑ י֖י  י  לִפְנֵ֥ א  צָבָ֛ כָּל־חֲל֥וּץ 
י אֲב֥וֹת הַמַּטּ֖וֹת  עַ בִּן־נ֑וּן וְאֶת־רָאשֵׁ֛ ת יְהוֹשֻׁ֣ ן וְאֵ֖ ת אֶלְעָזָ֣ר הַכּהֵֹ֔ ה אֵ֚ מֹשֶׁ֔
ן ׀  י־רְאוּבֵ֣ עַבְר֣וּ בְנֵי־גָ֣ד וּבְנֵֽ ם אִם־יַֽ ה אֲלֵהֶ֗ אמֶר מֹשֶׁ֜ ֹ֨ ל׃ כט וַיּ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ לִבְנֵ֥
ם  רֶץ לִפְנֵיכֶ֑ ה הָאָ֖ ן כָּל־חָל֤וּץ לַמִּלְחָמָה֙ לִפְנֵי֣ י֔י וְנִכְבְּשָׁ֥ ת־הַיַּרְדֵּ֞ תְּכֶם אֶֽ אִ֠
ים  חֲלוּצִ֖ עַבְר֛וּ  יַֽ א  ֹ֧ ה׃ ל וְאִם־ל אֲחֻזָּֽ לַֽ ד  הַגִּלְעָ֖ רֶץ  אֶת־אֶ֥ ם  לָהֶ֛ ם  וּנְתַתֶּ֥
ר  ן לֵאמֹ֑ י רְאוּבֵ֖ עֲנ֧וּ בְנֵי־גָ֛ד וּבְנֵ֥ עַן׃ לא וַיַּֽ רֶץ כְּנָֽ ם בְּאֶ֥ כְכֶ֖ אחֲז֥וּ בְתֹֽ ֹֽ ם וְנ אִתְּכֶ֑
י י֖י  ים לִפְנֵ֥ ר חֲלוּצִ֛ עֲבֹ֧ ה׃ לב נַ֣חְנוּ נַֽ עֲשֶֽׂ ן נַֽ יךָ כֵּ֥ ר י֛י אֶל־עֲבָדֶ֖ ר דִּבֶּ֧ אֵת֩ אֲשֶׁ֨

ן׃ בֶר לַיַּרְדֵּֽ נוּ מֵעֵ֖ חֲלָתֵ֔ נוּ֙ אֲחֻזַּ֣ת נַֽ רֶץ כְּנָ֑עַן וְאִתָּ֨ אֶ֣

(20) Moses said to them, “If you do this, if you go to battle as 
shock-troops, at the instance of the Lord,

(21) and every shock-fighter among you crosses the Jordan, 
at the instance of the Lord, until He has dispossessed His 
enemies before Him,

(22) and the land has been subdued, at the instance of the 
Lord, and then you return – you shall be clear before the 
Lord and before Israel; and this land shall be your holding 
under the Lord.

(23) But if you do not do so, you will have sinned against the 
Lord; and know that your sin will overtake you.

(24) Build towns for your children and sheepfolds for your 
flocks, but do what you have promised.”

(25) The Gadites and the Reubenites answered Moses, “Your 
servants will do as my lord commands.

(26) Our children, our wives, our flocks, and all our other 
livestock will stay behind in the towns of Gilead;

(27) while your servants, all those recruited for war, cross 
over, at the instance of the Lord, to engage in battle – as my 
lord orders.”

(28) Then Moses gave instructions concerning them to 
Eleazar the priest, Joshua son of Nun, and the family heads 
of the Israelite tribes.

(29) Moses said to them, “If every shock-fighter among the 
Gadites and the Reubenites crosses the Jordan with you 
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to do battle, at the instance of the Lord, and the land is 
subdued before you, you shall give them the land of Gilead 
as a holding.
(30) But if they do not cross over with you as shock-troops, 
they shall receive holdings among you in the land of Canaan.”
(31) The Gadites and the Reubenites said in reply, “Whatever 
the Lord has spoken concerning your servants, that we will do.
(32) We ourselves will cross over as shock-troops, at the 
instance of the Lord, into the land of Canaan; and we shall 
keep our hereditary holding across the Jordan.”

(20) If you do this, if you go to battle as shock-troops, at the 
instance of the Lord: Moses adjusts the wording. The Gadites and 
Reubenites had said in their proposal, “And we will hasten as shock-
troops in the van of the Israelites” (Num. 32:17), but Moses here 
formulates it as “at the instance of the Lord.” (The translation we 
follow somewhat obscures this difference, which is seen more clearly 
in the Hebrew. The Gadites and the Reubenites said, “before the 
Israelites” but Moses here says, “before the Lord.”)

Thus, Moses emphasizes that there must be not only solidarity 
with the people, but a realization of the sacred nature of the war and 
conquest, which determines the religious (and not merely economic) 
status of the territorial allotments that the tribes will receive.

(22) You shall be clear before the Lord and before Israel: The 
Hebrew here for “clear” is nekiyim, literally, “clean.” From this verse is 
derived the principle, “One should always strive to be clean not only 
before God, but also before all people.” That is, it is important not only 
to behave properly, but to do it in such a way that people understand 
that you are behaving properly, and are given no reason to suspect 
otherwise. This is essential for a correctly functioning society.

The Gadites’ and Reubenites’ request to remain behind in the 
Transjordan, if granted, would be a crime not only against God, but 
also against the other tribes. Since the lands of Sihon and Og were 
conquered by all the tribes together, it would be immoral for the 
Gadites and the Reubenites to benefit from that joint conquest but 
not reciprocate likewise. Correcting this error in the position of the 
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Reubenites and Gadites is thus important from both a religious and a 
social perspective.

(23) But if you do not do so, you will have sinned against the 
Lord; and know that your sin will overtake you: The sin of the the 
Gadites and the Reubenites is already a fait accompli. But if they fulfill 
their promise, that will atone for their sin, and it will be forgiven.

(24) Build towns for your children and sheepfolds for your 
flocks: Moses changes the order of the planned actions. The Gadites 
and the Reubenites (Num. 32:16) spoke first of their sheep, and only 
then of their children, because they are making the economy a priority, 
and also because it was their flocks, after all, that had motivated their 
request to stay behind in the Transjordan. But Moses adjusts the 
priorities, putting children ahead of possessions.

(25) The Gadites and the Reubenites answered Moses, “... Our 
children, our wives, our flocks, and all our other livestock will 
stay behind in the towns of Gilead”: They accept Moses’ revised 
value system: the children first, and only then the flocks.

(28) Then Moses gave instructions concerning them to Eleazar 
the priest, Joshua son of Nun, and the family heads of the Israelite 
tribes: Since the Gadites and the Reubenites had demonstrated that 
they might not be completely reliable in the matter of the conquest of 
Canaan, Moses deems their promises insufficient, and formalizes the 
agreement by effectively requiring them to take an oath. We see this 
in Num. 32:31, where they invoke God’s name in their promise.

(29-30) Moses said to them, “If every shock-fighter among the 
Gadites and the Reubenites crosses the Jordan with you ... But if 
they do not cross over with you …”: According to Jewish tradition, 
a condition specified in an oath must be “doubly worded” – in the 
positive and also its explicit, converse negative: “If such-and-such, 
then ..., otherwise ... (the opposite).” 

In the course of the negotiations concerning the conquest 
of Canaan, the Gadites’ and Reubenites’ position had changed 
significantly. An actual oath with all its attendant requirements was 
therefore needed to affirm the change.
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(31) The Gadites and the Reubenites said in reply, “Whatever 
the Lord has spoken concerning your servants, that we will do: 
Here they repeat their promise, now in the form of an oath.

(32) We ourselves will cross over as shock-troops, at the 
instance of the Lord, into the land of Canaan; and we shall keep 
our hereditary holding across the Jordan”: By mentioning “at 
the instance of the Lord,” they repeat Moses’ formulation (see Num. 
32:20), rather than sticking to their own original wording. Thus they 
acknowledge and accept that there is a religious (and not merely 
economic) basis for possessing the territory that they have requested.

§ 28.6. REUBEN, GAD, AND HALF THE TRIBE  
OF MANASSEH RECEIVE THEIR SETTLEMENT (32:33-42)

ף  ה בֶן־יוֹסֵ֗ בֶט ׀ מְנַשֶּׁ֣ י ׀ שֵׁ֣ חֲצִ֣ ן וְלַֽ י רְאוּבֵ֜ ה לִבְנֵי־גָד֩ וְלִבְנֵ֨ ם ׀ מֹשֶׁ֡ ן לָהֶ֣ לג וַיִּתֵּ֣
רֶץ  ן הָאָ֗ לֶךְ הַבָּשָׁ֑ כֶת ע֖וֹג מֶ֣ ת־מַמְלֶ֔ י וְאֶ֨ אֱמֹרִ֔ לֶךְ הָֽ כֶת֙ סִיחֹן֙ מֶ֣ אֶת־מַמְלֶ֨
וְאֶת־ ן  אֶת־דִּיבֹ֖ ד  בְנֵי־גָ֔ יב׃ לד וַיִּבְנ֣וּ  סָבִֽ רֶץ  הָאָ֖ י  עָרֵ֥ בִּגְבֻלֹ֔ת  יהָ֙  לְעָרֶ֨
ה׃ לו וְאֶת־ וְיָגְבְּהָֽ וְאֶת־יַעְזֵ֖ר  ן  שׁוֹפָ֛ ת  ר׃ לה וְאֶת־עַטְרֹ֥ עֲרעֵֹֽ ת  וְאֵ֖ ת  עֲטָרֹ֑
רְאוּבֵן֙  אן׃ לז וּבְנֵ֤י  ֹֽ צ ת  וְגִדְרֹ֥ ר  מִבְצָ֖ י  עָרֵ֥ ן  הָרָ֑ ית  וְאֶת־בֵּ֣ ה  נִמְרָ֖ ית  בֵּ֥
עַל  וְאֶת־בַּ֧ יִם׃ לח וְאֶת־נְב֞וֹ  קִרְיָתָֽ ת  וְאֵ֖ א  וְאֶת־אֶלְעָלֵ֑ אֶת־חֶשְׁבּ֖וֹן  בָּנ֔וּ 
ים  עָרִ֖ הֶֽ אֶת־שְׁמ֥וֹת  ת  בְשֵׁמֹ֔ וַיִּקְרְא֣וּ  ה  וְאֶת־שִׂבְמָ֑ ם  שֵׁ֖ ת  מֽוּסַבֹּ֥ מְע֛וֹן 
וַיּ֖וֹרֶשׁ אֶת־ הָ  ֽיִּלְכְּדֻ֑ וַ� דָה  גִּלְעָ֖ ה  בֶּן־מְנַשֶּׁ֛ יר  מָכִ֧ י  בְּנֵ֨ לְכ֜וּ  בָּנֽוּ׃ לט וַיֵּ֨ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥
וַיֵּ֖שֶׁב  ה  בֶּן־מְנַשֶּׁ֑ יר  לְמָכִ֖ ד  אֶת־הַגִּלְעָ֔ מֹשֶׁה֙  ן  הּ׃ מ וַיִּתֵּ֤ אֲשֶׁר־בָּֽ י  אֱמֹרִ֥ הָֽ
חַוּ֥תֺ  ן  אֶתְהֶ֖ א  וַיִּקְרָ֥ ם  ד אֶת־חַוּֽתֵֺיהֶ֑ וַיִּלְכֹּ֖ ךְ  הָלַ֔ בֶּן־מְנַשֶּׁה֙  יר  הּ׃ מא וְיָאִ֤ בָּֽ
בַח  נֹ֖ ה  לָ֦ א  וַיִּקְרָ֧ יהָ  וְאֶת־בְּנֹתֶ֑ ת  אֶת־קְנָ֖ ד  וַיִּלְכֹּ֥ ךְ  הָלַ֔ בַח  יר׃ מב וְנֹ֣ יָאִֽ

בִּשְׁמֽוֹ׃ 

(33) So Moses assigned to them – to the Gadites, the 
Reubenites, and the half-tribe of Manasseh son of Joseph – 
the kingdom of Sihon king of the Amorites and the kingdom 
of King Og of Bashan, the land with its various cities and the 
territories of their surrounding towns.
(34) The Gadites rebuilt Dibon, Ataroth, Aroer,
(35) Atroth-shophan, Jazer, Jogbehah,
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(36) Beth-nimrah, and Beth-haran as fortified towns or as 
enclosures for flocks.
(37) The Reubenites rebuilt Heshbon, Elealeh, Kiriathaim,
(38) Nebo, Baal-meon – some names being changed – and 
Sibmah; they gave [their own] names to towns that they 
rebuilt.
(39) The descendants of Machir son of Manasseh went to 
Gilead and captured it, dispossessing the Amorites who were 
there;
(40) so Moses gave Gilead to Machir son of Manasseh, and he 
settled there.
(41) Jair son of Manasseh went and captured their villages, 
which he renamed Havvoth-jair.
(42) And Nobah went and captured Kenath and its 
dependencies, renaming it Nobah after himself.

(33) So Moses assigned to them – to the Gadites, the Reubenites, 
and the half-tribe of Manasseh son of Joseph: After the Gadites and 
Reubenites had agreed to fight first and possess their land later, the 
issue seemed resolved. But then, suddenly, Moses says that also half 
the tribe of Manasseh will settle in the Transjordan region, and will 
receive the northern Gilead and Bashan (what we know as the Golan 
Heights, and the region of Syria that is adjacent to it).

There are two possible explanations for this:

(i) The tribe of Manasseh too is needed to forge the connection 
of the two regions of the Land of Israel, the Transjordan and 
Canaan. The very name “Manasseh” denotes memory (Gen. 
41:51). This attribute makes the tribe of Manasseh the most 
suited to fostering communication, based on preservation of 
the common memory, between different segments of the Jewish 
nation.
(ii) The territories that Manasseh now receives had already been 
conquered by them in the past, and so already belonged to them. 
Thus, Moses did not now actually convey this land to them, but 
only confirmed their rights to it.
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It is also possible to combine both of these explanations. That is, 
only at this moment has Moses come to understand that the tribe of 
Manasseh’s exercise of its land rights will strengthen the connection 
of all three tribes in the Transjordan region. And so he mentions them 
here all together.

(33, 39) And the half-tribe of Manasseh son of Joseph ... The 
descendants of Machir son of Manasseh went to Gilead and 
captured it: The Hebrew verb used here is L-K-D, which can mean 

“to conquer” and also “to unite.” We can understand this as indicating 
that Manasseh here is renewing its former possession of these 
territories. Indeed, the book of Divrei Ha-Yamim, Chronicles, reports 
that the Manasseh families had previously owned land in Gilead (1 
Chron. 2:22). 

We have already noted earlier81 that the descendants of Joseph, 
the man who had long been second-in-command to Pharaoh in Egypt, 
were not enslaved there as were the other tribes, and were thus in 
a position to conduct conquests. Apparently, this is why the text 
emphasizes here that Manasseh was the son of Joseph – i.e., a part 
of Gilead had belonged to Manasseh over two hundred years earlier, 
and now, after the Amorites had conquered this land, the tribe of 
Manasseh was reclaiming what was already theirs.

Of course, the settlement of a portion of the tribes in the 
Transjordan is fundamentally problematic, because the presence of 
a natural border, the Jordan River, will exert a powerful influence on 
their identity. In the book of Joshua (22:10-34) we find an episode 
where the tribes of the Transjordan built an altar in order not to lose 
contact with the rest of the nation, and not to be forgotten. But their 
motivations were incorrectly interpreted by the other tribes, who 
suspected them of wanting to secede. These fears on both sides came 
very close to creating an actual conflict. 

Moses here has a premonition of this problem and seeks to 
strengthen the connection among all parts of the nation. And since 
it is the tribe of Manasseh that demonstrates a particularly strong 

81	 See Bible Dynamics on Exod. 17:9 (the episode of Joshua’s war with Amalek).
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connection to the land, and an understanding of its sanctity, as also 
manifested in the episode of the daughters of Zelophehad (Num. 27:1 
ff.), Moses establishes that this tribe will become a connecting link 
between the Canaan and Transjordan regions of the Land of Israel.

Moreover, the tribe of Manasseh was especially numerous, enough 
to populate both of those regions. If Manasseh were to completely 
settle in the Canaan region, its territory would significantly exceed 
that of the other tribes, and this could threaten the balance of power 
necessary for maintaining the unity of all the tribes of Israel.

(38) They gave [their own] names to towns that they rebuilt: 
Because the former names had honored pagan deities, the Gadites and 
Reubenites replaced them.

(39-40) The descendants of Machir son of Manasseh went 
to Gilead and captured it, dispossessing the Amorites who were 
there; so Moses gave Gilead to Machir son of Manasseh, and he 
settled there: The members of the tribe of Manasseh themselves carry 
out the conquest of Gilead, but Moses confirms their right to do so.

(41) Jair son of Manasseh went and captured their villages, 
which he renamed Havvoth-jair. And Nobah went and captured 
Kenath and its dependencies, renaming it Nobah after himself: 
Jair and Nobah were descendants of Manasseh. All of these families 
actively participated in the conquest of the land.
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§ 29. THE CONCLUSION OF THE 
WILDERNESS JOURNEY

§ 29.1. REPRISING THE BEGINNING OF THE WILDERNESS 
JOURNEY (33:1-4)

בְּיַד־ ם  לְצִבְאֹתָ֑ יִם  מִצְרַ֖ רֶץ  מֵאֶ֥ צְא֛וּ  יָֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ בְנֵֽ י  מַסְעֵ֣ לֶּה  א אֵ֜

לֶּה  י י֑י וְאֵ֥ ם עַל־פִּ֣ ם לְמַסְעֵיהֶ֖ אֵיהֶ֛ ה אֶת־מוֹצָֽ ב מֹשֶׁ֜ ן׃ ב וַיִּכְתֹּ֨ הֲרֹֽ ה וְאַֽ מֹשֶׁ֖
ה  חֲמִשָּׁ֥ בַּֽ רִאשׁ֔וֹן  הָֽ דֶשׁ  בַּחֹ֣ רַעְמְסֵס֙  מֵֽ ם׃ ג וַיִּסְע֤וּ  אֵיהֶֽ לְמוֹצָֽ ם  מַסְעֵיהֶ֖
ה  י־יִשְׂרָאֵל֙ בְּיָ֣ד רָמָ֔ צְא֤וּ בְנֵֽ סַח יָֽ ת הַפֶּ֗ מָּחֳרַ֣ רִאשׁ֑וֹן מִֽ דֶשׁ הָֽ ר י֖וֹם לַחֹ֣ עָשָׂ֛
ם כָּל־בְּכ֑וֹר  ה י֛י בָּהֶ֖ ר הִכָּ֧ ים אֵת֩ אֲשֶׁ֨ יִם מְקַבְּרִ֗ יִם׃ ד וּמִצְרַ֣ לְעֵינֵ֖י כָּל־מִצְרָֽ

ים׃ ה י֖י שְׁפָטִֽ ם עָשָׂ֥ וּבֵאלֹ֣הֵיהֶ֔

(33:1) These were the marches of the Israelites who started 
out from the land of Egypt, troop by troop, in the charge of 
Moses and Aaron.

(2) Moses recorded the starting points of their various march-
es as directed by the Lord. Their marches, by starting points, 
were as follows:

(3) They set out from Rameses in the first month, on the fif-
teenth day of the first month. It was on the morrow of the 
passover offering that the Israelites started out defiantly, in 
plain view of all the Egyptians.

(4) The Egyptians meanwhile were burying those among 
them whom the Lord had struck down, every first-born – 
whereby the Lord executed judgment on their gods.
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(1) These were the marches of the Israelites who started out 
from the land of Egypt, troop by troop, in the charge of Moses and 
Aaron: Before the nation enters the Land of Israel, it is necessary to 
recapitulate the wanderings in the wilderness, to give a retrospective 
of the path traveled.

Troop by troop: The Hebrew is le-tziv’otam, literally: “by their 
hosts.” Here the word tzava, “army,” emphasizes that the people of Is-
rael are not a homogeneous mass, but a complex, organized structure 
consisting of a hierarchy of tribes and families.

(2) Moses recorded the starting points of their various march-
es as directed by the Lord: This means that the recording of the 
points along the way was also made at God’s command. The purpose 
was to preserve the memory of the lessons that the Israelites learned 
as they crossed the wilderness.

We cannot identify with precision all the geographical locations 
that will be mentioned here. Some of them, e.g., Dophkah and Alush, 
are mentioned here for the first time. The Midrash therefore focuses 
on the spiritual meaning of the names enumerated in this list of en-
campments.

There are two ways to interpret these names: the rational approach, 
and the mystical approach. 

The rational option compares the wanderings of the Israelites in 
the wilderness to a king’s journey with his son. At the conclusion of 
the journey the king orders to compile a list of all the places they have 
visited, as a means of remembering the details of the trip. According 
to this approach, brief hints should accompany the names of the plac-
es visited, indicating what actually happened at each location. Here, 
in the case of the Israelites’ journey through the wilderness, each en-
campment in the list alludes to some crisis that the people surmount-
ed there, and the dynamics of their progress. We will soon offer some 
specific examples that follow this first mode of interpretation.

The second – mystical – option is a Kabbalistic decoding of the 
place names, according to which it is believed that the forty-two place 
names of this chapter correspond to the forty-two-letter name of God, 
the Shem Ha-Meforash, the “Ineffable Divine Name,” that must never 
be actually pronounced except once a year on Yom Kippur, in the Tem-
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ple, by the High Priest. According to this interpretation, the scheme of 
successive encampments in the wilderness corresponds to the struc-
ture and history of the entire universe. These forty-two site names 
are projected onto the full expanse of human history, that is, onto the 
history of Divine revelation – of God making Himself known to all of 
humanity.

It is important to note that the transitions were not evenly dis-
tributed over the entire forty years of travel. There were forty-two en-
campment sites in total, but about half of them happened in the first 
year and the last year of wanderings. Thus, during the thirty-eight “in-
termediate” wilderness years there were only seventeen encampments. 

From this we can conclude that at the beginning, during the first 
year of wanderings, the dynamics of transformation in the people were 
quite rapid. Following that there is a long interval of relative constan-
cy, during which the Israelites sometimes lived for a number of years in 
one place, while engaging in their primary occupation of studying the 
Torah as taught to them by Moses. Then, in the last of the forty years, 
the new generation experiences a rapid dynamic of development, as 
they prepare to conquer and possess their new land.

(3) They set out from Rameses: The list of the names of the en-
campments begins with a brief retrospective of the Exodus itself. Ra-
meses is mentioned in the Torah quite early on, in the book of Genesis 
(47:11), as the place where the Israelites first settled at the very be-
ginning of their life in Egypt. And here Rameses is mentioned as their 
final location there before the Exodus. That is, at the Exodus Israel’s 
circle of life in Egypt was fully closed. Having received everything for 
which they came to Egypt, and accomplished everything they needed 
to achieve there, they can leave Egypt and move on to their next levels 
of achievement.

In the first month, on the fifteenth day of the first month. It 
was on the morrow of the passover offering that the Israelites 
started out: The Passover sacrifice was slaughtered on the fourteenth 
of Nisan, and then eaten after nightfall and throughout the night. The 
next day, on the morning of the fifteenth of Nisan, the actual exodus 
from Egypt took place (Exod. 12:6-13, 21-42).
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Defiantly: Be-yad ramah, literally: “With a high hand,” that is, in 
plain sight for all to see. The Israelites left Egypt not furtively as fugi-
tives in the night, but openly – feeling and knowing that God had liber-
ated them from their Egyptian bondage, and that neither the Egyptians 
nor anyone else could possibly stand in their way.

(3-4) ... in plain view of all the Egyptians. The Egyptians 
meanwhile were burying those among them whom the Lord had 
struck down, every first-born – whereby the Lord executed judg-
ment on their gods: The Exodus took place against the background of 
the Egyptians’ utter powerlessness. They could not oppose the Exodus, 
because their own physical and spiritual life had been completely de-
stroyed.

§ 29.2. THE STAGES OF THE WILDERNESS JOURNEY 
ENUMERATED (33:5-49)

The encampments during the first year and a half after the exodus, 
until the sending of the spies:

חֲנ֣וּ  וַיַּֽ ת  מִסֻּכֹּ֑ ת׃ ו וַיִּסְע֖וּ  בְּסֻכֹּֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� ס  רַעְמְסֵ֑ מֵֽ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ בְנֵֽ ה וַיִּסְע֥וּ 
ת  חִירֹ֔ הַֽ י  עַל־פִּ֣ שָׁב֙  וַיָּ֨ ם  אֵתָ֔ מֵֽ ר׃ ז וַיִּסְעוּ֙  הַמִּדְבָּֽ ה  בִּקְצֵ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֖ ם  בְאֵתָ֔
ת  חִירֹ֔ הַֽ מִפְּנֵי֣  ל׃ ח וַיִּסְעוּ֙  מִגְדֹּֽ י  לִפְנֵ֥ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� צְפ֑וֹן  עַל  בַּ֣ עַל־פְּנֵ֖י  ר  אֲשֶׁ֥
ם  ר אֵתָ֔ יָמִים֙ בְּמִדְבַּ֣ רֶךְ שְׁלֹ֤שֶׁת  דֶּ֣ לְכ֜וּ  וַיֵּ֨ רָה  עַבְר֥וּ בְתוֹךְ־הַיָּ֖ם הַמִּדְבָּ֑ וַיַּֽ
ה  עֶשְׂרֵ֞ ים  שְׁתֵּ֣ וּ֠בְאֵילִם  מָה  אֵילִ֑ אוּ  וַיָּבֹ֖ ה  מִמָּרָ֔ ה׃ ט וַיִּסְעוּ֙  בְּמָרָֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ�
עַל־ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� ם  אֵילִ֑ מֵֽ ם׃ י וַיִּסְע֖וּ  חֲנוּ־שָֽׁ וַיַּֽ ים  תְּמָרִ֖ ים  וְשִׁבְעִ֥ יִם  מַ֛ ת  עֵינֹ֥
ין  מִמִּדְבַּר־סִ֑ ין׃ יב וַיִּסְע֖וּ  בְּמִדְבַּר־סִֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� מִיַּם־ס֑וּף  יַם־סֽוּף׃ יא וַיִּסְע֖וּ 
ֽיַּחֲנוּ֙  אָל֑וּשׁ וַ� ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ בְּאָלֽוּשׁ׃ יד וַיִּסְע֖וּ מֵֽ ה וַ� ְקָ֑ ה׃ יג וַיִּסְע֖וּ מִדָּפ� ְקָֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ בְּדָפ� וַ�
ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� ם  רְפִידִ֑ מֵֽ לִשְׁתּֽוֹת׃ טו וַיִּסְע֖וּ  ם  לָעָ֖ יִם  מַ֛ ם  שָׁ֥ יָה  וְלאֹ־הָ֨ ם  בִּרְפִידִ֔
ה׃ יז וַיִּסְע֖וּ  תַּאֲוָֽ הַֽ ת  בְּקִבְרֹ֥ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� סִינָ֑י  ר  מִמִּדְבַּ֣ י׃ טז וַיִּסְע֖וּ  סִינָֽ ר  בְּמִדְבַּ֥

ה׃ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ בְּרִתְמָֽ ת וַ� חֲצֵרֹ֑ ת׃ יח וַיִּסְע֖וּ מֵֽ חֲצֵרֹֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ בַּֽ ה וַ� תַּאֲוָ֑ ת הַֽ מִקִּבְרֹ֣

(5) The Israelites set out from Rameses and encamped at 
Succoth.
(6) They set out from Succoth and encamped at Etham, which 
is on the edge of the wilderness.
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(7) They set out from Etham and turned about toward Pi-ha-
hiroth, which faces Baal-zephon, and they encamped before 
Migdol.
(8) They set out from Pene-hahiroth and passed through the 
sea into the wilderness; and they made a three-days’ journey 
in the wilderness of Etham and encamped at Marah.
(9) They set out from Marah and came to Elim. There were 
twelve springs in Elim and seventy palm trees, so they en-
camped there.
(10) They set out from Elim and encamped by the Sea of Reeds.
(11) They set out from the Sea of Reeds and encamped in the 
wilderness of Sin.
(12) They set out from the wilderness of Sin and encamped 
at Dophkah.
(13) They set out from Dophkah and encamped at Alush.
(14) They set out from Alush and encamped at Rephidim; it 
was there that the people had no water to drink.
(15) They set out from Rephidim and encamped in the wilder-
ness of Sinai.
(16) They set out from the wilderness of Sinai and encamped 
at Kibroth-hattaavah.
(17) They set out from Kibroth-hattaavah and encamped at 
Hazeroth.
(18) They set out from Hazeroth and encamped at Rithmah.

The encampments during the middle thirty-eight years:

ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� רֶץ  פָּ֑ ן  רִמֹּ֣ מֵֽ רֶץ׃ כ וַיִּסְע֖וּ  פָּֽ ן  בְּרִמֹּ֥ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� ה  רִתְמָ֑ מֵֽ ט וַיִּסְע֖וּ 
ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� ה  רִסָּ֑ מֵֽ ה׃ כב וַיִּסְע֖וּ  בְּרִסָּֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� מִלִּבְנָ֑ה  ה׃ כא וַיִּסְע֖וּ  בְּלִבְנָֽ
פֶר  הַר־שָׁ֑ מֵֽ פֶר׃ כד וַיִּסְע֖וּ  בְּהַר־שָֽׁ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� תָה  מִקְּהֵלָ֑ תָה׃ כג וַיִּסְע֖וּ  בִּקְהֵלָֽ
ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ בְּמַקְהֵלֹֽת׃ כו וַיִּסְע֖וּ מִמַּקְהֵלֹ֑ת  וַ� ה  חֲרָדָ֑ ה׃ כה וַיִּסְע֖וּ מֵֽ חֲרָדָֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ בַּֽ וַ�
ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� רַח  מִתָּ֑ רַח׃ כח וַיִּסְע֖וּ  בְּתָֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� חַת  מִתָּ֑ חַת׃ כז וַיִּסְע֖וּ  בְּתָֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ�
ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  חַשְׁמֹנָ֑ה וַ� ה׃ ל וַיִּסְע֖וּ מֵֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ בְּחַשְׁמֹנָֽ ה וַ� ְקָ֑ ה׃ כט וַיִּסְע֖וּ מִמִּת� ְקָֽ בְּמִת�
ן  �ֲקָ֑ ע יַֽ מִבְּנֵי֣  ן׃ לב וַיִּסְע֖וּ  �ֲקָֽ ע יַֽ י  בִּבְנֵ֥ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� סֵר֑וֹת  מִמֹּֽ סֵרֽוֹת׃ לא וַיִּסְע֖וּ  בְּמֹֽ
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תָה׃ לד וַיִּסְע֖וּ  בְּיָטְבָֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� הַגִּדְגָּ֑ד  ר  מֵחֹ֣ ד׃ לג וַיִּסְע֖וּ  הַגִּדְגָּֽ ר  בְּחֹ֥ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ�
בֶר׃ ן גָּֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ בְּעֶצְיֹ֥ עַבְרנָֹ֑ה וַ� ה׃ לה וַיִּסְע֖וּ מֵֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ בְּעַבְרנָֹֽ תָה וַ� מִיָּטְבָ֑

(19) They set out from Rithmah and encamped at Rimmon-pe-
rez.

(20) They set out from Rimmon-perez and encamped at Lib-
nah.

(21) They set out from Libnah and encamped at Rissah.

(22) They set out from Rissah and encamped at Kehelath.

(23) They set out from Kehelath and encamped at Mount She-
pher.

(24) They set out from Mount Shepher and encamped at Ha-
radah.

(25) They set out from Haradah and encamped at Makheloth.

(26) They set out from Makheloth and encamped at Tahath.

(27) They set out from Tahath and encamped at Terah.

(28) They set out from Terah and encamped at Mithkah.

(29) They set out from Mithkah and encamped at Hashmonah.

(30) They set out from Hashmonah and encamped at Mose-
roth.

(31) They set out from Moseroth and encamped at Be-
ne-jaakan.

(32) They set out from Bene-jaakan and encamped at Hor-hag-
gidgad.

(33) They set out from Hor-haggidgad and encamped at Jot-
bath.

(34) They set out from Jotbath and encamped at Abronah.

(35) They set out from Abronah and encamped at Ezion-geber.

The encampments of the fortieth year:

שׁ  מִקָּדֵ֑ שׁ׃ לז וַיִּסְע֖וּ  קָדֵֽ וא  הִ֥ ן  בְמִדְבַּר־צִ֖ חֲנ֥וּ  וַיַּֽ בֶר  גָּ֑ ן  עֶצְיֹ֣ מֵֽ ׃ לו וַיִּסְע֖וּ 
ר  אֶל־הֹ֥ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֜ ן  הֲרֹ֨ אַֽ אֱדֽוֹם׃ לח וַיַּעַל֩  רֶץ  אֶ֥ ה  בִּקְצֵ֖ ר  הָהָ֔ ר  בְּהֹ֣ ֽיַּחֲנוּ֙  וַ�
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רֶץ  י־יִשְׂרָאֵל֙ מֵאֶ֣ את בְּנֵֽ ים לְצֵ֤ אַרְבָּעִ֗ ם בִּשְׁנַ֣ת הָֽ י י֖י וַיָּמָ֣ת שָׁ֑ ר עַל־פִּ֥ הָהָ֛
ים  וְעֶשְׂרִ֛ בֶּן־שָׁלֹ֧שׁ  ן  הֲרֹ֔ דֶשׁ׃ לט וְאַֽ לַחֹֽ ד  בְּאֶחָ֥ י  חֲמִישִׁ֖ הַֽ דֶשׁ  בַּחֹ֥ יִם  מִצְרַ֔

ר׃  ר הָהָֽ ת שָׁנָ֑ה בְּמֹת֖וֹ בְּהֹ֥ וּמְאַ֖

י  בְּנֵ֥ א  ֹ֖ בְּב כְּנָ֑עַן  רֶץ  בְּאֶ֣ �֖גֶב  בַּנֶּ ב  וְהֽוּא־ישֵֹׁ֥ ד  עֲרָ֔ לֶךְ  מֶ֣ כְּנַעֲנִי֙  הַֽ ע  מ וַיִּשְׁמַ֗
ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  ה׃ מב וַיִּסְע֖וּ מִצַּלְמֹנָ֑ה וַ� ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ בְּצַלְמֹנָֽ ר וַ� ר הָהָ֑ ל׃ מא וַיִּסְע֖וּ מֵהֹ֣ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ
י  בְּעִיֵּ֥ ֽיַּחֲנ֛וּ  וַ� ת  אֹבֹ֑ מֵֽ ת׃ מד וַיִּסְע֖וּ  בְּאֹבֹֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� ן  מִפּוּנֹ֑ ן׃ מג וַיִּסְע֖וּ  בְּפוּנֹֽ
ד׃ מו וַיִּסְע֖וּ  גָּֽ ן  בְּדִיבֹ֥ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ  וַ� ים  עִיִּ֑ מֵֽ ב׃ מה וַיִּסְע֖וּ  מוֹאָֽ בִּגְב֥וּל  ים  עֲבָרִ֖ הָֽ
ֽיַּחֲנ֛וּ  וַ� יְמָה  ן דִּבְלָתָ֑ עַלְמֹ֣ יְמָה׃ מז וַיִּסְע֖וּ מֵֽ ן דִּבְלָתָֽ ֽיַּחֲנ֖וּ בְּעַלְמֹ֥ וַ� ן גָּ֑ד  מִדִּיבֹ֣
ת  רְבֹ֣ בְּעַֽ ֽיַּחֲנוּ֙  וַ� ים  עֲבָרִ֑ הָֽ י  הָרֵ֣ מֵֽ נְבֽוֹ׃ מח וַיִּסְע֖וּ  י  לִפְנֵ֥ ים  עֲבָרִ֖ הָֽ י  בְּהָרֵ֥
ל  אָבֵ֣ ד  עַ֖ ת  הַיְשִׁמֹ֔ ית  מִבֵּ֣ עַל־הַיַּרְדֵּן֙  חֲנ֤וּ  יְרֵחֽוֹ׃ מט וַיַּֽ ן  יַרְדֵּ֥ ל  עַ֖ ב  מוֹאָ֔

ב׃ ת מוֹאָֽ רְבֹ֖ ים בְּעַֽ הַשִּׁטִּ֑

(36) They set out from Ezion-geber and encamped in the wil-
derness of Zin, that is, Kadesh.

(37) They set out from Kadesh and encamped at Mount Hor, 
on the edge of the land of Edom.

(38) Aaron the priest ascended Mount Hor at the command of 
the Lord and died there, in the fortieth year after the Isra-
elites had left the land of Egypt, on the first day of the fifth 
month.

(39) Aaron was a hundred and twenty-three years old when 
he died on Mount Hor.

(40) And the Canaanite, king of Arad, who dwelt in the Negeb, 
in the land of Canaan, learned of the coming of the Israelites.

(41) They set out from Mount Hor and encamped at Zalmonah.

(42) They set out from Zalmonah and encamped at Punon.

(43) They set out from Punon and encamped at Oboth.

(44) They set out from Oboth and encamped at Iye-abarim, in 
the territory of Moab.

(45) They set out from Iyim and encamped at Dibon-gad.

(46) They set out from Dibon-gad and encamped at Almon-di-
blathaim.
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(47) They set out from Almon-diblathaim and encamped in 
the hills of Abarim, before Nebo.
(48) They set out from the hills of Abarim and encamped in 
the steppes of Moab, at the Jordan near Jericho;
(49) they encamped by the Jordan from Beth-jeshimoth as far 
as Abel-shittim, in the steppes of Moab.

(5) The Israelites set out: As already noted, the movements and 
encampments can be divided into three distinct periods:

(i) The first one and a half years after the Exodus, before the 
spies were sent, there were fifteen encampments, although al-
most the entire first year was spent at Mount Sinai. Thus, there 
were actually fourteen different encampments in the space of 
six months, which reflects the rapid personal and spiritual ad-
vancement at the onset of the journey.
(ii) Over the next thirty-eight years there were seventeen en-
campments. Sometimes the nation lived in the same place for 
several years, learning the Torah from Moses. During this period 
a new generation came of age.
(iii) In the fortieth and final year in the wilderness there were 
ten encampments, reflecting the rapid transformation of the 
new generation, as they prepared to conquer and possess the 
Land of Israel.

(5) The Israelites set out from Rameses and encamped at Suc-
coth: The Midrash considers it no coincidence that the name of this 
encampment is the same as the festival of Succoth (in English usually 
spelled Sukkot), which celebrates the future Messianic deliverance of 
mankind. The Midrash takes this as an indication that – although Pass-
over and Sukkot are always observed six months apart – ideally speak-
ing Sukkot should have followed immediately after Passover. 

In other words, the universal Messianic redemption of all of man-
kind was to soon follow the Jewish people’s national redemption, as its 
direct consequence. Ideally, the Exodus from Egypt could have imme-
diately brought the Messiah into the world. But in reality things did 
not work out quite that way, and a very long gap between those two 
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events therefore had to occur in human history – a gap that human-
kind is still striving to bridge even today.

(6) They set out from Succoth and encamped at Etham, which 
is on the edge of the wilderness: Since the immediate deliverance of 
all mankind is unattainable, Israel sets out from Succoth on a journey 
through the wilderness.

(7) They set out from Etham and turned about toward Pi-hahi-
roth, which faces Baal-zephon, and they encamped before Migdol: 
However, a direct path to the wilderness did not exist, and it was nec-
essary to turn back to Pi-hahiroth, “the Valley [between two tall, erect 
rocks, according to Rashi commentary] of Freedom,” which was locat-
ed opposite Baal-zephon, “Lord (i.e., deity) of the North.” (That is, of 
the Land of Israel, which is located north of Egypt.) And there, before 
Migdol – which means “tower” – the Israelites came very close to being 
overtaken by Pharaoh’s cavalry.

(8) They set out from Pene-hahiroth and passed through the 
sea into the wilderness: Only after crossing the Sea of Reeds were the 
Israelites able to begin their journey through the wilderness.

And they made a three-days’ journey in the wilderness of Eth-
am and encamped at Marah: Marah means “bitter.” The place was 
so named because the water there was undrinkable. The full story was 
told in the book of Exodus (15:23-25):

“They came to Marah, but they could not drink the water of Marah 
because it was bitter; that is why it was named Marah. And the people 
grumbled against Moses, saying, ‘What shall we drink?’ So he cried out 
to the Lord, and the Lord showed him a piece of wood; he threw it into 
the water and the water became sweet. There He made for them a fixed 
rule, and there He put them to the test.”

(9) They set out from Marah and came to Elim. There were 
twelve springs in Elim and seventy palm trees, so they encamped 
there: After those initial difficulties of the journey were overcome, the 
Israelites stopped at a place that represents the ideal world, in which 
the twelve tribes of the Jewish nation nourish the seventy nations of 
the world.

(10) They set out from Elim and encamped by the Sea of Reeds: 
Although at Elim they were able to visualize the ideal, the time had not 
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yet come to realize it. The lessons of the past has not yet been learned, 
and in order to assimilate those lessons, the nascent Jewish nation had 
to return once again to the Sea of Reeds.

(11-13) They set out from the Sea of Reeds and encamped in 
the wilderness of Sin ... and encamped at Dophkah ... and en-
camped at Alush: There is no mention of either Dophkah or Alush 
in the book of Exodus; thus, we do not know what exactly the Jewish 
people came to understand and how they advanced in those places.

(14) They set out from Alush and encamped at Rephidim; it 
was there that the people had no water to drink: In Rephidim there 
was another episode of lack of water, which caused the people to grum-
ble yet again, and which God addressed by having Moses miraculously 
extract water from a rock (Exod. 17:1-7). Also in Rephidim, Israel was 
attacked by Amalek and successfully waged war with that villainous 
nation (Exod. 17:8-16).

(15) They set out from Rephidim and encamped in the wil-
derness of Sinai: After the giving of the Torah at Sinai, the newborn 
Jewish nation remained encamped there for almost a year.

(16) They set out from the wilderness of Sinai and encamped 
at Kibroth-hattaavah: As described earlier (Num. 11), this is already 
the beginning of the journey from Sinai to the Land of Israel.

(18) And encamped at Rithmah: Rithmah is identified with the 
Paran wilderness, from which Moses sent the twelve spies to scout out 
future Land of Israel (Num. 12:16, 13:1 ff.).

(19) They set out from Rithmah and encamped at Rimmon-pe-
rez: Here begin the encampments of the thirty-eight-year wilderness 
traversal, a long time interval that was needed in order for the old gen-
eration to pass away, and a new generation to come of age. Most of 
these places cannot be identified, which we would need to do in order 
to understand just what lessons were learned at those locations.

(35) And encamped at Ezion-geber: Ezion-geber is identified 
with Elath – modern-day Eilat. Indeed, in Deut. 2:8 the two are men-
tioned together: “We then moved on, ... away from the road of the Ara-
bah, away from Elath and Ezion-geber... .”

(36) They set out from Ezion-geber and encamped in the wil-
derness of Zin, that is, Kadesh: Miriam died and was buried here 
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(Num. 20:1). It is the beginning of the fortieth and final year of the 
journey through the wilderness.

(37-38) They set out from Kadesh and encamped at Mount Hor, 
on the edge of the land of Edom. Aaron the priest ... died there: 
Aaron’s death coincides with Israel’s approach to Edomite territory; 
i.e., it is the end of the actual wilderness and the beginning of inhab-
ited lands. This marks the onset of Israel’s conflict with other nations 
of the world.

(40) And the Canaanite, king of Arad, who dwelt in the Negeb, 
in the land of Canaan, learned of the coming of the Israelites: Im-
mediately after Aaron’s death a military conflict ensued, as recounted 
in detail in Num. 21:1-3. It is mentioned here again, but without elab-
oration.

(49-50) They encamped ... in the steppes of Moab, at the Jor-
dan near Jericho: This is the geographical terminus of the forty years 
of wanderings.

(49) They encamped by the Jordan from Beth-jeshimoth as far 
as Abel-shittim, in the steppes of Moab: Thus, the extent of Israel’s 
entire camp can be estimated at about 20 kilometers (12 miles).
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§ 30. THE CANAANITE NATIONS  
AND THE BOUNDARIES OF THE LAND  

OF ISRAEL

§ 30.1. THE COMMAND TO DRIVE OUT THE INHABITANTS  
OF CANAAN (33:50-56)

ר׃ נא דַּבֵּר֙  לֵאמֹֽ יְרֵח֖וֹ  ן  עַל־יַרְדֵּ֥ ב  מוֹאָ֑ ת  רְבֹ֣ בְּעַֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֖ י֛י  ר  נ וַיְדַבֵּ֧
אֶל־ ן  אֶת־הַיַּרְדֵּ֖ ים  בְרִ֥ עֹֽ ם  אַתֶּ֛ י  כִּ֥ ם  אֲלֵהֶ֑ מַרְתָּ֖  וְאָֽ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ אֶל־בְּנֵי֣ 
ם  בַּדְתֶּ֔ וְאִ֨ ם  מִפְּנֵיכֶ֔ רֶץ֙  הָאָ֨ י  שְׁבֵ֤ אֶת־כָּל־יֹֽ ם  עַן׃ נב וְה֨וֹרַשְׁתֶּ֜ כְּנָֽ רֶץ  אֶ֥
ם  מוֹתָ֖ כָּל־בָּֽ ת  וְאֵ֥ דוּ  תְּאַבֵּ֔ כתָֹם֙  מַסֵּֽ י  כָּל־צַלְמֵ֤ ת  וְאֵ֨ ם  כָּל־מַשְׂכִּיּתָֹ֑ ת  אֵ֖
אֶת־ תִּי  נָתַ֥ ם  לָכֶ֛ י  כִּ֥ הּ  ישַׁבְתֶּם־בָּ֑ וִֽ רֶץ  אֶת־הָאָ֖ ם  ידוּ׃ נג וְהֽוֹרַשְׁתֶּ֥ תַּשְׁמִֽ
ם  תֵיכֶ֗ לְמִשְׁפְּחֹֽ ל  בְּגוֹרָ֜ רֶץ  אֶת־הָאָ֨ חַלְתֶּם֩  הּ׃ נד וְהִתְנַֽ אֹתָֽ שֶׁת  לָרֶ֥ רֶץ  הָאָ֖
צֵא  אֲשֶׁר־יֵ֨ אֶל֩  חֲלָת֔וֹ  אֶת־נַֽ יט  תַּמְעִ֣ וְלַמְעַט֙  חֲלָתוֹ֙  אֶת־נַֽ תַּרְבּ֤וּ  ב  לָרַ֞
א  ֹ֨ לוּ׃ נה וְאִם־ל תִּתְנֶחָֽ ם  תֵיכֶ֖ אֲבֹֽ לְמַטּ֥וֹת  הְיֶה֑  יִֽ ל֣וֹ  ל  הַגּוֹרָ֖ מָּה  שָׁ֛ ל֥וֹ 
לְשִׂכִּים֙  ם  מֵהֶ֔ ירוּ  ר תּוֹתִ֣ אֲשֶׁ֣ וְהָיָה֙  מִפְּנֵיכֶם֒  הָאָרֶץ֮  י  שְׁבֵ֣ אֶת־יֹֽ ישׁוּ  תוֹרִ֜
ים  שְׁבִ֥ ם יֹֽ ר אַתֶּ֖ רֶץ אֲשֶׁ֥ ם עַל־הָאָ֕ רְר֣וּ אֶתְכֶ֔ ם וְצָֽ ם בְּצִדֵּיכֶ֑ ם וְלִצְנִינִ֖ ינֵיכֶ֔ בְּעֵ֣

ם׃  ה לָכֶֽ עֱשֶׂ֥ ם אֶֽ עֲשׂ֥וֹת לָהֶ֖ יתִי לַֽ ר דִּמִּ֛ אֲשֶׁ֥ ה כַּֽ הּ׃ נו וְהָיָ֗ בָּֽ

(50) In the steppes of Moab, at the Jordan near Jericho, the 
Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

(51) Speak to the Israelite people and say to them: When you 
cross the Jordan into the land of Canaan,

(52) you shall dispossess all the inhabitants of the land; you 
shall destroy all their figured objects; you shall destroy all 
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their molten images, and you shall demolish all their cult 
places.
(53) And you shall take possession of the land and settle in it, 
for I have assigned the land to you to possess.
(54) You shall apportion the land among yourselves by lot, 
clan by clan: with larger groups increase the share, with 
smaller groups reduce the share. Wherever the lot falls for 
anyone, that shall be his. You shall have your portions ac-
cording to your ancestral tribes.
(55) But if you do not dispossess the inhabitants of the land, 
those whom you allow to remain shall be stings in your eyes 
and thorns in your sides, and they shall harass you in the 
land in which you live;
(56) so that I will do to you what I planned to do to them.

(50) In the steppes of Moab, at the Jordan near Jericho, the 
Lord spoke to Moses, saying: The Torah especially marks the loca-
tion – on the very threshold of the land of Israel – of the giving of 
these commandments, which are called “the covenant in the steppes 
of Moab” (cf. Num. 36:13; Deut. 28:69), because their purpose is to pre-
pare the Jewish people for conquering and possessing the land.

(52) You shall dispossess all the inhabitants of the land; you 
shall destroy all their figured objects; you shall destroy all their 
molten images, and you shall demolish all their cult places: This 
commandment was already mentioned earlier (Exod. 23:31, 34:11), but 
is repeated here in greater detail. The Torah’s persistent repetition of 
these points is perhaps related not only to the impending conquest, 
but also to the tragic experience gained as the result of the daughters 
of Moab and Midian having seduced the people into idolatry. 

At the same time, the severe attitude toward the peoples of Canaan 
is attributed in this verse exclusively to their practice of idolatry. (In 
other places in the Torah their perverted morality is also cited; see, 
e.g., Lev. 18:3.) Since the Land of Israel, as the future center of spiritual 
influence on humanity, must at all times be free of any hint of idola-
try, all such practices must be completely eradicated from its territo-
ries. However, those Canaanite peoples who were willing to recognize  
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Jewish rule in the Land, and to abandon their idolatrous practices – 
and the perverted moral norms associated with them – were allowed 
to remain.

(53) And you shall take possession of the land and settle in it, 
for I have assigned the land to you to possess: The commandment 
to live in the Land of Israel entails two closely related aspects: pos-
session and settlement. Possession of the Land of Israel by the Jewish 
nation is a sine qua non for fulfilling its mission to bring the Divine 
light to humanity.

(54) You shall apportion the land among yourselves by lot, 
clan by clan: The use of lots to apportion the land among the tribes 
prevented a situation where a large segment of the population might 
settle on only a small part of the country’s territory. The lots assure 
that the entire country will be evenly populated.

(55) But if you do not dispossess the inhabitants of the land, 
those whom you allow to remain shall be stings in your eyes and 
thorns in your sides, and they shall harass you in the land in 
which you live: This harsh warning is here repeated yet again (see, 
e.g., Exod. 23:31 and Lev. 18:25), precisely because it is the nature of 
the Jewish people to be kind and hospitable. They would be just as hap-
py not to expel former inhabitants from the land, and would downplay 
the threat that allowing them to remain entails.

§ 30.2. THE BOUNDARIES OF THE LAND OF ISRAEL (34:1-15)

י־ ם כִּֽ מַרְתָּ֣ אֲלֵהֶ֔ ו אֶת־בְּנֵ֤י יִשְׂרָאֵל֙ וְאָֽ ר׃ ב צַ֞ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ א וַיְדַבֵּ֥
רֶץ  ה אֶ֥ נַחֲלָ֔ ל לָכֶם֙ בְּֽ ר תִּפֹּ֤ רֶץ אֲשֶׁ֨ את הָאָ֗ ֹ֣ רֶץ כְּנָ֑עַן ז ים אֶל־הָאָ֣ ם בָּאִ֖ אַתֶּ֥
י אֱד֑וֹם וְהָיָ֤ה  ן עַל־יְדֵ֣ ם פְּאַת־נֶ�֛גֶב מִמִּדְבַּר־צִ֖ ה לָכֶ֧ יהָ׃ ג וְהָיָ֨ לֹתֶֽ עַן לִגְבֻֽ כְּנַ֖
גֶב  מִנֶּ֜ הַגְּב֨וּל  לָכֶם֩  ב  דְמָה׃ ד וְנָסַ֣ קֵֽ לַח  יָם־הַמֶּ֖ ה  מִקְצֵ֥ גֶב  נֶ֔ גְּב֣וּל  לָכֶם֙ 
שׁ  לְקָדֵ֣ �֖גֶב  מִנֶּ יו  תּֽוֹצְאֹתָ֔ )וְהָיוּ֙(  והיה  נָה  צִ֔ בַר  וְעָ֣ עַקְרַבִּים֙  ה  עֲלֵ֤ לְמַֽ
נַ֣חְלָה  עַצְמ֖וֹן  מֵֽ הַגְּב֛וּל  ב  נָה׃ ה וְנָסַ֧ עַצְמֹֽ ר  וְעָבַ֥ ר  חֲצַר־אַדָּ֖ א  וְיָצָ֥ בַּרְנֵ֑עַ 
ם הַיָּ֥ם הַגָּד֖וֹל וּגְב֑וּל  ם וְהָיָ֥ה לָכֶ֛ מָּה׃ ו וּגְב֣וּל יָ֔ יו הַיָּֽ יִם וְהָי֥וּ תֽוֹצְאֹתָ֖ מִצְרָ֑
ל  הַגָּדֹ֔ מִן־הַיָּם֙  צָפ֑וֹן  גְּב֣וּל  ם  לָכֶ֖ ה־יִהְיֶ֥ה  ם׃ ז וְזֶֽ יָֽ גְּב֥וּל  ם  לָכֶ֖ ה־יִהְיֶ֥ה  זֶֽ
ת  תּֽוֹצְאֹ֥ וְהָי֛וּ  ת  חֲמָ֑ א  ֹ֣ לְב תְּתָא֖וּ  ר  הָהָ֔ ר  ר׃ ח מֵהֹ֣ הָהָֽ ר  הֹ֥ ם  לָכֶ֖ תְּתָא֥וּ 
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ה־ זֶֽ �֑ן  עֵינָ ר  חֲצַ֣ יו  תֽוֹצְאֹתָ֖ וְהָי֥וּ  נָה  זִפְרֹ֔ הַגְּבֻל֙  א  דָה׃ ט וְיָצָ֤ צְדָֽ ל  הַגְּבֻ֖
�֖ן  עֵינָ ר  חֲצַ֥ מֵֽ דְמָה  קֵ֑ לִגְב֣וּל  ם  לָכֶ֖ ם  צָפֽוֹן׃ י וְהִתְאַוִּיתֶ֥ גְּב֥וּל  ם  לָכֶ֖ יִהְיֶ֥ה 
ה  ל וּמָחָ֛ ד הַגְּבֻ֔ יִן וְיָרַ֣ דֶם לָעָ֑ ה מִקֶּ֣ רִבְלָ֖ ם הָֽ ל מִשְּׁפָ֛ ד הַגְּבֻ֧ מָה׃ יא וְיָרַ֨ שְׁפָֽ
יָם֣  יו  וְהָי֥וּ תֽוֹצְאֹתָ֖ נָה  הַיַּרְדֵּ֔ ד הַגְּבוּל֙  דְמָה׃ יב וְיָרַ֤ קֵֽ יָם־כִּנֶּ�֖רֶת  תֶף  עַל־כֶּ֥
י  ה אֶת־בְּנֵ֥ ו מֹשֶׁ֔ יב׃ יג וַיְצַ֣ יהָ סָבִֽ לֹתֶ֖ רֶץ לִגְבֻֽ ם הָאָ֛ ה לָכֶ֥ הְיֶ֨ לַח זאֹת֩ תִּֽ הַמֶּ֑
י֔י  צִוָּ֣ה  ל אֲשֶׁר֙  חֲל֤וּ אֹתָהּ֙ בְּגוֹרָ֔ ר תִּתְנַֽ רֶץ אֲשֶׁ֨ את הָאָ֗ ֹ֣ ז ר  ל לֵאמֹ֑ יִשְׂרָאֵ֖
הָרֽאוּבֵנִי֙  בְנֵ֤י  ה  מַטֵּ֨ קְח֞וּ  לָֽ י  ה׃ יד כִּ֣ הַמַּטֶּֽ י  חֲצִ֥ וַֽ הַמַּטּ֖וֹת  ת  לְתִשְׁעַ֥ ת  לָתֵ֛
קְח֖וּ  לָֽ ה  מְנַשֶּׁ֔ ה  חֲצִי֙ מַטֵּ֣ וַֽ ם  ית אֲבֹתָ֑ לְבֵ֣ י  י־הַגָּדִ֖ בְנֵֽ ה  ם וּמַטֵּ֥ ית אֲבֹתָ֔ לְבֵ֣
ן יְרֵח֖וֹ  בֶר לְיַרְדֵּ֥ ם מֵעֵ֛ חֲלָתָ֗ קְח֣וּ נַֽ ה לָֽ י הַמַּטֶּ֑ חֲצִ֣ י הַמַּטּ֖וֹת וַֽ ם׃ טו שְׁנֵ֥ חֲלָתָֽ נַֽ

חָה׃  דְמָה מִזְרָֽ קֵ֥

(1) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

(2) Instruct the Israelite people and say to them: When you 
enter the land of Canaan, this is the land that shall fall to 
you as your portion, the land of Canaan with its various 
boundaries:

(3) Your southern sector shall extend from the wilderness of 
Zin alongside Edom. Your southern boundary shall start on 
the east from the tip of the Dead Sea.

(4) Your boundary shall then turn to pass south of the ascent 
of Akrabbim and continue to Zin, and its limits shall be south 
of Kadesh-barnea, reaching Hazar-addar and continuing to 
Azmon.

(5) From Azmon the boundary shall turn toward the Wadi of 
Egypt and terminate at the Sea.

(6) For the western boundary you shall have the coast of the 
Great Sea; that shall serve as your western boundary.

(7) This shall be your northern boundary: Draw a line from 
the Great Sea to Mount Hor;

(8) from Mount Hor draw a line to Lebo-hamath, and let the 
boundary reach Zedad.

(9) The boundary shall then run to Ziphron and terminate at 
Hazar-enan. That shall be your northern boundary.
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(10) For your eastern boundary you shall draw a line from 
Hazar-enan to Shepham.
(11) From Shepham the boundary shall descend to Riblah on 
the east side of Ain; from there the boundary shall continue 
downward and abut on the eastern slopes of the Sea of 
Chinnereth.
(12) The boundary shall then descend along the Jordan and 
terminate at the Dead Sea. That shall be your land as defined 
by its boundaries on all sides.
(13) Moses instructed the Israelites, saying: This is the land 
you are to receive by lot as your hereditary portion, which 
the Lord has commanded to be given to the nine and a half 
tribes.
(14) For the Reubenite tribe by its ancestral houses, the Gadite 
tribe by its ancestral houses, and the half-tribe of Manasseh 
have already received their portions:
(15) those two and a half tribes have received their portions 
across the Jordan, opposite Jericho, on the east, the orient 
side.

(2) Instruct the Israelite people and say to them: When you 
enter the land of Canaan: The Land of Canaan as described here is 
only a portion of the Land of Israel – the part that forms its core. It is 
the “land of seven nations,” in which is concentrated the center of the 
land’s holiness. However, the intent was that this holiness would ex-
tend beyond those boundaries to the “land of the ten nations” – “from 
the Nile to the Euphrates” (Gen. 15:16; see also Deut. 11:24). And from 
there – to the entire world.

(3) Your southern sector shall extend from the wilderness of 
Zin alongside Edom. Your southern boundary shall start on the 
east from the tip of the Dead Sea: The southern border begins at the 
southern boundary of the Dead Sea and proceeds from there westward, 
approximately through the center of the modern-day Negev (which 
means, simply, “south”).

(5) From Azmon the boundary shall turn toward the Wadi of 
Egypt and terminate at the Sea: “The Wadi of Egypt” is the Wadi 
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El-Arish, which flows into the Mediterranean Sea some 30 km (19 mi) 
south of Gaza.

(6) For the western boundary you shall have the coast of the 
Great Sea: This includes the coastal region and the nearby islands.

(7-9) This shall be your northern boundary: Draw a line from 
the Great Sea to Mount Hor ... to Lebo-hamath, and let the boundary 
reach Zedad ... to Ziphron and ... Hazar-enan: The locations of these 
landmarks along the northern border are difficult to identify, and there 
is no consensus among the commentators about them. It is believed 
that the boundaries indicated here correspond to the zone of Egyptian 
influence that extended unto the Hittite kingdom.

(7) Draw a line from the Great Sea to Mount Hor: There are ac-
tually two Mount Hors – one in the south, renowned as the place where 
Aaron is buried, and the other in the north, in the general vicinity of 
modern Beirut. That is, southern Lebanon and the Litani River with its 
water resources are a part of Canaan, which is economically significant.

(10-12) For your eastern boundary you shall draw a line from 
Hazar-enan to Shepham ... to Riblah ... and abut on the eastern 
slopes of the Sea of Chinnereth ... then descend along the Jordan: 
The Golan Heights did not fall within the boundaries of Canaan, but 
they are a part of the Transjordan. Both, however, belong to the terri-
tory of the Land of Israel.

(12) That shall be your land as defined by its boundaries on all 
sides: This is the territory that is designated for settlement.

(14) For the Reubenite tribe by its ancestral houses, the Gadite 
tribe by its ancestral houses, and the half-tribe of Manasseh have 
already received their portions: After the Reubenites and the Gadites 
had expressed their readiness to fight for the lands of the other tribes as 
well, their initiative was deemed legitimate (see above, Num. 32).

(15) On the east, the orient side: In Biblical Hebrew there are 
two Hebrew words for “east”: kedem, and mizrach.

(In modern Hebrew only the latter is commonly used. It derives 
from the Hebrew root Z-R-CH which means “to shine” – a reference of 
course to the the sun rising in the east, hence also the translation here: 

“the orient side.” Orient too derives from the Latin verb oriri, “to rise” 
or “come forth.”)
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In this verse both of those words are used together – keidmah miz-
rachah – which might at first seem redundant. But the repetition is 
intended to emphasize the trend toward expansion in these inhabited 
lands.

§ 30.3. NEW TRIBAL LEADERSHIP FOR APPORTIONING  
THE TERRITORIES (34:16-29)

ם  ים אֲשֶׁר־יִנְחֲל֥וּ לָכֶ֖ אֲנָשִׁ֔ לֶּה שְׁמ֣וֹת הָֽ ר׃ יז אֵ֚ ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר י֖י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ טז וַיְדַבֵּ֥
ד  אֶחָ֖ יא  נָשִׂ֥ ד  אֶחָ֛ יא  בִּן־נֽוּן׃ יח וְנָשִׂ֥ עַ  יהוֹשֻׁ֖ וִֽ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֔ אֶלְעָזָר֙  רֶץ  אֶת־הָאָ֑
ה  ה יְהוּדָ֔ ים לְמַטֵּ֣ אֲנָשִׁ֑ לֶּה שְׁמ֣וֹת הָֽ רֶץ׃ יט וְאֵ֖ ל אֶת־הָאָֽ ה תִּקְח֖וּ לִנְחֹ֥ מִמַּטֶּ֑
ה  בֶּן־עַמִּיהֽוּד׃ כא לְמַטֵּ֣ ל  שְׁמוּאֵ֖ שִׁמְע֔וֹן  בְּנֵי֣  ה׃ כ וּלְמַטֵּה֙  בֶּן־יְפֻנֶּֽ ב  כָּלֵ֖
י׃ כג לִבְנֵי֣  י בֶּן־יָגְלִֽ יא בֻּקִּ֖ ן נָשִׂ֑ ה בְנֵי־דָ֖ ד בֶּן־כִּסְלֽוֹן׃ כב וּלְמַטֵּ֥ ן אֱלִידָ֖ בִנְיָמִ֔
יִם  י־אֶפְרַ֖ ה בְנֵֽ ד׃ כד וּלְמַטֵּ֥ ל בֶּן־אֵפֹֽ יא חַנִּיאֵ֖ ה נָשִׂ֑ י־מְנַשֶּׁ֖ ה בְנֵֽ ף לְמַטֵּ֥ יוֹסֵ֔
בֶּן־ ן  יצָפָ֖ אֱלִֽ יא  נָשִׂ֑ ן  י־זְבוּלֻ֖ בְנֵֽ ה  ן׃ כה וּלְמַטֵּ֥ בֶּן־שִׁפְטָֽ ל  קְמוּאֵ֖ יא  נָשִׂ֑
י־ בְנֵֽ ה  ֽן׃ כז וּלְמַטֵּ֥ ל בֶּן־עַזָּ� פַּלְטִיאֵ֖ יא  נָשִׂ֑ ר  י־יִשָּׂשכָ֖ בְנֵֽ ה  ֽךְ׃ כו וּלְמַטֵּ֥ פַּרְנָ�
ל  פְּדַהְאֵ֖ יא  נָשִׂ֑ י  י־נַפְתָּלִ֖ בְנֵֽ ה  י׃ כח וּלְמַטֵּ֥ בֶּן־שְׁלֹמִֽ אֲחִיה֖וּד  יא  נָשִׂ֑ ר  אָשֵׁ֖
עַן׃  רֶץ כְּנָֽ ל בְּאֶ֥ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ל אֶת־בְּנֵֽ ר צִוָּ֣ה י֑י לְנַחֵ֥ לֶּה אֲשֶׁ֖ בֶּן־עַמִּיהֽוּד׃ כט אֵ֕

(16) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

(17) These are the names of the men through whom the land 
shall be apportioned for you: Eleazar the priest and Joshua 
son of Nun.

(18) And you shall also take a chieftain from each tribe 
through whom the land shall be apportioned.

(19) These are the names of the men: from the tribe of Judah: 
Caleb son of Jephunneh.

(20) From the Simeonite tribe: Samuel son of Ammihud.

(21) From the tribe of Benjamin: Elidad son of Chislon.

(22) From the Danite tribe: a chieftain, Bukki son of Jogli.

(23) For the descendants of Joseph: from the Manassite tribe: 
a chieftain, Hanniel son of Ephod;
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(24) and from the Ephraimite tribe: a chieftain, Kemuel son 
of Shiphtan.

(25) From the Zebulunite tribe: a chieftain, Elizaphan son of 
Parnach.

(26) From the Issacharite tribe: a chieftain, Paltiel son of 
Azzan.

(27) From the Asherite tribe: a chieftain, Ahihud son of 
Shelomi.

(28) From the Naphtalite tribe: a chieftain, Pedahel son of 
Ammihud.

(29) It was these whom the Lord designated to allot portions 
to the Israelites in the land of Canaan.

(16-17) The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: These are the names of 
the men through whom the land shall be apportioned for you: The new, 
future leaders are being appointed here. Thus, there is now a change of 
leadership for the tribes.

The men through whom the land shall be apportioned for you: 
Eleazar the priest and Joshua son of Nun: These two leaders represent 
the two key aspects of the apportionment of the land: the spiritual and 
the material-political, respectively.

(18) And you shall also take a chieftain from each tribe 
through whom the land shall be apportioned: The order of the 
tribes as they are listed here corresponds to the locations of their fu-
ture allotments in the land, sequenced from south to north. Judah, 
Simeon and Benjamin will occupy the south; Dan, Manasseh and 
Ephraim – the central region; Issachar, Zebulun, Asher, and Naphtali –  
the northern territories.

(19-21) From the tribe of Judah: Caleb son of Jephunneh. From 
the Simeonite tribe: Samuel son of Ammihud. From the tribe of Ben-
jamin: Elidad son of Chislon: Unlike the appointees of the next seven 
tribes, all of whom bear the title nasi, “chieftain,” these first three are 
not given that title. 

The commentators explain that a nasi is not a national, but only 
a regional, “district” leader. For Judah and Benjamin, however, that is 
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not sufficient. Their leaders must function at the national level, be-
cause later in history the Messiah-kings will descend from those tribes. 
(Moreover, the Tabernacle, and later the permanent Temple, will be 
located in the territory of Benjamin.)

Likewise, but conversely, the Simeonite appointee does not have 
the title of nasi, because the Simeonites are destined to lose even the 
regional level of leadership. The tribe of Simeon will later be dispersed 
throughout Judah’s territory. In other words, Simeon’s tribal leader 
does not have the title of nasi, because this tribe is too weak to merit 
even that.

Whereas, as already stated just above, the leaders of Judah and 
Benjamin are not called nasi, because those tribes have a much stron-
ger, national significance than that term implies.

(20, 23, 24, 26, 28) Samuel, Hanniel, Kemuel, Paltiel, Pedahel: 
Many of these names incorporate the Name of God – El. Contrast this 
with the names of the spies (Num. 13:4-15), where there are much few-
er such names. This tells us that the new generation is more focused on 
forging a connection with the Almighty.

§ 30.4. THE LEVITE CITIES (35:1-8)

ר׃ ב צַו֮ אֶת־ יְרֵח֖וֹ לֵאמֹֽ ן  ב עַל־יַרְדֵּ֥ ת מוֹאָ֑ רְבֹ֣ בְּעַֽ ה  י֛י אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֖ ר  א וַיְדַבֵּ֧
עָרִים֙  שׁ לֶֽ בֶת וּמִגְרָ֗ ים לָשָׁ֑ ם עָרִ֣ ת אֲחֻזָּתָ֖ נַּחֲלַ֛ ם מִֽ תְנ֣וּ לַלְוִיִּ֗ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵל֒ וְנָֽ
הְי֤וּ  יִֽ ם  בֶת וּמִגְרְשֵׁיהֶ֗ ם לָשָׁ֑ ים לָהֶ֖ עָרִ֛ ם׃ ג וְהָי֧וּ הֶֽ ם תִּתְּנ֖וּ לַלְוִיִּֽ תֵיהֶ֔ סְבִיבֹ֣
ר תִּתְּנ֖וּ לַלְוִיִּ֑ם  ים אֲשֶׁ֥ עָרִ֔ ם׃ ד וּמִגְרְשֵׁי֙ הֶֽ ל חַיָּתָֽ ם וּלְכֹ֖ לִבְהֶמְתָּם֙ וְלִרְכֻשָׁ֔
יר אֶת־פְּאַת־ ם מִח֣וּץ לָעִ֗ יב׃ ה וּמַדּתֶֹ֞ ה סָבִֽ לֶף אַמָּ֖ יר הָעִיר֙ וָח֔וּצָה אֶ֥ מִקִּ֤
וְאֶת־פְּאַת־יָם֣ ׀  ה  אַמָּ֜ בָּֽ יִם  אַלְפַּ֨ וְאֶת־פְּאַת־נֶגֶב֩  ה  אַמָּ֟ בָּֽ יִם  אַלְפַּ֪ דְמָה  קֵ֣
הְיֶה֣  יִֽ ה  זֶ֚ וֶךְ  יר בַּתָּ֑ וְהָעִ֣ ה  אַמָּ֖ יִם בָּֽ ת צָפ֛וֹן אַלְפַּ֥ ת פְּאַ֥ ה וְאֵ֨ אַמָּ֗ יִם בָּֽ אַלְפַּ֣
י  ת שֵׁשׁ־עָרֵ֣ אֵ֚ ם  לַלְוִיִּ֔ תִּתְּנוּ֙  ר  אֲשֶׁ֤ ים  עָרִ֗ הֶֽ ת  ים׃ ו וְאֵ֣ עָרִֽ הֶֽ י  מִגְרְשֵׁ֖ ם  לָהֶ֔
יִם  ים וּשְׁתַּ֖ ם תִּתְּנ֔וּ אַרְבָּעִ֥ עֲלֵיהֶ֣ חַ וַֽ רצֵֹ֑ מָּה הָֽ ר תִּתְּנ֔וּ לָנֻ֥ס שָׁ֖ ט אֲשֶׁ֣ הַמִּקְלָ֔
ן וְאֶת־ יר אֶתְהֶ֖ ים וּשְׁמֹנֶ֖ה עִ֑ ם אַרְבָּעִ֥ ר תִּתְּנוּ֙ לַלְוִיִּ֔ ים אֲשֶׁ֤ עָרִ֗ יר׃ ז כָּל־הֶֽ עִֽ
הָרַב֙  ת  מֵאֵ֤ ל  י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ בְּנֵֽ אֲחֻזַּ֣ת  מֵֽ תִּתְּנוּ֙  ר  אֲשֶׁ֤ ים  עָרִ֗ ן׃ ח וְהֶֽ מִגְרְשֵׁיהֶֽ
יו  עָרָ֖ ן מֵֽ לוּ יִתֵּ֥ ר יִנְחָ֔ חֲלָתוֹ֙ אֲשֶׁ֣ י נַֽ ישׁ כְּפִ֤ יטוּ אִ֗ ט תַּמְעִ֑ ת הַמְעַ֖ תַּרְבּ֔וּ וּמֵאֵ֥

ם׃  לַלְוִיִּֽ
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(1) The Lord spoke to Moses in the steppes of Moab at the 
Jordan near Jericho, saying:

(2) Instruct the Israelite people to assign, out of the holdings 
apportioned to them, towns for the Levites to dwell in; you 
shall also assign to the Levites pasture land around their 
towns.

(3) The towns shall be theirs to dwell in, and the pasture 
shall be for the cattle they own and all their other beasts.

(4) The town pasture that you are to assign to the Levites 
shall extend a thousand cubits outside the town wall all 
around.

(5) You shall measure off two thousand cubits outside the 
town on the east side, two thousand on the south side, two 
thousand on the west side, and two thousand on the north 
side, with the town in the center. That shall be the pasture 
for their towns.

(6) The towns that you assign to the Levites shall comprise 
the six cities of refuge that you are to designate for a 
manslayer to flee to, to which you shall add forty-two towns.

(7) Thus the total of the towns that you assign to the Levites 
shall be forty-eight towns, with their pasture.

(8) In assigning towns from the holdings of the Israelites, 
take more from the larger groups and less from the smaller, 
so that each assigns towns to the Levites in proportion to 
the share it receives.

(2) Instruct the Israelite people to assign, out of the holdings 
apportioned to them, towns for the Levites to dwell in: This is 
done so that the Levites, rather than being concentrated close to the 
Temple, will be distributed throughout the territories of all the tribes.

Dividing the forty-eight Levite cities across the twelve tribes would 
mean, on average, four cities per tribe. But since the territories of the 
tribes were not at all of uniform size, Judah actually received eight  
cities, Simeon received one, Naphtali received three, and the remain-
ing nine tribes received four cities each (see Josh. 21).
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To assign, out of the holdings apportioned to them: The He-
brew is, ve-natenu la-leviyim – “that they (i.e., the twelve tribes) shall 
give to the Levites.” It was important that the tribes themselves would 
perform this act of giving, so that they would realize the importance of 
settling the Levites among them.

Towns for the Levites to dwell in: Essentially, the Levites have 
no land that they can call their own. Their main function is to preserve 
the traditions and advance the people along the path of Torah. Even 
while living in their forty-eight cities the Levites have no sovereignty 
over them. The Levites live on lands that belong to their host tribes, 
but are made available to them for use.

Land ownership is a double-edged proposition. On the one hand, 
the Jewish people cannot possibly realize their mission without their 
land. But on the other hand, there is always a danger of become too 
immersed in the material, of elevating “blood and soil” to the absolute, 
to the point where the land devours its owner, at it were. It is therefore 
essential that a certain element within the Jewish people remains at a 
safe distance from land ownership. And that is the role of the Levites.

You shall also assign to the Levites pasture land around their 
towns: A cubit is approximately one half of a meter (or about 19.7 
inches). Such a small parcel of land, extending two thousand cubits –  
about 1000 meters (3,281 feet) – beyond the city walls, was hardly ad-
equate for providing sufficient food for the Levites. But it was enough 
to create a basic connection between the Levites and the land. Thus, 
they are not completely removed from the land, but neither are they 
bound to it.

(4-5) The town pasture ... shall extend a thousand cubits out-
side the town wall all around. You shall measure off two thousand 
cubits outside the town: It is not entirely clear how to reconcile these 
two measurements – the one thousand cubits first mentioned, and the 
two thousand cubits of the next verse. The commentators explain that 
the first thousand cubits, closer to the city, were intended for grazing 
of livestock; neither building nor growing produce there was permit-
ted. But the outer thousand cubits could be used for growing fruits and 
vegetables.
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(6) The towns that you assign to the Levites shall comprise 
the six cities of refuge that you are to designate for a manslayer 
to flee to, to which you shall add forty-two towns: The six cities of 
refuge for manslayers who kill unintentionally are elaborated in detail 
in the Torah section that immediately follows. 

This verse is informing us firstly that the six cities of refuge are 
themselves counted among the forty-eight Levite cities already men-
tioned. And secondly, that the other forty-two Levite cities can like-
wise serve as cities of refuge for unintentional manslayers.

What then is the difference between the main six cities of refuge 
and the other forty-two? It is this: in the six primary cities of refuge 
the community was obliged to sustain the refugees by providing them 
with living conditions. But in the remaining forty-two cities the com-
munity had no such responsibility.

And why where the Levite cities chosen to be cities of refuge, rather 
than regular cities that belonged to the twelve tribes? This has to do 
with the Levites’ educational function. By living among Levites, a tribe 
fully dedicated to communication with the Almighty, an unintentional 
killer could find correction. (Although the killing happened uninten-
tionally, correction is needed, because there was negligence involved, 
as we shall soon explain in great detail.)
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§ 31. THE CITIES OF REFUGE

§ 31.1. DESIGNATING THE CITIES OF REFUGE (35:9-15)

ם  אֲלֵהֶ֑ מַרְתָּ֖  וְאָֽ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ אֶל־בְּנֵי֣  ר׃ י דַּבֵּר֙  לֵּאמֹֽ ה  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ י֖י  ר  ט וַיְדַבֵּ֥
ים  עָרִ֔ לָכֶם֙  ם  עַן׃ יא וְהִקְרִיתֶ֤ כְּנָֽ רְצָה  אַ֥ ן  אֶת־הַיַּרְדֵּ֖ ים  בְרִ֥ עֹֽ ם  אַתֶּ֛ י  כִּ֥
ה׃ יב וְהָי֨וּ  בִּשְׁגָגָֽ מַכֵּה־נֶ֖פֶשׁ  חַ  רצֵֹ֔ מָּה֙  שָׁ֨ וְנָ֥ס  ם  לָכֶ֑ הְיֶי֣נָה  תִּֽ ט  מִקְלָ֖ י  עָרֵ֥
ה  עֵדָ֖ הָֽ י  לִפְנֵ֥ חַ עַד־עָמְד֛וֹ  רצֵֹ֔ הָֽ א יָמוּת֙  ֹ֤ וְל ל  מִגֹּאֵ֑ ט  לְמִקְלָ֖ ים  עָרִ֛ הֶֽ ם  לָכֶ֧
ת ׀  ם׃ יד אֵ֣ ינָה לָכֶֽ הְיֶ֥ ט תִּֽ י מִקְלָ֖ נוּ שֵׁשׁ־עָרֵ֥ ר תִּתֵּ֑ ים אֲשֶׁ֣ עָרִ֖ ט׃ יג וְהֶֽ לַמִּשְׁפָּֽ
רֶץ כְּנָ֑עַן  ים תִּתְּנ֖וּ בְּאֶ֣ עָרִ֔ ן וְאֵת֙ שְׁלֹ֣שׁ הֶֽ בֶר לַיַּרְדֵּ֔ ים תִּתְּנוּ֙ מֵעֵ֣ עָרִ֗ שְׁלֹ֣שׁ הֶֽ
הְיֶ֛ינָה  תִּֽ ם  בְּתוֹכָ֔ וְלַתּוֹשָׁב֙  ר  וְלַגֵּ֤ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ ינָה׃ טו לִבְנֵי֣  הְיֶֽ תִּֽ ט  מִקְלָ֖ י  עָרֵ֥

ה׃ מָּה כָּל־מַכֵּה־נֶ֖פֶשׁ בִּשְׁגָגָֽ ט לָנ֣וּס שָׁ֔ לֶּה לְמִקְלָ֑ ים הָאֵ֖ עָרִ֥ שֵׁשׁ־הֶֽ

(9) The Lord spoke further to Moses:

(10) Speak to the Israelite people and say to them: When 
you cross the Jordan into the land of Canaan,

(11) you shall provide yourselves with places to serve you as 
cities of refuge to which a manslayer who has killed a per-
son unintentionally may flee.

(12) The cities shall serve you as a refuge from the avenger, 
so that the manslayer may not die unless he has stood trial 
before the assembly.

(13) The towns that you thus assign shall be six cities of ref-
uge in all.
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(14) Three cities shall be designated beyond the Jordan, and 
the other three shall be designated in the land of Canaan: 
they shall serve as cities of refuge.
(15) These six cities shall serve the Israelites and the resident 
aliens among them for refuge, so that anyone who kills a 
person unintentionally may flee there.

(11) A manslayer who has killed a person unintentionally: “Un-
intentional” killing is punishable by exile only if it happened through 
negligence. But if the killing occurred as a result of actions of the vic-
tim, or for random reasons completely beyond anyone’s control, exile 
to a city of refuge does not apply.

It should also be noted that a key aspect of exile to a city of refuge 
for unintentional manslaying is to grant protection to the killer him-
self from a blood-avenger – that is, a person – most typically a close 
relative of the victim – who seeks to avenge the killing (see Num. 35: 
25-28).

There are three grades of unintentional killing in Jewish law:

(i) If a person conducted himself in gross violation of safety 
rules, or did something unacceptable – driving while intoxicat-
ed, for example – that led to the death of the victim, then for the 
purpose of exile to a city of refuge the killing is deemed equiv-
alent to deliberate murder. In this case, a city of refuge will not 
save the perpetrator.
(ii) If a person complied with all required rules and regulations, 
but caused a death by being insufficiently attentive (as in the 
most typical automobile accidents, for example) this is catego-
rized as manslaughter. The person who committed it may, and 
must, seek protection by fleeing to a city of refuge.
(iii) If the death of the victim was completely unrelated to any-
thing the manslayer did or did not do, such that there was no 
negligence whatsoever involved, then there is no need for the 
killer to flee to a city of refuge. (The assumption is that the rel-
atives of the victim would acknowledge this mitigating circum-
stance, and not seek to avenge the death of their family member 
in such a case.)
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The Talmud, as an example of this third of the three categories of 
unintentional manslaying, cites the case of a person lifted into the air 
by a cyclone, who in falling back to earth crashes down upon the victim, 
causing his death. 

A more realistic, contemporary example would be a driver who 
was observing the speed limit and complying with all other expected 
precautions, when the victim suddenly ran out into the road, and the 
driver could not possibly have decelerated in time to avoid the fatal 
accident.

Thus, in deciding whether a situation requires the killer to flee to 
a city of refuge, “negligent homicide” (rather than “manslaughter”) is 
the term that should be applied for determining whether the necessary 
criteria have been met.

The cities of refuge were intended not for persons who were guilty 
of crimes involving malicious intent, but only for those who had com-
mitted some act of negligence toward a fellow citizen that resulted in 
tragedy. The atmosphere of remorse that reigned in such cities natu-
rally contributed to the rehabilitation of the persons who fled there, by 
re-educating them to exercise greater caution and attentiveness.

(12) The cities shall serve you as a refuge from the avenger, so 
that the manslayer may not die unless he has stood trial before 
the assembly: As already explained, the words “so that the manslayer 
may not die unless he has stood trial” mean that we need to prevent his 
death at the hand of someone seeking to avenge the killing.

The standard procedure was as follows. Any person who had com-
mitted a murder, or any act leading to the death of another human be-
ing, regardless of the circumstances, would immediately flee to a city 
of refuge. The court system would then establish, based on the merits 
of the case, whether or not the murder was premeditated, and whether 
conditions had been met to allow (or require) the manslayer to remain 
in the city of refuge.

(13) The towns that you thus assign shall be six cities of refuge 
in all: As also already noted, six of the forty-eight Levite cities were 
designated as primary cities of refuge – regional centers in which the 
community tended to the needs of the refugees by providing them with 
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housing. And the remaining forty-two Levite cities were likewise used 
as local shelters.

Of the six cities, Shechem was centrally located in the territory 
of the tribe of Joseph, Shechem being the geographical center of the 
Canaan region of the Land of Israel. In the north of Canaan, it was 
Kadesh in the tribe of Naphtali (west of the Chinnereth), and in the 
south – Hebron in the tribe of Judah. In the Transjordan there was 
Bezer in the territory of Reuben, Ramoth in Gad’s territory, and Golan 
in Manasseh’s. (See Deut. 4:43 and Josh. 20:7-9.)

(14) Three cities shall be designated beyond the Jordan, and 
the other three shall be designated in the land of Canaan: It is 
important to note that there were three cities of refuge in Canaan and 
three more in the Transjordan region, although nine and a half tribes 
live in Canaan, and only two and a half in the much larger Jordan re-
gion. Thus, both the population density and the absolute population 
numbers of the Transjordan were much lower than those of the Ca-
naan region. Why, then, did the Transjordan require a full half of all 
the cities of refuge?

We might be tempted to answer that the vast territories of the 
Transjordan required so many cities of refuge in order to assure that 
a killer seeing protection would not be so far from any such city that 
a blood-avenger might overtake him before he could arrive there. But 
that cannot be the reason, seeing that (as already mentioned) there 
were actually forty-eight cities of refuge, and not only six.

Rather, Tradition offers a different explanation. It seems that man-
slaughter was statistically far more prevalent in the Transjordan than 
in the Canaan region. The few tribes that lived east of the Jordan were 
much further removed from the Temple and the mindset of holiness 
that it inspired, and they therefore tended to put less value on human 
life and to be more negligent toward their fellow Jews. Accordingly, the 
relative number of unintentional killings in the Transjordan was high-
er, and three primary cities of refuge – a full half of the total – were 
needed there.

(15) These six cities shall serve the Israelites and the resident 
aliens among them for refuge, so that anyone who kills a person 
unintentionally may flee there: For the matter of finding protection, 
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and seeking correction, in a city of refuge, all the inhabitants of the 
land – even its resident aliens – have exactly the same rights and obli-
gations as full citizens, “the Israelites.”

§ 31.2. THE CRITERIA FOR INTENTIONAL  
AND UNINTENTIONAL KILLING (35:16-24)

ם  חַ׃ יז וְאִ֡ רצֵֹֽ ת הָֽ חַֽ ה֑וּא מ֥וֹת יוּמַ֖ ת רצֵֹ֣ וַיָּמֹ֖ הוּ  י בַרְזֶ֧ל ׀ הִכָּ֛ טז וְאִם־בִּכְלִ֨
ת  יוּמַ֖ מ֥וֹת  ה֑וּא  חַֽ  רצֵֹ֣ ת  וַיָּמֹ֖ הוּ  הִכָּ֛ הּ  בָּ֥ אֲשֶׁר־יָמ֨וּת  יָד֩  בֶן  בְּאֶ֣
ה֑וּא  חַֽ  רצֵֹ֣ ת  וַיָּמֹ֖ הוּ  הִכָּ֛ בּ֥וֹ  אֲשֶׁר־יָמ֨וּת  ץ־יָד֩  עֵֽ י  בִּכְלִ֣ חַ׃ יח א֡וֹ  רצֵֹֽ הָֽ
חַ בְּפִגְעוֹ־ב֖וֹ ה֥וּא  רצֵֹ֑ ית אֶת־הָֽ ם ה֥וּא יָמִ֖ ל הַדָּ֔ חַ׃ יט גֹּאֵ֣ רצֵֹֽ ת הָֽ מ֥וֹת יוּמַ֖
ת׃ כא א֣וֹ  וַיָּמֹֽ בִּצְדִיָּ֖ה  יו  עָלָ֛ יךְ  אֽוֹ־הִשְׁלִ֥ נּוּ  יֶהְדֳּפֶ֑ ה  נּוּ׃ כ וְאִם־בְּשִׂנְאָ֖ יְמִתֶֽ
ית  ם יָמִ֛ ל הַדָּ֗ חַֽ ה֑וּא גֹּאֵ֣ ה רצֵֹ֣ ת הַמַּכֶּ֖ ת מֽוֹת־יוּמַ֥ הוּ בְיָדוֹ֙ וַיָּמֹ֔ ה הִכָּ֤ בְאֵיבָ֞
יךְ  אֽוֹ־הִשְׁלִ֥ הֲדָפ֑וֹ  ה  א־אֵיבָ֖ ֹֽ בְּל תַע  בְּפִגְעוֹ־בֽוֹ׃ כב וְאִם־בְּפֶ֥ חַ  רצֵֹ֖ אֶת־הָֽ
א רְא֔וֹת  ֹ֣ בֶן אֲשֶׁר־יָמ֥וּת בָּהּ֙ בְּל ה׃ כג א֣וֹ בְכָל־אֶ֜ א צְדִיָּֽ ֹ֥ י בְּל יו כָּל־כְּלִ֖ עָלָ֛
ה  עֵדָ֔ פְטוּ֙ הָֽ עָתֽוֹ׃ כד וְשָֽׁ שׁ רָֽ א מְבַקֵּ֖ ֹ֥ א־אוֹיֵב֣ ל֔וֹ וְל ֹֽ ת וְהוּא֙ ל יו וַיָּמֹ֑ ל עָלָ֖ וַיַּפֵּ֥

לֶּה׃ ים הָאֵֽ ל הַמִּשְׁפָּטִ֖ ם עַ֥ ל הַדָּ֑ ין גֹּאֵ֣ ה וּבֵ֖ ין הַמַּכֶּ֔ בֵּ֚

(16) Anyone, however, who strikes another with an iron object 
so that death results is a murderer; the murderer must be 
put to death.
(17) If he struck him with a stone tool that could cause death, 
and death resulted, he is a murderer; the murderer must be 
put to death.
(18) Similarly, if the object with which he struck him was a 
wooden tool that could cause death, and death resulted, he 
is a murderer; the murderer must be put to death.
(19) The blood-avenger himself shall put the murderer to 
death; it is he who shall put him to death upon encounter.
(20) So, too, if he pushed him in hate or hurled something at 
him on purpose and death re-sulted,
(21) or if he struck him with his hand in enmity and death re-
sulted, the assailant shall be put to death; he is a murderer.  
The blood-avenger shall put the murderer to death upon 
encounter.
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(22) But if he pushed him without malice aforethought or 
hurled any object at him unintentionally,
(23) or inadvertently dropped upon him any deadly object of 
stone, and death resulted – though he was not an enemy of 
his and did not seek his harm –
(24) in such cases the assembly shall decide between the 
slayer and the blood-avenger.

(16) Anyone, however, who strikes another with an iron ob-
ject: According to Jewish tradition, three criteria are used to determine 
whether a killing can be prosecuted as murder (i.e., the killing can be 
deemed fully intentional):

(i) The instrument involved was such as would normally cause 
the death of the victim.
(ii) Enmity between the assailant and the victim was known to 
have existed (that is, a motive can be identified).
(iii) It was known in advance that a murder was being contem-
plated, and only moments before he committed the heinous 
crime the prospective criminal was duly and officially warned 
against executing such a plan.

The first two of those three criteria are stated explicitly here in the 
Torah, while the third is derived by Tradition from the incident of the 
man who was gathering wood on the Sabbath day (Num. 15:33). That 
last requirement is of course the most difficult to meet, and in practice 
is rarely satisfied.

Tradition reports that the Sanhedrin – the supreme Jewish religious 
court – weighed the possibility of a murder conviction primarily on the 
basis of the third criterion. But the state judiciary system, and, more 
generally, the secular-political authorities (which means, essentially, 
the tribal leaders or judges) were guided more by the first two criteria – 
the nature of the murder weapon and known hostility between the par-
ties. Those courts had the authority to make their own determination, 
on a case-by-case basis, as to what evidence of premeditated murder 
was considered sufficient for securing a conviction.
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(16-17) Anyone, however, who strikes another with an iron ob-
ject so that death results ... If he struck him with a stone tool that 
could cause death, and death resulted ... Similarly, if the object 
with which he struck him was a wooden tool that could cause 
death, and death resulted: The literal meaning of the Hebrew is, “If 
he smote him with a stone in the hand ... if he smote him with a weap-
on of wood in the hand.”

With regard to a stone or wooden weapon, the minimum size of the 
object used for killing is specified – “the size of the hand, because that is 
the size that kills”. Any stone or wooden weapon of that size or larger –  

“a tool that could cause death” – creates a presumption of murderous 
intent. But no such size restriction is placed on iron weapons, because 
even a small iron object can easily cause death.

(16) [He] is a murderer; the murderer must be put to death: 
This refrain is repeated several times in these verses, to emphasize that 
if the perpetrator is truly guilty, he must not be allowed to escape pun-
ishment.

(19) The blood-avenger: Go’el ha-dam, literally, “the redeemer of 
the blood.” This term means “the avenger of the blood,” or, yet more 
precisely, “the redeemer of the bloodshed,” for he cleanses the earth 
of crime. See below (Num. 35:33): “You shall not pollute the land in 
which you live; for blood pollutes the land.” (Cf. also Gen. 4:10, where, 
after Cain murders his brother Abel, God says to him: “What have you 
done? Hark, your brother’s blood cries out to Me from the ground!”)

However, the “blood” in the term “redeemer of the blood,” rather 
than referring to the bloodshed of the killing, might be referring to 
the simple fact that that “redeemer of the blood” was usually a blood 
relative of the victim.

The blood-avenger himself shall put the murderer to death; 
it is he who shall put him to death upon encounter: The Torah 
here makes it abundantly clear that negligence with regard to another 
person’s life is severely punishable, and that in the event of a death so 
caused, the victim’s relatives have a right to avenge the killing. Bearing 
this in mind, every citizen is expected to give serious consideration to 
the consequences of his actions, and to be especially attentive to the 
safety and well-being of others.
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§ 31.3. PROCEDURES IN THE CASE OF UNINTENTIONAL 
KILLING (35:25-29)

ה אֶל־ עֵדָ֔ יבוּ אֹתוֹ֙ הָֽ ל הַדָּם֒ וְהֵשִׁ֤ חַ מִיַּד֮ גֹּאֵ֣ רצֵֹ֗ ה אֶת־הָֽ עֵדָ֜ ילוּ הָֽ כה וְהִצִּ֨

אֲשֶׁר־ ל  הַגָּדֹ֔ ן  הַכּהֵֹ֣ עַד־מוֹת֙  הּ  בָּ֗ וְיָ֣שַׁב  מָּה  שָׁ֑ אֲשֶׁר־נָס֣  מִקְלָט֖וֹ  יר  עִ֥
יר  עִ֣ אֶת־גְּבוּל֙  חַ  רצֵֹ֑ הָֽ א  יֵצֵ֖ א  ֹ֥ דֶשׁ׃ כו וְאִם־יָצ הַקֹּֽ מֶן  בְּשֶׁ֥ אֹת֖וֹ  ח  מָשַׁ֥
יר  עִ֣ לִגְב֖וּל  מִח֕וּץ  ם  הַדָּ֔ ל  גֹּאֵ֣ אֹתוֹ֙  א  מָּה׃ כז וּמָצָ֤ שָֽׁ יָנ֖וּס  ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ מִקְלָט֔וֹ 
ב  יר מִקְלָטוֹ֙ יֵשֵׁ֔ י בְעִ֤ ם׃ כח כִּ֣ ין ל֖וֹ דָּֽ חַ אֵ֥ רצֵֹ֔ ל הַדָּם֙ אֶת־הָ֣ ח גֹּאֵ֤ מִקְלָט֑וֹ וְרָצַ֞
רֶץ  חַ אֶל־אֶ֖ רצֵֹ֔ ל יָשׁוּב֙ הָֽ ן הַגָּדֹ֔ י מוֹת֙ הַכּהֵֹ֣ חֲרֵ֥ ל וְאַֽ ן הַגָּדֹ֑ עַד־מ֖וֹת הַכּהֵֹ֣
ם׃ תֵיכֶֽ ל מוֹשְׁבֹֽ ם בְּכֹ֖ תֵיכֶ֑ ט לְדרֹֹֽ ת מִשְׁפָּ֖ ם לְחֻקַּ֥ לֶּה לָכֶ֛ אֲחֻזָּתֽוֹ׃ כט וְהָי֨וּ אֵ֧

(25) The assembly shall protect the manslayer from the 
blood-avenger, and the assembly shall restore him to the 
city of refuge to which he fled, and there he shall remain 
until the death of the high priest who was anointed with the 
sacred oil.
(26) But if the manslayer ever goes outside the limits of the 
city of refuge to which he has fled,
(27) and the blood-avenger comes upon him outside the lim-
its of his city of refuge, and the blood-avenger kills the man-
slayer, there is no bloodguilt on his account.
(28) For he must remain inside his city of refuge until the 
death of the high priest; after the death of the high priest, 
the manslayer may return to his land holding.
(29) Such shall be your law of procedure throughout the ages 
in all your settlements.

(25) The assembly shall restore him to the city of refuge ... and 
there he shall remain until the death of the high priest: Since the 
national religious system (the kohanim and the Levites, headed by the 
kohen gadol, the “high priest”) is responsible for educating the people, 
and especially for cultivating in every Jew a sense of responsibility for 
the lives of his neighbors, the same system is also deemed ultimately 
responsible for any instance of negligent homicide. Thus, the state au-
thority is responsible for combating murder, and the religious authori-
ties are responsible for countering unintentional killings.
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(25) And there he shall remain until the death of the high 
priest: According to the Midrash, because the end of the period of ex-
ile was determined, as the verse prescribes here, by the death of the 
high priest, the unintentional manslayers and their families, wishing 
for them to return home as soon as possible, would often pray that the 
high priest would die as soon as possible. Thus, any unintentional kill-
ing created for the high priest a “moral punishment” for his dereliction 
of duty in educating the people.

(25) The high priest who was anointed with the sacred oil: 
This means the high priest who held that position simultaneously 

“with him”; that is, at the time the killer committed the killing and 
stood trial for it. 

A special olive oil was used for anointing the high priest, symboliz-
ing his initiation into that office.

(26-27) But if the manslayer ever goes outside the limits of 
the city of refuge to which he has fled, and the blood-avenger 
comes upon him outside the limits of his city of refuge, and the 
blood-avenger kills the manslayer, there is no bloodguilt on his 
account: Conventionally, the purpose of the cities of refuge is seen as 
protecting manslayers from the blood-avengers. But according to the 
approach we have been following in this commentary, the situation is 
somewhat in reverse – i.e., the purpose of the cities of refuge is to re-
habilitate the killers. And the function of the blood-avengers consists, 
in particular, in assuring that manslayers will not leave the cities of 
refuge.

§ 31.4. PUNISHMENT FOR MURDER (35:30-34)

ה  א־יַעֲנֶ֥ ֹֽ ל ד  אֶחָ֔ ד  וְעֵ֣ חַ  רצֵֹ֑ אֶת־הָֽ ח  יִרְצַ֖ ים  עֵדִ֔ י  לְפִ֣ פֶשׁ  ל־מַכֵּה־נֶ֔  ל כָּ֨

ע לָמ֑וּת  רָשָׁ֖ חַ אֲשֶׁר־ה֥וּא  לְנֶ֣פֶשׁ רצֵֹ֔ פֶר֙  א־תִקְח֥וּ כֹ֨ ֹֽ בְנֶ֖פֶשׁ לָמֽוּת׃ לא וְל
בֶת  יר מִקְלָט֑וֹ לָשׁוּב֙ לָשֶׁ֣ פֶר לָנ֖וּס אֶל־עִ֣ א־תִקְח֣וּ כֹ֔ ֹֽ ת׃ לב וְל כִּי־מ֖וֹת יוּמָֽ
י  כִּ֣ הּ  בָּ֔ אַתֶּם֙  ר  אֲשֶׁ֤ רֶץ  יפוּ אֶת־הָאָ֗ א־תַחֲנִ֣ ֹֽ ן׃ לג וְל הַכּהֵֹֽ עַד־מ֖וֹת  רֶץ  בָּאָ֔
הּ  שֻׁפַּךְ־בָּ֔ ר  אֲשֶׁ֣ לַדָּם֙  ר  א־יְכֻפַּ֗ ֹֽ ל רֶץ  וְלָאָ֣ רֶץ  אֶת־הָאָ֑ יף  חֲנִ֖ יַֽ ה֥וּא  ם  הַדָּ֔
הּ  ים בָּ֔ שְׁבִ֣ ר אַתֶּם֙ יֹֽ רֶץ אֲשֶׁ֤ א אֶת־הָאָ֗ א תְטַמֵּ֣ ֹ֧ פְכֽוֹ׃ לד וְל ם שֹֽׁ ם בְּדַ֥ כִּי־אִ֖
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ל׃  י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ן בְּת֖וֹךְ בְּנֵ֥ י י֔י שׁכֵֹ֕ י אֲנִ֣ הּ כִּ֚ ן בְּתוֹכָ֑ י שׁכֵֹ֣ ר אֲנִ֖ אֲשֶׁ֥

(30) If anyone kills a person, the manslayer may be executed 
only on the evidence of witnesses; the testimony of a single 
witness against a person shall not suffice for a sentence of 
death.

(31) You may not accept a ransom for the life of a murderer 
who is guilty of a capital crime; he must be put to death.

(32) Nor may you accept ransom in lieu of flight to a city of 
refuge, enabling one to return to live on his land before the 
death of the priest.

(33) You shall not pollute the land in which you live; for blood 
pollutes the land, and the land can have no expiation for 
blood that is shed on it, except by the blood of him who 
shed it.

(34) You shall not defile the land in which you live, in which I 
Myself abide, for I the Lord abide among the Israelite people.

(30) If anyone kills a person, the manslayer may be executed 
only on the evidence of witnesses; the testimony of a single wit-
ness against a person shall not suffice for a sentence of death:  
As already mentioned, even the Sanhedrin (the highest Jewish eccle-
siastical court) cannot condemn a murderer to death without the re-
liable testimony of at least two witnesses. But the state judiciary is 
empowered to make its own determination as to the sufficiency of the 
available evidence, and it can pronounce a verdict and impose a sen-
tence even on the basis of the testimony of a single witness.

(31-33) You may not accept a ransom for the life of a murderer 
who is guilty of a capital crime; he must be put to death. Nor may 
you accept ransom in lieu of flight to a city of refuge, enabling one 
to return to live on his land before the death of the priest ... for 
blood pollutes the land, and the land can have no expiation for 
blood that is shed on it, except by the blood of him who shed it:  
In the case of premeditated killing (i.e., murder), that expiation for the 
land is achieved through the execution of the murderer, which is the 
straightforward meaning of this verse.
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But for unintentional killings, no such execution takes place. We 
can, however, suggest a less obvious, alternate interpretation for the 
words of this verse – “the land can have no expiation for blood that is 
shed on it, except by the blood of him who shed it” – namely, that that 
statement is in fact speaking of unintentional killing as well, and “the 
blood of him that shed it” refers to the death of the high priest. His 
death, which can be seen as a symbolic “execution,” brings expiation 
for the bloodshed that is imputed to him, the high priest, for having 
failed to inculcate in society an attitude of respect and reverence to-
ward the lives of all its members.

A very similar idea can be seen in the law of the corpse found out-
side the limits of any city, who died at the hand of an unknown assail-
ant: “If, in the land that the Lord your God is assigning you to possess, 
someone slain is found lying in the open, the identity of the slayer not 
being known…” (Deut. 21:1). Since no one knows who the murderer is, 
the Torah goes on to prescribe a fairly elaborate procedure for achiev-
ing atonement for the tragedy. And at the conclusion of that procedure, 
the Torah says:

“Then all the elders of the town nearest to the corpse shall wash 
their hands … in the wadi. And they shall make this declaration: ‘Our 
hands did not shed this blood, nor did our eyes see it done. Absolve,  
O Lord, Your people Israel whom You redeemed, and do not let guilt for 
the blood of the innocent remain among Your people Israel.’ And they 
will be absolved of bloodguilt” (Deut. 21:6-8).

The Talmud (Mishnah, Sotah 9:6) asks: 

“What is the meaning of that declaration of the elders, ‘Our hands 
did not shed this blood...’? Did it ever really occur to us that the elders 
of the Jewish court are murderers, that they must counter that suspi-
cion with such a declaration?! Rather, the elders mean to declare: ‘The 
victim did not come to us, and then we let him take his leave without 
food, or allowed him to depart without proper accompaniment along 
the road for his safety.’ ”

Clearly, the Mishnah is saying that if, conversely, the elders of the 
court cannot truthfully make that declaration of having secured the 
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victim’s safety, then the elders are seen, as it were, as nothing less than 
complicit in the murder!

Thus we see there, as here in the case of the high priest, that the 
Jewish leadership is charged with being aggressively proactive in pre-
venting the shedding of innocent blood. If by their actions that lead-
ership could have averted a tragedy, but they failed to do so, they are 
themselves held accountable.

(34) You shall not defile the land in which you live, in which 
I Myself abide, for I the Lord abide among the Israelite people: 
The actual prohibition of murder, and the fact that the punishment 
for committing a murder is the death penalty, have already been men-
tioned a number of times in the Torah – even as early as the book of 
Genesis (9:6), where God told Noah immediately after the flood: “Who-
ever sheds the blood of man, By man shall his blood be shed; For in His 
image Did God make man.” 

But the added dimension here is the emphasis on following through 
with that punishment when it has been imposed, and on the principle 
that pardoning murderers or condoning murder defiles the land. The 
Jewish people especially need to be told this, because it is in their na-
ture to be merciful – even to show excessive mercy to their enemies, 
and even to forgive murderers. The Torah therefore has to emphasize 
that such “mercy” will never lead to anything good.
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§ 32. THE CONCLUSION OF THE BOOK  
OF NUMBERS

§ 32.1. THE PROBLEM OF DAUGHTERS’ INHERITANCE  

IN THE LAND (36:1-4)

ה  בֶּן־מְנַשֶּׁ֔ יר  בֶּן־מָכִ֣ י־גִלְעָד֙  בְּנֵֽ חַת  לְמִשְׁפַּ֤ אָב֗וֹת  הָֽ י  רָאשֵׁ֣ ֽיִּקְרְב֞וּ  א וַ�
י אָב֖וֹת  ים רָאשֵׁ֥ ֽיְדַבְּר֞וּ לִפְנֵ֤י מֹשֶׁה֙ וְלִפְנֵי֣ הַנְּשִׂאִ֔ ף וַ� ת בְּנֵי֣ יוֹסֵ֑ מִּשְׁפְּחֹ֖ מִֽ
ה  חֲלָ֛ בְּנַֽ רֶץ  אֶת־הָאָ֧ ת  לָתֵ֨ י֔י  צִוָּ֣ה  אֶת־אֲדנִֹי֙  אמְר֗וּ  ֹֽ ל׃ ב וַיּ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ י  לִבְנֵ֥
ינוּ  אָחִ֖ ד  צְלָפְחָ֥ ת  ת־נַחֲלַ֛ אֶֽ ת  לָתֵ֗ י֔י  בַֽ צֻוָּ֣ה  אדנִֹי֙  וַֽ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ לִבְנֵי֣  ל  בְּגוֹרָ֖
חֲלָתָן֙  ה נַֽ י־יִשְׂרָאֵל֮ לְנָשִׁים֒ וְנִגְרְעָ֤ י בְנֵֽ י שִׁבְטֵ֥ ד מִבְּנֵ֨ הָיוּ לְאֶחָ֞ יו׃ ג וְ֠ לִבְנֹתָֽ
ל  וּמִגֹּרַ֥ ם  לָהֶ֑ הְיֶ֖ינָה  תִּֽ ר  אֲשֶׁ֥ ה  הַמַּטֶּ֔ ת  חֲלַ֣ נַֽ ל  עַ֚ ף  וְנוֹסַ֕ ינוּ  אֲבֹתֵ֔ ת  חֲלַ֣ מִנַּֽ
ל  עַ֚ ן  חֲלָתָ֔ נַֽ וְנֽוֹסְפָה֙  יִשְׂרָאֵל֒  לִבְנֵי֣  הַיּבֵֹל֮  הְיֶה֣  עַ׃ ד וְאִם־יִֽ יִגָּרֵֽ נוּ  חֲלָתֵ֖ נַֽ
ן׃ חֲלָתָֽ ע נַֽ ינוּ יִגָּרַ֖ ה אֲבֹתֵ֔ נַּחֲלַת֙ מַטֵּ֣ ם וּמִֽ הְיֶ֖ינָה לָהֶ֑ ר תִּֽ ה אֲשֶׁ֥ ת הַמַּטֶּ֔ חֲלַ֣ נַֽ

(36:1) The family heads in the clan of the descendants of Gil-
ead son of Machir son of Manasseh, one of the Josephite 
clans, came forward and appealed to Moses and the chief-
tains, family heads of the Israelites.

(2) They said, “The Lord commanded my lord to assign the 
land to the Israelites as shares by lot, and my lord was fur-
ther commanded by the Lord to assign the share of our kins-
man Zelophehad to his daughters.

(3) Now, if they marry persons from another Israelite tribe, 
their share will be cut off from our ancestral portion and be 
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added to the portion of the tribe into which they marry; thus 
our allotted portion will be diminished.
(4) And even when the Israelites observe the jubilee, their 
share will be added to that of the tribe into which they marry, 
and their share will be cut off from the ancestral portion of 
our tribe.”

(1) The family heads in the clan of the descendants of Gil-
ead ... came forward: The incident of the inheritance of the 
daughters of Zelophehad is divided into two sections: 

(i) The request of the daughters to inherit their father’s portion 
of the land (as already told in Num. 27:1 ff.).
(ii) The request of the tribal heads of Manasseh that that land 
should not leave the tribe’s possession (as told in this final chap-
ter of the book of Numbers, which begins here).

The reason for this division is to emphasize that the story is com-
ing to teach us two separate ideas, namely: that in the religious-spiri-
tual realm both the individual and society are equally important. The 
request of Zelophehad’s daughters expresses concern for the rights 
and needs of the individual, while the request of the tribal heads of 
Manasseh speaks of the rights and needs of society. The Almighty 
deemed both requests legitimate, thereby demonstrating to the peo-
ple that the needs of the individual and the needs of society should be 
addressed together, with no neglect of either one.

Son of Machir son of Manasseh, one of the Josephite clans: By 
now we are quite familiar with the lineage of the daughters of Zelophe-
had. Why does the Torah feel it is necessary to spell it out yet again?

The story of Zelophehad’s daughters, as already noted, is about Jo-
seph’s “correction,” and the lineage is therefore repeated here, even if 
it does not tell us anything new. “Correcting” Joseph means transform-
ing his original aspirations for land development into a desire for land 
development in Israel. This parallels the transition from Joseph him-
self to the category of “the Messiah, son (i.e., descendant) of Joseph.”82 

82	 See Bible Dynamics on Gen. 50:25.
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(3) Their share will be cut off from our ancestral portion 
and be added to the portion of the tribe into which they marry:  
This is because the tribe to which a person belongs is determined by 
his paternal line. 

Thus our allotted portion will be diminished: These words are 
usually understood as reflecting a negative motivation on the part of 
the tribal heads. The concern that they express demonstrates that the 
sense of connection within each tribe surpassed the sense of belonging 
to the nation as a whole, and this resulted in tension and even hostility 
between the tribes. (In the era of the Judges it led even to outright war.)

The Almighty is therefore now “compelled” to promulgate a new 
law that restricts the marriage of daughters who inherit land: they 
must marry members of their own tribe exclusively. This law will be 
rescinded only much later, at the end of the era of the Judges and clos-
er to the establishment of the Jewish monarchy, when the sense of the 
unity of the entire people finally becomes dominant.

However, there is also a positive, more noble motivation behind 
the request of the tribal heads. The influence of each individual tribe 
and its contribution to the mosaic of the Jewish people depended very 
significantly on the land they occupied. The desire not to forfeit that 
influence was an important factor in the nation’s development.

(4) And even when the Israelites observe the jubilee: At the 
Yovel, the “jubilee,” which occurs every fiftieth year, all lands that have 
been transferred through sale since the previous Yovel revert to their 
original owners who came into possession of those lands by inheri-
tance. “In this year of jubilee, each of you shall return to his holding” 
(Lev. 25:8).

Their share will be added to that of the tribe into which they 
marry, and their share will be cut off from the ancestral portion 
of our tribe”: Even in the Yovel year the daughters’ share would not be 
restored to their tribe, Manasseh, because it would have already passed 
to another tribe through inheritance, not through sale.



619§ 32. The Conclusion of the Book of Numbers

§ 32.2. RESTRICTIONS ON THE MARRIAGE OF DAUGHTERS 
WHO INHERIT LAND (36:5-12)

ף  י־יוֹסֵ֖ בְנֵֽ ה  מַטֵּ֥ ן  כֵּ֛ ר  לֵאמֹ֑ י֖י  י  עַל־פִּ֥ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ אֶת־בְּנֵי֣  מֹשֶׁה֙  ו   ה וַיְצַ֤

ם  ינֵיהֶ֖ ר לַטּ֥וֹב בְּעֵֽ ר אֲשֶׁר־צִוָּ֣ה י֗י לִבְנ֤וֹת צְלָפְחָד֙ לֵאמֹ֔ ים׃ ו זֶ֣ה הַדָּבָ֞ בְרִֽ דֹּֽ
א־ ֹֽ ים׃ ז וְל לְנָשִֽׁ ינָה  הְיֶ֥ תִּֽ ם  אֲבִיהֶ֖ ה  מַטֵּ֥ חַת  לְמִשְׁפַּ֛ ךְ  אַ֗ ים  לְנָשִׁ֑ הְיֶי֣נָה  תִּֽ
יו  ה אֲבֹתָ֔ חֲלַת֙ מַטֵּ֣ ישׁ בְּנַֽ י אִ֗ ה כִּ֣ ה אֶל־מַטֶּ֑ ל מִמַּטֶּ֖ חֲלָה֙ לִבְנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ ב נַֽ תִסֹּ֤
ד  ה מִמַּטּוֹת֮ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵל֒ לְאֶחָ֗ חֲלָ֗ שֶׁת נַֽ ת ירֶֹ֣ ל׃ ח וְכָל־בַּ֞ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ יִדְבְּק֖וּ בְּנֵ֥
ישׁ  אִ֖ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ בְּנֵי֣  ירְשׁוּ֙  יִֽ עַן  לְמַ֗ ה  לְאִשָּׁ֑ הְיֶה֣  תִּֽ יהָ  אָבִ֖ ה  מַטֵּ֥ חַת  מִמִּשְׁפַּ֛
ר כִּי־אִישׁ֙ בְּנַ֣חֲלָת֔וֹ  ה אַחֵ֑ ה לְמַטֶּ֣ ה מִמַּטֶּ֖ חֲלָ֛ ב נַֽ א־תִסֹּ֧ ֹֽ יו׃ ט וְל ת אֲבֹתָֽ חֲלַ֥ נַֽ
בְּנ֥וֹת  עָשׂ֖וּ  ן  כֵּ֥ ה  אֶת־מֹשֶׁ֑ י֖י  ה  צִוָּ֥ ר  אֲשֶׁ֛ ל׃ י כַּֽ יִשְׂרָאֵֽ י  בְּנֵ֥ מַטּ֖וֹת  יִדְבְּק֕וּ 
ד  ה בְּנ֣וֹת צְלָפְחָ֑ ה וְנֹעָ֖ ה וּמִלְכָּ֛ ה וְחָגְלָ֧ ה תִרְצָ֗ ינָה מַחְלָ֣ הְיֶ֜ ד׃ יא וַתִּֽ צְלָפְחָֽ
ים וַתְּהִי֙  ף הָי֣וּ לְנָשִׁ֑ ה בֶן־יוֹסֵ֖ י־מְנַשֶּׁ֥ ת בְּנֵֽ מִּשְׁפְּחֹ֛ ים׃ יב מִֽ ן לְנָשִֽׁ דֵיהֶ֖ י דֹֽ לִבְנֵ֥

ן׃  חַת אֲבִיהֶֽ ה מִשְׁפַּ֥ ן עַל־מַטֵּ֖ חֲלָתָ֔ נַֽ

(5) So Moses, at the Lord’s bidding, instructed the Israelites, 
saying: “The plea of the Josephite tribe is just.

(6) This is what the Lord has commanded concerning the 
daughters of Zelophehad: They may marry anyone they wish, 
provided they marry into a clan of their father’s tribe.

(7) No inheritance of the Israelites may pass over from one 
tribe to another, but the Israelites must remain bound each 
to the ancestral portion of his tribe.

(8) Every daughter among the Israelite tribes who inherits a 
share must marry someone from a clan of her father’s tribe, 
in order that every Israelite may keep his ancestral share.

(9) Thus no inheritance shall pass over from one tribe to an-
other, but the Israelite tribes shall remain bound each to its 
portion.”

(10) The daughters of Zelophehad did as the Lord had com-
manded Moses:

(11) Mahlah, Tirzah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Noah, Zelophehad’s 
daughters, were married to sons of their uncles,
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(12) marrying into clans of descendants of Manasseh son of 
Joseph; and so their share remained in the tribe of their fa-
ther’s clan.

(5) So Moses, at the Lord’s bidding, instructed the Israelites, 
saying: “The plea of the Josephite tribe is just: The connection of 
the Manasseh tribe’s initiative with Joseph, as noted above, is empha-
sized here again.

(6) This is what the Lord has commanded concerning the 
daughters of Zelophehad: They may marry anyone they wish: It has 
always been a fundamental principle of Jewish tradition and law that 
a girl’s family (or other would-be influencers) cannot impose on her 
their choice of a husband. She must always be free to make that deci-
sion entirely on her own. (See Gen. 24:57-58, and the Bible Dynamics 
commentary there.)

(6) Provided they marry into a clan of their father’s tribe: 
However, there is a restriction in this case. The daughters of Zelophe-
had may marry only men of their own tribe, Manasseh.

(7) No inheritance of the Israelites may pass over from one 
tribe to another: But even that restriction is associated only with the 
inheritance of the land. Thus, having made their demand to inherit, 
the daughters of Zelophehad have effectively imposed this restriction 
upon themselves.

(7) But the Israelites must remain bound each to the ancestral 
portion of his tribe: The Hebrew verb D-B-K, “to stick, cleave, be (or 
become) attached,” occurs in the Tanakh only in descriptions of inter-
personal relationships – e.g., between husband and wife, Naomi and 
Ruth, man and God. This is the only place where that verb is used to 
describe the Jewish people’s connection of to the Land of Israel. For as 
we know, that connection has the character of a “marriage” between 
the people and the land.

(8) In order that every Israelite may keep his ancestral share: 
Preserving the lines of inheritance was initially important for reinforc-
ing the people’s motivation to fight for the land. Later, it will facilitate 
the correct development of various aspects of life in the Land of Israel, 
since each tribe has characteristics that are unique to it alone.
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Every daughter among the Israelite tribes who inherits a share 
must marry someone from a clan of her father’s tribe: According 
to the Oral Torah, this prohibition was Torah law only at the time of 
the conquest of the land and its apportionment among the tribes. For 
some time thereafter, and until the tribes settled into their territories, 
this law was still preserved as a tradition – until the end of the era of 
the Judges, when the prohibition was finally lifted, giving rise to the 
celebration of Tu Be-Av, the “Fifteenth of Av.”

That annual celebration continued to be observed with great re-
joicing even through the eras of both Temples and into the Talmudic 
period (and to some extent even down to our own times), while also 
accumulating other modes of significance along the way. According to 
the Mishnah (Ta‘anit 4:8), no other day in the Jewish calendar, with the 
sole exception of Yom Kippur, could compete with the Fifteenth of Av 
for the sheer joy of the occasion – which is no small achievement for 
a holiday that never even had a real name, and to this very day is still 
known only by the date on which it falls: “the Fifteenth of Av.”

 (11) Mahlah, Tirzah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Noah, Zelophehad’s 
daughters, were married to sons of their uncles: The only require-
ment was that the daughters of Zelophehad would marry members of 
their tribe, Manasseh. But they take it even a step further, and marry 
their cousins. Because they want their land to remain not only with-
in the Manasseh tribe, but even within their own paternal clan. This 
demonstrates that the sense of belonging to a particular clan was still 
very strong here – at least as strong as the sense of belonging to one’s 
tribe.

(11) Mahlah, Tirzah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Noah: We noted ear-
lier that throughout the episode of the daughters of Zelophehad their 
names are repeated several times, but not always in the same order. 
The Midrash explains that because they sought to immortalize their 
father’s name – “Let not our father’s name be lost to his clan just be-
cause he had no son!” (Num. 27:4) – their own names were therefore 
also preserved. Here, at their marriage, they are listed in the order of 
seniority, whereas earlier, in their appeal to the community, they were 
enumerated according to their levels of wisdom. Be that as it may, the 
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fact that their names are repeated again and again is an indicator of 
their special importance as unique personalities.

§ 32.3. THE COVENANT ON THE STEPPES OF MOAB (36:13)

ל  ה אֶל־בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ י֛י בְּיַד־מֹשֶׁ֖ ה  צִוָּ֧ ר  ים אֲשֶׁ֨ לֶּה הַמִּצְו֞תֺ וְהַמִּשְׁפָּטִ֗  יג אֵ֣

ן יְרֵחֽוֹ׃  ל יַרְדֵּ֥ ב עַ֖ ת מוֹאָ֔ רְבֹ֣ בְּעַֽ

(13) These are the commandments and regulations that the 
Lord enjoined upon the Israelites, through Moses, on the 
steppes of Moab, at the Jordan near Jericho.

We have already noted that the final set of commandments re-
ceived by the Israelites at the conclusion of their wilderness journey, 
and as they stand on the very threshold of entry into the Land of Israel, 
is called “the Covenant on the steppes of Moab.” This covenant, which 
is spread over two books, Numbers and Deuteronomy, is a preparation 
for the conquest of the land. 

The first part of this covenant ends here, as does the book of Num-
bers, the fourth of the five books of the Torah. The second part of the 
covenant occupies the bulk of the next and final book of the Torah, 
Deuteronomy. In our commentary there we will consider this covenant 
in greater detail.
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