
 

 פרשת פינחס

This certainly wasn’t the first time it happened – and it probably won’t be 

the last, either.    

What happened?  I had a question. It seemed to me to be significant and 

instructive and I hoped that if I searched I could find a satisfactory answer.    

After thinking about it for a while and then studying our Parshas Pinchos I 

saw that I had learned the answer many times.  But, I had never understood 

that it was an answer because I had never formulated the question. 

The story goes like this:  There are many instances in the Torah in which 

historical events cross over from Parsha to another.  After all, only the Five 

Chumashim are truly separate from one another and the natural breaks in 

the Torah itself, its Parshos are not the same as the Perakim to which we are 

accustomed. Perhaps we ignore the large letters ס-samech or פ-peh in our 

printed Chumashim that indicates the breaks in the Torah text.  Particularly 

in Sefer B’reishis and the first half of Sefer Sh’mos we find ongoing events 

that are being taught and elucidated that  overlap from one week’s reading 

to another. 

While the above is true, we find at the same time that the way that our 

Parshos HaShavua are divided, there is almost always a clear end to one 

event, or at least a finite part of an event, at the conclusion of one Parsha 

and a beginning to a new event, or finite part of a greater event at the onset 

of the next week’s weekly reading. 

At the end of Parshas B’reishis, we are introduced to a person by the name 

of Noach.   We read some of his praise, but it isn’t until we learn the Parsha 

that bears his name that we know what his importance will be. 

Thus, Parshas B’reishis concludes (Perek 5/Posuk 29) teaching us: 

ן ָהֲאָדָמה ֲאֶשר ֵאְרָרּה וַיְִּקָרא ֶאת ְשמֹו נַֹח ֵלאמֹר זֶה יְנֲַחֵמנּו  ְצבֹון יֵָדינּו מִּ ַמֲעֵשנּו ּוֵמעִּ מִּ

 ה':

[Lemech] call his [son’s] name, ‘Noach’, saying, ‘This one will comfort us from 

our deeds and from for the sadness of our hands from the ground that 

Hashem cursed.  



 

The major events of Noach’s lifetime are in the next Parsha.  The break between 

the two is clean. 

The end of Parshas Noach introduces us to Avraham, but the events that made him 

Avraham Ovinu are withheld until the following Parshos of Lech Lecha and Vayera. 

So we read in Parshas Noach, at its end (B’reishis Perek 11/Posuk 27): 

יד ֶאת לֹוט: יד ֶאת ַאְבָרם ֶאת נָחֹור וְֶאת ָהָרן וְָהָרן הֹולִּ  וְֵאֶלה ּתֹוְלדֹת ֶּתַרח ֶּתַרח הֹולִּ

These are the generations of Terach, Terach gave birth to Avram, to Nachor 

and to Horon and Horon gave birth to Lot. 

From these verses themselves we do not know what to expect from any of these 

four personalities that the Torah has chosen to identify. I wait until the following 

weeks to learn that Avraham Ovinu became the extraordinary person that he was. 

It is true when I look at the division between Parshos Miketz and Vayigash, I do not 

see a clear demarcation.  Rather, there is an artificial division between the end of 

one reading and the next because a conversation is interrupted in the middle. 

The last verse of Parshas Miketz reads (B’reishis Perek 44/Posuk 17): 

י ָעֶבד וְַאֶּתם  יַע ְביָדֹו הּוא יְִּהיֶה לִּ יש ֲאֶשר נְִּמָצא ַהָגבִּ י ֵמֲעשֹות זֹאת ָהאִּ יָלה לִּ וַיֹאֶמר ָחלִּ

יֶכם:   ֲעלּו ְלָשלֹום ֶאל ֲאבִּ

[Tzofas Pa’aneach] said [to Yehuda], ‘It would be sacrilegious of me to do 

this; the man with whom the goblet is found in his hand, he will be a slave to 

me and you all can go up to your father in peace.’ 

Yehuda’s response in in the very next verse (ibid. Posuk 18): 

י ֲאדֹנִּי יְַדֶבר נָא ַעְבְדָך ָדָבר ְבָאְזנֵי ֲאדֹנִּי וְַאל יִַּחר ַאְפָך ְבַעְבֶדָך וַיִַּגש ֵאָליו יְהּוָדה  וַיֹאֶמר בִּ

 כִּי ָכמֹוָך ְכַפְרעֹה:

Yehuda approached him and he said, ‘Please, my master, allow your servant 

to speak a word in the ears of my master; do not be angry at your servant 

because you are similar to Par’o. 

In spite of that semi-arbitrary break between one reading and the next, the flow is 

clear and is easily read in a progressive, ongoing manner. 



 

Even in the first half of Sefer Sh’mos where the Torah begins to speak in terms of 

days and months and not centuries, there is usually clear demarcations, even when 

all the events are interrelated.  The division between Parshos Sh’mos and Vo’ero 

isn’t so easy to explain, but the fact is that there is a continuum as the events 

unfold. 

I would have thought the same, that there should be a natural flow between the 

two of them, about the interface between our Parshas Pinchos and its predecessor, 

Parshas Bolok. 

Parshas Bolok concludes with the immoral interaction between members of B’nei 

Yisroel and the Midianite women and the heroism of Pinchos’ actions.  Parshas 

Pinchos then begins with the rewards that accrued to Pinchos due to his heroism. 

Parshas Bolok concludes (Perek 25/P’sukim 6-9): 

ְבנֵי יִּשְ  יש מִּ נֵה אִּ ְדיָנִּית ְלֵעינֵי מֶֹשה ּוְלֵעינֵי ָכל ֲעַדת וְהִּ ָרֵאל ָבא וַיְַקֵרב ֶאל ֶאָחיו ֶאת ַהמִּ

ינְָחס ֶבן ֶאְלָעָזר ֶבן ַאֲהרֹן ַהכֵֹהן וַיָָקם  ְבנֵי  יְִּשָרֵאל וְֵהָמה בֹכִּים ֶפַתח אֶֹהל מֹוֵעד: וַיְַרא פִּ

ּתֹוְך ָהֵעָדה וַיִַּקח רַֹמח ְביָדֹו: וַיָ  ָבה וַיְִּדקֹר ֶאת ְשנֵיֶהם ֵאת מִּ יש יְִּשָרֵאל ֶאל ַהקֻּ בֹא ַאַחר אִּ

ים  ָשה ֶאל  ֳקָבָתּה וֵַּתָעַצר ַהַמֵגָפה ֵמַעל ְבנֵי יְִּשָרֵאל: וַיְִּהיּו ַהֵמתִּ יש יְִּשָרֵאל וְֶאת ָהאִּ אִּ

ים ָאֶלף:   ַבַמֵגָפה ַאְרָבָעה וְֶעְשרִּ

Behold, a man from B’nei Yisroel came and he brought near to his brothers 

a Midianite woman before the eyes of Moshe and before the eyes of the 

entire congregation of Israel; they were crying at the opening of the Ohel 

Moed.  Pinchos ben Elazar ben Aharon the Kohen saw and he arose from the 

midst of the congregation and he took a spear in his hand.  He came after 

the Israelite man to the tent and he stabbed both of them, the Israelite man 

and the Midianite woman in her stomach, and the plague was stopped from 

upon B’nei Yisroel.  The dead in the plague were 24,000. 

The event is completed in Parshas Bolok and the immediately following section, 

which is the beginning of Parshas Pinchos (ibid. P’sukim 10-15) apparently is 

teaching us the event’s aftermath which is the recognition that was given to 

Pinchos for his bravery. 

We read: 

י ֵמַעל ְבנֵי  יב ֶאת ֲחָמתִּ ינְָחס ֶבן ֶאְלָעזָר ֶבן ַאֲהרֹן ַהכֵֹהן ֵהשִּ וַיְַדֵבר ה' ֶאל מֶֹשה ֵלאמֹר: פִּ

נְ  י ֶאת ְבנֵי יְִּשָרֵאל ְבקִּ יתִּ י ְבתֹוָכם וְֹלא כִּלִּ נְָאתִּ נְנִּי יְִּשָרֵאל ְבַקנְאֹו ֶאת קִּ י: ָלֵכן ֱאמֹר הִּ ָאתִּ



 

נַת ע ית ְכהֻּ י ָשלֹום: וְָהיְָתה לֹו ּוְלזְַרעֹו ַאֲחָריו ְברִּ יתִּ נֵא נֵֹתן לֹו ֶאת ְברִּ ֹוָלם ַּתַחת ֲאֶשר קִּ

ְדיָנִּית זִּ ...ל'קֵלא ָכה ֶאת ַהמִּ ֶכה ֲאֶשר הֻּ יש יְִּשָרֵאל ַהמֻּ י יו וַיְַכֵפר ַעל ְבנֵי יְִּשָרֵאל: וְֵשם אִּ ְמרִּ

מ י ַבת צּור רֹאש אֻּ ְדיָנִּית ָכְזבִּ ָכה ַהמִּ ָשה ַהמֻּ ְמעֹנִּי: וְֵשם ָהאִּ יא ֵבית ָאב ַלשִּ ֹות ֶבן ָסלּוא נְשִּ

ְדיָן הּוא:   ֵבית ָאב ְבמִּ

Hashem spoke to Moshe saying: Pinchos ben Elazar ben Aharon HaKohen 

removed My anger from upon B’nei Yisroel when he was zealous for My 

zealousness in their midst and I Hashem did not finish off B’nei Yisroel in My 

zealousness.  Therefore, say, ‘Behold I Hashem and giving him My covenant 

of peace.  A covenant of eternal Kehuna shall be for him and for his seed 

because he was zealous for his G-d and he atoned for B’nei Yisroel.  

The name of the Israelite man who was smote, who was smitten with the 

Midianite woman, was Zimri ben So’lu, a prince of a patriarchal house of 

Shevet Shimon. The name of the Midianite woman who was smitten was 

Kozbi bas Tzur, the head of the nations of the Patriarchal family of Midian.   

I understand the lesson of first few of these verses and their place in a new Parsha. 

Pinchos acted heroically and G-d rewards with ‘peace’ and ‘Kehuna’1 and that is an 

extension of the event – it tells us of the event’s aftermath and is thus separate 

from the event itself.  That is certainly a justification for a break from the previous 

week’s Parsha and a justification for a new weekly reading. 

What I do/did not understand is that in this section, with the subject seemingly 

being the event’s aftermath and no longer dealing with its facts, only now does the 

Torah reveal to us the identities of the ‘Israelite man’ and the Midianite woman’. 

The ‘Israelite man’ and the ‘Midianite woman’ are anonymous when the event 

takes place in Parshas Bolok.  Only afterwards, in Parshas Pinchos, does the Torah 

choose to share their identity with us. 

That was my question.  And I thought it was a good one.  And it is. But it was not 

unanswered.  Centuries before I thought of the problem, Rashi had solved it.  But 

                                                           
1 The Torah uses the term bris-covenant with each of these blessings of peace and 

Kehuna.  Whether or not they are two distinct covenants or one covenant with various 

aspects is the subject of a discussion among the commentators. 

 



 

since I had never thought of the question, I didn’t know that I was reading the 

answer when I learned the Rashi. 

Rashi writes: 

 לגנאי: ייחס את הצדיק לשבח ייחס את הרשעבמקום ש -איש ישראל וגו' ושם 

The name of the Israelite man etc. – In the place where the Torah ascribes 

praise for the righteous it ascribes degradation for the wicked. 

As Sifsei Chachamim writes:  

דכתיב לעיל, והנה איש מבני ישראל בא וגו' שם היה לו להזכירו. ומתרץ  יהלשה דק

 כשם וכו' ייחס את הרשע לגנאי דכל מי שהוא יותר גדול חטאו נמי יותר גדול. הרא"ם:

2Rashi found it difficult since it says above ‘behold a man from B’nei Yisroel 

came, etc.’.  His name should have been mentioned there.   

And that is what Rashi answers that the Torah chose to mention it here 

because this is where the Torah is ascribing greatness to Pinchos so it chose 

this venue to tell us the evil of Zimri.  

Mizrachi explains that this was the choice because of the emphasis of 

greatness in this section – that since Zimri was so great, his sin is emphasized 

even more. 

Rashi is teaching us that the Torah deliberately chose to postpone revealing the 

identity of Zimri in order to emphasize his evil.   Since the section dealing with 

Pinchos’ reward is at the outset of our Parshas Pinchos, the Torah only let us know 

the identity of the perpetrator to contrast the latter’s evildoing with the Torah’s 

emphasis on the valor that Pinchos demonstrated.   

Why then was the Midianite’s princess’ name not revealed earlier?  It seems that 

the Torah is not interested in revealing her evil way, rather it comes to emphasize 

the passion that Midian had to bring Israel to ruination. 

By reviewing some of Rashi’s commentary on the P’sukim that we saw above we 

can understand better the rational for postponing the identification of Zimri and 

Kozbi. 

                                                           
2 Much of this rendition is a paraphrased, not a word-by-word translation.  



 

He writes: 

הראיתם בן פוטי זה  לפי שהיו השבטים מבזים אותו, -ן פינחס בן אלעזר בן אהרן הכה 

מישראל, לפיכך בא הכתוב ויחסו  עגלים לעבודה זרה והרג נשיא שבט שפיטם אבי אמו

 אחר אהרן:

Pinchos ben Elazar ben Aharon HaKohen – because the tribes were deriding 

Pinchos and saying, ‘Did you see this ben Puti3 whose maternal grandfather4 

fattened calves for idols and he killed a prince of a Shevet of Israel?!  

Therefore the Torah tells us his pedigree  - he stemmed from Aharon. 

שזה היה נשיא, לא  יפל עף שא להודיע שבחו של פינחס,…-נשיא בית אב לשמעני 

 מנע את עצמו מלקנא לחילול השם, לכך הודיעך הכתוב מי הוא המוכה:

A prince of a Patriarchal house of Shimon – This comes to teach you the 

praise of Pinchos: even though that this one [Zimri] was a prince, Pinchos did 

                                                           
3 There are a number of explanations of this term -ben puti.  Whatever the 

explanation, it is evident that it is derogatory and seems to be related to the verb 

pi’tem- he fattened the calves.    

 

We also cannot ignore that the reference is to this grandfather fattening calves, so 

reminiscent of the Eigel HaZahav.     Thus, they were defaming Pinchos saying that 

he was incapable of protecting punishment since his pedigree was no better than 

those whom he attacked. 

 

The Torah responds that his pedigree was from Aharon HaKohen. 

 
4 We read in Parshas Voera (Sh’mos Perek 6/Posuk 25): 

ינְָחס ֵאֶלה ָראֵשי ֲאבֹות ַהְלוִּ  ָשה וֵַּתֶלד לֹו ֶאת פִּ יֵאל לֹו ְלאִּ ְבנֹות פּוטִּ יִּם וְֶאְלָעָזר ֶבן ַאֲהרֹן ָלַקח לֹו מִּ
ְשְפחָֹתם:  ְלמִּ

Elazar ben Aharon took from the daughters of Putiel for his wife and she gave 

birth for him Pinchos; these are the heads of patriarchal families of the Levi’im 

according to their families. 

 

Rashi writes there: 
 עגלים לעבודה זרה.  מזרע יתרו שפטם -מבנות פוטיאל 

From the daughters of Putiel – from the seed of Yisro who fattened calves for 

idolatry.  

 Sifsei Chachamim refers us to Masseches Sotah (43 a) for greater detail on the 

ancestry of Pinchos. 

 



 

not hold himself back from being zealous against the Chillul Hashem he 

provoked.  Therefore the Torah lets you know the one who was smitten. 

כדי  של מדינים שהפקירו בת מלך לזנות, להודיעך שנאתם -האשה המכה וגו'  ושם

 להחטיא את ישראל:

The name of the woman who was smitten – To let you know the hatred that 

the Midianites had for Israel – they allowed the daughter of a king to free 

herself for promiscuity so that they could cause Israel to sin. 

However, there is more to probe, more to understand.    

Rashi writes, as explained by his supra-commentators, that the identity of Zimri was 

revealed here to express the greatness of Pinchos and Zimri’s level of offense.  

Does Rashi mean that otherwise Zimri’s identity would have been identified at the 

time of the event at the end of Parshas Bolo?  Or, does Rashi mean that Zimri’s 

identity would never have been revealed? 

In order to understand the implication of this question, let us review how the Torah 

introduced us to Zimri, who was then seemingly anonymous.   

We read above: 

ְבנֵי יְִּשָרֵאל ָבא וַיְַקֵרב ֶאל ֶאָחיו אֶ  יש מִּ נֵה אִּ ְדיָנִּית ְלֵעינֵי מֶֹשה ּוְלֵעינֵי ָכל ֲעַדת וְהִּ ת ַהמִּ

ינְָחס ֶבן ֶאְלָעָזר ֶבן ַאֲהרֹן ַהכֵֹהן וַיָָקם  ְבנֵי  יְִּשָרֵאל וְֵהָמה בֹכִּים ֶפַתח אֶֹהל מֹוֵעד: וַיְַרא פִּ

יש יְִּשָרֵאל ֶאל הַ  ּתֹוְך ָהֵעָדה וַיִַּקח רַֹמח ְביָדֹו: וַיָבֹא ַאַחר אִּ ָבה וַיְִּדקֹר ֶאת ְשנֵיֶהם ֵאת מִּ קֻּ

ים  ָשה ֶאל  ֳקָבָתּה וֵַּתָעַצר ַהַמֵגָפה ֵמַעל ְבנֵי יְִּשָרֵאל: וַיְִּהיּו ַהֵמתִּ יש יְִּשָרֵאל וְֶאת ָהאִּ אִּ

ים ָאֶלף:   ַבַמֵגָפה ַאְרָבָעה וְֶעְשרִּ

Behold, a man from B’nei Yisroel came and he brought near to his brothers 

a Midianite woman before eyes of Moshe and before the eyes of the entire 

congregation of Israel; they were crying at the opening of the Ohel Moed.  

Pinchos ben Elazar ben Aharon the Kohen saw and he arose from the midst 

of the congregation and he took a spear in his hand.  He came after the 

Israelite man to the tent and he stabbed both of them, the Israelite man and 

the Midianite woman in her stomach and the plague was stopped from upon 

B’nei Yisroel.  The dead in the plague were 24,000. 



 

What do we think about the identity of this ‘man from B’nei Yisroel’ prior to his 

identification?   Do we have a guess as to his identity or is he some wicked 

anonymous person? 

Certainly, we can suggest that although the precise names of the perpetrators were 

not disclosed, there was a clear suggestion that important personages were 

involved. 

As we saw above, the Torah tells us that the culprit was an איש, a man.  Three times 

in those few verses, such is his identification, including twice in one verse alone.  

If we look at that verse, we could certainly suggest that it could have been written 

differently.  We read: 

ָשה ֶאל   יש יְִּשָרֵאל וְֶאת ָהאִּ ָבה וַיְִּדקֹר ֶאת ְשנֵיֶהם ֵאת אִּ יש יְִּשָרֵאל ֶאל ַהקֻּ וַיָבֹא ַאַחר אִּ

 ַעל ְבנֵי יְִּשָרֵאל:ֳקָבָתּה וֵַּתָעַצר ַהַמֵגָפה מֵ 

He came after the Israelite man to the tent and he stabbed both of them, the 

Israelite man and the Midianite woman in her stomach and the plague was 

stopped from upon B’nei Yisroel.  

Instead of writing איש ישראל, ‘an Israelite man’ a second time, the Torah could have 

written אותו – him.  The antecedent would be clear and we would know that the 

one who was speared was the Israelite man mentioned. Yet, the Torah repeated its 

previous description.  Wasn’t that repetition unnecessary? 

However, we remember what Rashi taught us at the beginning of Parshas Shalach 

(B’midbar Perek 13/Posuk 3): 

 כל אנשים שבמקרא לשון חשיבות -אנשים  כל

Anytime5 the term אנשים-‘men’ is used in the Torah, it implies importance. 

The term איש-man, the singular of אנשים, conveys that same message. 

Thus, the thrice-repeated term איש in this section tells us that we are discussing a 

most significant personage.   We may not yet know his precise identity, but he is a 

man of influence. 

                                                           
5 See Sifsei Chachamim and others who tell us that the ‘anytime’ to which Rashi 

refers is referring to specific contexts. 



 

Thus, we may see the Torah gave us indications in advance that the person involved 

in this action was a person of importance. 

While the above is certainly a correct approach, we may have reason to see the 

verses above differently when we look elsewhere elsewhere in the Chumash and 

find others who are convicted of transgressions, without their names being stated. 

If we follow the order of the Torah, our first culprits are discussed in Parshas 

Sh’mos, when Moshe Rabbenu encounters them.  We read (Perek 2/Posuk 13-14): 

ים וַיֹאֶמר ָלָרָשע ָלָמה ַתֶכה ֵרֶעָך:וַיֵֵצא ַביֹום ַהֵשנִּ  ים נִּצִּ ְברִּ ים עִּ נֵה ְשנֵי ֲאנָשִּ  י וְהִּ
יש ַשר וְשֵֹפט ָעֵלינּו ַהְלָהְרֵגנִּי ַאָּתה אֵֹמר ַכֲאֶשר ָהַרְגָּת ֶאת  י ָשְמָך ְלאִּ וַיֹאֶמר מִּ

י וַיִּיָרא מֶֹשה וַיֹאַמר ָאֵכן נֹוַדע ַהָדָבר: ְצרִּ  ַהמִּ

Moshe went out on the second day and behold two Hebrew men were 

fighting; Moshe said to the wicked one, ‘Why are you hitting your 

fellow?’  He said [to Moshe], ‘Who placed you as an officer and judge 

upon us?  Do you say to kill me like you killed the Egyptian?’; Moshe 

feared and said, ‘In truth, the matter is known’. 

Rashi teaches us that the two men are Doson and Aviram, but Torah Shebichtav 

never tells us their name in relationship to this context. 

Rashi there tells us that these are the same two individuals about whom we read 

in Parshas B’shalach (Sh’mos Perek 16/Posuk 27): 

י יְָצאּו מִּ  יעִּ י ַביֹום ַהְשבִּ ְלקֹט וְֹלא ָמָצאּו: וַיְהִּ  ן ָהָעם לִּ

It was on the seventh day-Shabbos, some individuals from the people went 

out to collect [mon] but they did not find. 

Do we have reason to consider Doson and Aviram as ‘important’?  They were 

certainly well-known but their disrepute does not confer prominence upon them6. 

                                                           
6 On the other hand, in the previous citation when they degrade Moshe Rabbenu who 

came to rebuke them, they say מי שמך לאיש?  Who placed you as a ‘man’?     

 

Certainly in that case it is obvious that איש implies importance as Doson and Aviram, 

who had only disrespect for Moshe Rabbenu, wanted to mock Moshe for acting as if 

he was important. 



 

But, in addition to Doson and Aviram, there are other villains who go unnamed.  We 

read at the end of Parshas Emor (Vayikro Perek 24/P’sukim 10-11): 

י ְבתֹוְך ְבנֵי יְִּשָרֵאל וַיִּנָצּו ַבַמֲחנֶה ֶבן  ְצרִּ יש מִּ ית וְהּוא ֶבן אִּ ָשה יְִּשְרֵאלִּ וַיֵֵצא ֶבן אִּ

ית אֶ  ָשה ַהיְִּשְרֵאלִּ י: וַיִּקֹב ֶבן ָהאִּ יש ַהיְִּשְרֵאלִּ ית וְאִּ יאּו אֹתֹו ַהיְִּשְרֵאלִּ ת ַהֵשם וַיְַקֵלל וַיָבִּ

י ְלַמֵטה ָדן: ְברִּ ית ַבת דִּ מֹו ְשֹלמִּ  ֶאל מֶֹשה וְֵשם אִּ

The son of an Israelite woman and he was the son of an Egyptian man went 

out from the midst of B’nei Yisroel and they fought in the camp – the son of 

the Israelite woman and the Israelite man.   The son of the Israelite woman 

cursed The Name and blasphemed and they brought him to Moshe; the 

name of his mother was Shlomit bas Divrei from the Tribe of Dan. 

The fact that the Israelite man who fought here is unnamed does not raise a 

question because, as Rashi explains, he was a representative of Shevet Dan who 

was preserving the space that was reserved for bona fide members of the tribe – 

and the ‘son of the Israelite woman’ was not.   

However, the ‘son’ isn’t named.  He, too, is anonymous, although we do know his 

mother’s identity.  Certainly we are not ascribing importance to this person whose 

illegitimacy was known and who committed the grievous act of blasphemy even 

though he is termed איש הישראלי.  

Finally, in our Sefer B’midbar in Parshas Sh’lach we read (Perek 15/P’sukim 32-34): 

יבּו אֹתֹו ַהמְֹצאִּ  ים ְביֹום ַהַשָבת: וַיְַקרִּ יש ְמקֵֹשש ֵעצִּ ְדָבר וַיְִּמְצאּו אִּ ים וַיְִּהיּו ְבנֵי יְִּשָרֵאל ַבמִּ

ים ֶאל מֶֹשה וְֶאל ַאהֲ  ְשָמר כִּיאֹתֹו ְמקֵֹשש ֵעצִּ ֹלא פַֹרש  רֹן וְֶאל ָכל ָהֵעָדה: וַיַנִּיחּו אֹתֹו ַבמִּ

 ַמה יֵָעֶשה לֹו: 

B’nei Yisroel were in the wilderness and they found a man gathering wood 

on the day of Shabbos.  Those who found him brought him near to Moshe 

and to Aharon and to the entire congregation, this gatherer of wood7.  They 

                                                           
7 There is a dispute in Chazal and  among the commentators as to which was the 

exact melachah that was transgressed.    

‘Simply’, gathering wood is a melachah of me’amer.   מעמר is the melachah of 

gathering together things that grow from the ground near the site of their harvest.  

It is a melachah, a constructive act, when it a means of making the material more 

useful by obtaining large amounts at one time rather than taking them piece by piece. 

 



 

placed him in a guarded area because it was not explained what was to be 

done to him. 

It is true that there are suggestions in Chazal as to the identity of the perpetrator, 

but those suggestions are not necessarily acceptable.  Read the dialogue in 

Masseches Shabbos (96 b): 

תנו רבנן: מקושש זה צלפחד, וכן הוא אומר ויהיו בני ישראל במדבר וימצאו איש וגו' 

אבינו מת במדבר, מה להלן צלפחד, אף כאן צלפחד, (8)במדבר כז/גולהלן הוא אומר 

ה בן בתירא: עקיבא, בין כך ובין כך אתה עתיד דברי רבי עקיבא. אמר לו רבי יהוד

אתה מוציא  -ליתן את הדין. אם כדבריך, התורה כיסתו ואתה מגלה אותו! ואם לאו 

 לעז על אותו צדיק.

The Braisa taught:  ‘The gatherer’ – that is Tzelophchod.  [We know this by 

means of a gezeira shava.)  It says here, ‘B’nei Yisroel were in the midbar and 

they found a person, etc.’   It says in Parshas Pinchos, ‘Our father died in the 

midbar’.  Just like in the latter instance the reference is to Tzelophchod, so it 

is in the former instance.  These are the words of Rabi Akiva.  

Rabi Yehuda ben B’seira said to him, ‘Akiva – no matter what, you will be 

punished for your words. If you are correct, the Torah hid his identity and 

you reveal it?  And if you are incorrect, you are spreading false accusations 

against one who is righteous9. 

                                                           
8 The entire verse reads: 

ים ַעל ה' ַבֲעַדת קַֹרח כִּי ְבֶחְטאֹו ֵמת ּוָבנִּים ֹל ְדָבר וְהּוא ֹלא ָהיָה ְבתֹוְך ָהֵעָדה ַהנֹוָעדִּ ינּו ֵמת ַבמִּ א ָאבִּ
 ָהיּו לֹו:

Our father died in the wilderness; he was not among the congregation who 

gathered against G-d in the congregation of Korach; he dies for his sin; he had 

no sons. 
 

9 There is no implication that Tzelophchod was completely innocent.  His daughters 

said, ‘ְבֶחְטאֹו ֵמת’ – he died for his sin. 
 
There is no such implication because ‘Tzaddik’ does not necessarily mean a person 

who is completely righteous.  In this context, Tzaddik may refer to a person who is 

not guilty of this particular sin.  Sometimes Tzaddik refers even to one who was 

improperly exonerated. 

 

We learn in the Mishnah in Masseches Sanhedrin (Perek 4/Mishnah 1): 

 :דיני ממונות מחזירין בין לזכות בין לחובה דיני נפשות מחזירין לזכות ואין מחזירין לחובה



 

Here as well, we have no evidence to ascribe importance to this person, even if he 

was Tzlophchod.  His daughters were important10, not necessarily he. 

Thus, when we come to our ‘Israelite man’ in Parshas Bolok, prior to learning 

Parshas Pinchos, we can certainly think to apply the opinion of Rabi Yehuda ben 

B’seira and assume that the Torah deliberately wished to keep this person’s 

identity hidden.  Furthermore, since we have seen other instances of the usage of 

the word איש that do not necessary assign importance, this unnamed individual is 

also not necessarily important. 

Since the above would be a reasonable hypothesis until proven otherwise, what is 

an additional way for us to approach the Torah’s anonymous description of Zimri 

in Parshas Bolok? 

We can suggest another explanation for the anonymity of the identity of the         

 which is not inherently mutually exclusive with what was written above איש ישראלי

because Torah can be understood in multiple ways and on multiple levels. 

We can begin this new approach by learning what Chazal teach us in Masseches 

Sanhedrin regarding the heroism of Pinchos.  There is a complete sugya there 

regarding this entire incident (82 a-b) and the following is an excerpt from that 

sugya: 

                                                           

Monetary cases can be retried whether the initial verdict was innocent or 

guilty. Capital cases are retried when the original verdict was innocent but not 

when the original verdict was guilty. 

 

The Gemara there (33 b) says the source is from the verse in Parshas Mishpotim 

(Sh’mos Perek 23/Posuk 7): 

יק ָרָשע יק ַאל ַּתֲהרֹג כִּי ֹלא ַאְצדִּ י וְַצדִּ ְרָחק וְנָקִּ ְדַבר ֶשֶקר ּתִּ  :מִּ

Distance yourself from a false matter; do not kill one who is innocent or 

righteous because I Hashem will not make a wicked person righteous. 

 

‘Innocent’ refers to a person who is in fact innocent but was found guilty erroneously.  

‘Righteous’ refers to one who was exonerated in court even though he was in fact 

guilty. 
 

10 For example, see Rashi to B’midbar Perek 31/Posuk11 

. 



 

...אחד אמר רבי יוחנן: ששה נסים נעשו לו לפנחס...מתוך העדה ויקח רמח בידוויקם 

וחבטן לפני ...שבא מלאך והגביה את המשקוף -שלא נשמטו מן הרומח, ואחד 

המקום, אמר לפניו: רבונו של עולם, על אלו יפלו עשרים וארבעה אלף מישראל? 

( 11)תהילים קו/לכתיב שנאמר ויהיו המתים במגפה ארבעה ועשרים אלף, והיינו ד

מלמד כביכול  -ויעמד פינחס ויפלל, אמר רבי אלעזר: ויתפלל לא נאמר, אלא ויפלל 

 שעשה פלילות עם קונו.

Pinchos arose from the midst of the congregation and he took a spear in his 

hand.  Rabi Yochanan said, ‘Six miracles were done for Pinchos…One was that 

Zimri and Kozbi did not fall from the spear…One was that the angel came and 

lifted the lintel of the tent [so that Pinchos could go out of the tent with the 

bodies on his spear].   

Pinchos slammed the bodies on the ground and said before Him, ‘Master of 

the World, because of these, 24,000 people from Israel had to die?’  This is 

as it says, ‘And the dead in the plague were 24,000.’ 

The above is in consonance with the verse, ‘Pinchos arose and he made a 

judgment’. 

Rabi Elazar said, ‘The verse does not write “vayispalel – and he prayed”.  It 

writes “vaye’fa’lel” meaning he made a judgment12.  This teaches us that 

Pinchos, as it were, made a judgment against his Owner.’ 

                                                           
11 The entire verse reads: 

ינְָחס וַיְַפֵלל וֵַּתָעַצר ַהַמֵגָפה:  וַיֲַעמֹד פִּ

Pinchos arose and he made a judgment and the plague was stopped. 

 
12 I continue to be perplexed as to the proper way to translate ויפלל.  I certainly know 

what it means.  That is explained here.    

At first I thought to translate it as ‘and he prayed’.  Such seems to be the initial feeling 

in the Gemara when it is forced to say, ‘it doesn’t say vayispalel but vaye’fa’lel.  
 

However, the meforshim that I saw all translate it as ‘judgment’, in one form or 

another. 

 

On the other hand, the Targum to the verse renders it וצלי which means ‘he prayed’.  

   

See, as well Masseches B’rachos 6 b that writes: 



 

If you understand these words of Pinchos as being impudent, you are in good 

company.  The Gemara there continues: 

 בקשו מלאכי השרת לדחפו

The angels wanted to shove Pinchos out of the way. 

Pinchos received a Divine reprieve as we read: 

 אמר להן: הניחו לו, קנאי בן קנאי הוא, משיב חימה בן משיב חימה הוא. 

Hashem said to them, ‘Leave him be.  He is a zealot who is a descendant of 

zealots.  He is one who removes Divine anger who is a descendant of one 

who removes Divine anger.13 

Do we hear Pinchos’ voice as he slams down the bodies of Zimri and Kozbi?  Do we 

hear his tone when he says: 

’1424,000 people from Israel had to die? ,the World, because of these‘Master of  

                                                           

ואברהם אבינו מנא לן דקבע ..י אברהם בעזרו.'קל...א –אמר רב הונא: כל הקובע מקום לתפלתו 
וישכם אברהם בבקר אל המקום אשר עמד שם, ואין עמידה )בראשית יט/כז( דכתיב:  -מקום? 

 אלא תפלה, שנאמר: ויעמוד פינחס ויפלל.

Rav Huna said: Whoever has a set place to daven, the G-d of Avraham is in his 

aid.  How do we know that Avraham Ovinu had a set place to daven?  It is 

written, ‘Avraham arose early in the morning to the place that the stood there’ 

and ‘standing’ refers to prayer as it says ‘Pinchos stood and he prayed’. 

 

Thus, Chazal thought that ‘prayer’ was a proper rendition of the word ויפלל and that 

explains Rabi Elazar need to distinguish between  ויתפלל and ויפלל. 
 
13 Rashi writes there: 

 ( הכזונה יעשה את אחותנו./לאמשבט לוי שקינא במעשה דינה דכתיב )בראשית לד -בן קנאי 

A descendant of a zealot – He comes from Shevet Levi. Levi was zealous 

regarding the matter of Dina as we read, ‘Will he make our sister like a harlot?’ 

 
ויתן את )שם יב( כי יצא הקצף וכתיב )במדבר יז/יא( אהרן במעשה דקרח דכתיב  -בן משיב חמה 

 הקטורת.

The descendant of one who removed Divine anger – [A descendant of] Avraham 

in the episode of Korach, as it is written, ‘Anger went out [from before G-d]. 

And it is written, ‘Aharon placed the incense’. 

 
14 Earlier, we attempted to demonstrate how the repetitive איש ישראלי could be 

interpreted as a hint as to the importance of the man who sinned, even if is identity 



 

The disgust in his voice comes alive from the pages of the Gemara. 

It is as if Pinchos says, ‘who are these worthless beings that brought about the 

deaths of thousands?’ 

If the Torah wanted us to have an initial impression that the Israelite man was a 

relative nobody, someone who needed no introduction by name because his 

identity wasn’t of value, then we can understand Pinchos’ reaction.  These are 

worthless individuals who proved their insignificance by the animalistic behavior 

that they demonstrated.   

‘Am Yisroel is holy’, Pinchos said.  ‘How could they have traded their lives before G-

d for these inconsequential beings? 24,000 Jews died15 because of the despicable 

conduct of two people, only one of whom was an Israelite!’ 

                                                           

was still unknown.   According to that approach, the disgust that is apparent in 

Pinchos’ voice is an expression of how a great person, a leader of Israel, can lower 

himself and forfeit his standing in this world and the next.   

 

This approach is in consonance with Rashi’s words to Megillas Esther.  He writes 

(Perek 6/Posuk 13): 

 …שהם יורדים יורדים עד לעפראומה זו נמשלו לכוכבים ולעפר כ

This nation [Israel] is compared to the stars and to the dirt.  When they go 

down, they go down to the level of dirt… 

 
15 One should not interpret the words of Pinchos that seemingly decry the death of so 

many thousands as meaning that the 24,000 were innocent bystanders who were 

punished for no reason.  That isn’t the case.  

   

The Gemara in Sanhedrin there (82 a) teaches that they were not bystanders at all.  

Rather, they gave support to Zimri’s actions.    

 

We read: 
אמרה לו: בת  -י לי! עמד וקיבץ עשרים וארבעה אלף מישראל, והלך אצל כזבי, אמר לה: השמיע

תפשה בבלוריתה, והביאה אצל משה. …מלך אני, וכן צוה לי אבי: לא תשמעי אלא לגדול שבהם
 בת יתרו מי התירה לך? -אמר לו: בן עמרם! זו אסורה או מותרת? ואם תאמר אסורה 

Zimri arose and gathered 24,000 people from Israel and went to Kozbi and said 

to her, ‘Listen to me [for promiscuity].’  She said, ‘I am a princess and my father 

commanded me not to listen to anyone except for a great person among the 

Israelites.’  He said, ‘I am the head of a tribe.’ 



 

But there is another aspect of this anonymity, this lack of identification as well.   

Once we do not know whom the subject is, it could be anyone.  

What does it mean that it could be anyone?    

In 1961, when the trial of the Nazi mass-murderer Adolf Eichmann ימח שמו וזכרו 

was in progress, the world heard the defense claim that ‘he was only following 

orders’ and as such he wasn’t totally guilty of what he did. 

At that time, a Yale psychologist by the name of Stanley Milgram arranged an 

experiment in which he purported to test if ‘regular’ people would follow orders to 

harm others.  He recruited volunteers to administer what they thought were 

electric shocks to others and to see if they would continue when they heard the 

feigned screams of pain of the shocks’ recipients.  He found that people did follow 

orders and reported it in a scholarly article called ‘Behavorial Study of Obedience’ 

published in 1963. 

Now there were many rebuttals to the articles based on flaws in the experiment 

and other factors, but in many ways we have seen this study replicated in different 

venues.  

The fact that many people have a tendency to do evil is not a chiddush to us.  Is 

there anyone reading these words who does not recognize that there is a yetzer 

ha’ra within us?  The Torah has already told us (B’reishis Perek 6/Posuk 5): 

בֹו ַרק ַרע ָכל ַהיֹום:  וַיְַרא ה' כִּי ַרָבה ָרַעת ָהָאָדם ָבָאֶרץ וְָכל יֵֶצר ַמְחְשבֹת לִּ

Hashem saw that the evil of man on the land was great and the entirety of 

the thoughts of man’s heart is only evil, all of the day. 

Thus, the question is not what our potential is, per se?  The question is what we do 

with our potential. 

                                                           

He grabbed her by her hair and brought her before Moshe and said to Moshe, 

‘Ben Amram- is this woman forbidden for me or permissible?  If you tell me she 

is forbidden, who allowed you to marry the daughter of Yisro?’ 

 

Those 24,000 gave their backing to Zimri’s audacity! 



 

Many of us have learned Aley Shur II together and were inspired and shaken by 

what Rav Shlomo Wolbe TZ”L wrote in the first two chapters of his Sefer:  

 'אדם' מן התורה מניין

What does the Torah teach us about ‘Man’? 

 גדרי 'אדם' בחז"ל

Parameters of ‘Man’ in Chazal. 

Time and time again we learn about the vast array of man’s ability to be uniquely 

exceptional and to be uniquely evil.   

The Patriarchs, Moshe Rabbenu and Dovid HaMelech, the Chofetz Chaim, Rav 

Moshe Feinstein and Rav Shlomo Auerbach were ‘Man’. 

 ברוכים כל הצדיקים

All the righteous are blessed. 

 Par’o, Nevuchadnetzar, Chilmenitzy and Hitler were all ‘man’. 

 ארורים כל הרשעים

All the wicked are cursed!  

Zimri is the villain who is named.  But he wasn’t alone.  24,000 people lost their 

lives.  Zimri was evil.  The 24,000 who lost their lives had a choice.   

The 24,000 saw before them righteousness: Moshe Rabbenu, Elazar HaKohen.  

They were part of the Dor HaMidbar – the generation who spent four decades 

receiving a unique level of Divine Providence. 

They saw before them wickedness: Doson, Aviram, Korach and Zimri – individuals 

who refused to appreciate the Divine Providence of which they were among its 

daily beneficiaries. 

And that is what Pinchos said in disgust at the frailty of the human condition which 

is part of G-d’s plan of Creation: 

 עשרים וארבעה אלף מישראל?רבונו של עולם, על אלו יפלו 

 ‘Master of the World, because of these 24,000 people from Israel had to 

die?’   



 

The Three Weeks that begin in the next days, commencing16 with the fast of Shiva 

Asar B’Tammuz and concluding with the fast of Tish’a B’av are referred to as: 

 בין המצרים

Between the Straits. 

This means that we are all on a narrow path that has fixed boundaries on both 

sides. When we remain on the path we are doing adequately. 

At the same time, it is relatively simple to go outside those boundaries.  If we go in 

one direction, we will be far more than adequate.  We will approach righteousness. 

If we go in the opposite direction, we will be far less than adequate.  We will 

approach evil. 

Since the path is narrow we are able to view both sides and since the path is narrow 

it is easy to veer from it. 

The question is placed before us all of the time, but with particular impact in these 

coming days:  ‘What will our choice be?’ 

Let us remember Pinchos’ words and pledge that he will not need to utter them 

about us. 

Shabbat Shalom 

B’vircas Nechemas Tziyon 

Rabbi Pollock 

                                                           
16 Besides a general discussion of restrictions that may or may not exist on the night 

of a fast day that begins on the next morning, there is an additional discussion as to 

the onset of the Three Weeks that begin with Shiva Asar B’Tammuz.  Many say that 

those restrictions begin at nightfall on the 17th of Tammuz.  See Orchos Rabbenu 

Volume II/page 127, Tzitz Eliezer 10/26. 

 

Rav Moshe Feinstein ZT”L disputes this and says that one can be lenient after 

nightfall of the 17th of Tammuz and that that the stringencies of that period apply 

only from dawn.   

 

However, this year, 5779, when the 17th of Tammuz occurs on Shabbos, even though 

the fast begins only on Sunday morning, the full restrictions of the Three Weeks begin 

immediately after Shabbos. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


