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Intertextuality in Perashat Balak 

Source 1: Bemidbar 23:10 

ִהי ַאֲחִריִתי ָכֹמהּו  ָשִרים, ּותְׂ ִשי מֹות יְׂ ָרֵאל; ָתֹמת ַנפְׂ ָפר ֶאת-ֹרַבע ִישְׂ  י ִמי ָמָנה ֲעַפר ַיֲעֹקב, ּוִמסְׂ

Who can count the dust of Yaakov and count even a quarter of Israel 

Source 2: Bemidbar 23:21 

לֹא-לֹא אכ ַיֲעֹקב, וְּ הָוה ֱאֹלָהיו ִעּמֹו, ָרָאה ָעָמל בְּ -ִהִביט ָאֶון בְּ ָרֵאל; יְּ ִישְּ
רּוַעת ֶמֶלְך בֹו  .ּותְּ

God their Lord is with them, and the trumpet blast of the King is among them  

Source 3: Bemidbar 24:5 

ָרֵאל ֹנֶתיָך, ִישְּ כְּ  .ה ַמה-ֹטבּו ֹאָהֶליָך, ַיֲעֹקב; ִמשְּ

 How good are your tents, Yaakov; your dwelling places, Yisrael   

Source 4: Bemidbar 24:9  

ַכב ַכֲאִרי   ט ַרע שָּ כָּ
ִביא, ִמי ְיִקיֶמּנּו;  ּוְכלָּ

רּוְך, ְוֹאְרֶריָך  ְרֶכיָך בָּ ְמבָּ
רּור.  אָּ

9 He couched, he lay down as a lion, and as a 
lioness; who shall rouse him up? Blessed be 
every one that blesseth thee, and cursed be every 
one that curseth thee. 
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Contrast the goodness of the ‘tents’ and the fertility of the Jewish people:  

Source 5: Bemidbar Ch. 25  

נֹות מֹואָ ב נֹות ֶאל-בְּ ָרֵאל, ַבִשִטים; ַוָיֶחל ָהָעם, ִלזְּ  א ַוֵיֶשב ִישְּ

 The nation began to commit harlotry with the daughters of Mo'av  

See the contrast between the presence of the Shechina in the Jewish 
camp:  

ָרֵאל ִישְּ הָוה, בְּ עֹור; ַוִיַחר-ַאף יְּ ַבַעל פְּ ָרֵאל, לְּ  .ג ַוִיָצֶמד ִישְּ

 Israel joined themselves to Ba'al Pe'or and Hashem became very 
angry at Yisrael 

Source 6: Bemidbar 24:3 

לֹו, ַויֹאַמר:  ג א ְמשָּ ְנֻאם   ַוִישָּ
ם ְבנֹו ְבֹער, ּוְנֻאם ַהֶגֶבר  ִבְלעָּ

ֻתם ָהָעִין.  שְׁ

3 And he took up his parable, and said: 
The saying of Balaam the son of Beor, and 
the saying of the man whose eye is 
opened; 

Source 7: Bemidbar 25:6 

ֵרב ֶאל ו ָרֵאל ָבא, ַוַיקְּ ֵני ִישְּ ִהֵנה ִאיש ִמבְּ ָיִנית, -ֶאָחיו ֶאת-וְּ ֵעיֵני ַהִּמדְּ לְׂ
ֵעיֵני ָכל ֵני-ֹמֶשה, ּולְׂ ָרֵאל-ֲעַדת בְׂ ֵהָּמה ֹבִכים, ִישְׂ  דמֹועֵ ֹאֶהל ֶפַתח ; וְּ

Behold, a man of Bnei Yisrael came and brought to his brethren a Midianite 
woman, BEFORE THE EYES of Moshe and BEFORE THE EYES of all the 
congregation of Bnei Yisrael"   

We have seen ups and downs before – note נעשה ונשמע – and soon after,  
the sin of the Golden Calf – the חטא העגל 
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Comparing the giving of the Torah/Golden Calf with Bilaam/Pinchas 

In both cases, the text first describes the presence of the Shechina 
within the Israelite camp. At Sinai, the revelation of the Shechina is 
one of the most fundamental elements of the entire experience  

Source 8: Shemot 24:17 

ָרֵאל ֵני ִישְׂ ֵעיֵני, בְׂ רֹאש ָהָהר, לְׂ ֵאש ֹאֶכֶלת בְׂ הָוה, כְׂ בֹוד יְׂ ֵאה כְׂ  .ז ּוַמרְׂ

 "And the appearance of the glory of God was like a consuming fire at the 
top of the mountain, before the eyes of Bnei Yisrael"    

In our perasha, too, in the story that provides the background to the sin of Ba'al 
Pe'or – the blessings of Bilam – the fact of the presence of the Shekhina within the 
camp seems to present itself as a central factor leading to Bilam's inability to 
curse: 

Source 9: Bemidbar 23: 21-23 

לֹא-לֹא אכ ַיֲעֹקב, וְּ ָרֵאל-ִהִביט ָאֶון בְּ ִישְּ הָוה ֱאֹלָהיו ִעּמֹו,ָרָאה ָעָמל בְּ  ; יְׂ
רּוַעת ֶמֶלְך בֹו ָרִים בכ. ּותְׂ ֵאם, לֹו--ֵאל, מֹוִציָאם ִמִּמצְּ תֹוֲעֹפת רְּ ִכי  גכ.  כְּ

לֹא-לֹא ַיֲעֹקב, וְּ ָרֵאל; -ַנַחש בְּ ִישְּ ָרֵאל, ָכעֵ ֶקֶסם בְּ ִישְּ ַיֲעֹקב ּולְּ ת, ֵיָאֵמר לְּ
 לָפַעל, ֵא -ַמה

God their Lord is with them, and the trumpet blast of the King is among them. 
God took them out of Egypt, they have the strength of an ox. For there is no 
divination in Yaakov, nor enchantment in Israel. Now let it be told to Yaakov 
and Israel what God has done.   

As a complete antithesis to the calm and joyful description of the Divine Presence resting amongst 
Israel, the nation commits – in both stories – the sin of idolatry, also involving sexual immorality. 
Both sins, closely connected to pagan culture   are mentioned in these two stories: 

 

 

 

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.24.17?lang=he-en
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Source 10a) Shemot 32:6 

ת,  ו ֳחרָּ ַוַיֲעלּו  ַוַיְשִכימּו, ִממָּ
ִמים; ַויֵֶּשב  ֹעֹלת, ַוַיִגשּו ְשלָּ

תֹו, ַויָֻּקמּו  ם ֶלֱאֹכל ְושָּ עָּ הָּ
ק.     ְלַצחֵּ

6 And they rose up early on the morrow, and 
offered burnt-offerings, and brought peace-
offerings; and the people sat down to eat 
and to drink, and rose up to make merry.   

10 b) Rashi 

, כמו שנאמר )בראשית לט יז( לצחק בי, ושפיכות דמים, יש במשמע הזה גלוי עריות -לצחק 
 :כמו שנאמר )שמואל ב' ב יד( יקומו נא הנערים וישחקו לפנינו, אף כאן נהרג חור

Idolatry, expressed in the offering of sacrifices and eating of them – in the sin of the golden calf: 
"And they offered burnt offerings and brought peace offerings, and the nation sat down to eat 
and drink" (Shemot 32:6); in the sin of Ba'al Pe'or: 

Source 11: Bemidbar 25:2 

ַתֲחוּו ֵלאֹלֵהיֶהן ֵחי ֱאֹלֵהיֶהן; ַויֹאַכל ָהָעם, ַוִישְּ ִזבְּ ֶראןָ ָלָעם, לְּ  .ב ַוִתקְּ

"And they called to the people to (participate in) the sacrifices of their gods, and the nation ate 
and they bowed down to their gods" 

                                          Hashem’s response in both stories: 

Source 12: Shemot 32:10 

ִיַחר י ַעָתה ַהִניָחה ִלי, וְּ גֹוי ָגדֹול-וְּ ָך, לְּ ֶאֱעֶשה אֹותְּ  .ַאִפי ָבֶהם ַוֲאַכֵלם; וְּ

And now, let Me be; LET MY ANGER BURN against them  

                      Source 13: Bemidbar 25:2 

ָרֵא ל  ִישְּ הָוה, בְּ עֹור; ַוִיַחר-ַאף יְּ ַבַעל פְּ ָרֵאל, לְּ                            ג ַוִיָצֶמד ִישְּ

           And GOD'S ANGER BURNED against Israel 

  

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.32.6?lang=he-en


 
5 

Source 14: The plague after חטא העגל – Shemot 32:35 

ֵחה ֶאת ד ַעָתה ֵלְך נְּ ִתי ָלְך-ָהָעם, ֶאל ֲאֶשר-וְּ יֹום --ִדַברְּ ָפֶניָך; ּובְּ ָאִכי, ֵיֵלְך לְּ ִהֵנה ַמלְּ
ִתי ֲעֵלֶהם ַחָטאָתם ִדי, ּוָפַקדְּ הָוה, ֶאת הל.  ָפקְּ ָהֵעֶגל, -ָהָעם, ַעל ֲאֶשר ָעשּו ֶאת-ַוִיֹגף יְׂ

 .ֲאֶשר ָעָשה ַאֲהֹרן

              And God struck the nation (va-yigaf) [with a plague  [  

                         Source 15: Bemidbar 25:9 

יּו, ַהּמֵ  ט ִרים, ָאֶלף--ִתים ַבַּמֵגָפהַוִיהְּ ֶעשְּ ָבָעה וְּ        ַארְּ

                           And those that died IN THE PLAGUE…  

            On the linguistic level: Moshe's instruction to the judges of Israel: 

Source 16: Bemidbar 25:5 

ָרֵאל:-ַויֹאֶמר ֹמֶשה, ֶאל ֵטי ִישְׂ עֹור  ֹשפְׂ ַבַעל פְׂ ָמִדים לְׂ גּו ִאיש ֲאָנָשיו, ַהִנצְׂ  .ִהרְׂ

                            LET EACH MAN SLAY his men who attached themselves to Ba'al Pe'or 

Source 17: Shemot 32:37 

ָרֵאל, ִשימּו ִאיש-ַויֹאֶמר ָלֶהם, ֹכה זכ  הָוה ֱאֹלֵהי ִישְּ בֹו, ַעל-ָאַמר יְּ רּו ָושּובּו -ַחרְּ ֵרכֹו; ִעבְּ יְּ
גּו ִאיש ִהרְּ ִאיש ֶאת-ֶאת-ִמַשַער ָלַשַער, ַבַּמֲחֶנה, וְּ ִאיש ֶאת-ָאִחיו וְּ ֹרבֹו-ֵרֵעהּו, וְּ  קְּ

LET EACH MAN SLAY his brother, and each man his neighbor, and each man him who is close to him   

Source 18: Shemot 32:30  

ִהי ֹדָלה; -, ִמָּמֳחָרת, ַויֹאֶמר ֹמֶשה ֶאלַויְּ ָהָעם, ַאֶתם ֲחָטאֶתם ֲחָטָאה גְּ
ַעָתה ֶאֱעֶלה ֶאל הָוה, -וְּ כֶ יְּ ַעד ַחַטאתְׂ ָרה בְׂ  םאּוַלי ֲאַכפְׂ

Perhaps I SHALL MAKE ATONEMENT for your sin 
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Source 19: Bemidbar 25:13 

ֻהַנת עֹוָלם גי ִרית כְּ עֹו ַאֲחָריו, בְּ ַזרְּ ָתה לֹו ּולְּ ָהיְּ ַכֵפר, עַ ַתַחת, ֲאֶשר ִקֵנא ֵלאֹלָהיו, --וְּ ֵני -לַויְׂ בְׂ
ָרֵאל  . ִישְׂ

AND HE ATONED for B’nei Yisrael 

A similar reward is given to the "men of the sword" in both cases. Following the Levites' punishment of 
those who worshipped the golden calf, they are awarded an appointment related to the Mishkan and the 
Divine service ("Consecrate yourselves today to God, each man against his son and against his brother, 
that God may give a blessing upon you this day").  

Source 20a): Shemot 32:29 

ָאִחיו טכ נֹו, ּובְּ ֶכם ַהיֹום ַליהָוה, ִכי ִאיש ִבבְּ אּו ֶידְּ ָלֵתת ֲעֵליֶכם ַהיֹום, --ַויֹאֶמר ֹמֶשה, ִמלְּ וְּ
ָרָכה  בְּ

Rashi20b)    

 :אתם ההורגים אותם, בדבר זה תתחנכו להיות כהנים למקום - כט( מלאו ידכם

Now compare with the ‘role’ of Pinchas following his execution of Kozbi and Zimri 

הָוה, ֶאל י ַדֵבר יְּ ָחס ֶבן אי.  ֹמֶשה ֵלאֹמר-ַויְּ ָעָזר ֶבן-ִפינְּ ל ֲחָמִתי ֵמעַ -ַאֲהֹרן ַהֹכֵהן, ֵהִשיב ֶאת-ֶאלְּ
ֵני אֹו ֶאת-בְּ ַקנְּ ָרֵאל, בְּ לֹא-ִישְּ תֹוָכם; וְּ ָאִתי, בְּ ֵני-ִכִליִתי ֶאת-ִקנְּ ָאִתי-בְּ ִקנְּ ָרֵאל, בְּ ָלֵכן,  בי.  ִישְּ

ִני ֹנֵתן לֹו ֶאת  ֱאֹמר: ִריִתי, ָשלֹום-ִהנְּ ֻהַנת עֹוָלם גי.  בְּ ִרית כְׂ עֹו ַאֲחָריו, בְׂ ַזרְׂ ָתה ּלֹו ּולְׂ ָהיְׂ ַתַחת, --וְׂ
ַכֵפר, ַעלֲאֶשר ִק  ָרֵאל-ֵנא ֵלאֹלָהיו, ַויְׂ ֵני ִישְׂ  . בְׂ

Rav Yonatan Grossman: 
 
The presentation of the sin of the golden calf as background for the sin of Ba'al Pe'or and the zealous act of Pinchas 
contributes – on several different levels – to hinted meanings in the sin of Ba'al Pe'or. 
Firstly, from the historical perspective, creating a connection between the two stories creates a tragic literary cycle in Bnei 
Yisrael's journey from Sinai to the Plains of Mo'av. At Sinai, the high hopes for the nation (as expressed in the fact of the 
Revelation) shattered in the face of the nation's actual condition. In the plains of Mo'av, after nearly forty years of 
wandering, the high hopes (expressed this time by Bilam) once again crash in the face of the nation's actions. 
 
But I believe that the significance of the connection also contributes to an understanding of the Torah's attitude towards the 
characters in the story of Ba'al Pe'or. This direction is emphasized by Chazal in their description of the dialogue that 
takes place between Pinchas and Moshe, before Pinchas takes up his spear  
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ָחס ֶבן ז א, ִפינְּ ָעָזר, ֶבן-ַוַירְּ ָידֹוַאֲהֹרן, ַהֹכֵהן; ַוָיָקם ִמתֹוְך ָהֵעָדה, ַוִיַקח ֹרַמח -ֶאלְּ  . בְּ

“And Pinchas, son of Elazar, son of Aaron the priest, saw and arose from the midst of the 

congregation and took a spear in his hand” 

Source 21 : Talmud Sanhedrin 82a 

מה ראה אמר רב ראה מעשה ונזכר הלכה אמר לו אחי אבי אבא לא כך לימדתני ברדתך 
  מהר סיני הבועל את כותית קנאין פוגעין בו אמר לו קריינא דאיגרתא איהו ליהוי פרוונקא

What did Pinchas see that led him to arise and take action? Rav says: He saw the incident 
taking place before him and he remembered the halakha. He said to Moses: Brother of the 
father of my father, as Moses was the brother of his grandfather Aaron, did you not teach me 
this during your descent from Mount Sinai: One who engages in intercourse with a gentile 
woman, zealots strike him? Moses said to him: Let the one who reads the letter be the agent 
[parvanka] to fulfill its contents. 

Q: What is significant about the reference of the teaching when he descended from Sinai? What 
did Moshe do at that time? 

See Rashi make this connection explicitly…. 

Source 22a: Bemidbar 25:6 

ֵרב ֶאל ו ָרֵאל ָבא, ַוַיקְּ ֵני ִישְּ ִהֵנה ִאיש ִמבְּ ֵעיֵני ָכל-ֶאָחיו ֶאת-וְּ ֵעיֵני ֹמֶשה, ּולְּ ָיִנית, לְּ ֵני-ַהִּמדְּ -ֲעַדת בְּ
ָרֵאל;  ֵהָּמה ֹבִכים, ֶפַתח ֹאֶהל מֹוֵעדִישְּ  .וְׂ

22b) Rashi 

נתעלמה ממנו הלכה כל הבועל ארמית קנאים פוגעים בו געו כלם בבכיה. בעגל עמד משה כנגד ששים רבוא,  -והמה בוכים 
 שנאמר )שמות לב כ( ויטחן עד אשר דק וגו' וכאן רפו ידיו, אלא כדי שיבא פינחס ויטול את הראוי לו:

"'They were crying' – The law escaped [Moshe]; all fell to weeping. Faced with the calf, Moshe stood 
against six hundred thousand, as it is written 'And he ground it until it was fine,' but here he was helpless." 

Rav Yonatan Grossman:  
The connection between the two episodes raises a criticism of Moshe's lack of action: at the episode of the 
golden calf, he acted vigorously against the sinners, but here he does nothing of his own initiative; only after 
God's command (verse 4) does he gather the judges of the nation and decide that "those who joined themselves 
to Ba'al Pe'or" will be killed. In this story, it is Pinchas who fulfills Moshe's role; he "enters his shoes" and, in a 
show of zeal, without any explicit command, kills "the prince of a tribe of Israel." 
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Source 23: Zohar – Perashat Acharei Mot 

"(Nadav and Avihu) did not die like other mortals, even though they were not married, for they 
died only in body, but not in soul. From where do we know this? It is written, 'He took one of the 
daughters of Putiel as a wife, and she bore him Pinchas. These are the heads of the households of 
the Leviim by their families…' – Pinchas alone is enumerated, although it is written 'THE HEADS of 
the households of the Leviim.' From this we learn that Nadav and Avihu died a physical death but 
not a spiritual death… And therefore it is written, 'Pinchas THE SON of Elazar THE SON of Aharon.'" 
According to the Zohar, the souls of Nadav and Avihu were reincarnated in Pinchas, and he 
was a tikkun (mending) for them  

What is the meaning of this surprising connection between the sin of Nadav and Avihu and the zeal of 
Pinchas? The Zohar itself explains: "These [Nadav and Avihu] brought a strange FIRE, here there was 

a strange WOMAN" (part III, 57b). 

In other words, there is some similarity (linguistic and perhaps even more) between the sins described in 
these two stories. Does this connection arise from the verses themselves, and does it contribute to the 
significance of the story of Ba'al Pe'or and the zeal of Pinchas? It would seem that the basic model that we 
outlined previously does indeed exist also in the text's description of the eighth day of the consecration of 
the Mishkan.   

Source 24: Vayikra 9:6 etc.. 

הָוה ַתֲעשּו-ַויֹאֶמר ֹמֶשה, ֶזה ַהָדָבר ֲאֶשר ו הָוה--ִצָּוה יְּ בֹוד יְּ ֵיָרא ֲאֵליֶכם, כְּ  .וְּ

On the "eighth day" (when Nadav and Avihu died), the revelation of the Shechina is one of the central 
themes of the day and of the sacrifices brought on that day. Concerning the offerings of the day, Moshe 

commands: "This is the thing that God has commanded that you do, that God's glory may be 
revealed to you"   

His intention is clear, since this is the first day that the Shekhina "enters to dwell" in the new abode that Bnei 
Yisrael have built, and it is of great importance that the entire nation see that God does indeed desire for His 
Shechina to dwell amongst the nation.  After the sacrifices of the eighth day, we read: 

ַאֲהֹרן, ֶאל גכ  כּו ֶאת-ַוָיבֹא ֹמֶשה וְּ ָברְּ אּו, ַויְּ בֹוד-ֹאֶהל מֹוֵעד, ַוֵיצְּ הָוה, ֶאל-ָהָעם; ַוֵיָרא כְּ -ָכל-יְּ
הָוה, ַותֹאַכל ַעל דכ.  ָהָעם ֵני יְּ ֵבַח, ֶאת-ַוֵתֵצא ֵאש, ִמִלפְּ ֶאת-ַהִּמזְּ א ָכל-ָהֹעָלה וְּ ָהָעם -ַהֲחָלִבים; ַוַירְּ

לּו ַעל ֵניֶהם-ַוָיֹרנּו, ַוִיפְּ  .פְּ

"And the glory of God appeared to all of the nation. And a fire emanated from before God and consumed 
the burnt offering and the fats upon the altar, and all the nation saw, and they shouted, and they fell 

upon their faces” 
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The transgression of Nadav and Avihu 

ֵני א חּו בְּ נּו ָבֵהן ֵאש, ַוָיִשימּו עָ -ַוִיקְּ ָתתֹו, ַוִיתְּ ֵני ַאֲהֹרן ָנָדב ַוֲאִביהּוא ִאיש ַמחְּ ִריבּו ִלפְּ ֹטֶרת; ַוַיקְּ ֶליָה, קְּ

הָוה, ֵאש ָזָרה הָוה ב.  ֲאֶשר לֹא ִצָּוה, ֹאָתם--יְּ ֵני יְּ הָוה, ַותֹאַכל אֹוָתם; ַוָיֻמתּו, ִלפְּ ֵני יְּ  .ַוֵתֵצא ֵאש ִמִלפְּ

The entire nation is standing about the Ohel Mo'ed, while those who have sinned (and are apparently 
standing within the precinct of the Ohel Mo'ed) are killed. On the "eighth day" this is clear: Bnei Yisrael 
are standing at the entrance to the Ohel Mo'ed, where they see a revelation of the Shekhina  

חּו, ֵאת ֲאֶשר ִצָּוה ֹמֶשה,   ֵני,-ֶאלַוִיקְׂ בּו, ;מֹוֵעד ֹאֶהל פְׂ רְּ הָוהָדהָהעֵ -ָכל ַוִיקְּ ֵני יְּ דּו, ִלפְּ    , ַוַיַעמְּ

("And all the congregation came close and stood before God" – Vayikra 9:5). But when Zimri takes 
the Midianite woman, he also does so before all the congregation, at the entrance to the Ohel Mo'ed:  

ָרֵאל ָבא,   ֵני ִישְּ ִהֵנה ִאיש ִמבְּ ֵרבוְּ ָיִנית-ֶאת ֶאָחיו-ֶאל ַוַיקְּ ֵעיֵני ָכלַהִּמדְּ ֵעיֵני ֹמֶשה, ּולְּ ֵני-, לְּ -ֲעַדת בְּ

ָרֵאל;  ֵהָּמה ֹבִכים, ִישְּ  . מֹוֵעד ֹאֶהל ֶפַתחוְׂ

"And behold, a man came and brought to his brethren a Midianite woman, before the eyes of Moshe and 
before the eyes of all the congregation of Bnei Yisrael, and they were weeping at the entrance to the Ohel 
Mo'ed"  

ֵני א חּו בְּ ֹטֶרת; ַאֲהֹרן ָנָדב ַואֲ -ַוִיקְּ נּו ָבֵהן ֵאש, ַוָיִשימּו ָעֶליָה, קְּ ָתתֹו, ַוִיתְּ ִביהּוא ִאיש ַמחְּ
ִריבּו ֵני ַוַיקְׂ הָוה ִלפְׂ  םֲאֶשר לֹא ִצָּוה, ֹאָת --, ֵאש ָזָרהיְׂ

"AND THEY BROUGHT before God a strange fire"  

While these two motifs create a connection between the sinners (Nadav and Avihu on one hand, and Zimri ben Salu on the 
other), the more obvious connection that arises intuitively in our consciousness concerns the kohanim in the two 
stories: i.e., between Nadav and Avihu and Pinchas. This, in fact, is the connection that the Zohar is addressing 
when it teaches that Pinchas was a reincarnation of the souls of Nadav and Avihu. In this context, too, the parallel 
is both thematic and linguistic. 

Both stories deal with kohanim who deviate from the authority vested in them, and who acted on their own initiative. In both 
instances, the Torah emphasizes their lineage from Aharon; i.e., the character appears on the stage labeled as a 
"kohen." Nadav and Avihu are presented by the Torah with the words, "And the SONS OF AHARON, Nadav and Avihu, 
took" (Vayikra 10:1), while Pinchas is introduced with a detailed lineage that reaches back to Aharon: "And Pinchas the son 
of Elazar THE SON OF AHARON the kohen, saw…" (Bamidbar 25:7). 

חּו א ֵני ַוִיקְׂ ָתתֹו ַאֲהֹרן-בְׂ  ָנָדב ַוֲאִביהּוא ִאיש ַמחְּ

ָחס ֶבן ז א, ִפינְּ ָעָזר, -ַוַירְּ ָידֹו ַוִיַקח; ַוָיָקם ִמתֹוְך ָהֵעָדה, ַאֲהֹרן, ַהֹכֵהן-ןבֶ ֶאלְּ  .ֹרַמח בְּ

https://www.sefaria.org/Leviticus.9.5?lang=he-en
https://www.sefaria.org/Leviticus.10.1?lang=he-en
https://www.sefaria.org/Numbers.25.7?lang=he-en
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As mentioned, there is also a linguistic common denominator to the two stories. The act of Nadav and Avihu is described as 
taking something and performing an act with it: "The sons of Aharon, Nadav and Avihu, TOOK each of them his censer…" 
(Vayikra 10:1). Similarly, the Torah describes Pinchas's act: "HE TOOK a spear in his hand" (Bamidbar 25:7). 

As the Zohar describes it, Pinchas is a "tikkun" for the sin of Nadav and Avihu. Indeed, the connection between the 
two stories is actually based on the main subject that is common to both: a kohen's zeal for God. A few years ago, I 
proposed (see VBM archives on parashat Shemini) that the sin of Nadav and Avihu was fundamentally connected to 
their will to hide God's revelation from the nation as a whole. They sought to achieve this through offering incense, 
whose function is to create the cloud that hides the revelation of the Shekhina. In other words, the motivation of 
Aharon's sons was a religious one, arising from zeal for God: is it really proper that every man, woman and child 
should merit an unmediated encounter with God?! Their basic assumption was that even if it was proper that there be a 
revelation of the Shekhina before the kohanim (the "nobility of Bnei Yisrael"), this was not appropriate before a mass 
gathering of the entire nation. 

For their pride and their attempt to create a spiritual elite to which only they and those like them would belong, they 
paid with their lives. God sought other kohanim, like Aharon their father, who was prepared to run with a censer containing 
incense into the midst of a plague that was decimating whoever came near, in order to save God's nation in its time of danger  

12-6Bemidbar 17:Source 25:  

ֵני-ַוִיֹּלנּו ָכל ו ָרֵאל, ִמָּמֳחָרת, ַעל-ֲעַדת בְּ ַעל-ִישְּ ַעם -ַאֶתם ֲהִמֶתם, ֶאת  ַאֲהֹרן, ֵלאֹמר:-ֹמֶשה וְּ
הָוה ִהָקֵהל ָהֵעָדה ַעל ז.  יְּ ִהי, בְּ ַעל-ַויְּ נּו ֶאלַאֲהֹרן-ֹמֶשה וְּ ִהֵנה ִכָסהּו ֶהָעָנן; ַוֵיָרא, -, ַוִיפְּ ֹאֶהל מֹוֵעד, וְּ

הָוה בֹוד יְּ ַאֲהֹרן, ֶאל ח.  כְּ ֵני ֹאֶהל מֹוֵעד.-ַוָיבֹא ֹמֶשה וְּ הָוה, ֶאל ט  }ס{  פְּ ַדֵבר יְּ ֹמֶשה -ַויְּ
ָרַגע; ַויִ  י.  ֵלאֹמר לּו, ַעלֵהֹרּמּו, ִמתֹוְך ָהֵעָדה ַהזֹאת, ַוֲאַכֶלה ֹאָתם, כְּ ֵניֶהם-פְּ -ַויֹאֶמר ֹמֶשה ֶאל אי.  פְּ

ֶתן-ַאֲהֹרן, ַקח ֶאת ָתה וְּ ֵהָרה ֶאל-ַהַּמחְּ הֹוֵלְך מְּ ֹטֶרת, וְּ ִשים קְּ ֵבַח וְּ ַכֵפר -ָעֶליָה ֵאש ֵמַעל ַהִּמזְּ ָהֵעָדה, וְּ
הָוה, ֵהֵחל ַהָנֶגף-ִכי  ֲעֵליֶהם: ֵני יְּ תֹוְך -ֲהֹרן ַכֲאֶשר ִדֶבר ֹמֶשה, ַוָיָרץ ֶאלַוִיַקח ַא  בי.  ָיָצא ַהֶקֶצף ִמִלפְּ

ִהֵנה ֵהֵחל ַהֶנֶגף, ָבָעם; ַוִיֵתן, ֶאת ַכֵפר, ַעל-ַהָקָהל, וְׂ ֹטֶרת, ַויְׂ ַהֵּמִתים, ּוֵבין -ַוַיֲעֹמד ֵבין גי.  ָהָעם-ַהקְׂ

 .ַהַחִיים; ַוֵתָעַצר, ַהַּמֵגָפה

 Here, I believe, we arrive at the fundamental difference between the zeal of Nadav and Avihu and that of Pinchas. Nadav 
and Avihu sought to preserve, through an act of zeal, their special status and honor. In other words, they had a 
personal interest at stake. It is difficult to maintain that their zeal was truly for God's sake; we suspect that their act 
was done for their own sake – even if cloaked in an apparent desire to preserve the honor of God. Zealots of this type 
have existed in every generation: people who preach morals and honor for God to others, while revealing in their actions a 
profound concern for their own personal honor. 

In complete contrast, Pinchas in his act endangers all that is precious to him. Since the sinner in this case is a prince of a 
tribe of Israel, and since Moshe – who has already demonstrated in the past (at the sin of the golden calf) that when the 
situation calls for an act of zeal he acts accordingly – is doing nothing, it would be easy to build a very serious case 
against his hastiness, his youthful extremism that does not stop to listen and learn from the more mature and 
thoughtful world around him. Despite all this, Pinchas acts. He does not calculate that, despite the danger, he may still 
derive benefit from his act. On the contrary – Pinchas is well aware that he is likely to lose his honor in the eyes of 
those around him; perhaps he will even lose his life (if he is judged as a murderer).  Nevertheless, Zimri's 
desecration of God's Name does not allow him to sit by idly. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Leviticus.10.1?lang=he-en
https://www.sefaria.org/Numbers.25.7?lang=he-en
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The disparity between the zeal of Nadav and Avihu and that of Pinchas is a fine one. Sometimes it seems that a person 
cannot honestly say of his own actions whether they are – honestly and truly – for the sake of God, in opposition to his own 
interests, or whether he is acting for God's sake but also hoping to gain something along the way. 

In this context, the midrash that seeks to explain Moshe's lack of action in the face of Zimri's sin assumes new 
significance: 

Source 26: Shemot Rabba Perashat Terumah 

"'He brought to his brethren a Midianite woman, before the eyes of Moshe' – He [Zimri] attacked 
[Moshe] verbally. He said to him, 'Moshe – is she forbidden or permitted?' 

He answered, 'She is forbidden to you.' 

Zimri said: 'You are the loyal teacher of Torah; God takes pride in you and declares, "Not so My 
servant Moshe." But you say that this woman is forbidden – even though your wife whom you took 
is likewise forbidden to you!  This one is a Midianite – and so is the other; this woman is the 
daughter of a foreign king, while your wife is the daughter of a foreign priest!'" 

The Midrash turns the sin of Zimri into a personal attack on Moshe. Thus, Moshe becomes an interested party, and if he 
acts there is a danger that he will not be doing so purely for the sake of God's holiness, but also for the sake of his 
own honor. It is not Moshe who will act in this situation, but rather Pinchas, who succeeds – through his actions – 
in halting God's burning anger. 

  

 


