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Chapter XXXIV: Bamidbar (Num. 1:1-4:20)

Essay 5. G-d’s love of the firstborn
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There is a Midrash on the verse, “Take the Levites in place of all the firstborn among
the Israelite people . . . the Levites shall be Mine, the L-rd’s.”!

Why did the Holy One, Blessed be He, command to redeem the
firstborn of Israel with the Levites? Starting with the Creation of the world,
the firstborn brought sacrifices . . . . The first Adam brought sacrifices, for he
was the firstborn of the world, and he dressed in the garments of the High
Priest.... When Adam died, he bequeathed them to Seth, and Seth
[bequeathed them] to Methuselah, and Methuselah [bequeathed them] to
Noah. ..., and Noah [bequeathed them] to Shem. Was Shem the firstborn?
Wasn’t Yefet the firstborn ... ? Why, then, did he bequeath them to Shem? It
is because [Noah foresaw that] the three patriarchs would come from him.

- Num. Rabbah 4:8
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A difficulty is that from here it sounds as though the holiness of the firstborn was
[established] from the beginning of the Creation of the world. But Scripture says: “For every
firstborn among the Israelites, human as well as beast, is Mine; at the time that I smote every
firstborn in the land of Egypt, I consecrated them to Myself.”? From this verse, it appears that

’ English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://zstorah.com
' Num. 3:45.
2 Num. 8:17.



the holiness of the firstborn of Israel only began with the Exodus from Egypt, when [G-d]
smote [the Egyptian] firstborn.
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We advance a Midrash on the verse, “This month shall mark for you the beginning of
the months; it shall be the first of the months of the year for you,”* and this is its language:

Another interpretation: “Israel is My firstborn son,”* said the Holy
One, Blessed be He, to Pharaoh. If only you knew how much I cherished the
firstborn, that I wrote in My Torah, “you must not work your firstborn ox,”’
and for anyone who works them, the law is that he will be beaten.

- Ex. Rabbah 15:27
There is a difficulty, for Pharaoh would have been able to make an excuse and say,
“To the contrary, I have proof of the opposite, that the firstborn is viewed as inferior, for in
Midrash Rabbah, parashat Toldot, it is said:

Why did Esau emerge first [from Rebecca’s womb]? So that he would
emerge and his filth would depart with him.’ Rabbi Abahu said: It is like a
bathhouse attendant who washes the bathhouse and then bathes the king’s son.
So, why did Esau emerge first? [To “clear the way” for his more prominent
younger brother].

- Gen. Rabbah 63:8
“If so, the firstborn is inferior [to those born afterward].”
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It can be said that it’s indeed so that from the beginning of Creation, the firstborn
had more prominence. But when Eve was corrupted and the serpent had sexual relations with
her and infused her with moral contamination,’ the coming generations became corrupted

3Ex. 12:2.

4 Ex. 4:22.

5 Deut. 15:19.

¢ When twins are born, most of the blood appears with the first child.
7 Shabbat 146a; Yevamot 103b.



and damaged. This was true especially of the sons who were firstborn, who absorbed the
contamination of their mothers. However, afterward, during the slavery of Egypt, they were
purified, even though the contamination did not stop completely until they stood at Mount
Sinai, as is known.
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As most of the commentators of the Torah wrote, including the Zera Berach, that the
reason for the slavery in Egypt was to refine them in an iron blast furnace® so that they would
be able to receive the Torah. That is, through the sin of the first Adam, moral contamination
entered all generations, and they were required to go down to Egypt to refine the material in
the iron blast furnace. Upon standing at Mount Sinai, the contamination all ceased.’ It is
indeed so that when Jacob was born, the moral contamination had not yet ceased, and
because of this, Esau emerged first, as explained above in the adjoining paragraphs.

In the first generations, there were righteous who brought sacrifices, for in each and
every generation—because of their good deeds—they were purifying themselves from their
moral contamination. These were men such as Seth, who was not the firstborn at all, and also
like Shem, the son of Noah, who even though not the firstborn, were the most prominent.
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Now, the Holy One, Blessed be He, sent to Pharaoh, saying, “My firstborn son, Israel,”
as if to say that, “Now Israel is purified from their moral contamination, and is suitable to be
called ‘sons.” ” Furthermore, after they were purified, they are firstborn, for remaining
within them is the prominence suitable for a firstborn, as it is written, “I will appoint him
firstborn.”'? This has the language of prominence, for the meaning is that the firstborn bring
sacrifices. Therefore, you must necessarily say it is because [the firstborn] were usually the
most prominent of the siblings. Of course, when the younger of the brothers was more
prominent, he was the one who brought sacrifices, such as we find with Shem, the son of
Noah.

8 Cf. Deut. 4:20.
° Berachy Shapira, Zera Berach (Amsterdam 1730), parashat Shemot.
10ps. 89:28.
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It’s brought in the Zohar on the verse, “It came to pass at midnight the L-rd struck
down all the firstborn in the land of Egypt,”!! that the Egyptians tied their firstborn to a klipah,
a force of impurity, and tied them above, on every level, in order that Israel would not exit
and would be prisoners there forever. The Holy One, Blessed be He, brought down the higher
and lower levels, destroying the klipot.'?

Therefore, the Holy One, Blessed be He, wanted to inform of the strength of His might,
and “He has won renown for His wonders,”'* for “there is no other besides Him,” not even
by sorcery. G-d acted thus, because the Egyptians had enslaved Israel who were called
firstborn. In their opinion, to the contrary, the firstborn was inferior, because he absorbed
the moral contamination of his mother.
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So too Jacob, who was the father of Israel: Even though he was not the first to be
born, nevertheless was the first to be created, as Rashi explained on the verse, “Then his
brother emerged, holding on to the heel of Esau; so they named him Jacob.”!* Rashi wrote, “It
was with justice that he was grabbing him to hold him back. Jacob was conceived from the first
drop [of semen] and Esau from the second.”'® Following Rashi’s interpretation that Jacob was
conceived first, they reasoned that he had absorbed the moral contamination of his mother.
Because of this opinion, they used sorcery on their firstborn, tying them to a klipah, as
explained above, so that the firstborn of Israel would never be purified, as they had absorbed
the most moral contamination of their mothers. They also did so in order to bind and hold
Israel there, so that they would never go out from Egypt.

M Ex. 12:29.

12 Zohar, 11:37b—38a.

3 Ps. 111:4.

14 Gen. 25:26.

15 Rashi on Gen. 25:26.
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Because of this, after the Holy One, Blessed be He, spoiled and destroyed all their
sorcery and Kkilled their firstborns, He did something amazingly great, sanctifying the
firstborn of Israel to dull the teeth of the Egyptians. For it was not enough that all Israel was
purified, that they were called firstborn. Rather, even those who were firstborn had a great
holiness added to them more than the other Israelites, and therefore He commanded them
immediately the section of “consecrate to Me every firstborn.”' This fulfilled within them
the verse, “Because you are precious to Me, and honored, and I love you, I give people in
exchange for you, and nations in your stead,”!” as Israel and their firstborn were redeemed by
the death of the firstborn of Egypt.
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Similarly, it is also brought in the Midrash on the verse, “This month shall mark for
you the beginning of the months”:

He took them from bondage to deliverance, as it is said, “Their mighty
Redeemer, Whose name is L-rd of Hosts, will champion their cause.”'® Thus, He
assigned [the month of Nissan] for them to rejoice, in that He avenged their
enemies on their behalf, as it is said, “I give people in exchange for you.”

- Ex. Rabbah 15:11
This is why Scripture said, “For every firstborn among the Israelites, human as well
as beast, is Mine; at the time that I smote every firstborn in the land of Egypt, I consecrated
them to Myself.” Then especially, “I consecrated them to Myself,” that I added holiness to
them, that in the beginning the sacrificial service was with the firstborn because of the
greatness alone and not necessarily for the sake of their holiness.

16 Fx. 13:2.
17 Isaiah 43:4.
18 Jer. 50:34.
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According to our way of understanding, we will solve the question of the world that
from here, it appears that since Israel erred with the Golden Calf, because of this, the Levites
were chosen for the sacrificial service of G-d instead of the firstborn of Israel. For we hear
from this that if they hadn’t erred with the Golden Calf, the firstborn would have had the
sacrificial service and not the tribe of Levi. Here, we hold that Jacob set aside Levi as a tithe
of all of his sons, and the tribe of Levi would always be the Omnipresent’s portion. This is as
the L-rd 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.”!® Even the
Egyptians didn’t enslave the tribe of Levi, because they knew they were a part of G-d, and
it’s possible that they accepted this view, as is brought by the commentators.
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Also, Rashi interpreted the verse, “Therefore, he was called by the name Levi,”° that
“the Holy One, Blessed be He, sent Gabriel, who brought [Levi| before Him, and called him
by this name and gave him the 24 presents of the priesthood, and because he was accompanied
[3117] [livahu], He called him Levi.”*! It can be said that it is indeed so that if [the Israelites]
had not sinned, the firstborn would have been holy for the sacrificial service, but they
wouldn’t have merited the 24 gifts of the priesthood, for these are only suited specifically for
the tribe of Levi. It is indeed so that the principal of the service and the sacrifices were with
the priests, but the firstborn would have been permitted to perform the sacrificial service in
a place where there were no priests, or to offer their sacrifices, but after they sinned, they
were completely disqualified.

0°77132 303 KD 0271027 N9 MEH W LPINT 08 IR 7Y 0071027 2°2°pn 100 232 IRuD KD oK Ol R
0"172 09°707" WYOY IOKY DIRK 1) "IRD M7 MY 203 "NT9R 133 DTN 113 95" gy 3Tl
X2 NP2 7"2977 wIN92 1Y, "0 7 11792 MY

Alternatively, if they hadn’t sinned with the Golden Calf, the firstborn would have
brought the sacrifices until they would come to the Land of Israel. That is because the mitzvah

19 Num. 18:20.
20 Gen. 29:34.
21 Rashi on Gen. 29:34.



of redeeming the firstborn, which transferred the firstborn’s holiness to the redemption funds,
was not practiced by those born in the wilderness, “And you must redeem every firstborn
among your children,”?? is written in the section, “and when the L-rd has brought you into
the land of the Canaanites, as He swore to you and to your fathers, and has given it to you.”??
Indeed, after they sinned, “He exchanged [22,000 of the 22,273 firstborn]** for the [22,000]
Levites?® and He commanded the redemption [of the 373 firstborn| that were over and above
[the number of the Levites],”*® and see the explanation of the Ramban in parashat Bo.?’
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According to this way of viewing the matter, we will understand a strange Midrash on
the verse, “This month shall mark for you the beginning of the months”: “Alternatively: ‘Israel
is My firstborn son’ [means] sons of the one who took the birthright. This is my firstborn son,
Israel.”?® This is strange; what is it coming to inform us?

Indeed, in the 22" chapter of tractate Shabbat, it is said that for the Israelites who
stood at Mount Sinai, their moral contamination ceased. Rabbi Chiya bar Abba [sic]
disagreed, for he held that the contamination had ceased much earlier. He said, “until three
generations [passed, the moral] contamination did not cease from our forefathers: Abraham
fathered Ishmaecl; Isaac fathered Esau; Jacob fathered twelve tribes in whom there was no
flaw.”?° Therefore, it’s found that the contamination ceased in the days of Jacob.

Pharaoh could have brought a proof that there was no holiness in the firstborn from
Gen. Rabbah 63:8, as Esau was born first, as I wrote above. Therefore, [G-d] said about them,
“They are sons of [Jacob], the one who took the birthright,” as the contamination ceased in
his days. He was not born first, so that Esau would take the complete contamination.
Afterward, the Israelites were holy, for by that point they were the firstborn, as Jacob had
acquired the birthright. G-d thus said to Pharaoh: “You sent your hand against them; and it’s
appropriate for you to be beaten.”

2 Ex. 13:13.

B Ex. 13:11.

24 Num. 3:43.

25 Num. 3:39.

26 Ramban on Ex. 13:11.

27 Ibid.

28 Ex. Rabbah 15:27

2 Shabbat 146a. Our edition, and all those on https://bavli.genizah.org, quote Rabbi Abba bar Kahana instead of
Rabbi Chiya bar Abba.
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But it is necessary to check the above-mentioned Midrash. Why did it take the proof
of the firstborn of cattle as showing that G-d loved the firstborn? It should have said that He
loved the firstborn because of the sacrificial service of the firstborn. For Jacob risked his life
for the birthright, because of the sacrificial service that the firstborn can offer. Why didn’t the
Midrash cite Jacob’s actions, instead of citing the firstborn of cattle?

Rather, the reason is because Pharaoh saw that in the future, Israel would make the
Golden Calf in the wilderness, as it was said to them, “Clearly, you are bent on mischief.”>’
From the incident of the Golden Calf and onward, [G-d] rejected the firstborn, because they
were not suited for the sacrificial service, as they had worshipped idolatry. Because of this, if
He had said to [Pharaoh]| that He loved the firstborn because of the sacrificial service,
[Pharaoh] would not have been afraid to lay his hands upon them, knowing they were destined
to lose the right to conduct the service.

Therefore, He said to him, because it is written in the Torah, “you must not work
your firstborn ox,” that even the firstborn of cattle are loved by [G-d], and we hear from this
that the love of the firstborn does not depend upon sacrificial service, rather there is some
unique esoteric secret there, and even more so with Israel.
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30 Ex. 10:10.



