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Chapter XXXVI: Beha’alotecha (Num. 8:1-12:16)

Essay 4. Seventy-two candidates for the seventy Elders
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Sanhedrin, first chapter:

[Regarding the appointment of the Elders, who would help Moses govern
and judge the people, there were seventy-two candidates for Elder but only seventy
were needed.] “And two men remained in the camp; the name of one was Eldad
and the name of the other Medad, and the spirit rested upon them, and they were
among those [seventy-two] who were written [as candidates for the seventy
positions] but who did not go out to the tent, and they prophesied in the camp.”"
[Where did they remain?] Some say [this means] they [i.e., their names,]| remained
[excluded from those selected from the lots] in the box. At the time that the Holy
One, Blessed be He, said to Moses: “Gather for Me seventy men of the Elders of
Israel,”” Moses said: How shall I do this? [If] I select six from each and every
tribe, there will be [a total of seventy-two, which will be] two extra. [But if] I select
five from each and every tribe, there will be [a total of sixty,] lacking ten. [And if]
I select six from this tribe and five from that tribe, I will bring about envy between
the tribes [as those with fewer representatives will resent the others].

What did he do? He selected six from every tribe and he brought seventy-
two slips. On seventy [of them] he wrote: Elder, and he left two [of them] blank.
He mixed them and placed them in the box. He said to [the seventy-two chosen
candidates]: Come and draw your slips. Everyone whose hand drew up [a slip that
said]: Elder, he said [to him]: Heaven has already sanctified you. [And] everyone
whose hand drew up a blank [slip], he said [to him]: The Omnipresent does not
desire you; what can I do for you?

’ English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
''Num. 11:26.
2 Num. 11:16.




Rabbi Shimon says: [Eldad and Medad] remained in the camp, [as they
did not want to come to the lottery for the Elders]. At the time that the Holy One,
Blessed be He, said to Moses: Gather for me seventy Elders, Eldad and Medad said:
We are not fitting for that [level of] greatness; [we are not worthy of being
appointed among the Elders]. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said: Since you have
made yourselves humble, I will add greatness to your greatness. And what is [the]
greatness He added to them? That all of the prophets, [meaning the other Elders,
who were given prophecy,] prophesied [for a time] and ([then] stopped
[prophesying], but they prophesied and did not stop.

And what prophecy did they prophesy? They said: Moses will die, and
Joshua will bring the Jewish people into the Land. . . .

Rav Nachman says: They were prophesying about the matter of Gog and
Magog.

- Sanhedrin 17a
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Question 1: [The commentators] ask: Why did Moses need to write on seventy slips?
He should have left seventy blank and written on only two, and whoever drew a blank slip
would be counted among the Elders, while whoever drew a slip that was not blank would be
among those not appointed as Elders.
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The answer to Question 1 is that this is no difficulty at all, for this lottery, which was
conducted with the assistance of the Shechinah, had to function like the Urim and Thummim,
where one must examine and clarify the question. The author’s point becomes clear below: the
lottery was not merely a mechanism for random selection. Like the Urim and Thummim, it served
as an instrument for revealing Divine will and drawing down the appropriate spiritual influence
upon each recipient. As we say in chapter seven of Yoma (73b), the Urim and Thummim are
called so because they illuminate and complete their words. Just as the Urim and Thummim
required that the inquiry be precisely formulated in order for the Divine response to be fully
articulated, so too the lottery slips needed to explicitly state “Elder” so that the Divine will could
be expressed through the lottery’s act of declaration.

In the matter of the Concubine at Gibeah, since they did not formulate their inquiry
properly, they were not answered according to their desire and will.



This refers to an incident in Judges chapters 19-21. A concubine of an unnamed Levite
was abused and killed when they stayed the night in Gibeah. The Levite sent pieces of her body to
the other tribes calling for revenge. The Benjaminites refused to turn over the killers. The tribes
went to the tabernacle at Bethel to inquire of G-d, which means that the Urim and Thummim were
consulted. They asked who should go to fight the Benjamites first. The oracle selected the Tribe
of Judah, but on day 1, Israel lost 22,000 men. On day 2 they asked if they should fight again, and
this time 18,000 men were lost. They were confused by the staggering losses, and on day 3 asked
if they should fight or stop. They were promised victory and the tribe of Benjamin was nearly
wiped out. The Rabbis, in Sanhedrin 103b, said that the inquiry was formulated improperly: instead
of first asking “should we fight our brothers,” they only asked “who should go first” and “should
we go out again.” Because Israel took it for granted that civil war was the correct choice, they
never asked for Divine permission.

1T 1) YIRT NR70 P 97133 a¥nw 12 ,AETeD TWRn IR A1) "pr” e nxya 27RIY wyaT i)
79 ORTY RPN LPY0 0R) "R 708 2107 10 nR KDY "OIRIyY" ax " et 0°2Ind 09037 o YW oyl
A29p3 Y1207 TN AT TURT? A1 ,A0RTI? ORI IORTI? ORI TURT;

Furthermore, we require that the lottery itself declare “Elder,” pronounce its decree,
and draw down holiness. Thus, we find regarding the lottery for the division of the Land,’
and likewise the two goats of Yom Kippur, where the lots were inscribed “for the Lord” and
“for Azazel.”* We do not say that one lot should be inscribed “for the Lord” and the other
left blank. Rather, certainly this was in order to draw each one according to its proper
designation: this one to draw down holiness, and that one to subdue the kelipah, the force of
spiritual impurity or concealment that opposes holiness.
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Question 2: Rather, if there is a difficulty, this is the difficulty: Why was it necessary
for Moses to select an equal number from every tribe? He should have selected the seventy
most worthy Elders from all Israel, regardless of tribe, just as they were accustomed to do
when appointing members of the Sanhedrin. Likewise, in Egypt there were seventy Elders,
as Rabbeinu Bechaye wrote, that this number never ceased among Israel, corresponding to
the seventy souls who descended to Egypt.’

3 Num. 26:55-56; Num. 34:13-29; Joshua 18:10.
4Lev. 16:7-10.
5 See Rabbeinu Bechaye on Num. 11:16.
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Question 3: There is another point requiring examination. According to the view of
“some say,” as explained by the Re’em, Rabbi Elijah Mizrachi,® whose explanation was also
upheld by the Maharshal in Chochmat Shlomo (see there),” and likewise according to the
plain meaning of the Talmud in the first chapter [Sanhedrin] (17a), which says: “How many
righteous men were there? Moses, Aaron, Joshua, Eldad and Medad, and seventy Elders,”
etc., it appears that Eldad and Medad were those who drew the blank slips. This presents a
great difficulty. If it was the will of the Holy One, Blessed be He, that all seventy-two should
be prophets, why did He not select all of them from the outset without any lottery?

Question 4: Furthermore, why did these two in particular merit to receive their
prophecy directly from the Holy One, blessed be He, whereas the seventy received an
emanation of spirit only from the prophecy of Moses, as the Maharsha writes there?®
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Question 2 asked why it was it necessary for Moses to select an equal number from every
tribe. As an answer, it may be said that the number seventy is a distinguished and honored
number, as our sages said,’ there are seventy nations, seventy ministering princes, and
seventy angels surrounding the Throne of Glory.'° They are seven, each one comprising ten,
which encompasses all the supernal powers. The seventy souls descended to Egypt
corresponding to the seventy princes who ruled over Israel during the exile. Likewise, the
number of the twelve tribes corresponds to the twelve zodiacal constellations and the twelve
permutations of the Divine Name. Thus, Scripture says, “All these are the twelve tribes of
Israel,”'! corresponding to the twelve channels above.

6 Rabbi Eliyahu Mizrachi (“Re’em”) (c. 1455 — 1525), Sefer haMizrachi, a supercommentary on Rashi’s Torah
commentary.

7 Rabbi Solomon Luria (“Maharshal”) (c. 1510-1573), preeminent Polish rabbi and Ashkenazic halachic
authority. His work Chochmat Shiomo (“The Wisdom of Solomon”) consists of critical gloss notes and textual
emendations on the Talmud.

8 Shmuel Eidels (1555 — 1631), Chiddushei Aggadot.

? See, e.g., Ramban on Num. 11:16.

10 The author is drawing on a broader rabbinic and kabbalistic symbolism in which seventy represents the totality
of created powers, corresponding to the seventy nations and their heavenly ministers.

' Gen. 49:28.
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This is the meaning of “each according to his blessing he blessed them.”'? The word
berachah (“blessing”) is in the language of bereichah [72°72], which is a channel conveying
water from above. Thus, he drew down blessing from above to them below.

Therefore, now that they were about to receive holy influence and prophecy, he
wished each one to receive his influence specifically through his own channel, and so he took
an equal number from each tribe. Since the breastplate contained twelve stones, and upon
each were six letters, amounting in total to the esoteric secret of the seventy-two Names, ' he
likewise selected the number seventy-two.
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Question 5: If you ask: If so, why were the Elders themselves not also seventy-two in
number?

Answer to Question 5: One may answer that the esoteric secret of the Sanhedrin is
seventy, and this is an important number. Moses stood above them, making seventy-one, and
the Holy One, Blessed be He, was above Moses and all of them. Thus, altogether they amount
to the Great Name of seventy-two. This is the esoteric secret of “Behold, the Lord was
standing upon a wall made with a plumbline [73X] [anach].”'* Anach has a Gematria of seventy-
one, and if an additional one is added for the word itself, that brings the total to seventy-two. This
corresponds to Moses standing above the seventy Elders (seventy-one total), with G-d above all
equaling seventy-two.

Question 4 asked why Eldad and Medad merited to receive their prophecy directly from
G-d, whereas the seventy received an emanation of spirit only from the prophecy of Moses. The
answer is that therefore, the seventy received their prophecy from Moses, from that which

12 Ibid.

13 The seventy-two-letter Divine Name (Shem Ben Ayin-Bet) is derived from three consecutive verses in Exodus
(14:19-21), each containing seventy-two letters. When combined in a specific pattern, they yield seventy-two three-
letter combinations, each considered a component of the Divine Name. This Name figures prominently in Kabbalistic
literature, particularly in Lurianic Kabbalah. Zera Shimshon associates the twelve tribal stones of the High Priest’s
breastplate with the seventy-two-letter Divine Name. Since each tribe contributes six representatives (12 x 6 = 72),
Moses’ selection of seventy-two candidates mirrors the symbolic structure of the breastplate and the seventy-two-
letter Name.

14 Amos 7:7.



was emanated from his spirit upon them. For the greatest member of the Sanhedrin teaches
all of them, and they are all subordinate to him. But as for the two who remained, it was
impossible for Moses to emanate to them, since one corresponded to [Moses] himself, he
being the greatest among the judges; how could he make another equal to himself? The
second corresponded to the Divine Presence resting upon them, and this too Moses could not
emanate upon.
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Therefore it was necessary that the Holy One, Blessed be He, emanate upon them,
and consequently they were more important than all seventy.

Question 3 had asked: If G-d had wanted seventy-two prophets, why did He not select them
all from the outset, without any lottery? The answer is that when the Holy One, Blessed be He,
said to Moses, “Gather for Me seventy men,” this meant that these specifically would receive
their emanation from Moses, as it is written, “I will take of the spirit that is upon you and
place it upon them.”' Eldad and Medad occupied a different spiritual position, and could not
receive prophecy from Moses. Indeed, [G-d] desired that there be seventy-two and desired to
bestow His spirit upon the additional two. But the lottery was necessary because Moses himself
did not know beforehand which two would receive this separate, direct prophetic endowment.
Moses, not knowing with certainty whether the Holy One, Blessed be He, would bestow
prophecy upon them, [left two] “blank,” and [Moses] said to [the candidate]: “The
Omnipresent does not desire you —what shall I do for you?” That is, “I” — Moses — “have
power to emanate only upon seventy.”
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This explains why they immediately prophesied concerning the death of Moses, for
one of them corresponded to him. They also prophesied concerning Gog and Magog, for at
that time “the L-rd shall be King over all the earth; on that day the L-rd shall be One and His
Name One.”'® Gog and Magog correspond to the seventy ministering princes of the nations,

15 Num. 11:17.
16 Zech. 14:9.



according to the numerical value of “Gog and Magog,” which equals seventy.!” It is written,
“Thus will I manifest My greatness and My holiness, and make Myself known in the sight of
many nations. And they shall know that I am the L-rd.”'®

These two merited five things more than the seventy Elders, as stated in Yalkut
Shimoni on the verse “And two men remained in the camp.”

Because they humbled themselves and said, “We are not worthy to be
among the number of the Elders,” they were found superior to the Elders in five
respects.

1) The Elders prophesied only concerning the morrow, as it is stated,

“And to the people you shall say ...” but these prophesied what
would occur in the future, at the end of forty years.

2) The names of the Elders were not specified, whereas the names of

these were specified.

3) The prophecy of the Elders ceased, whereas theirs did not cease.

4) The prophecy of the Elders was derived from that of Moses, . . . but

their prophecy was from the Holy One, Blessed be He . ..

5) The Elders did not enter the Land, whereas these entered the Land.

- Yalkut Shimoni 737
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Question 6: Why did Eldad and Medad surpass the seventy Elders in these five specific
respects?

Answer to Question 6: The reason they surpassed all the Elders in these five respects
can be understood through the esoteric secret of Eldad and Medad. The Divine Name
“Elohim” is divided into two parts: »"'X on the right, from which kindness draws sustenance,
and >''» on the left, from which the left side draws sustenance. The heh of Elohim standing
in the middle is the esoteric secret of the heart, which stands in the middle, as the Kabbalists
wrote.!° Furthermore, in the writings of the Ari, may he be remembered for life in the World-
to-Come, they are channels through which influence is drawn down. Therefore, [El-dad and
Me-dad] were called by the name dad, like the two breasts [dadim] of a woman, right and
left. Thus, El-dad is formed with the right-hand side of the Name Elohim, “E/”, as a prefix, and
“dad” as a suffix. Me-dad is formed with the left-hand side of the Name Elohim, “Me”, as a prefix,
and “dad” as a suffix.

17 If one includes the conjunctive, then the Gematria MM 33 =3 +6+3 +6+40+3 +6 +3 =70.
18 Ezek. 38:23.
19 Moses Cordovero (“Ramak”) (1522-70), Pardes Rimonim (Safed 1548), Sha’ar HaShemot, ch. 8, sec. 9.
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The author offers a further Kabbalistic elaboration.

It may also be said that since judgment is the sustaining force of this world, which
was created with the letter heh, therefore “G-d stands in the Divine assembly, in the midst
G-d will judge”?* — that is, half on the right and half on the left. Thus, these members of the
Sanhedrin incline to acquittal and those incline to liability, according to the illumination
drawn to them from the Name Elohim. The essence of judgment is the heh in the middle,
which is the sustaining force of the world. This is the meaning of “in the midst”—that is, in
the middle—*“G-d will judge.” He was precise in saying, “G-d stands in the Divine assembly
[7%~n1y2] [be adat El],” for El denotes kindness, and the primary intention of judges in capital
cases is to begin with arguments for acquittal, as it is written, “The assembly shall save the
manslayer from the blood-avenger.”?! Furthermore, if the defendant leaves the court
acquitted, he is not brought back, as Rashi explained on the verse, “Do not slay the innocent
and the righteous,”?” etc.; see there.

Thus, the structure of Eldad and Medad’s names — embodying the two flanking aspects of
the Name Elohim, with the /eh of judgment at the center — reflects their unique role in sustaining
and expressing the Divine presence within the camp, beyond what the seventy Elders could achieve
through the emanation of Moses alone.
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20 ps. 82:1.
21 Num. 35:25.
2 Ex. 23:7.



