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Chapter XXXVII: Shelach (Num. 13:1–15:41) 
 
Essay 7. Pinchas and Caleb in Jericho 
 
The Haftorah for Shelach, Joshua 2:1–24, relates that Joshua asked two men to enter 

Jericho as spies, and they spend the night at the house of Rahab, a prostitute. She hid the men, and 
when the Canaanites asked her to produce them, she lied and said that they had left. 

 

, ורז"ל אָמְרוּ דְּכָלֵב הוּא שֶׁהָיָה צָרִי הַטְמָנָה "וַתִּצְפְּנֵם"הָאִשָּׁה אֶת־שְׁנֵי הָאֲנָשִׁים וַתִּצְפְּנוֹ", בְּלָשׁוֹן יָחִיד וְלאֹ אָמַר    וַתִּקַּח"

 .אֲבָל לאֹ פִּנְחָס שֶׁהָיָה עוֹמֵד לִפְנֵיהֶם רוֹאֶה וְאֵינוֹ נִרְאֶה
  

“The woman took the two men and hid him” (Joshua 2:4). It is curious that the text says 
“And the woman took the two men” but then writes the verb ֹוַתִּצְפְּנו [va’titzpeno] [“and she hid 
him”] in singular form, and it doesn’t say “and she hid them.” The rabbis, of blessed memory, 
said that the two men were Pinchas and Caleb, and that Caleb was the one who needed 
concealment, but not Pinchas, for Pinchas was standing before them, “seeing but not seen.”1 

  
וְעוֹד קָשֶׁה דַּהֲלאֹ כְּשֶׁהקב"ה עוֹשֶׂה נִסִּים אֵינוֹ עוֹשֶׂה אוֹתָם אֶלָּא   .וְכוּ' הֲרֵי שֶׁהִטְמִינָה שְׁנֵיהֶם  "וַתִּטְמְנֵם"מַקְשִׁים דְּהָא כְּתִיב  

נְחָס לאֹ הָיָה מַלְאָ  ין פִּ יוְעוֹד שֶׁעֲדַיִ   .ם לְלאֹ תּוֹעֶלֶת וְאֵין זֶה מִנְהָגוֹ שֶׁל הקב"היִּ דְּאִי לָאו הָכִי הָיָה עוֹשֶׂה נִיס  ?עַל צַד הַהֶכְרֵחַ 
חֵד עִם הַנָּכְרִית וּבִפְרָט שֶׁהָיְתָה זוֹנָה מוּפקֶרֶת, יתַּר לָהֶם לְהִתְיַ וּוְעוֹד קָשֶׁה לְפִי פְּשׁוּטוֹ שֶׁל מִקְרָא אֵי ה  .ר בְּעָלְמָארַק כְּאִישׁ כָּשֵׁ 

 .לּוּ עִם אֲנָשִׁים הַרְבֵּהיחֵד אִשָּׁה אַחַת אֲפִ יב סְעִיף ה') לאֹ תִּתְיַ ”אִיתָא בְּשֻׁלְחָן עָרוּ אֶבֶן הָעֵזֶר (סִימָן כ וְהָא
 
People question this midrash, for it is written in Joshua 2:6, “and she had hidden them 

under some stalks of flax,” that she had hidden the two of them. Another difficulty is that: 
isn’t it so that when the Holy One, Blessed be He, performs a miracle, he does not do so unless 
it is necessary? That is, Pinchas could have been protected by being hidden, so why would G-d 
have to perform a miracle by making him invisible?2 For if this is not so, then He would be 
performing miracles for no purpose, and this is not the custom of the Holy One, Blessed be 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. 
1 Yalkut Shimoni on the Prophets, remez 8: “Pinchas said to her, ‘I am a priest, and the priests are similar to an 

angel, as it says, ‶For the lips of a priest guard knowledge, and men seek rulings from his mouth; for he is a messenger 
of the L-rd of Hosts″ (Malachi 2:7), and the angel can desire to be seen, [or] can desire not to be seen.’ And she only 
hid Caleb.” The language used by Zera Shimshon, “seeing but not seen” is also used to describe G-d, in Berachot 10a. 

2 Nor was Pinchas always invisible to the Canaanites, for in Joshua 2:2, “The king of Jericho was told, ‘Some 
men have come here tonight, Israelites, to spy out the country.’ ” So someone in Jericho had at some point seen both 
Caleb and Pinchas. 
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He. Also, Pinchas wasn’t yet an angel,3 but only a man in the world with fit morals. Further, 
it is difficult, according to the plain meaning of the text, how it was permitted for them to 
seclude themselves with a non-Jewish woman, and particularly one who was a prostitute 
available to any man. It is brought in the Shulchan Aruch, Even haEzer (siman 22, se’if 5), 
that one woman may not be secluded even with many men.4 

 
שֶׁיִּ  זֶ י וְהֲגַם  זָרָה (דַּף ל"ו),  דְּעֲבוֹדָה  בְּפֶרֶק ב'  כִּדְאָמְרִינַן  וְהִלֵּל  בִּימֵי שַׁמַּאי  אֶלָּא  הַנָּכְרִית לאֹ אֲסָרוּהוּ  לִכְלָלוּת  חוּד  נִיחָא  ה 

כִּדְאָמְרִינַן "עֵקֶב אֲשֶׁר־שָׁמַע .  ר עָלָיווֹם פְּשִׁיטָא שֶׁהָיָה לָהֶם לְהִזָּהֵר בַּמֶּה שֶׁעֲתִידִין חֲכָמִים לִגְזיִשְׂרָאֵל אֲבָל לַאֲנָשִׁים צַדִּיקִי
רָאֵל קוֹדֵם לְזֶה בִּבְנוֹת מוֹאָב  אוּ יִשְׂ אַבְרָהָם בְּקֹלִי" מְלַמֵּד שֶׁקִּיֵּים אֲפִילּוּ עֵירוּבֵי תַבְשִׁילִין שֶׁהֵם מִדְרַבָּנָן, וּמִכָּל שֶׁכֵּן שֶׁכְּבָר חָטְ 

  .טִּיםיבַּשִּׁ 
 
It’s true that seclusion with a non-Jewish woman was prohibited only later, in the days 

of Shammai and Hillel, as it says in the second chapter of tractate Avodah Zarah, page 36b. 
This was generally fine for the men of Israel, prior to the time of Shammai and Hillel. That is, 
the Gemara first discusses that the Torah forbade marriage with women of the seven Canaanite 
nations, and that the students of Shammai and Hillel extended the prohibition rabbinically to cover 
all other nations. The Gemara then discusses extramarital relations, stating that while the Torah 
forbade Jewish women from having extramarital relations with a non-Jewish man, the Torah did 
not forbid Jewish men from having extramarital relations with non-Jewish women. The students 
of Shammai and Hillel extended the prohibition rabbinically to forbid such extramarital relations. 
Thus, prior to Shammai and Hillel, as extramarital relations were permitted between a Jewish man 
and a non-Jewish woman, then seclusion was not a problem.  

But for righteous men, like Pinchas and Caleb, it is obvious that they needed to beware 
of what the Torah scholars were destined to enact. As it is said, “Inasmuch as Abraham 
obeyed Me [and kept My charge: My commandments, My laws, and My teachings]” (Gen. 26:5), 
and Yoma 28b states that teaches that he fulfilled even [the mitzva of] eruv tavshilin,5 a rabbinic 
ordinance [instituted later]. That is, we have a concept that the righteous will know what to do 
and what not to do, even prior to the express enactment of laws. In any case, Israel had already 

 
3 Later, Pinchas killed Zimri and Cozbi, after which G-d told Moses: “Pinchas, son of Eleazar son of Aaron the 

priest, has turned back My wrath from the Israelites by displaying among them his passion for Me, so that I did not 
wipe out the Israelite people in My passion. Say, therefore, ‘I grant him My pact of friendship. It shall be for him and 
his descendants after him a pact of priesthood for all time, because he took impassioned action for his G-d, thus making 
expiation for the Israelites.’ ” (Num. 25:11-13). Targum Yonaton to Num. 25:12 interprets: “Swearing by My Name, 
I say to him, Behold, I decree to him My covenant of peace, and will make him an angel of the covenant, that he may 
ever live, to announce the Redemption at the end of the days.” 

4 Shulchan Aruch, Even haEzer (siman 22, se’if 5), text of Rabbi Yosef Karo: “One woman may not be in seclusion 
even with many men, unless the wife of one of the men is present. And similarly, one man may not be in seclusion 
even with many women.” 

5 Eruv tavshilin is a ritual performed prior to a festival that falls on a Friday. Ordinarily, food can be cooked on a 
festival to be eaten that same day, but not to be eaten after the festival. To allow food to be cooked on a Friday festival 
for the next day (i.e., the Sabbath, when cooking is not allowed), a small amount of food is prepared for the Sabbath 
and set aside before the commencement of the festival. Thus, any cooking done on the festival for the Sabbath will 
not be considered a newly undertaken preparation for the next day, but only a continuation of the cooking that had 
begun before the onset of the festival. 
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sinned previously to this scouting mission to Jericho, with the daughters of Moab at Shittim, 
when Pinchas was so enraged that he killed Zimri and Cozbi.6 Thus, Pinchas and Caleb should 
have been well aware of the danger of secluding themselves with Rahab. 

 
אֶלָּא דְּבִגְּמָרָא דְּקִידּוּשִׁין (דַּף פ"א) מָסִיק דְּאֲפִילּוּ   וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּבַגְּמָרָא אָמְרִינַן דְּבִתְרֵי וּכְשֵׁרִים שָׁרֵי וּכְמוֹ שֶׁכָּתוּב שָׁם בַּהַגָּהָה.

כְּגוֹן ר' חֲנִינָא בַּר פַּפִּי וַחֲבֵירָיו, וְאִם כֵּן אֲפִילּוּ עֲשָׂרָה כְּשֵׁרִים אֲסוּרָה לְהִתְיַחֵד עִמָּהֶם,   רַב וְרַב יְהוּדָה לאֹ מְקֹרוּ כְּשֵׁרִים אֶלָּא
  .ועיי"ש בְּחֶלְקַת מְחוֹקֵק

 
It can be said that in the Gemara (Kiddushin page 80b), it says that [a woman can be 

secluded] with two men of fit morals, as it is written there in the Shulchan Aruch, Even haEzer 
(siman 22, se’if 5), in the annotation of the Rema.7 However, in the Gemara Kiddushin (page 
81a), it concluded that even Rav and Rav Yehuda weren’t called [men of] fit morals, rather 
only Rabbi Chanina bar Pappi and his colleagues were considered to be on such a high level! 
If so, then even [if there are] ten people who we would consider to be fit men, [a woman] is 
forbidden to be secluded with [the men], because who really knows if they are truly deserving 
of that label. See there in the Chelkat Mechokek (100:7).8 

  
כִּי הֵיכִי דְּלאֹ תַּקְשִׁי אֶלָּא    אוּר הַכָּתוּב, אִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁהָאִשָּׁה הִצְפִּינָה שְׁנֵיהֶם כְּדִכְתִיב "וַתִּטְמְנֵם בְּפִשְׁתֵּי הָעֵץ",יוּמֵעַתָּה נָבאֹ לַבֵּ 

מִפְּנֵי    כִי אָמַר הַכָּתוּב "וַתִּצְפְּנוֹ", שֶׁלּאֹ הָיְתָה צְרִיכָה לְהַטְמִין אֶלָּא כָּלֵב,אֵי נִתְיַחְדוּ בְּלַיְלָה בֵּית אִשָּׁה זוֹנָה וְנָכְרִית, מִשּׁוּם הָ 
  . וְיוֹתֵר מִמֶּנּוּ חֲנִינָא בַּר פַּפִּי  נְחָס הָיָה צַדִּיק כְּמַלְאָ ה', וְהָרְאָיָה שֶׁסּוֹפוֹ נַעֲשֶׂה מַלְאָ וְאֵין יֵצֶר הָרַע שׁוֹלֵט בּוֹ, וְהָיִינוּ ר'  ישֶׁפִּ 

    נְחָס הָיָה שׁוֹמֵר אוֹתוֹ.יב כְּמוֹתוֹ עִם כֹּל זֶה פִּ וֹלאֹ יִהְיֶה חֲשׁ וְגַם כָּלֵב שֶׁהָלַ עִמּוֹ בְּוַדַּאי שֶׁהָיָה דּוֹמֶה לוֹ צַדִּיק כְּמוֹתוֹ, וְאַף אִם
 
Now we will come to an explanation of the Scripture. It is indeed so that the woman 

hid the two of them, as it is written, “and she had hidden them under some stalks of flax” 
(Joshua 2:6). Rather, in order that there not be a difficulty as to how they secluded themselves 
at night at the house of a non-Jewish prostitute, for that reason Scripture said “and she hid 
him,” and that as taught in Yalkut Shimoni, it was necessary for her to hide only Caleb. That is 
because Pinchas was a righteous man, like an angel of G-d. The proof is that at his [life’s] 
end, he was made into an angel. Thus, if Rahab had not hidden him, then G-d would have created 
a miracle to save him. This status of Pinchas explains how he and Caleb were able to be secluded 
with Rahab. No evil inclination ruled over [Pinchas], like Rabbi Chanina bar Pappi and even 

 
6 Num. 25:1–3: “While Israel was staying at Shittim, the people profaned themselves by consorting with the 

Moabite women, who invited the people to the sacrifices for their god. The people partook of them and worshiped that 
god. Thus Israel attached itself to Baal-peor, and the L-rd was incensed with Israel.” 

7 Shulchan Aruch, Even haEzer (siman 22, se’if 5), note of the Rema: “Note: And there are those who say that a 
woman may seclude herself with two ‘good men’ [of fit morals] when in-town. And men are to be considered as good 
men, generally. But if they are ‘steeped’ [in sexual immorality], it's forbidden to be secluded even with ten of them. 
And all this [applies] when in-town. However, in the field, or during the night even in-town, three men are required 
to be there, even if they are ‘good men.’ And there are those who permit one man with many women, if his business 
is not [primarily] involved with women.” 

8 Moses ben Isaac Judah Lima (c. 1615 – c. 1670), Lithuanian scholar, rabbi of Brest-Litovsk, Slonim, and Vilna. 
His son published his manuscript, Chelkat Mechokek, a commentary on the first 126 chapters of the Shulchan Aruch, 
Eben HaEzer. 
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more so. Also, Caleb, who traveled with him, was certainly similar to him, a righteous man 
like him, and even if he wouldn’t be considered exactly like him, nevertheless Pinchas was 
guarding him and keeping Caleb far from sin. 

 
* * * 


