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Chapter XLI: Pinchas (Num. 25:10-30:1)

Essay 1. The covenant of peace
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There is a Midrash Rabbah:

“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.”' The Holy One, Blessed be
He, said: It is just that he should receive his reward, as it is written, “Say,
therefore, ‘I grant him My covenant of peace.” »2

- Num. Rabbah 21:1
The Midrash requires explanation. Why is there any question that Pinchas should be rewarded?

Also, [the rabbis] of blessed memory said,’ and also Rashi brought in his commentary
on the Torah*: “The tribes demeaned [Pinchas]: “Did you see this son of Puti? The father of
his mother fattened calves for idol worship, and [yet] he killed the prince of a tribe of Israel.”
[In defense,] the verse comes and provides his lineage as “Pinchas, son of Elazar, son of Aaron
the priest.”

That is, Ex. 6:25 states, “And Aaron’s son Eleazar took into his [household] as wife one of
Putiel’s daughters, and she bore him Pinchas.” As will be noted below, one view is that Putiel was
Jethro, an idolator before converting to Judaism.> Thus, some mocked Pinchas, wondering how
the grandson of an idolator had the nerve to kill a prince of Israel. In his defense, the later verse,
Num. 25:11, stresses that Pinchas’s paternal grandfather was Aaron. Besides what we wrote at
the end of the previous parashah, Balak, essay 12, we need to check why specifically because
he was a grandson of Jethro, they felt that he could not be justified to kill a prince of Israel.

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at https://zstorah.com
!'Num. 25:11.

2 Num. 25:12.

3 Sanhedrin 82b.

4 Rashi to Gen. 37:2.

5> Ex. Rabbah 7:5.
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It can be said that at that time, Moses appointed many judges to judge those who had
worshipped Peor, as is brought in the Midrash Num. Rabbah 20:23 on the verse[s] “Take all
the ringleaders and have them publicly executed before the L-rd, so that the L-rd’s wrath may
be turned away from Israel. So Moses said to Israel’s officials, ‘Each of you slay those of his men
who attached themselves to Baal-peor.” °

When the tribes saw that Pinchas Kkilled Zimri, they thought he too had been
appointed to judge capital cases, and they protested this, because we learn in tractate
Sanhedrin, chapter 4, page 36b: “Not everyone is fit to judge capital cases. Why? As Rav
Yosef taught: Just as the court must be clean of injustice, so too must it be clean of any
blemish.” Rashi explains this means free of a family defect. It is written, “And they shall stand
there with you,”” meaning those of lineage like yours.
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Therefore, the tribes said: this one who is not of distinguished lineage should not have
judged capital cases, even if it were true that Zimri deserved death, and Pinchas acted outside
the law. But they erred in their understanding, because what Pinchas did was not a matter
dependent on judges.

On the contrary, we say in chapter 9 of Sanhedrin (82a): “One who has relations with
an Aramean woman, zealots strike him. . . If he comes to consult [with the court when he sees
such a thing, the court] does not teach him [that it is permitted to kill the transgressor].” Rather,
he acted on his own initiative and did not consult the Sanhedrin at all. Moreover, he
conquered his evil inclination and spoke with it, putting himself in great danger from Zimri’s
tribe, as it says there in Sanhedrin 82a and in the Midrash Num. Rabbah 20:25.

¢ Num. 25:4-5.
7 Num. 11:16.
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From now, just as Joseph, who conquered his inclination, rose to greatness and was
rewarded with rulership—as it says in the Midrash Gen. Rabbah 90:3: “[Regarding] the mouth
that did not Kiss in sin [by avoiding the advances of Potiphar’s wife], ‘by your mouth all my
people shall be sustained,’® ”—so too should this one [Pinchas] rise to greatness.

And he merited three gifts: the foreleg, the jaw, and the stomach, as we say in Chullin:

The foreleg corresponds to the hand [of Pinchas, who acted with his
hand]. And [the] jaw [corresponds to the] prayer [that he offered during the
incident]. [The] stomach is as its plain meaning [for Pinchas speared the woman
through her stomach].

- Chullin 134b
He was worthy of this because he was a son of Puti, i.e., descended from Joseph. For Putiel
has two meanings, as we say in chapter 8 of Sotah (43a), where it is explained that Putiel refers
to Jethtro, because he fattened [pittem] calves for idol worship, while others say Putiel refers to
Joseph, who mocked [pitpet] his desire by resisting the advances of Potiphar’s wife.
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Since, presumably, greatness is a burden upon a person, for “authority buries its
possessors,”” and if he were to die young, people might err and say it was because he sinned
by Kkilling Zimri. Therefore, “Behold, I give him My covenant of peace,” so that he would live
and endure like an angel, and this greatness would forever be a merit and not a liability.
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Since one who sheds the blood of the wicked is as though he has offered a sacrifice,'°
therefore he merited to become a priest, fit to offer other sacrifices. See also another reason
below (Essay 2) on the verse, “It shall be for him and his descendants after him a pact of priesthood
for all time, because he was zealous for his G-d, thus making expiation for the Israelites.”!! Since
he brought peace between Israel and their Father in Heaven, he became Elijah, a heralding
angel who will come in the end of days to bring peace to the world.'?

8 Gen. 41:40.

9 Pesachim 87b.

19 Num. Rabbah 21:3.

' Num. 25:13.

12 Yalkut Shimoni, parashat Pinchas, remez 771: “R' Shim'on ben Lakish said, ‘Pinchas is Elijah. The Holy One,
Blessed be He, said to him: You have made peace between Israel and Me in this world. Even in the next world, you

3
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In order to show Israel that he [Pinchas] received his reward justly—even though,
according to their view, he was not worthy to be considered a priest of distinguished lineage—
therefore, he will come in the future as Elijah to bring good tidings to Israel regarding all the
disqualified families who were distanced from the priesthood. As is the opinion of Rabbi
Yehuda at the end of tractate Eduyot: “[That Elijjah will come] to bring near, not to
distance.”'® Similarly, in Chapter 4 of tractate Kiddushin (71a), it is said: “A family [with a
flawed lineage] that became assimilated, remains assimilated [and one should not reveal their
flawed status].” Therefore, they said: “It is just that he should receive his reward,” meaning,
the judgment that was done with him should likewise be done for all of Israel.
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In another way, we can explain the phrase “It is just that he should receive his
reward” based on the Midrash’s explanation: (Num. Rabbah 21:1):

Great is peace, for it was given to Pinchas; for the world exists only
through peace, and the entire Torah is peace. When a person arrives from a
journey, we greet him with peace [i.e., “shalom”]. In the morning, we ask about
peace [i.e., “ma shlomcha,” literally, “how is your peace,” i.e., “how are you”]. At
night, likewise, one greets with peace. People conclude [the prayer]| Shema Yisrael
with “Who spreads the canopy of peace.”'* ... People conclude the Priestly
Blessing with peace.

- Num. Rabbah 21:1
But it is difficult to understand: what is the Midrash trying to say with “Great is the peace
that was given to Pinchas”? Is this peace different from other forms of peace? After all, it
goes on to say that the world operates only through peace, and peace is for all people,
suggesting that it’s a universal peace.

are the one who will make peace between My children and Me, as it is said, "'Lo, I will send the prophet Elijah to you
before the coming of the day of the Lord ... He shall reconcile parents with children (Mal. 3:23-24)." > ”

13 Mishnah Eduyot 8:7.

14 Referring to the second blessing after the Shema for ma’ariv of the Sabbath and holidays.

4



179Ny DI 71T IR 29T YA 1 W R YR 1 ,"aioy 77 o pIop 7y W WINT e u)
22K ,"19) "0°2%Y 2" MRIW 07°2°2 Vi1 ol PR 7"2pn R 210229 002 i ng ATiay o072y e
2"y npionea awu oioya 2173 213 ,0) 027 pan" 072 RNl R WRTIEn

It may be said that it is stated in the Midrash on the verse: “The L-rd will lift His face

upon you, and He will grant you peace.”!”

Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi Elazer HaKappar, says: “Great is peace, for
even if Israel worship idols but there is peace among them, as if the Holy One,
Blessed be He, said, ‘Satan cannot harm them,’ as it is said, ‘Ephraim is
attached to idols, leave him.”'¢ But once they become divided, what is said
about them? ‘Their heart is divided; now they will be punished.”!” Thus, peace
is great, and discord is hated.”

- Num. Rabbah 11:7
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We learn from this that all the power and greatness of peace is because the Satan has
no influence where there is peace, and no destructive force has permission to enter a place
where peace resides. Until the fulfillment of the verse, “Death will be swallowed up forever,”'®
the world will not merit to enjoy true peace. Therefore, we pray every day for the rectification
of the world and to merit this peace, and with each and every day, with each and every prayer,
the world becomes a bit more rectified, until the day of salvation arrives. But the peace that
was given to Pinchas was the true peace, such that even the Angel of Death would not have
permission to approach him, for him, “death will be swallowed up forever.” Thus, he no
longer needed to pray for peace, for he had already attained it, while we must continually

pray for it at every time and moment. See further later, in parashat Eikev, the end of Essay 5.

15 Num. 6:26.
16 Hosea 4:17.
17 Hosea 10:2.
18 Isaiah 25:8.
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Therefore, the Midrash says, “It is just that he should receive his reward,” because
when the righteous seek to dwell in peace, the Attribute of Justice prosecutes them, and the
Holy One, Blessed be He, scrutinizes the righteous to a hair’s breadth. But here, with
Pinchas, who repelled the Satan, as it is written, “He turned back My wrath from the
Israelites,” it is just, meaning: even the evil angel must respond “Amen” against his will, for
Pinchas is truly deserving of his reward, and the Attribute of Justice will not prosecute him.
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The Midrash says: “Great is the peace that was given to Pinchas, for the world exists

only through peace,” meaning, the essential sustenance of the world is through peace,

because destructive forces cause the destruction of the world, and therefore they are found

in “barren and desolate” places.'” When a person comes from a journey, we greet him with

“shalom,” because all roads are presumed to be dangerous, and the Satan prosecutes at times

of danger.”’ When one returns from the road, calm and unharmed, we ask him about peace,

i.e., “ma shalomcha” [how are you], meaning, the Satan did not harm him, and this is a true
sign that he possesses peace.
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Likewise, in the morning we ask about shalom, because the night has passed—when
“all the beasts of the forest stir,”?! and in the morning, “the sun rises and they gather and
couch in their dens.”?? In the evening too, we ask for shalom, to pray to G-d that He lay us
down in peace, due to fear of harmful forces. The Shema prayer for the evening of the Sabbath
and holidays concludes with “Who spreads the canopy of peace,” as it is written in the Zohar

19 Berachot 3a; Sukkah 52a (quoting Joel 2:20, “a land barren and desolate”).
20 Gen. Rabbah 91:9.

21 Ps. 104:20.

22 Ps. 104:22.



(ITII:211b) that when one recites Shema, he kills many destructive forces, and when Shabbat
enters, all destructive forces are driven down into the great abyss. As it is said regarding the
verse, “A psalm: A song for the Sabbath day,”? this refers to “the day when the destructive
forces rested from the world.””* Prayer ends with shalom, because when a person prays, there
are adversaries above that obstruct his prayer from ascending, and therefore the prayer ends
with shalom, for everything follows the conclusion. The Priestly Blessing ends with shalom,
because that is when the Divine Presence rests, and no destructive force can enter.
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This is what is said in Chapter 5 of Eruvin:

Rav Chisda said: The Torah can be acquired only with [mnemonic]
signs [that aid the memory], as it is stated: “Put it in their mouths.”?* Do not read
[the phrase as]: Put it [m°@] [simah], but [rather as]: Its sign [F370] [simanah] [,thus
indicating that mnemonic signs aid in memorizing the material].

Also, Rav Tachalifa of the West heard this and went [and] said it before
Rabbi Abbahu, [who] said: You learn this from there; we learn it from here, “Set
up markers for yourself,”?® [i.c.,] set up [mnemonic] markers for the Torah . ..

Rabbi Eliezer said [that we learn this same idea] from here: “Say to wisdom,
you are my sister, and call understanding, your kinswoman [v771] [moda]”*’
(Proverbs 7:4), which means: Establish signs [2>7yi1] [moda im] of the Torah.

- Eruvin 54b
It is known that the root of forgetfulness comes from the destructive forces that rule, and this
is especially true regarding Torah scholars, more than anyone else, for “whoever is greater
than his fellow, his evil inclination is also greater.”>® In chapter 8 of Chullin (105b), it is said:
“A demon told Mar bar Rav Ashi: Anything that is marked, measured, sealed, and set aside—
we have no permission to take it.” Therefore, when you make signposts for the Torah, the
destructive force will have no permission to enter and disrupt your Torah.

2 Ps. 92:1.

24 Midrash Tehillim 92:4.

2 Deut. 31:19.

26 Jer. 31:20.

27 Prov. 7:4.

28 Yalkut Shimoni on Nach 535:2.
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This is what is said in Midrash Num. Rabbah 11:7 on parashat Naso: “Great is peace:
even in a time of war, peace is necessary, because in a time of war, when there is accusation
[from Satan], Israel must seek peace so that goodness will be bestowed upon them and the
Divine Presence will rest upon them.” Also there: “Even the dead require peace, so that the
destructive forces do not approach them.” Also there: “Peace is given to those who practice
charity, as the Gemara says [in Bava Batra 9b] on the verse (Prov. 21:14): ‘A gift in secret
subdues anger,’that charity saves from all destructive forces and brings peace.”
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Also, in chapter 11 of Sanhedrin, entitled, “All Israel have a portion in the World-to-
Come:”

Rabbi Alexandri says: Anyone who engages in [the study of] Torah for
its own sake introduces peace into the [heavenly] entourage above and into the
[earthly] entourage below, as it is stated: “Or else let him take hold of My
strength, that he may make peace with Me; yea, let him make peace with Me.”?’

- Sanhedrin 99b

For anyone who engages in Torah study, destructive forces flee from him.*° They also said
there in tractate Sanhedrin that it is as if he protects the entire world, for there is peace in the
world.

This is what is said in the Baraita, in Berachot 64a: “Rabbi Eleazar said in the name of
Rabbi Chanina: Torah scholars increase peace in the world, as it is said, ‘And all your sons
[7732] [banayikh] shall be taught of the L-rd, and great shall be the peace of your sons.”*!”
Immediately after they said there, “Do not read it as ‘banayich’ [7°]2] [your sons], but
‘bonayich’ [73i2] [your builders], since by protecting the entire world it is as if they build the
world.”

2 Isaiah 27:5.
30 Berachot 5a.
31 Isaiah 54:13.
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The verse says, “That he may make peace with Me; yea, let him make peace with Me.”
It is known that with the awakening of the lower world, there is an awakening of the higher
world. Therefore, first “let him make peace with Me,” and then a flow of abundance will be
bestowed from above, this is the peace. This is the reason why the righteous create peace,
because the harmful forces are distanced, and the Divine Presence rests upon them, for peace
is what enables this.



