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Chapter XLI: Pinchas (Num. 25:10–30:1) 
 
Essay 2. Pinchas and the priesthood 
 

תָּרוֹת,  וּחַת אֲשֶׁר" וְכוּ' "וַיְכַפֵּר" וְכוּ' נִרְאוֹת מְיבוֹת "תַּ ימַקְשִׁים שֶׁאֵלּוּ הַתֵּ   .אֲשֶׁר קִנֵּא לֵא˄הָיו וַיְכַפֵּר עַל־בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל"  "תַּחַת

ף, וּבִשְׁבִיל זֶה מַשְׁמָע שֶׁזָּכָה לִבְרִית שְׁלוֹם  וֹ רֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י בְּקָצְפּוֹ אֶת הַקֶּצֶף שֶׁהָיָה לִי לִקְצשֶׁהֲרֵי כְּבָר אָמַר "בְּקַנְאוֹ אֶת־קִנְאָתִי" וּפֵ 
נוּ חַיִּים נִצְחִיִּים "וְהָיְתָה לּוֹ וּלְזַרְעוֹ יוְהָכִי הֲוָה לֵיהּ לְמֵימָר "הֵשִׁיב אֶת־חֲמָתִי" וְכוּ' "לָכֵן אֱמֹר" וְכוּ', דְּשָׁלוֹם הַיְ .  נָּהוּוְלִבְרִית כְּה

מִידֵּי. וְתוּ לָא  כְּהֻנַּת עוֹלָם"  בְּרִית  הָיָה לוֹ   אַחֲרָיו  אִם  קָשֶׁה  לִקְצוֹף"  לִי  שֶׁהָיָה  הַקֶּצֶף  אֶת  "בְּקָצְפּוֹ  רַשִׁ"י  שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ  מַה  וְעוֹד 
וְאִם לאֹ קָצַף הקב"ה שְׁמַע מִינַּהּ שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה מִן הָרָאוּי לִקְצוֹף לְאֵיזוֹ סִבָּה וּמְנָא לֵיהּ לְפִנְחָס    ,לְהקב"ה לִקְצוֹף לָמָּה לאֹ קָצַף

  נֵּא לְשֵׁם הקב"ה.י, וּבִשְׁלָמָא בְּלאֹ פֵּרוּשׁ רַשִׁ"י נִיחָא שֶׁקִּ לִקְצוֹף
  

“The L-rd spoke to Moses, saying: ‘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 covenant of 
peace, and it shall be for him and his descendants after him a covenant of priesthood for all time, 
because he was zealous for his G-d, thus making expiation for the Israelites.‴ ’ ”1  

People question that these words, “because he was zealous for his G-d, thus making 
expiation for the Israelites,” appear to be superfluous. That is, He already said “when he 
avenged My avenging,” which Rashi explained as, “when he displayed the anger that I should 
have displayed.”2 Because of this, we hear that he merited the covenant of peace and the 
covenant of priesthood. He should have said, “He 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 covenant of peace’ ”—for peace is eternal 
life—“ ‘and it shall be for him and his descendants after him a covenant of priesthood for all 
time,’ ” and not said anything else. 

Also, regarding what Rashi explained, “when he displayed the anger that I should 
have displayed,” a difficulty is if the Holy One, Blessed be He, should have displayed anger, 
why didn’t He display anger? Also, as the Holy One, Blessed be He, didn’t display anger, we 
hear from this that it wasn’t appropriate to display anger for some reason, and how did 
Pinchas know to show anger? Granted, without the explanation of Rashi, it is fine that he 
was zealous for the sake of the Holy One, Blessed be He. 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Num. 25:10–13. 
2 Rashi on Num. 25:11. 
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לָאִישׁ רֵת ה'  "יַכְ   אָמְרִינַן וְהַבּוֹעֵל אֲרַמִּית, קַנָּאִין פּוֹגְעִין בּוֹ. לאֹ פָּגְעוּ בּוֹ קַנָּאִין כְּתִיב בֵּיהּ  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דִּבְפֶרֶק ט' דְּסַנְהֶדְרִין

 לאֹ יִהְיֶה לוֹ עֵר וְעוֹנֶה וְכוּ'.  אֲשֶׁר יַעֲשֶׂנָּה",
 
It can be said that in the 9th chapter of tractate Sanhedrin, it is said, “one who engages 

in intercourse with an Aramean woman, zealots strike him [and kill him].”3 If zealots do not 
strike him, it is written about them, “May the L-rd cut off from a man who does this one who 
calls and one who answers,”4 and it is explained in the Gemara, he should not have anyone 
[among his descendants] who calls [and initiates conversation] among the Torah scholars, nor one 
who answers among the students [i.e., who can answer questions posed by the Torah scholars].5 

 
נֶשׁ שֶׁלּוֹ הָיָה שֶׁהקב"ה יַכְרִיחֵנוּ מִן הָעוֹלָם, אֲבָל כָּל מִי שֶׁחַיָּיב כָּרֵת אֵינוֹ מֵת  וֹוְאִם כֵּן כָּל עוֹד שֶׁלּאֹ פָּגְעוּ בּוֹ קַנָּאִין בְּזִמְרִי הָע

  נוּ לְהַכְרִיתוֹיף הַקֶּצֶף שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ לְהקב"ה לִקְצוֹף דְּהַיְ צַ מִקְּרֵי שֶׁקָּ   כֶף וּמִיָּד שֶׁחֵטְא אֶלָּא לְאַחַר זְמַן, וּכְשֶׁפָּגַע פִּנְחָס בְּזִמְרִי שַׁפִּירתֵּ 
טֶּלֶת עָלָיו, וְלָכֵן מִדָּה כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּה נָתַן  וּאֲבָל הקב"ה הָיָה עוֹשֵׂהוּ לְאַחַר זְמַן וּפִנְחָס עֲשָׂאוֹ מִיָּד שֶׁכָּ˂ הָיְתָה הַחוֹבָה מ מִן הָעוֹלָם,

   נוּ חַיִּים נִצְחִיִּים נֶגֶד הַמִּיתָה שֶׁנָּתַן לְזִמְרִי וְנֶגֶד הַחֵימָה שֶׁהֵשִׁיב. יית שָׁלוֹם דְּהַיְ לוֹ הַבְּרִ 
 
If so, as long as zealots did not harm Zimri, his punishment would be that the Holy 

One, Blessed be He, would cut him off from the world. But everyone who is obliged to be cut 
off does not die directly and immediately after he sins, but after a while. When Pinchas struck 
Zimri, it was fitting to refer to this as displaying the anger that the Holy One, Blessed be He, 
should have displayed, which was to cut [Zimri] off from the world. But the Holy One, 
Blessed be He, would have done this after a while, whereas Pinchas did this immediately, for 
thus was the obligation imposed upon him. Therefore, as a measure-for-measure reward, the 
covenant of peace was given to him, which is eternal life, against the death that was given to 
Zimri and against the anger that [Pinchas] turned back by his zealotry.  

 
 ֹ וְל נִכְרָת  הָיָה  קַנָּאִין  הֲווֹ פּוֹגְעִין בּוֹ  אִם לאֹ  שֶׁהֲרֵי  לְבָנָיו,  נָמֵי  לְזִמְרִי הוֹעִיל  שֶׁבַּהֲרִיגָתוֹ  בַּחֲכָ וּלְפִי  הָיָה לוֹ עֵר  וְעוֹנֶה א  מִים 

בּוֹ קַנָּאִין שֶׁנַּעֲשֶׂה בּוֹ הַדִּין אָז הַבָּנִים יְכוֹלִים לִהְיוֹת    יִפְגְּעוּוְאִם הוּא כֹּהֵן לאֹ הָיָה לוֹ בֵּן מַגִּישׁ מִנְחָה, אֲבָל אִם    בַּתַּלְמִידִים,
וְעוֹד דִּכְשֶׁיֵּשׁ דִּין לַמַּטָּה   .נוּ כְּשֶׁלּאֹ פָּגְעוּ בּוֹ קַנָּאִיןילְיִּכָּרֵת ה' דְּהַיְ   נֶשׁ זֶה לאֹ שָׁמַעְנוּ אוֹתוֹ אֶלָּא סָמוּ˂וֹחֲכָמִים וְכֹהֲנִים, שֶׁהֲרֵי ע

 אֵין דִּין לַמַּעֲלֶה.  
 
Also, the killing of Zimri also benefited [Zimri’s] sons, for if he had not been struck 

by zealots, he would have been cut off by G-d after a while, and “not have anyone among his 
descendants who calls and initiates conversation among the Torah scholars, nor one who 
answers among the students. If [the sinner] were a priest, he would not have a son who will 
present a meal-offering.”6 But if he were struck by zealots who would carry out the law 
against him, then his sons would be able to be wise and priests, for this punishment affecting 

 
3 Mishnah Sanhedrin 9:6; Sanhedrin 81b. 
4 Malachi 2:12. 
5 Sanhedrin 82a. 
6 Id. 
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offspring would only be heard for one being cut off by G-d, which is the case when he is not 
struck by zealots. Also, when there is justice below, there is no justice above.7 I.e., if a human 
court or zealot acts, then G-d does not need to act. 

 
וּמִמֵּילָא יִהְיֶה גַּם כֵן תַּלְמִיד   נַּת עוֹלָם שֶׁהַכֹּהֵן גָּדוֹל יִהְיֶה לָעוֹלָם מִזַּרְעוֹ שֶׁל פִּנְחָס,וּלוֹ בְּרִית כְּה  תְּנָה ילָכֵן מִדָּה כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּה נִ 

חָזַר לוֹמַר "תַּחַת אֲשֶׁר קִנֵּא לֵא˄הָיו   וּם הָכִי"כִּי־שִׂפְתֵי כֹהֵן יִשְׁמְרוּ־דַעַת וְתוֹרָה יְבַקְשׁוּ מִפִּיהוּ" וְכוּ'. וּמִשּׁחָכָם שֶׁהֲרֵי כְּתִיב  
מַה שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה עַד עַכְשָׁיו  ,כְּלוֹמַר זֶה הַבְּרִית שֶׁל כְּהוּנַּת עוֹלָם שֶׁאָמַרְתִּי אֵינוֹ רוֹצֶה לוֹמַר שֶׁיִּהְיֶה הוּא וְזָרְעוּ כֹּהֵן וַיְכַפֵּר" וְכוּ',

וֹמַר בְּרִית כְּהוּנַּת עוֹלָם שֶׁיִּהְיֶה הוּא וְזָרְעוּ כֹּהֲנִים גְּדוֹלִים, וְלָמָּה כָּ˂ אֶלָּא רְצוֹנוֹ ל  ,לְזִמְרִי כְּנוֹדָע  שֶׁהֲרָגוֹשֶׁלּאֹ נִתְכַּהֵן פִּנְחָס עַד  
נִים  הוֹעִיל לַבָּ   ," ה'  יַכְרֵת "  כְּדִכְתִיבלְפִי "אֲשֶׁר קִנֵּא לֵא˄הָיו", כְּלוֹמַר שבְּקָצְפּוֹ הוּא אֶת הַקֶּצֶף שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ לְהקב"ה לִקְצוֹף  

 חֲכָמִים. לִהְיוֹת תַּלְמִידֵי חֲכָמִים וְלאֹ יִהְיֶה בִּכְלָל עֵר וְעוֹנֶה וְכוּ', וְלָכֵן אַף בָּנָיו יִהְיוּ כֹּהֲנִים וְתַּלְמִידֵי
 
Therefore, measure-for-measure, he was given a covenant of priesthood for all time, 

that the High Priest would forever be a descendant of Pinchas. In any case, he would also be 
a Torah scholar, as it is written, “For the lips of a priest guard knowledge, and rulings are 
sought from his mouth, for he is a messenger of the L-rd of Hosts.”8 Because of this, He 
repeated, “because he was zealous for his G-d, thus making expiation for the Israelites,” as if 
to say, this covenant of priesthood for all time that I mentioned doesn’t necessarily mean that 
he and his offspring will be common priests. This was not even the case until now, for Pinchas 
did not attain the priesthood until he had killed Zimri, as is known. That is, the priesthood was 
given to Aaron and his sons who were anointed with him, and to their offspring who were born 
after that time. But Pinchas had been born before them, and had not been anointed with Aaron. 
Thus, he did not become a priest until he killed Zimri.9   

Rather, His intent was to say that the covenant of priesthood for all time will be that 
he and his descendants will be High Priests. Why is this so? “Because he was zealous for his 
G-d,” as it is said that by his displaying anger, that the Holy One, Blessed be He should 
display anger, as it is written, “May the L-rd cut off from a man who does this one who calls 
and one who answers,” since his sons will be Torah scholars and won’t be in the category of 
one who calls and initiates conversation among the Torah scholars, nor one who answers among 
the students. Therefore, even his sons will be priests and Torah scholars.  

  
וּמַעֲבִירִין לְפָנָיו פָּרִים אֵלִים וּכְבָשִׂים, וְתַנָּא דידן אַמַּאי לָא תָּנֵי שְׂעִירִים? כֵּיוָן דְּעַל חֵטְא    וְעוֹד דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּיוֹמָא

וְעַל אֶחָיו הַכֹּהֲנִים הוּא דְּאָתוּ אִי  דְּעִילָּוֵי  ! וְחַלִּישָׁא דַעְתֵּיהּ פַּר כֵּיוָן  אָתוּנָמֵי עַל חֵטְא הוּא דְּ פָּרִים  אִי הָכִי,    וְחָלְשָׁא דַּעְתֵּיהּ,  אָתוּ
  לָא יָדַע ע"כ. יִשְׂרָאֵל, בְּכֻלְּהוּאִיכָּא אִינִישׁ דְּאִית בֵּיהּ מִילְּתָא, מִידָּע יָדַע בֵּיהּ וּמַהְדַּר לֵיהּ בִּתְשׁוּבָה. 

 
Also, it is said in the first chapter of tractate Yoma:  

On Yom Kippur eve [in the] morning, [the Elders] stand him at the eastern 
gate [of the courtyard] and pass before him bulls and rams and sheep so that he 

 
7 Shmuel de Uçeda, Midrash Shmuel on Avot, 1:18. 
8 Malachi 2:7. 
9 Rashi on Num. 25:13; Zevachim 101b. 
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will be familiar [with the animals] and be accustomed to the service [as these were 
the animals sacrificed on Yom Kippur].  

. . .  
[A different Tanna] taught [in the Tosefta]: Even goats [were brought 

before him. The Gemara asks:] And the Tanna of our [Mishnah], what is the 
reason that he did not teach that goats [were among the animals that passed before 
the High Priest?] Since [goats] come [as atonement] for sins, [passing them before 
the High Priest will evoke transgressions and he will] become distraught. 

If so, a bull [should not be passed before him], as it too comes [to atone] 
for sin. [The Gemara answers that there is a difference in the case of] a bull, since 
[it is to atone] for his [sins] and for [the sins] of his brethren the priests that it 
comes; among his brethren the priests, if there is a person who has a [sinful] 
matter, [the High Priest] would know [about it] and [lead] him back to [the path 
of righteousness] through repentance. [Therefore, passing a bull before the High 
Priest will not render him distraught, as it will merely remind him of his 
responsibility toward his priestly brethren. On the other hand], with regard to the 
entire Jewish people, he does not know [of their sinful matters and is unable to 
facilitate their repentance. Passing goats before the High Priest will evoke their sins 
as well as his inability to correct the situation, leaving him distraught.] 

- Yoma 18a 
 

ר קִנֵּא לֵא˄הָיו" עַל כָּרְחֲ˃ צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר נָּה "תַּחַת אֲשֶׁ וּוְאִם כֵן דֶּרֶ˂ הַכֹּהֵן גָּדוֹל לְהַחְזִיר הַכֹּהֲנִים בִּתְשׁוּבָה, וּכְשֶׁנָּתַן לוֹ הַכְּה
לּוּ כֹּהֵן הֶדְיוֹט אֵין לוֹ כֹּחַ לְהַחְזִיר שְׁאַר הַכֹּהֲנִים  ידְּאִ   ז בְּמִידָּתוֹ לִהְיוֹת תָּמִיד מְקַנֵּא,וֹן יָכוֹל לֶאֱחישֶׁעֲדַיִ נָּה גְּדוֹלָה,  וּשֶׁהִיא הַכְּה

 פּוּרִים אֵינָהּ כְּשֵׁרָה אֶלָּא בְּכֹהֵן גָּדוֹל.יקָּר הַכַּפָּרָה שֶׁהוּא בַּעֲבוֹדַת יוֹם הַכִּ ר עַל־בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל" שֶׁעִ בִּתְשׁוּבָה, וְעוֹד "וַיְכַפֵּ 
 
If so, the path of the High Priest is to bring the priests back in repentance, and when 

the priesthood is given to him “because he was zealous for his G-d,” you must necessarily say 
that this was the High Priesthood, that he can still grasp his measure of always being zealous. 
That is, if he were a common priest, he would not have the power to bring the other priests 
back in repentance. Also, Scripture said, “thus making expiation for the Israelites,” that the 
main atonement, which is in the Yom Kippur service, is not legitimate unless conducted by a 
High Priest. 

  

ו י, "וְכִפֶּר עַל־בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל" אֵינוֹ אוֹמֵר אֶלָּא "וַיְכַפֵּר", שֶׁעַד עַכְשָׁ בָּלָקדְּאִיתָא בְּיַלְקוּט סוֹף פָּרָשַׁת    אַחֶרֶתבְּדֶרֶ˂    אִי נָמֵי 

ר קִנֵּא" וְכוּ' "וַיְכַפֵּר" וְכוּ'  הַכָּתוּב "תַּחַת אֲשֶׁ   כָּפַלוּלְפִי דֶּרֶ˂ זֶה יֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁ   לאֹ זוֹ אֶלָּא עוֹמֵד וּמְכַפֵּר עַד שֶׁיִּחְיוּ הַמֵּתִים עכ"ל.
 ד וַיְכַפֵּר כְּמוֹ שֶׁעָשָׂה עַתָּה "אֲשֶׁר קִנֵּא לֵא˄הָיו". וֹכְּלוֹמַר זֶה הַבְּרִית שֶׁל כְּהוּנַּת עוֹלָם שֶׁנָּתַתִּי לְפִנְחָס הוּא דַּוְקָא כְּשֶׁיַּעֲמ

 
Alternatively, in a different way of interpretation, it is brought in the Yalkut Shimoni 

at the end of parashat Balak, remez 771, “It is not written ‘to atone for the children of Israel,’ 
but ‘and he will atone for the children of Israel.’ Until now he only stands and atones until the 
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revival of the dead.” I.e., instead of simply standing and praying for forgiveness, do something 
for the sake of atonement! According to this way of understanding, it can be said that the 
Scripture repeated “because he was zealous for his G-d, thus making expiation for the 
Israelites,” as if to say this is the covenant of eternal priesthood that I gave to Pinchas, him 
especially, when he will stand up and atone as he did now “when he was zealous for his G-d.” 
I.e., the High Priest should strive to bring people to atonement, or should strike out against 
evildoers. 

 
לָה מִשּׁוּם מַעֲשֶׂה דְּשִׁיטִים  "כִּי־מְכַבְּדַי אֲכַבֵּד" שֶׁמַּתְחִ  בְּשֵׁם הַמִּדְרָשׁ עַל פָּסוּק יְקָר נָמֵי "תַּחַת אֲשֶׁר קִנֵּא", דְּאִיתָא בִּכְלִי פַלכָּ וְ 
דְּהַיְינוּ פִּנְחָסוּתְּנָה הַכְּהינִ  וְזָרְעוּ  יִשְׂרָאֵל בְּרֹב מִצְ וּבִימֵי פִּ   .נָּה גְּדוֹלָה לָאֶלְעָזָר  בַּגִּבְעָה פָּקְרוּ  גָּרַם לָהֶם  .וֹתלֶגֶשׁ  פִּנְחָס,    ?וּמִי 

לְהֹוכִיחָם לָעִיר  מֵעִיר  וְלֵילֵ˂  לְעַכֵּב  וְנִ נִיטְּלָה    וְאָז  .שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ  גְּדוֹלָה  כְּהוּנָּה  בֵּית־עֵלִי,  ימִמֶּנּוּ  דְּהַיְינוּ  אִיתָמָר  שֶׁל  לְזַרְעוֹ  תְּנָה 
 .שֶׁהָיָה מִזַרְעוֹ שֶׁל פִּנְחָס וְעיי"שצָדוֹק וּכְשֶׁנִּבְנֶה הַבַּיִת גֵּרֵשׁ שְׁ˄מֹה אֶת אֶבְיָתָר שֶׁהָיָה מִזֶּרַע אִיתָמָר וּקְרָב אֶת 

 
[Scripture] also repeated “because he was zealous for his G-d,” as is brought in the 

Keli Yekar in the name of the Midrash on the verse, “For I honor those who honor Me, but 
those who spurn Me shall be dishonored,”10 that initially, because of the incident at Shittim, 
where Pinchas killed Zimri, that the High Priesthood was given to Aaron’s son Elazar and his 
offspring, that is, to Pinchas. But in the days of the Concubine of Gibeah,11 Israel had 
renounced most of the commandments, and who caused this? Pinchas, for he should have 
prevented this by going from city to city to reprove them. Then, the High Priesthood was 
removed from him and given to the offspring of Aaron’s youngest son Itamar, which was the 
House of Eli. When the Temple was built, Solomon sent away Eli’s great-great-grandson 
Abiathar, who was a descendant of Itamar, and brought Zadok, who was a descendent of 
Pinchas, to serve as High Priest.12 

 
* * * 

 
10 I Sam. 2:30. 
11 Judges chapters 19–21 relate that a Levite’s concubine was upset with him and fled to her father’s house. He 

retrieved her, and while journeying home, stayed in Gibeah with a visiting Ephraimite. Local Benjamites demanded 
the surrender of the Levite man, stating they intended to sodomize him. He instead sent out his concubine, and she 
was assaulted and died. This led to a war between the other tribes and the tribe of Benjamin. 

12 This is not the more famous Keli Yekar commentary on Torah, authored by Shlomo Ephraim ben Aaron 
Luntschitz (Lublin 1602), but rather the commentary on Prophets by Samuel ben Abraham Laniado (Venice 1603). 


