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ARRANGEMENT OF THE CAMP IN THE DESERT 

Parashat Bemidbar is devoted to the array of the Israelites' encampment. The reading begins with the 

census of the tribes, followed by the organization of the tribes in the camp. Lastly comes the census 

of the tribe of Levi and the division of tasks among the Levites, in the center of the encampment. 

The arrangement of the encampment, based on twelve tribes (excluding the tribe of Levi, but 

including Ephraim and Manasseh) who were divided into four groups of three tribes, did not preserve 

the order of Yaacov's sons according to their mothers.  

This is how the encampment of the Israelites was arranged in the wilderness: 

 

(Figure taken from Encyclopedia of the Biblical World, Numbers, Prof. Moshe Weinfeld, ed., 

Jerusalem 1986, p. 23) 

In the center of the encampment was the Mishkan and its furnishings, surrounded by Moshe and 

Aharon and the sons of Levi--Gershon, Kehas and Merari--each of them responsible for taking care 

of one part of the Tabernacle and its implements. Around them were twelve tribes, arranged in four 

groups: Yehudah, Issachar and Zebulun; Reuven, Simeon and Gad; Ephraim, Manasseh and 

Benyamin; Dan, Asher and Naphtali. 

That Gad is included in Reuven's group is not the only striking feature of this arrangement. It is also 

noteworthy that Yehudah and the tribes with him are mentioned at the head of all the tribes, with 

Moshe, Aharon, and the rest of the priests across from them in the inner Levite encampment. The 

centrality of the tribe of Yehudah is gradually brought out, starting with the list of chieftains, 

proceeding through the names of the tribes, and finally with the description of their encampment. It 

should be stressed that Yehudah was mentioned first not only in connection with the order in which 

the tribes camped, but also with regard to the order in which they marched, the tribe of Yehudah 

being in the lead as they proceeded through the wilderness (cf. Bemidbar 10:12-28). 

*** 



Don Isaac Abarbanel, basing his interpretation on earlier commentators, analyzes the arrangement of 

the tribes around the Tabernacle in both directions, practical and symbolic.  

Since in time of war the greater threat faced the group which took the lead, insofar as the enemy 

would most likely attack there, therefore the stronger and mightier tribes would always be positioned 

in that camp. In fact, this leading side is called in the vernacular avant garde, to indicate that it must 

be well protected. Therefore, encamped on the east were the standards (i.e. flags) of Yehudah, and 

with him Yissachar and Zevulun, who had so many of the host that their numbers exceeded 186,400; 

therefore Scriptures had to mention the census numbers according to the standards yet another time. 

Abarbanel stresses that the number of people in each tribe was mentioned twice: once in the list of 

the tribes (ch. 1), and again when the location of each tribe was specified in the array of the tribal 

encampment (ch. 2). Moreover, the Torah sums up the total number of people in each group of three 

tribes on each side of the Tabernacle. Thus, the number of people in the tribe of Yehudah is mentioned 

twice (1:21; 2:4), and the total number encamping along with this tribe: 186,400 (2:9). From this we 

conclude that the number of people in each camp was a fundamental element in the arrangement of 

the camps. 

The leader of the camp, the first into battle, was the largest and strongest; and the camp bringing up 

the rear, having to fight off attacks on the rear, was relatively large (2:31). The two camps protecting 

the sides, the camp of Reuven and of Ephraim, were smaller (2:17, 24). 

*** 

But the encampment of the Israelites is also a model for all time and should not be explained solely 

in terms of practical defense needs. The Midrash gives a homiletical explanation of the placement of 

the tribes (Bemidbar Rabbah 2.10). Others (such as Ralbag, 1288-1344) further develop the idea that 

the array of the Israelites should be seen as a supra-historical model of the inner structure of the 

Israelite camp and its place in the world. Abarbanel also summarizes his views and those of his 

predecessors on this point, commenting extensively on the organization of the tribes in the desert, 

their earthly camp being seen in juxtaposition to the heavenly camp. Abarbanel concludes his analysis 

as follows: 

The matter of the camps was not a separate issue from that of proper and decent political leadership, 

although here too we find a model of the world in general... Just as everywhere in the world in general 

we find different ranks with barriers between them, so too, in the encampment in the desert. Thus, 

along the preferred side, namely to the east, where the sun rises and where one enters the Tabernacle, 

were Moshe and Aharon and his sons... So, too, the standards surrounding the camps were according 

to rank, for the standard of Yehudah was to the east, near the sons of Kehas, because Yehudah merited 

kingship. Reuven and Simeon were not beneath him, being his older brothers; for how could they be 

subordinate to him in their standards? But Issachar and Zebulun were under him, being his younger 

brothers... This is the divine order, each person in the place befitting him. 

According to Abarbanel, Yehudah was placed in the lead of the camp not only because of size, but 

also because it was the tribe destined for the monarchy. He continues to explain the place of each 

tribe, both in terms of its relationship to the other two tribes on the same side, and in terms of its 

general location in the camp and its proximity to one of the sons of the tribe of Levi surrounding the 

Tabernacle. 

*** 



The importance ascribed to the order of encampment of the tribes is reflected in various ways in 

Jewish history and culture. We shall mention but three of them. 

A) Apparently even the land of Israel was apportioned to the tribes largely according to their order 

of encampment in the desert, as has been pointed out by several biblical commentators. Except for 

the royal tribe of Yehudah, located in the "center" of the country around Jerusalem and not near the 

tribes of Issachar and Zevulun that encamped with Yehudah in the desert, the rest of the tribes 

remained close to the allotments of their brethren for long periods of time, just as they marched with 

them in the desert according to the array set out in this week's reading. 

B) The Sages' sayings that a good neighbor is one of the foundations of social existence (Avos 2.13), 

and "woe to the wicked man and woe to his neighbor; fortunate is the righteous and fortunate is his 

neighbor" (Sukkah 56b) are illustrated by the array of the tribes in the desert. Certain tribes appear 

to have banded together, for better or for worse, as they proceeded jointly through the desert. Issachar 

and Zebulun set up a multi-faceted partnership, whereas Korah and Kehas and members of the tribe 

of Reuven (Dasan, Aviram and On son of Peleth) conspired together to revolt against Moshe, since 

they felt disadvantaged in terms of their family and status. Similarly, Reuven, Gad and part of the 

tribe of Manasseh, also neighbors in the tribal encampment, planned together to remain east of the 

Jordan. 

C) Jewish folklore describes the encampment of the tribes in the desert as forming a Star of David, 

twelve focal points being connected one to another, and all of these arranged around a central, 

thirteenth, focus--the Tabernacle and the tribe of Levi ministering the sacred service. [T. 

Nussblat, Der Mogen Dovid Ufstamm, Yalkut ha-Moadim - Unsere Yomim Tovim (ed., Z. Y. 

Rabinowitz), Buenos Aires, 1942, 1131-1140.] 

 

A Yiddish anthology for the holidays describes the unique arrangement of the Israelite camp and its 

symbolism as follows: 

According to this picture, the Star of David is the symbol of tribal unity in Israel, a single formation 

protecting the Sanctuary shared by all. 

  

 

 

 



Alternative Orders of the Camp 

"V'hachonim" (2,3) Targum Yonoson ben Uziel says that the dimensions of the entire camp were 12 "mil" by 

12 "mil." (A mil is measure of distance .914 to 1.16 km) As well, each group of three tribes occupied an area 

that was 4 "mil" by 4 "mil." Since there were four such groups, this seems problematic since 4x4 four times 

= 64 square "mil"; yet 12x12 "mil" = 144 square "mil" for total area, or two and a quarter times the area 

occupied by the tribes.  

Perhaps the intention of the Targum Yonoson is as follows: Picture a grid that has nine squares laid out as a 3 by 

3, similar to a blank tic-tac-toe board. The central cell is the area of machaneh L'viah and machaneh Sh'chinah. 

The four groups of encamped tribes abutted this square to the right, left, above, and below. The tribes did not 

occupy the diagonal corner squares. Thus, we have the areas for the tribes as four 4x4 squares, and the outer 

dimensions are 12x12 "mil." A strong indication to this is in the Yalkut Shimoni parshas P'kudei, remez #426-

427, states that the cattle occupied the four diagonal corner areas of the encampment. 

A. 12 Tribes all on the outer rim          12 X 12 mil = 144 sq. mil      Each square 2.4 x 2.4 = 5.76 square mil 

Animals Tribe #10 
Tribe #11 

Dan Tribe #12 Animals 

Tribe #9  Levi #3 
Merari  Tribe #1 

Tribe #8 Levi #2 
Gershon 

Mishkan Kohanim Tribe #2 
Yehudah 

Tribe #7 
Efraim  Levi #1 

Kehas  Tribe #3 

Animals Tribe #6 Tribe #5 
Reuven 

Tribe #4 Animals 
12 tribes = 69.12 sq. mil        Animals = 23.04 sq. mil      EAST  → 

Inner area (Machanei Levi and Kohen) = 7.2 X 7.2 = 51.84 sq mil. 



B.  Tribes in stacks of three 
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QUESTIONS: 

Where were the animals & wagons of the Levim? 

Where was the well of Miriam? Did it flow throughout the encampment along the borders 

between the tribe to allow ample access to all? Did the Army Corp of Engineers design 

portable pontoons to allow travel over the water to get to the Mishkan? Did the waters 

act like the Mahn that was delivered close for Tzadikim, medium for Beinonim, etc. 

How big were the pathways for the people to go to the Mishkan? 

At Har Sinai, did the mountain occupy the center and the tribes on all sides? Where were 

the Leviim? Would the base of the mountain fit into the center square? 

Or was the entire encampment to one side of the mountain? Who was close and who was 

far? 



 

The Prohibition against Counting Jewish People 
(This should not be relied upon for practical halacha. When a question arises a Rabbi should be consulted.) 

“Take the sum of all the congregation of the children of Israel, by families following their fathers’ houses; a head 

count of every male according to the number of their names.” (BeMidbar 1,2) 

Parshas BeMidbar describes the detailed census of the Jews in the desert. Counting Jews directly is forbidden, as 

the Rambam writes (Tamid 4:4) that it is prohibited to conduct a census to count the Jewish people.  

Reason for the Prohibition 

Rashi (Shmos 30,12) writes that the reason we refrain from counting Jews is because one who conducts a census 

is in danger of afflicting a plague upon those who were counted. The Anaf Yosef (Yoma 22a) explains that 

counting individuals creates a possibility that they will be judged in the Heavenly court. He adds that this 

judgement has the potential for having devastating effects, more so than any other judgement, because usually 

HaShem in His infinite kindness judges the Jewish people as a whole, rather than individually. This insures that 

even if an individual is not acting righteous, as long as the “klal” (the Jewish nation) is considered righteous, the 

individual will be favorably judged. However, when they are counted as individuals, Jews become “separated” 

and are subject to individual scrutiny. 

Sources for the Prohibition 

There are primarily three sources for this issur; one from the Torah and two are found in the Navi: 

1) In Sefer Shmos (30:12), Moshe Rabbeinu is commanded to count the Children of Israel by collecting a half-

shekel from each person in order so “there will be no plague among them when they are counted.” Rashi writes 

that the rationale for the prohibition against census-taking is due to fear of the “evil eye” (Ayin Hara) and a plague. 

Indeed, the Gemara in Brachos (62b) writes that HaShem told Dovid HaMelech that He will make Dovid stumble 

over a matter that “school children” know, namely, that it is prohibited to count Jews. Here the Gemara declares 

that even “school children” are aware of the prohibition of counting the Jewish people. [The Gemara is referring 

to the census that Dovid HaMelech conducted which led to the death of 70,000 Jewish people (See Shmuel 2 

chapter 24).] 

2) The Mishna in Yoma (22a) outlines the procedures used to determine which Kohen is awarded the privilege 

of performing the mitzvah of separating the ash from the Alter in the Bais HaMikdash. The Mishna explains that 

in the event that there were too many Kohanim who wished to fulfill this mitzvah, they would race to the top of 

the Alter to determine who would do the avodah. If it resulted in a tie, then the Temple administrator would count 

the Kohanim by counting their fingers. The Gemara (22b) writes that the fact that the fingers are counted and not 

the Kohanim themselves supports the teaching of R’ Yitzchak. As R’ Yitzchak taught, it is forbidden to count the 

children of Israel through a head count, even for the purpose of a mitzvah. For it is written (Shmuel 1, 11,8), in 

reference to the count that Shaul HaMelech made of his soldiers, “He counted them through the pottery shards”. 

3) The Gemara continues to cite the opinion of R’ Elazar that whoever counts the people of Israel transgresses a 

negative commandment, as it is stated: “The Number of the Children of Israel will be like the sand of the sea, 

which cannot be counted”. And Rav Nachman Bar Yitzchak writes, that he transgresses two negative 

commandments, for it is stated in that verse “which cannot be (1) measured or (2) counted”. 

  



Why do the Poskim omit this halahacha? 

Magen Avrohom (156.2) states that a Mitzvah exists not to count the Jews. However, no major Posek mentions 

this din; not Rambam, Smag, Rif, Rosh, the Tur, Rabbi Yosef Karo or others. 

The Einaim LeMishpat suggests that the Poskin decided that this time of Galus is a time of the Jewish people are 

not doing the Will of HaShem and thus, we are exempt from the special Mitzvah of not counting the Jewish 

people. 

The Panei Mevein suggests that Rambam and others hold that the Mitzvah is a general concept of a not proper 

action to be taken and one should refrain like a midas Chassidus. 

Rav Yeruchem Fishel Perlow (Sefer Hamitzvos LeRasag vol. 2, mitzvah 264-265) explains that according to Rav 

Saadia Gaon and the Tashbetz the prohibition is actually Rabbinic. He explains that Moshe Rabbeinu was allowed 

to count the Children of Israel as long as they donate a half-shekel to protect themselves from plague. On a 

Biblical level there is no issur of counting Jews as long as they donate a half-shekel to the Bais HaMikdash after 

the count. The sole prohibition exists from Navi (Shaul HaMelech) and is Rabbinic in nature. 

Is it permitted to count through an alternative method (indirect) when not for the need of a Mitzvah? 

From the various examples (shekalim, tokens, etc.) it is permitted for the sake of a Mitzvah to count through an 

alternative method (such methods discussed later). 

Regarding counting using an alternative method not for the sake of a Mitzvah there are those that permit (Eiyun 

Yaakov, the Taz) and those that do not permit (including Ramban, Radak, Tosfos haRid). 

Those that do not permit cite the event with Dovid haMelech making a census as an incident involving counting 

not for the need of a Mitzvah and punishment resulted which indicates that one can not count Jews even with an 

alternative method when not for the need of a Mitzvah. Thus, one is forbidden to count not for the need of a 

Mitzvah whether done directly or indirectly.  One is also not allowed to count for the sake of a Mitzvah directly 

but is only allowed to count when for the sake of a Mitzvah in an indirect (alternative) method. 

Those that do permit say that in the time of Dovid he was making a census for the need of a Mitzvah but he did 

not use an alternative method which is only method to permit (whether for the need of a Mitzvah or not). 

What is considered an acceptable “Alternative” (indirect) Method? 

The Gemara (Yoma 22a) seems to indicate that counting the fingers of the Kohanim is an acceptable Aternative 

method of counting. The Torah seems to indicate that counting shekalim is also acceptable. Shaul haMelech 

employed counting shards of pottery which also seems acceptable. The Kli Chemdah, Parnas Yosef and others 

explain that any alternative method of not directly counting individuals (souls) is acceptable. 

Rabbi Moshe Feinstein in his work Iggeros Moshe (Yoreh Dei'a, 117:2), addresses the question of whether a 

cemetery may place numbers on the tombstones to allow visitors to find their loved ones' graves more easily. 

Placing numbers on the tombstones amounts to counting the deceased people buried in the cemetery, and 

Halacha forbids acting towards the dead in a manner that is forbidden for live people, as this can be seen as 

taunting them for their inability to perform Mitzvos. (This Halacha is known as "Lo'eig La'rash" – "ridiculing 

the impoverished," which refers to a deceased person, who is "impoverished" in the sense of Mitzva observance.) 

Therefore, Rabbi Feinstein indeed rules that a cemetery may not place numbers on tombstones.  

He further explains that when the Kohainim where counted they stuck any number of fingers (except their 

thumb).  Thus, the counting was the number of fingers and not the number of Kohainim. Thus, this is not a 

source for the numbering of each grave. Apparently, he would understand that even when counting the shekalim 

this does not indicate an exact count since not everyone is able to have their shekalim received timely (or even 

some do not send). Thus, the count is not exact but an estimated number. 

Most of the later Poskim do not hold like Rabbi Feinstein and allow Jews to be counted by an indirect method. 

Tzitz Eliezer writes that the issue to count Jews is specifically count each individually directly (such as pointing, 

or saying each name, etc.). Other methods that do not directly count each individual directly is allowed. 

 



 

Counting part of Klal Yisroel 

Rav Eliyahu Mizrachi introduces a novel ruling. He feels that one can only transgress the prohibition by counting 

all of Klal Yisroel. However, it is permitted to count a part of Klal Yisroel. 

The opinion of the Mizrachi is seemingly problematic. In the case of Shaul HaMelech, he did not wish to count 

all of the nation but rather just his soldiers, and yet he did not count them directly, rather he counted pottery shards 

in their place. It is thus clear that there exists a prohibition to count even a small fraction of Jews. In addition, 

David HaMelech did not count the tribes of Binyamin and Levi and he was still punished as if he counted all of 

Klal Yisroel. Even more still, the Kohanim in the Bais HaMikdash were not counted directly even though they 

were only a margin of the Jewish population. See, however, Yabia Omer C.M. 10:2 where Rav Ovadia Yosef cites 

many authorities who attempt to explain the opinion of the Mizrachi. 

Assorted Halachos 

1) The Kaf Hachaim (13:10) writes that one is permitted to count Jewish People in one’s mind (b’machshava), as 

long as he does not count them audibly.  

2) Chasam Sofer (cited by his son the Ksav Sofer Y.D. 106) is of the opinion that it is assur to count written names 

as if it were done so orally. However, the Ralbag (cited by Rav Ovadia Yosef in Shu”t Yabia Omer #10 C.M. 2) 

writes that counting written names is permissible. It appears that the custom is also not to be particular when 

writing the names. 

3) When counting ten men for a minyan, it is customary to use a Torah verse that contains ten words instead of 

using numbers. The verse usually used is Tehillim 28,9: “Hoshiah es amecha u’varech es nachalasecha ur’em 

venas’em ad ha’olam” (Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 15:3). Others mention the blessing HaMotzi which also has ten 

words. 

4) Rabbi Eliezer Waldenberg (Jerusalem, 1915-2006) in his work Tzitz Eliezer (vol. 7), discusses the 

permissibility of the Israeli census. In this treatise, he establishes several rules governing the procedure for 

counting Jews. He writes that counting actual bodies is forbidden under all circumstances, even for the purpose 

of a Mitzvah, such as counting men for a Minyan or in preparation for a Mitzvah. When Jews must be counted 

for the purpose of a Mitzvah, they should be counted indirectly. For this reason, the practice has evolved that 

when men are counted in the synagogue for a Minyan, rather than using numbers, we recite verses or phrases 

containing ten words, such as the verse "Hoshi'a Es Amecha…" Even when counting in this fashion, one should 

ensure not to point and count the people, and should rather just look at them and recite the words of the verse. 

Rabbi Waldenberg adds that in a situation where Jews were counted in a forbidden fashion, the people involved 

should donate money to charity as atonement. They should donate at least the sum of a "Machatzis HaShekel" – 

which amounts to about $3-4 – the amount that Bnei Yisrael would give as a means of counting the population. 
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Leviim were the Smallest 

ה   לָּ ש וַָּמעְּ ן־ֹחדֶׁ ר ִמבֶׁ כָּ ל־זָּ ם כָּ ֹחתָּ פְּ ִמשְּ הוָּה לְּ ַאֲהֹרן ַעל־ִפי יְּ ה וְּ ַקד ֹמשֶׁ ר פָּ ִוִים ֲאשֶׁ קּוֵדי ַהלְּ ל־פְּ ף:   כָּ לֶׁ ִרים אָּ שְּ עֶׁ ַנִים וְּ שְּ  

BeMidbar 3, 39: The total head-count of male Leviim whose family (lineage was verified) from the age of 

one month and upward, counted by Moshe and Aharon by G-d’s word was 22,000. 

The count of the Leviim was from the age of a month and older. Yet the Leviim had the smallest population 

of all the tribes. Ten explanations for this phenomenon are offered:  

1)  Some of the Leviim had the responsibility to carry the holiest of the Mishkan vessels. If they were not 

treated with proper respect it would bring about their death. (Rashi on Bereshis 29,34) Some raise a 

question on this explanation, as the counting in our parsha is before the tasks were allotted. However, 

we can say that because the future held this awesome responsibility, it was an indication that the Leviim 

were on an elevated level, closer to HaShem than any other tribe. Therefore any other shortcoming in 

their spiritual responsibilities were also dealt with harshly, as is derived from Tehillim 50,3, "usvivov 

nisaroh m'ode." 

2)  The population explosion of the Bnei Yisrael in Egypt was nothing short of miraculous. The Torah says, 

"kaa'sher y'anu oso kein yirbeh," - as they pained the Bnei Yisrael, so did they multiply. The increase 

in the number of Bnei Yisrael was proportionate to their suffering. Since the tribe of Levi was not 

subjugated to slavery, as per M.R. Shmos 5,16, they did not multiply in a miraculous manner. (Ramban) 

3)  Our patriarch Yaakov expressed himself with negative terms towards Shimon and Levi (Bereshis 

49:5,6,7). This caused a limitation in their growth. Shimon's limitation takes place at the later counting 

(Bemidbar 26,14). (Ramban) 

4)  The Leviim were the spiritual leaders of the Bnei Yisrael from the earliest days in Egypt. Their total 

immersion in Torah weakened them physically, "Torah ma'teshes kocho shel odom" (Gemara 

Sanhedrin 26b). Because they were physically weak they reproduced in a limited manner. (Tzror 

Hamor)  

5)  The need for the Bnei Yisrael to be a large population was so that when they would enter Eretz Yisroel 

they would occupy a large area so that they would not be overpowered by wild animals, "pen tirbeh 

o'lecho chayas hasadeh" (Devarim 7,22). Sinc the Leviim would not inherit a large parcel of land and 

in the main would reside close to the Beis HaMikdash, there was no need to have a large number of 

Leviim. (Abarbanel) 

6)  Since the Leviim were to reside around the Mishkan compound, they were similar to the angels that 

descended onto Har Sinai at the time of the giving of the Torah. (This is well understood according to 

the explanation of the Ibn Ezra on Shmos 19,13 that the sanctity of Har Sinai was transferred to the 

Mishkan.) Since the number of angels who descended onto Har Sinai was 22,000, as per the verse in 

Tehilim 68:18, "Rechev Elokim ribosayim alfei shinon," so too, the number of Leviim in the desert was 

22,000. (Kabbalistic writings) 

7)  The Gemara Sotah 12a relates that Amram, the recognized leader of the Bnei Yisrael divorced his wife 

rather than reproduce and have his children thrown into the river. All others followed suit and did the 

same. "All others" means all from the tribe of Levi only, as they did not have the slave mentality. They 

were not ready to attempt to evade the Egyptians by giving birth in the fields and leaving their children 

there, as did the rest of the Bnei Yisrael. They remained divorced from their wives for many years and 

therefore had a limited population. Amram took back his wife shortly after he divorced her because of 

the prophecy of his daughter Miriam, as related in the above-mentioned Gemara. (Ohr Hachaim 

Hakodosh and Kli Yakar) 



8)  If the Leviim were to multiply as greatly as the other tribes, when they would all live in Eretz Yisrael 

the Leviim would become an unbearable burden upon the other tribes, as they are involved in serving 

HaShem and are supported by everyone else. As well, more or larger parcels of land would have to be 

cut out of the other tribes' inheritance to supply them with land for housing. (Meshech Chochmah) This 

opinion is mentioned in the Kli Yakar and he resoundingly disagrees with it. 

9) Whatever is more dear, its development is more complicated and more difficult to come to fruition. The 

tribe of Levi, the spiritually chosen of HaShem, were therefore a limited group. (Haa'meik Davar) 

10)  Rashi on Bemidbar 26,5 says that the Canaanites claimed that the Bnei Yisrael were not of pure stock, 

reasoning that if the Egyptians were masters over the men, surely they lorded over their wives. The 

extreme population explosion of the Bnei Yisrael clearly counters this claim since the Gemara Avodah 

Zarah 54b says that if one were to commit adultery with a woman, by right the woman should not get 

pregnant, as a sin was committed. However, HaShem allowed the world to proceed by the "laws of 

nature" and it is possible to become pregnant even through an act of sin. This reasoning preempts a 

population explosion brought about by adultery. It is with difficulty that HaShem allows a pregnancy, 

but He would not allow multitudes beyond the "laws of nature" to be conceived in sin. Therefore the 

population explosion of the Bnei Yisrael counters the claim that the Egyptians sinned with the Bnos 

Yisrael. 

This is an insight into "V'chaa'sher y'anu oso kein yirbeh " (Shmos 1,12). The more the Egyptians pained 

the Bnei Yisrael and lorded over them, the more the Bnei Yisrael multiplied, testimony that the Bnei 

Yisrael were not sired by the Egyptians. Since the Bnei Levi were not enslaved by the Egyptians, as per 

M.R. Shmos 5:16, there never was a claim that their wives were misused by the Egyptians. Since there 

was no such claim there was no need for the miracle of extreme population growth. This is also why the 

Leviim were counted separately (1,49), as they needed no proof for their pure lineage, as stated, 

"V'haLeviim l'ma'tei avosom" (1,47). (Adapted from the words of the Sha"ch and and M'lo Ha'omer)   

 

PLEASE NOTE: It is worthwhile to see many of the above commentaries at the source, as they fill in more detail. 

As well, we find in Divrei Hayamim that the Leviim increased in number in Eretz Yisrael more than any other 

tribe. According to some of the above-mentioned answers this is most difficult to explain. 

 

 

Census from Parshas BeMidbar 

Yehudah 74,600 

 Dan 64,700  

  Shimeon 59,300   

  Zevulun 57,400   

  Yissachar 54,400   

  Naftoli 53,400   

   Reuven 46,500    

   Gad 45,650    

   Asher 41,500    

   Efraim 40,500    

    Benyamin 35,400     

    Manasheh 32,200     

     Leviim 22,000      

 

 

 



 שבט

TRIBE 

DAY IN 

NISSAN OF 

NASI’S 

OFFERING 

FLAG MEANING IN NAME 
MONTH/ BODY 

SYMBOL 

 יהודה

YEHUDA 

1ST 

 יום ראשון

T'cheilet, the blue dye 

that was used for tzitzis; 

on the flag is 

embroidered a lion, the 

symbol of royalty (King 

Dovid & Moshiach) 

His name means to give thanks, 

in speech 

NISSAN 

"The new year for kings"; the 

king rules his people by the 

power of his speech, as is said 

"for the word of the king is 

his rule." 

 יששכר

YISAKOR 

2ND 

 יום שני

Black with an 

embroidered sun and 

moon; dedicated to the 

spiritual world. Black 

represents a lack of 

physical possessions. 

The master of the "secret" of 

the Jewish calendar, "knowers 

of understanding the times"; 

basic nature is contemplative 

and serves as the "advisor" to 

all the  brethren 

IYAR 

Thought implies 

contemplation and 

introspection; also signifies 

the power of calculation (as 

in the calculation of the 

calendar); the month of 

counting ("sefirat haomer") 

 זבולון

ZEVULUN 

3RD 

 יום שלישי

White with the 

embroidery of a ship; this 

tribe settles by the water 

and conducts business 

overseas; they are 

dedicated to supporting 

the Torah study of 

Yissachar; The white 

represents their pure 

business intentions 

The Arizal explains that the 

origin of the soul of Zevulun is 

in keter, the level of the Torah 

itself, as indicated by the fact 

that the Ten Commandments 

possess 620 letters =כתר 

(corresponding to the 613 

mitzvos together with the 7 

mitzvos of the sages) 

SIVAN 

Walking (progress, dynamic) 

means the sense of 

continuous, ongoing progress. 

Each law of the Torah is 

called a halacha, from the 

word "to walk." Our sages 

interpret the verse: "the 

walkings of the world are to 

Him" (Habakuk 6:4), that he 

who studies halacha daily 

will surely merit the world to 

come 

 ראובן

REUVEN 

4TH 

 יום רביעי

Red flag symbolizes the 

revenge to be taken on 

Edom; symbol is a 

mandrake, a kind of 

plant that grows in the 

wild. 

The root "to see" 

red implies either the fall of 

man (odem [red] has the same 

spelling as adam [man]), as in 

the sin of the golden calf, or the 

ultimate rise & rectification of 

man, with the coming of 

Moshiach 

TAMUZ 

The ability to guard and focus 

one's eyesight correctly is the 

rectified "sense" of sight; the 

summer (the period of 

Tamuz) is the "holiday" of the 

eyes; one must "guard" one’s 

eyes to see only that which is 

good (in the world in general 

and in his fellow man in 

particular) and modest 

 שמעון

SHIMEON 

5TH 

 יום חמישי

Green with an 

embroidery of a city, 

representing Shechem. 

Shimon's conquest of the 

city of Shechem is 

"To hear" in Hebrew = "to 

understand," to integrate into 

one's consciousness (into one's 

heart, in addition to one's 

mind); to change depends upon 

his inner sense of hearing. 

AV 

The general rectification of 

the month of Av is the 

rectification of hearing 



considered the first in the 

conquest of Eretz Yisroel 

"Hear [shemah]  O' Israel...." 

Inner hearing (derher in 

Yiddish) comes with the deep 

sense of humility in the soul 

 גד

GAD 

6TH 

 יום שישי

Woven from black and 

white threads. A troop of 

soldiers is embroidered 

on the silk cloth. The 

tribe of Gad faces the 

uncertainty of battle with 

great trust in Hashem 

Gad means "camp," the special 

talent is to organize a 

"company"; also means "good 

fortune" 

ELUL 

Relates, in Kabbalah, to the 

thirteen principles of mercy 

that are revealed in the month 

of Elul, in order to arouse the 

soul from its root (its "good 

fortune") to return to G-d 

 אפרים

EFRAIM 

7TH 

 שבת

Red-violet with a young 

bull representing 

Yehoshua 

Efraim is the son of Joseph, the 

archetypal soul of the power to 

procreate in marital union 

TISHREI 

Adam HaRishon - Touch  

(contact, marriage) is the only 

of the five common and 

general senses which is not 

centered in the "face" of man 

(but rather in the tips of his 

fingers) 

 מנשה
MENASHE 

8TH 

 יום ראשון

Violet; a wild ox is 

embroidered in the silk to 

represent the descendant 

Gideon, the Judge 

Deriving from the word "to 

forget" (literally "to leap, up 

and away"), Menasheh implies 

the power of the Tzadik 

(Joseph) to make us forget the 

hardships, trials and tribulations 

of this world, with the coming 

of Moshiach. By the power and 

sense of Menasheh, all of the 

pain of this world will 

transform and metamorphose 

into the pleasure of the 

Messianic era. 

CHESVAN 

The sense of smell is the most 

spiritual of all senses. The 

Hebrew word for "smell," 

rei'ach, is cognate to that for 

"spirit" (ruach). Our sages 

teach us that smell is the one 

and only sense that "the soul 

enjoys and not the body." 

"Soul" (neshamah) is a 

permutation of Menasheh, as 

mentioned above. The sense 

of smell is the only sense (of 

the five common senses) that 

did not participate, and 

thereby was not blemished or 

polluted 

 
BENYAMIN 

9TH 

 יום שני

Colors of all the other 

tribes; a wolf is 

embroidered on the flag 

representing the 

eagerness of Heaven to 

"snatch" the korbanos, 

consuming them with the 

Heavenly fire 

The only tribe who was born in 

the land of Israel. The land of 

Israel is the place where one 

most experiences Divine 

providence and G-d's absolute 

omnipresence. In the words of 

the Zohar: "There is no place 

vacant of Him; through the 

korbanos of the Bait 

HaMikdash, all the Shvatim 

(tribes) are brought together 

KISLEV 

The sense of sleep is the 

tranquility and restfulness 

that comes with trust and 

security in G-d and His 

Divine providence 

  



 דן

DAN 

10TH 

 יום שלישי

An opal-colored flag and 

the serpent embroidered 

on it both allude to the 

mighty Shimshon who 

shows strength and 

cunning when dealing 

with the Pelishtim 

Dan means "to judge"; 

likened to a snake, which 

bites with the venom of 

anger. The "evil eye" is the 

eye of the snake; the 

rectification of Dan is his 

engaging in the battle of holy 

anger against evil anger 

Nachash ("snake") = 358 = 

Moshiach. The holy power 

of Dan reflects a spark of 

Moshiach; the Zohar states 

the commander-in-chief of 

the army of Moshiach will 

come from the tribe of Dan 

TEVES 

The sense of holy anger, or 

righteous indignation (the 

rectification of the month of 

Tevet) is the ability of the 

soul to arouse one's good 

inclination to become angry 

at one's evil inclination; In 

Chassidus we are taught that 

one must direct his left 

("evil") eye towards himself 

(with the holy anger of his 

innate good against his 

innate evil), to lower and 

subdue his ego, while 

simultaneously directing his 

right ("good") eye towards 

outer reality (by which 

power he helps reality 

perfect itself). 

 אשר

ASHER 

11TH 

 יום רביעי

Pearl color silk. Upon it an 

olive tree is embroidered. 

Asher's portion in the land 

of Eretz Yisroel is filled 

with olive trees, 

descendants' daughters 

are destined to marry 

Kohanim Gedolim and 

kings 

The name "Asher" means 

"pleasure" and "happiness." 

Our father Yaacov blessed 

him: "from Asher comes 

delicious [lit. fat] bread, and 

he shall provide the 

delicacies of the king"; the 

olive tree, which gives the 

goodly oil with which 

Asher's portion in Israel was 

blessed. Of the seven species 

in Israel, the olive is the 

sixth, which, in Kabbalah, 

corresponds to the sefirah of 

yesod, the "Tzadik, 

foundation of the world." 

Olive oil represents the 

potent seed of the Tzadik to 

bear and sustain blessed 

generations of Jewish souls 

SHVAT 

The rectified sense of eating 

is the special sense of the 

Tzadik, as is said: "The 

Tzadik eats to satisfy his 

soul." This verse continues: 

"but the stomach of the 

wicked is always lacking." 

The soul-oriented Tzadik 

feels "full" and happy with a 

little; the body-oriented 

rasha (wicked-one) never 

feels "full." 

 

 נפתלי

NAFTOLI 

12TH 

 יום חמישי

Color of diluted wine. A 

deer is embroidered on the 

flag. The descendants of 

Naftali study Torah from 

the mouth of the 

Sanhedrin. 

In Kabbalah, the name 

Naftali is read (as two 

words): nofet li, "sweetness 

is to me." 

ADAR 

The mitzvah on Purim to 

reach the level of the 

"unknowable head" by 

drinking wine etc., is 

expressed, in the words of 

our sages, as: "one is 

obligated on Purim to 

become sweet, until he is 

unable to differentiate 

between 'cursed be Hamen' 

and 'blessed be Mordechai 



In the desert, the flags were raised above each tribe's 
camp to identify it 

 

Each flag was different, with a special symbol, color, and passuk (verse from the Torah) representing 
each tribe 

Each individual Shevet gets a flag that fits the personality and expectation of that tribe. The flags are 
made of silk and match the color of the gem stone that represents that tribe on the Kohain Gadol's 

Chosen – breastplate 

םלצברת ודגל לע שואי  

And each person at one’s flag to their groups (Bemidbar 1:52) 

Final letters spell “Sholom”, peace 

When each person goes to their place, peace can flourish 

Based on materials from: 

Rabbi Ginzburgh; Torah Tots; sichos from the Lubavitcher Rebbe 
  



 

 

CHILDREN OF AHARON AND OF MOSHE 

ת פרק ג א במדבר ה אֶּ ר ְיהֹוָֹ בֶּ ה ְביֹום דִּ ה ּתֹוְלֹדת ַאֲהֹרן ּומשֶּ ינָֹי:-ְוֵאלֶּ ה ְבַהר סִּ  משֶּ

“And these are the children of Aharon and Moshe on the day that HaShem spoke to Moshe on Mount Sinai” 

The verse starts with Aharon and Moshe, but only lists the sons of Aharon. 

Sanhedrin 19b 
Derives that since Moshe taught Torah to Aharon's sons it is as if they were his children. 

This learning began at Har Sinai as mentioned in this verse. 

Rashbam At the time of Har Sinai, all four children of Aharon learned from Moshe. 

Ramban 
At Har Sinai, the Cohanim were already selected to serve HaShem and, thus, all their 

names are mentioned; the Leviim were not selected until later. 

Chasam Sofer 

In parshas Ki Sisa when Moshe set up his tent outside the camp all who were interested 

in hearing the word of HaShem would make the trek. Moshe transmitted the Torah 

during this period of time only to those who were "mevakshei Torah." At Har Sinai 

Moshe went back and to HaShem, he did not attend to his personal needs. At that time 

the bnei Aharon did come to hear his words and his own sons did not. It was at that point 

that the sons of Aharon had the status of Moshe's sons and his sons did not have this. 

Thus this verse mentions Har Sinai since at that time Moshe was not involved with his 

personal family matters. 

Birkei Yoseif 

One who teaches his friend’s son Torah is considered as if he were his father. This lesson 

is strategically placed by Moshe and Aharon. We might mistakenly believe that this 

concept is true only when the biological father does not teach his son Torah. However, 

Aharon taught his sons Torah, as related in the Gemara Eiruvin 54b, and nevertheless, 

Moshe is still considered their father. 

Rabbeinu 

Z'charioh 

Moshe's children are not mentioned. This is because Moshe's children did not experience 

the exodus from Egypt, nor the splitting of Yam Suf. 

Ari z"l 

The teacher pours his spirit into his student in the same manner as a father to a son, and 

the connection between a teacher and student is even stronger than with a parent. 

Because of this input the teacher has a portion in all the mitzvos his student does. 

Medrosh 

Rabbah 

Why Aharon is mentioned here ahead of Moshe? When Moshe and Aharon were involved 

with the census they also asked for the family lineage. People chided Aharon, "Before 

you ask for our lineage look at the lineage of the offspring of your son Eleazor, who 

married the daughter of Puti'eil." Standing up for Aharon's honor, HaShem mentioned 

him ahead of Moshe in the chapter of the Levites offspring. 

Yalkut Yehudoh 

Why didn't the people likewise chide Moshe, who did the exact same thing as Eleazor, 

taking Tziporah the daughter of Puti'eil as his wife? Elozor had the opportunity to marry 

a woman who was born to the Jewish nation, while Moshe was in Midyon for many 

years and had no such luxury. 

Nodah 

BiYehudah 

One who teaches his friend's child Torah, is as if he gave birth to that child. This is to be 

taken literally, and one can fulfill the mitzvah of "pru u'rvu" by teaching another's child, 

like Moshe did. 

Rabbi Shlomo 

Kruger 

They are considered Moshe's children because he saved their lives with his supplication 

at the time of the death of Nadov and Avihu (see Rashi on VaYikra 10:12 that this is the 

intention of Moshe in the words "Va'espallel gam b'ad Aharon" (Devarim 9,20). 

Sfas Emes 

Why are only the sons of Aharon mentioned? Moshe taught all the Bnei Yisroel Torah. 

The rest of the Bnei Yisroel later fell from their exalted level through the sin of the 

golden calf, but the children of Aharon remained righteous. 



TORAH 

GIVEN IN THE THIRD MONTH TO A THREEFOLD PEOPLE 
 

Revealing the depth of the concept and the preciousness of each Jew 

Baal 

Shem Tov 
Revealed the love 

for a simple Jew 

Comparison to G-d’s Tefillin: hand-

Tefillin (good deeds) precedes the 

head-Tefillin (scholars) 

Distinction based on 

knowledge, but if love G-d then 

love each Jew 

The 

Maggid 
Included love for 

a complete Rasha 

They say on High to love a 

Rasha gamur just as one loves a 

Tzadik gamur 

Distinction based on good and 

bad, but love since the root of 

each Jew’s soul is a part of G-d 

The Alter 

Rebbe 
Included love for 

great and small 
Love among brothers 

No distinction, since Jews are a 

singular entity; not loving 

another but love toward oneself 

י שיחות חלק ב'לקוט  
 

Verses Said on 

2nd  of Sivan 

Rashi’s 

Understanding 

Three Countings in 

Parshas BeMidbar  

Lessons in Spiritual 

Service 

 והייתם לי סגולה
Jews as a special 

treasure; separate from 

all other nations 

Jews counted  

(not including the 

Leviim) 

Beginning of service is 

being chosen by HaShem 

 ממלכת כהנים
 officer, ruler, leader שרים

Guides the land, the 

surroundings 

Tribe of Levi counted 

from one month old 

Next service is within the 

permissible matters done 

for the sake of Heaven in 

a way of עהובכל דרכיך ד  

 וגוי קדוש
Nation of “priests” 

serving HaShem 

Counting among the 

Leviim fitting to carry 

the components of the 

Mishkan 

Final service of learning 

Torah and keeping 

mitzvos; separated from 

the mundane 

 לקוטי שיחות חלק יח
 

Sefiras HaOmer Classes of Jews בעבודת האדם Types of Counting 

 מ"ט יום במספר

 ע"י בני ישראל

)רוב( בנ"י קיים מצות 

 ומעשים טובים

 קיום מצות

 )במספר(
 מנין בני ישראל

שער נו"ן מלמעלה אבל 

 בגדר המספר

שבט לוי לשרתו 

 ולהורות

 לימוד תורה
Higher from limits but 

still in category 

 מנין מטה לוי

 )לבדו(

נו"ן בדרך מתנה שער  
 כהן גדול

 מן המקדש לא יצא

 דביקות בה'

 )מסירת נפש(

 את מטה לוי

 לא תפקוד

The Jews were divided into three groups: 

those counted by regular means (Yisrael); 

those counted by Divine announcement (Leviim); 

and Aharon (as Cohen Gadol) who was not counted 

 לקוטי שיחות חלק לג



 
PATERNAL FAMILY HERITAGE 

ת  ב ,פרק א במדבר ל-ְשאּו אֶּ ם  -ֲעַדת ְבֵני-רֹאש כָֹ ם ְלֵבית ֲאֹבתָֹ ְשְפֹחתָֹ ֵאל ְלמִּ ְשרָֹ  יִּ

 משפחה  אב קרויה משפחה משפחת אם אינה קרויה משפחת בבא בתרא דף קט/ב מסכת

Simply the males build the material aspects of civilization, and are thus called “builders” )בנים(.  As stated in 

Bereshis 5, 28, “a son was born to him that built the world”.  And as the Ralbag explains a still-born baby is 

not called בן, since the baby did not have a chance to build the world.   

Many practical differences deriving in one’s family heritage being from the father and not the mother.  Maternal-

only brothers and sisters do not inherit one another.  Only paternal family members are responsible to redeem 

someone that was sold into slavery.   

This concept can also assist in understanding the principle עמוני ולא עמונית מואבי ולא מואבית (this seasonal time of 

reading the book of Rus).  The exclusion exists only for the males, since they are the main component of that 

civilization (that was banned from converting to the Jewish nation). 

Also, the law recognizes greater responsibility to paternal family members in matters of charity and chalitzah.  

Alternatively, the Gemara (Kiddushin 68b) states that maternal-only brothers have greater love for one another 

than paternal-only brothers. 

EVEN DOVID HAMELECH CAN NOT DO THE JOB OF THE LEVIIM 

ם ְוַהזָֹר  נא ,פרק א במדבר יִּ ימּו ֹאתֹו ַהְלוִּ ן יָֹקִּ ְשכָֹ ם ּוַבֲחֹנת ַהמִּ יִּ ידּו ֹאתֹו ַהְלוִּ ן יֹורִּ ְשכָֹ ְנֹסַע ַהמִּ ּובִּ

ת  ֵרב יּומָֹ  ַהקָֹ

  שבת דף לא/א מסכת

 מקרא זה על מי נאמר א"ל אפי' על דוד מלך ישראל   ההוא עובד כוכבים להלל אמר ליה

This Gemara is in the middle of the story of the non-Jew that came to Hillel and asked to be converted on the 

condition that he could become a Cohen Gadol.  Hillel told him to study the entire Torah first.  And when the 

non-Jew started to learn this verse, he approached Hillel and asked him to whom does this verse reference.  

And now Hillel told him even to Dovid HaMelech could not do the service of the Leviim (let alone the 

Cohanim). The non-Jew understood and then converted without the condition. 

Why did Hillel mention the King? Reference is to another Gemara (Kerisus 6b) regarding the prohibition to 

benefit from anointing oil used for the Cohanim. In that Gemara a King is not included in the prohibition, 

since a King is not included in the category of an unauthorized person ()זר .  A King is also considered an 

anointed person.  Nevertheless, in the matter of an unauthorized person for the service of the Leviim, a King 

is included in the prohibition. 

Why did Hillel specify Dovid HaMelech? This alludes to the concept that even though converts are beloved to 

HaShem, and Dovid is descendent from Rus (probably the most famous convert), and Dovid was a King, 

nevertheless, this verse even applies to him.  Further in Divrei HaYamim, one sees that Dovid desired to carry 

the Aron, he was specifically told that he could not since this was a job for the Leviim.  How much more so, 

the prohibition to be a Cohen Gadol would apply to Dovid and thus, also, to this potential convert. 



 

  מב ,פרק א במדבר

ה ֹכל ֹיֵצא  ַמְעלָֹ נָֹה וָֹ ים שָֹ ְשרִּ ן עֶּ בֶּ ְסַפר ֵשֹמת מִּ ם ְבמִּ ם ְלֵבית ֲאֹבתָֹ ְשְפֹחתָֹ ם ְלמִּ י ּתֹוְלֹדתָֹ לִּ אְבֵני ַנְפּתָֹ בָֹ  צָֹ

For all other tribes, the verse uses the language of לבני with a Lamed in front, but not for the tribe of Naftoli. It is 

possible to say that until this counting in the desert, the tribes did not encamp within an ordered structure.  

Rather the tribes pitched their tents in no order but were all mixed together.   

Thus, when they now were commanded to count per tribe, it was necessary to announce first that the members of 

the tribe to be counted needed to separate from all the other population, to the place of the tribe being counted.  

For example, first to be counted was Reuven.  Thus, the announcement went out that all members of the tribe 

of Reuven should move themselves to a designated area and be counted.  And, so the announcement was made 

11 times as each tribe was counted.  

And the tribe of Naftoli was the last to be counted.  Thus, all the other tribes had already “moved” out, and only 

the members of the tribe of Naftoli were left, and no need existed to make an announcement.  Thus, the Lamed 

indicated the announcement for the other tribes and was not needed by Naftoli. 

Why was the tribe of Naftoli counted last?  The counting was according to the order of the “flags”, the designated 

groupings of three tribes, as mentioned in Chapter 2.  Naftoli was the last of the fourth set.   

Why was the arrangement that Naftoli would be the last of the fourth set (and thus, the last of the tribes)?  It is 

possible due to the fact that the tribe of Naftoli was known to be light on their feet (fast), and the animal 

allusion from Yaacov was a fleet deer. Thus, their position in the back of the moving nation, allowed that in 

the event of a need for the nation to stand still or move faster, they could run quickly to all the other tribes, 

and have the pace of the march changed (to slow down the march if tribes in the back could not keep up the 

pace; or to go faster if trouble approached from the rear). 

  מו ,פרק א במדבר

ל  ְהיּו כָֹ ים ֵשש-ַויִּ ים:  -ַהְפֻקדִּ שִּ ים ַוֲחֵמש ֵמאֹות ַוֲחמִּ פִּ ת ֲאלָֹ ף ּוְשלשֶּ לֶּ  ֵמאֹות אֶּ

This is curious that by all the other tribes the number of the population concludes with a complete number in the 

hundreds, with no tens or single units. The exception is the tribe of Gad (verse 25) which ends in a number of 

50 (and thus the total of all the tribes also has a full number plus 50).  The same pattern exists in the counting 

of the tribes in Parshas Pinchas, where all end in complete hundred units, with one exception (Reuven) which 

has a count ending with 30. 

It is well known that in many places the numbers are rounded off (39 to 40, 49 to 50, 69 to 70, etc.).  Thus, 

numbers are rounded off (up or down) to make a number of even hundreds.  The only exception would be 

when the number is exactly 50, and then, the number would not be rounded either way, which is the case in 

this Parsha. 

The difficulty remains for Parshas Pinchas, where the number count is 30, which per the previous explanation 

should be rounded off to the nearest hundred. Perhaps, one can learn from Parshas Beshalach (Shmos 14, 7) 

that Paroh sets up his army to pursue the Jews, the verse states ושלשים על כולו (establishing groups of 30).  

Thus, by an army, a group of 30 is an important number unit.  And, thus, in Parshas Pinchas which has a 

greater connection to a count for military purposes, then a number of exactly thirty would not be rounded to 

the nearest hundred. 

The importance of the number 30 is found in Tanach (Shoftim 10,4, Shmuel I 9,22, Shmuel II 23, 13) and in 

Gemara (Berachos 32b, Chulin 92a). 



 
Appoint the Leviim 

ה :במדבר א,נ ת ַהְפֵקד ְוַאּתָֹ ם-אֶּ יִּ ְשַכן-ַעל ַהְלוִּ ֵעֻדת מִּ ל ְוַעל הָֹ יו-כָֹ ל ְוַעל ֵכלָֹ ר-כָֹ ה לֹו-ֲאשֶּ ְשאּו ֵהמָֹ ת יִּ ן-אֶּ ְשכָֹ ת ַהמִּ ל-ְואֶּ יו-כָֹ  ֵכלָֹ

ְרֻתהּו ְוֵהם יב ְישָֹ בִּ ן ְוסָֹ ְשכָֹ  :ַיֲחנּו ַלמִּ

Baal HaTurim: This word הפקד (appoint) appears twice in Tanach: once here and once in Tehilim (109,6) 

“Appoint a wicked man over him.” This alludes to the teaching (Sanhedrin 103b) that no one becomes an officer 

(law enforcement) below unless he is made (naasah) a Rasha (wicked person) above. Hence the Leviim were 

made officers over the Mishkan. 

This certainly can not be taken literally. Follows are a few interpretations. 

1) When a person is elevated to a position of prominence there is a fear of his becoming haughty. He must 

behave externally as a leader, but internally he must fight this natural tendency. Thus when a person is 

appointed to a position of authority below, he must act with stature BELOW, i.e. in the eyes of the people. 

But internally, which only HaShem ABOVE knows, he must look at his faults and shortcomings so that he 

not become inflated. The Gemara (Nidah 30b) teaches that before a baby is born his soul takes an oath, “Even 

if the whole world tells you that you’re a Tzaddik, view yourself as if you are a Rasha.” (B'eir Moshe)  

2) When one person is deserving of being elevated there is a spiritual upsurge that requires a counter-balance, 

based on the verse "Zeh l'umas zeh assah hoElokim" (Koheles). When one person goes up, another who is a 

"rasha" is given a position of authority as well, downward, as he would pursue persecution of the bnei Yisroel. 

"Naasah" (being made) does not refer to the same person. (B'eir Moshe)  

3) The Gemara (Sukoh 52) says that whoever is greater than his friend correspondingly has a greater evil 

inclination. Thus if a person is elevated, likewise, the "rasha" inclination is also elevated. The gemara 

Kidushin 30b says that one's evil inclination is called "rasha," based on the verse "tzo'feh rasha latzadik" 

(Tehilim 37). (Ksav Sofer)  

4) The Yerushalmi (Bikurim 3:3) says that he who is elevated to a high position has all his sins forgiven. Thus 

his mitzvos weigh down heavily on one side of a balance scale, since there are no counter-weight sins on the 

other side. Thus when one is elevated, he goes "l'matoh," downward, while the "rasha," the other side of the 

scale, which is now empty, goes "l'maloh," upward. (Ma'yanah Shel Torah) 

 

The Tribe of Zevulun 
יא ְזבּוֻלן ַמֵטה :ב,ז במדבר ְבֵני ְונָֹשִּ ב ְזבּוֻלן לִּ יאָֹ ן ֱאלִּ  ֵחֹלן-בֶּ

Baal HaTurim: By the other three times that the third tribe is mentioned (verses 14,22,29) there is a conjunctive 

letter Vov added as a prefix (this is logical since the third tribe joins the first two). However, by Zevulun there 

is no Vov. This is due to the unique relationship between the tribe of Yissochar (which is mentioned immediately 

prior) which devoted itself to Torah study, while the tribe of Zevulun was involved in commerce to support 

both of them. Thus, the two tribes are considered as one tribe to share equally the reward of the Torah study. 

The Torah left off the vov so that we realize that Zevulun was no regulated to a secondary rank. Even more, the 

Gemara (Bava Basra 9a) stated that “greater is the enabler that the actual doer.” 

The Sefer “Growth Through Torah” comments that just as those who support Torah financially share the merit of 

the Torah study, so too anyone who influences another person to study Torah shares in the merits of that person. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Understanding the Parsha according to the teachings of the Rebbe 

 

QUESTION: What does the name of the Parsha, BeMidbar, reflect in relationship that this Parsha always 

precedes Shavous?  

ANSWER: In preparation for receiving the Torah, a Jew needs to learn Torah in a state as if it was located in the 

desert, a desolate place that only the Torah exists.       ( 241מנחם התוועדויות' תש"נ כרך ג, עמ' -'תורת)  

QUESTION: HaShem did not have the people counted in order to know the number of people; rather the counting 

expressed His Love for each Jew.  How does the counting, which disregards the individualism of 

each unique person, express this Love? 

ANSWER: In the actual counting HaShem did not judge each person for a relative “value”. Precisely then, the 

Love is expressed for the essence of each Jew, which is equal to each person. In HaShem’s “eyes” no 

distinctions exist between one to another. He loves each person in a similar manner that one counts each 

item, so that each item has the same value to the counter.        ׁ( 1, עמ' חלקוטי שיחות כרך)  

QUESTION: Rashi explains in reference to the encampment of the Tribes around the Mishkan, that the word 

 means from afar (not close) of a mil, but is yet within 2000 amos so that one can come on מנגד

Shabbos to the Mishkan.  What is the lesson for us? 

ANSWER:  During the week one needs to be removed from the holiest places in order to accomplish one’s purpose 

in the world. However, on Shabbos one needs to draw close to the holy matters, since Shabbos causes all 

one’s weekday actions to be for the sake of Heaven.                             ( 1 , עמ'יגלקוטי שיחות כרך)  

QUESTION:  What is the spiritual lesson of the second of Sivan at Har Sinai (beginning of the preparation 

period for receiving the Torah)? 

ANSWER:   The second of Sivan is related to the three messages from HaShem to the Jewish people  

 the initial point of service to G-d is being chosen by HaShem והייתם לי סגולה

 the next point of service exists in the permissible matters being done for     ממלכת כהנים

the sake of Heaven, that within all of one’s actions one should connect to HaShem 

 the final expression of service to G-d is in learning Torah and keeping            וגוי קדוש

Mitzvos in a manner “separated”  from the mundane.                
(81, עמ' יחלקוטי שיחות כרך )                                                                                            

QUESTION:  What is the lesson that three types of the Jews regarding being counted? 

ANSWER: These indicate the types of relationship a Jew can establish with HaShem. The first type of counting 

was done of the majority of the Jewish nation by conventional methods. This type is indicative of those that 

do Mitzvos and good deeds. The Leviim were counted by Divine announcement indicates the level of Jews 

that learn Torah.  And Aharon HaCohen was not counted which indicates the level of connection to G-d 

through Mesiras Nefesh.        ( 1 , עמ'לגלקוטי שיחות כרך)  
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