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The Tribes Began to Demean Pinehas
(A Study in the Loneliness of the Proactive Leader)

Insights into Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 82a

Background to Our Story

Levi’s family Tree

Numbers Chapter 25: 1-15

1 While Israel was staying at Shittim, the people profaned themselves by whoring with the 
Moabite women,2 who invited the people to the sacrifices for their god. The people partook 
of them and worshiped that god.3 Thus Israel attached itself to Baal-peor, and the Lord was 
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incensed with Israel.4  The Lord said to Moses, “Take all  the ringleaders and have them 
publicly impaled before the Lord, so that the Lord’s wrath may turn away from Israel.” 5 So 
Moses said to Israel’s officials, “Each of you slay those of his men who attached themselves 
to Baal-peor.”

6  Just  then  one  of  the  Israelites came  and  brought  a  Midianite  woman over  to  his 
companions, in the sight of Moses and of the whole Israelite community who were weeping 
at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting.  7  When Phinehas, son of Eleazar son of Aaron the 
priest, saw this, he left the assembly and, taking a spear in his hand,8  he followed the 
Israelite into the chamber and stabbed both of them, the Israelite and the woman, through 
the belly. Then the plague against the Israelites was checked.9 Those who died of the plague 
numbered twenty-four thousand.

10 The Lord spoke to Moses, saying,11 “Phinehas, 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.12 Say, therefore, ‘I grant him My 
pact of friendship. 13 It shall be for him and his descendants after him a pact of priesthood 
for all time, because he took impassioned action for his God, thus making expiation for the 
Israelites.'”

14  The name of  the Israelite who was killed,  the one who was killed with the Midianite 
woman, was Zimri son of Salu, chieftain of a Simeonite ancestral house. 15 The name of the 
Midianite woman who was killed was Cozbi daughter of Zur; he was the tribal head of an 
ancestral house in Midian.

Let’s Review the Biblical Story – What is the sequence of events? Who is 

who in our story?

 What is your first reaction when reading the Biblical story? 

The Text: Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 82a

ר יֹּאמֶ  ה ״וַ מֹשֶׁ ל  י אֶ טֵ שֹׁפְ ל״  אֵ רָ .וגו׳ יִשְׂ
ךְ לַ טוֹ הָ בְ ל שִׁ עוֹן שֶׁ מְ ל שִׁ צֶ י אֵ רִ ן זִמְ לוּא בֶּ רוּ, סָ ן: לוֹ אָמְ נִין ״הֵ ינֵי דָּ ה ,נְפָשׁוֹת דִּ תָּ אַ ב וְ ק״ יוֹשֵׁ ה? וְשׁוֹתֵ  מֶ

ה שָׂ ד? עָ מַ ץ עָ יבֵּ קִ ים וְ רִ שְׂ ה עֶ עָ בָּ ף וְאַרְ לֶ ל אֶ אֵ רָ יִּשְׂ ךְ ,מִ לַ הָ ל וְ צֶ י אֵ זְבִּ ר, כָּ הּ אָמַ י: לָ יעִ מִ שְׁ י״ ״הַ ה! לִ רָ  :לוֹ אָמְ
ת ךְ ״בַּ לֶ נִי מֶ ן, אֲ כֵ ה וְ וָּ י צִ י לִ אֹ: אָבִ י ׳ל עִ מְ שְׁ א תִּ לָּ גָּדוֹל אֶ ם׳״ לַ הֶ בָּ ר .שֶׁ הּ אָמַ יא הוּא ״אַף: לָ ט נְשִׂ בֶ ,הוּא שֵׁ
אֹ א עוֹד וְל לָּ הוּא אֶ נּוּ גָּדוֹל שֶׁ מֶּ הוּא, מִ נִי שֶׁ ן שֵׁ טֶ בֶּ י וְהוּא לַ ישִׁ לִ ן״ שְׁ טֶ בֶּ .לַ

הּ שָׂ פָ הּ תְּ ריתָ לוִֹ בְ הּ, בִּ יאָ בִ הֱ ל וֶ צֶ ה אֵ מֹשֶׁ ר.  ן: לוֹ אָמַ ם ״בֶּ רָ מְ ה זוֹ! עַ סוּרָ ת אוֹ אֲ רֶ ם? מוּתֶּ אִ ר וְ אֹמַ ה תּ סוּרָ ת, אֲ בַּ
רוֹ י יִתְ הּ מִ ירָ תִּ ךָ״ הִ ה? לְ מָ לְּ עַ נּוּ נִתְ מֶּ כָה מִ לָ ם גָּעוּ, הֲ יָּה כּוּלָּ כִ בְ יְינוּ, בִּ הַ יב וְ כְתִ ה :דִּ מָּ הֵ כִֹים ״וְ ח ב תַ ל פֶּ הֶֹ  א

ד״ . מוֹעֵ

יב א :וּכְתִ יַּרְ ס ״וַ נְחָ ן פִּ זָר״ בֶּ עָ לְ .אֶ
ה אָה מָ ?רָ

ר ב אָמַ אָה: רַ ה רָ שֶׂ עֲ נִזְכַּר, מַ כָה וְ לָ ר. הֲ י: לוֹ אָמַ חִ י ״אֲ בִ א אֲ בָּ אֹ, אַ נִי כָּךְ ל תַּ דְ ימַּ ךָ לִ תְּ דְ רִ ר בְּ הַ ינַי מֵ ל: סִ בּוֹעֵ  הַ
ת ית אֶ רִ נָּכְ ין הַ נָּאִ ין קַ ר! בּוֹ״ פּוֹגְעִ ריָינָא: לוֹ אָמַ קְַ א ״ תָּ יגַּרְ אִ יהוּ דְּ הֱֵוי אִ י א״ לֶ קְָ נ ווָ רְַּ  .פ
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ל ואֵּ אָה: אָמרַ ושּׁמְ ין רָ הָ שׁ״ֶאֵ אְֵין חכָמְ בוּנָה ו ין תְּ אֵ ה וְ צָ נֶגֶד עֵ – ה׳״ לְ קוֹם כָּל  יֵּשׁ מָ ילּוּל שֶׁ ם חִ שֵּׁ ין, הַ  אֵ
ין קִ ב כָּבוֹד חוֹלְ רַ .לָ

י בִּ ק רַ חָ ר יִצְ י אָמַ בִּ זֶר רַ יעֶ לִ אָה: אֱ א רָ בָּ ךְ שֶׁ אָ לְ ית מַ חִ שְׁ הִ ם וְ עָ .בָּ

ם יָּקָ תּוֹךְ ״וַ ה מִ דָ עֵ ח הָ יִּקַּ ח וַ רֹמַ יָדוֹ״  ן .בְּ יכָּ ין מִ אֵ ין שֶׁ נָסִ י נִכְ לֵ כְ ית זַיִין בִּ בֵ שׁ לְ רָ דְ מִּ ף. הַ לַ נָנָהּ שָׁ הּ, שְׁ נִּיחָ הִ  וְ
לוֹ אוּנְקָ הְָיהָ ,בְּ ן ו עָ ךְ נִשְׁ ל וְהוֹלֵ לוֹ עַ קְּ ן, מַ יוָ כֵ גִּיעַ וְ הִ ל שֶׁ צֶ טוֹ אֵ בְ ל שִׁ עוֹן שֶׁ מְ ר שִׁ ן: אָמַ יכָ ינוּ ״הֵ צִ טוֹ מָ בְ שִּׁ  שֶׁ

ל י שֶׁ וִ ל גָּדוֹל לֵ שֶּׁ עוֹן״ מִ מְ רוּ? שִׁ נִּיחוּ :אָמְ עֲשׂוֹת הוּא אַף, לוֹ ״הַ יו לַ כָ רָ נָס צְ ירוּ .נִכְ תִּ ין הִ רוּשִׁ ת פְּ ר״ אֶ בָ דָּ .הַ

ר י אָמַ בִּ נָן רַ ה: יוֹחָ שָּׁ ים שִׁ שׂוּ נִסִּ ס לוֹ נַעֲ נְחָ פִ ד .לְ חָ יָה – אֶ הָ י לוֹ שֶׁ רִ זִמְ רוֹשׁ לְ פְ אֹ לִ שׁ וְל ירֵ ד ,פֵּ חָ אֶ יָה – וְ הָ  לוֹ שֶׁ
ר בֵּ דַ אֹ לְ ר וְל בֵּ ד, דִּ חָ אֶ ון  –וְ וֵּ כִּ זַכְרוּתוֹ שֶׁ ל בְּ ישׁ שֶׁ הּ אִ בוּתָ נַקְ ל וּבְ ה שֶׁ שָּׁ ד, אִ חָ אֶ אֹ – וְ לּ טוּ שֶׁ מְ ן נִשְׁ ח מִ רוֹמַ  ,הָ
ד חָ אֶ א – וְ בָּ ךְ שֶׁ אָ לְ יהַּ מַ גְבִּ הִ ת וְ קוֹף אֶ שְׁ מַּ ד ,הַ חָ אֶ א – וְ בָּ ךְ שֶׁ אָ לְ ית מַ חִ שְׁ הִ ם וְ עָ .בָּ

א ן בָּ טָ בָ חֲ נֵי וַ פְ קוֹם לִ מָּ ר. הַ נָיו אָמַ פָ בּוֹנוֹ: לְ ל ״רִ ם שֶׁ ל, עוֹלָ לּוּ עַ לוּ אֵ ים יִפְּ רִ שְׂ ה עֶ עָ בָּ ף וְאַרְ לֶ ל״ אֶ אֵ רָ יִּשְׂ  ?מִ
ר מַ נֶּאֱ יוּ: שֶׁ יִּהְ ים ״וַ תִ מֵּ ה הַ גֵּפָ מַּ ה בַּ עָ בָּ רים אַרְ שְִׂ  עֶ ף״ וְ יְינוּ. אָלֶ הַ יב וְ כְתִ מֹד: דִּ  יַּעֲ ס ״וַ ינְחָ ל״ פִּ לֵּ יְפַ .וַ

ר י אָמַ בִּ זָר רַ עָ לְ ל״: אֶ לֵּ פַּ יִּתְ אֹ ״וַ ר ל מַ א, נֶאֱ לָּ ל״ אֶ לֵּ יְפַ ד. ״וַ מֵּ לַ יָכוֹל מְ בְ ה כִּ שָׂ עָ ילוּת שֶׁ לִ ם פְּ .קוֹנוֹ עִ

שׁוּ קְּ י בִּ כֵ אֲ לְ ת מַ רֵ שָּׁ פוֹ הַ חֳ דָ ר, לְ ן אָמַ הֶ נִּיחוּ: לָ נַּאי, לוֹ ״הַ ן קַ נַּאי בֶּ יב, הוּא קַ שִׁ ה מֵ ימָ ן חֵ יב בֶּ שִׁ ה מֵ ימָ .הוּא״ חֵ

ילוּ חִ תְ ים הִ טִ בָ זִּין שְׁ בַ ם: אוֹתוֹ מְ יתֶ אִ ן ״רְ י בֶּ ם, זֶה פּוּטִ יטֵּ פִּ י שֶׁ בִ מּוֹ אֲ ים אִ גָלִ ה עֲ בוֹדָ עֲ ה לַ ג, זָרָ רַ הָ יא וְ ט נָשִׂ בֶ  שֵׁ
ל״ ראֵ שְָׂ יִּ א? מִ כָּתוּב בָּ סוֹ הַ יִחֲ ס: וְ נְחָ ן ״פִּ זָר בֶּ עָ לְ ן אֶ רֹן בֶּ  ן״ אַהֲ הֵֹּ כ .הַ

ר דוֹשׁ לוֹ אָמַ קָּ רוּךְ הַ ה הוּא בָּ שֶֹׁ מ ם: לְ דֵּ קְ לוֹם״ לוֹ ״הַ ר, שָׁ מַ נֶּאֱ ן: שֶׁ כֵ רֹ ״לָ מ נְנִי אֱ ן הִ ת לוֹ נוֹתֵ י אֶ יתִ רִ לוֹם״ בְּ  .שָׁ
אוּיָה ה וּרְ רָ פָּ א זוֹ כַּ הֵ תְּ ת שֶׁ רֶ פֶּ כַ כֶת מְ וֹלֶ ם והְ עוֹלָ .לְ

Prelude to the Action

It is stated: “And Moses said to the judges of Israel: Each of you shall slay his men 

who have adhered unto Ba’al-Peor” (Numbers 25:5). 

The tribe of Simeon went to Zimri, son of Salu, their leader, and said to him: 

They are judging cases of  capital law and executing us  and you are sitting and 

are silent? What did Zimri  do? He arose and gathered twenty-four thousand 

people  from the children of  Israel, and went to Cozbi,  daughter of Zur, princess of 

Midian, and said to her: Submit to me and engage in intercourse with me. 

She said to him: I am the daughter of a king, and this  is  what  my father 

commanded me: Submit only to the greatest of them. 
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Zimri said to her: He, too, referring to himself, is the head of a tribe; moreover, 

he is greater than Moses, as he is the second of the womb, as he descends from 

Simeon, the second son of Jacob, and Moses is the third of the womb, as he descends 

from Levi, the third son of Jacob.

He seized her [Cozbi] by her forelock and brought her before Moses.

Zimri said to Moses: Son of Amram, is this woman forbidden or permitted? And 

if you say  that she  is forbidden,  as for  the daughter of Yitro  to whom you are 

married, who permitted her to you? 

The halakha with regard to the proper course of action when encountering a Jewish man 

engaging in intercourse with a gentile woman eluded Moses.  All  of the members of the 

Sanhedrin  bawled  in  their  weeping,  and  that  is  the  meaning  of  that  which  is 

written:  “And  they  are  crying  at  the  entrance  of  the  Tent  of  Meeting” 

(Numbers 25:6).  And it is written thereafter:  “And Pinehas, son of Elazar, son of 

Aaron the priest, saw and arose from the midst of the congregation and took a spear in his 

hand” (Numbers 25:7).

The Gemara asks: What did Pinehas see that led him to arise and take action? 

Rav says: He saw the incident taking place before him and he remembered the 

halakha. He said to Moses: Brother of the father of my father, as Moses was the 

brother of his grandfather Aaron,  did you not teach me this during your descent 

from Mount Sinai: One who engages in intercourse with a gentile woman, 

zealots strike him?

Moses said to him: Let the one who reads the letter be the agent [parvanka] 
to fulfill its contents.

And Shmuel says: Pinehas saw and considered the meaning of the verse: “There is 

neither wisdom nor understanding nor counsel  against the Lord”  (Proverbs 
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21:30), which the Sages interpreted to mean: Anywhere that there is desecration of 

the Lord’s name, one does not show respect to the teacher. In those situations, 

one need not consult his teacher, but must immediately proceed to right the wrong that is 

transpiring. Therefore, he took the spear and took immediate action. 

Rabbi Yitzĥak  says that  Rabbi Eliezer says: He saw that an angel came and 

destroyed among the people in punishment for the sin of Zimri, and he realized that 

he must take immediate action to ameliorate the situation.

The Action

It is written with regard to Pinehas:  “He arose from amidst the assembly and he 

took a spear in his hand” (Numbers 25:7).  From here,  where it is written that he 

took the spear only after he arose from the assembly, it is derived  that one does not 

enter the study hall with a weapon. The assembly in this context is referring to the 

seat of the Sanhedrin. 

Pinehas  removed  the  blade  of  the  spear  and  placed  it  in  his  garment 

[be’unkalo] and held the shaft of the spear like a walking stick, and he was walking, 

leaning on his walking stick, the shaft of the spear. And once he reached the tribe 

of Simeon he said: Where did we find that the tribe of Levi is greater than 

that of Simeon? If all the members of your tribe submit to the temptation of the women 

of Moab, I may do so as well. After hearing that statement, the members of the tribe of  

Simeon  said: Allow him  to  enter;  like us,  he too is entering to attend to his 

needs  and  engage  in  intercourse  with  the  Moabite  women.  They  rejoiced  and  said: 

Apparently, the pious and God-fearing have permitted this matter, as Pinehas is one 

of them.

Rabbi Yoĥanan says: Six miracles were performed for Pinehas when he killed 

Zimri.  One is  that Zimri should have separated himself from Cozbi,  and he did 

not separate himself. Had he done so, it would have been prohibited for Pinehas to kill 

him. And one is that Zimri should have spoken and alerted the members of his tribe 

to come to his assistance, and he did not speak. And one is that Pinehas directed 

the spear precisely  to the male genitals of  Zimri  and to the female genitals of 
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Cozbi so that the reason that he killed them would be evident. And one is that Zimri and 

Cozbi  did not fall from the spear. And one is  that an angel came and raised 

the lintel of that chamber so that Pinehas could emerge holding them aloft on the spear. 

And one  is  that an angel came and caused destruction among the people, 
distracting them from interfering with the actions of Pinehas.

Pinehas  came and slammed them  on the ground  before the Omnipresent  and 

said before Him: Master of the Universe, will  twenty-four thousand  of  the 

children of Israel fall due to these sinners? As it is stated: “And those that died 

in  the  plague were  twenty-four  thousand”  (Numbers  25:9).  And that  is  the 

meaning of that  which is written: “And Pinehas stood and wrought judgment 
and the plague was stayed” (Psalms 106:30).

Rabbi  Elazar  says:  It  is  not  stated  in  the  verse:  And  prayed  [vayitpallel]; 

rather,  it  is  stated  vayefalel.  This  teaches that  Pinehas,  as it  were,  wrought 

judgment [pelilut] with his Creator. 

The Aftermath of the Action

The ministering angels sought to push him away because he spoke harshly to God. 

The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to them: Leave him be; he is a zealot, son of a 

zealot,  from the tribe of Levi,  who was zealous in avenging the violation of his sister 

Dinah; he is an alleviator of wrath, son of an alleviator of wrath, a descendant of 

Aaron, who alleviated the wrath of God during the plague that followed the assembly of 

Korah.

The tribes began to demean  Pinehas:  Did you see this son of Puti,  so-called 

because  his  mother  was  one  of  the  daughters  of  Putiel  (see  Exodus  6:25),  and  they 

interpreted homiletically: As Yitro, the father of his mother, according to one rabbinic 

tradition, fattened [shepittem] calves for idol worship, and he impudently killed 

the prince of a tribe of Israel without a trial. 

In  response,  the verse comes and provides his lineage  as  “Pinehas,  son of 

Elazar, son of Aaron the priest” (Numbers 25:11). 

The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses: Be the first to greet Pinehas with a 

blessing of peace, to honor him before the people, as it is stated: “Therefore say: I 
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hereby give to him My covenant of peace” (Numbers 25:12), and it is stated: “And 

it shall  be unto him and to his descendants after him a covenant of eternal priesthood, 

because he was zealous for his God and he atoned for the children of Israel” (Numbers 

25:13),  and this atonement  that he facilitated  is worthy of continuing to atone 

forever.

Explaining the Story - What is going on in our story? (Explain the sequence 

of events)

Comprehension and Analysis Questions

Prelude to the Action

 Why did Moses instruct the judges of Israel to slay the men who have adhered 

unto Ba’al-Peor?

 “The tribe of Simeon went to Zimri, son of Salu, their leader, and said to him: 

They are judging cases of capital law and executing us and you are sitting and are 

silent?” What was the expectation of the members of the tribe of Simeon?

Answer.1 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 3 ___________________________________________________________

Bonus  Why did Zimri, son of Salu go and ask Cozbi, daughter of Zur to submit 

to him?

Answer.1 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________

 What was Zimri, son of Salu’s justification for why Cozbi, daughter of Zur should 

submit to him?

 How was Zimri, son of Salu challenging Moses? 

Bonus  How could Moses have answered to Zimri, son of Salu’s challenge? 

Answer.1 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 3 ___________________________________________________________

Bonus  Why didn’t Moses answer to Zimri? 

Answer.1 ___________________________________________________________
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Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 3 ___________________________________________________________

Bonus  Why did the  halakha  with regard to the proper course of action when 

encountering a Jewish man engaging in intercourse with a gentile woman  elude 

Moses?

Answer.1 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 3 ___________________________________________________________

Bonus  Why did everyone start crying?

Extra Bonus  “And Pinehas, son of Elazar,  son of Aaron the priest,  saw  and 

arose from the midst of the congregation and took a spear in his hand” (Numbers 

25:7). In your own words, what did Pinehas see?

Extra Bonus  Once Pinehas reminded Moses of the right course of action (the 

forgotten halakha) why did Moses let Pinehas take charge (Let the one who reads 

the letter be the agent [parvanka] to fulfill its contents)?

Answer.1 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 3 ___________________________________________________________

The Action

 Why did Pinehas remove the blade of the spear and place it in his garment when 

he went to Zimri ben Salu’s tent?

 Why did  Pinehas  hint  to  the  members  of  the  tribe  of  Simeon that  he  was 

intending to sin as well?

Bonus  Why were the members of the tribe of Simeon eager to let Pinehas in?

Extra Bonus  Why was a miracle that Zimri should have separated himself from 

Cozbi, and he did not separate himself? Wouldn’t it have been better if Zimri would 

have separated, thus spearing Pinehas the task of killing him?

Extra Bonus  Why did Pinehas bring Zimri and Cozbi impaled before God (and 

the Assembly)? What was his goal?

The Aftermath of the Action
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 Why did the ministering angels seek to push Pinehas away?  How does God 

defend Pinehas? 

Extra Bonus  Why did the tribes begin demeaning Pinehas? (hint: his lineage 

was just the excuse)

Answer.1 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 2 ___________________________________________________________

Answer 3 ___________________________________________________________

Extra Bonus  Why was it necessary for God to instruct Moses to be the first to 

greet Pinehas with a blessing of peace?

“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from These Texts

Dammed if  you do, dammed if  you don’t!  The challenging predicament of a 

proactive leader in a time of crisis.

Our story, the Talmudic version of Pinehas’ act of zealotry, is a story about a story, 

or a story about how to read a story. 

The Torah tells us in no uncertain terms, that it was only because of Pinehas’ action 

that the plague that had killed 24,000 people was checked. And yet, the modern 

reader feels discomfort when reading the Torah verses. Didn’t Pinehas have any 

other way to stop the plague? Shouldn’t he have consulted with Moses? Who gave 

him the authority  to  take the law into  his  own hands? Truth being told,  when 

contemplating zealotry, we all feel uneasy, to say the least.

Our Talmudic story provides us the (a) backdrop of our story: Zealotry didn’t take 

place  in  a  vacuum.  Moses’  authority  has  been  challenged.  Moses  himself  was 

impotent to act, and so were the rest of the leaders. People were crying in despair, 

the brazenness of the sinners was paramount, and yes, people were dying right and 

left.  This  was the stage in which Pinehas felt  he needed to act.  And yet,  even 

though he “saved the day,” nobody rushed to congratulate him, or even to thank 
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him. The angels wished to push him, the rest of the tribes demeaned him, and even 

Moses needed to be instructed to publicly recognize Pinehas.

Our story reminds us of something we know too well; that in times of crisis it is 

difficult to find men and women of decision who are proactive leaders. Not only 

that, but after these men and women of action “save the day,” many times they 

still face condemnation and criticism from people who claim they could have done it 

better.

The bombing of Dresden and the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 

World War II, the acceptance of German reparations by Ben Gurion in 1952, the 

acceptance  of  the  Uganda scheme by  Herzl  in  1903,  among many others,  are 

examples of difficult decisions taken by proactive leaders in difficult times.

Our story is one that praises decisiveness in situations of uncertainty and paralysis 

while reminding us that decisive and proactive leaders are prone to face criticism 

and condemnation, primarily from people who were incapable or unwilling to take 

action.
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