@
& YESHIVA UNIVERSITY

e TORAH MITZION The Biblical Population Explosion (and the Perfectly Round Numbers)
@r BEIT MIDRASH Rabbi Jonathan Ziring: jziring@torontotorah.com

1. Numbers 2:32

DY NI WAM 02078 NYIYA AR NiRnTWY apRIXY NIgei "TReT7) aNax M7 IRIWTR Tpe 7K (37)
(32) Those are the enrollments of the Israelites by ancestral houses. The total enrolled in the divisions, for all troops:
603,550.

2. Exodus 1:5-7

I 2R 3 (1) X TT 9 PARTI AR i (1) 10r8n3 M AR WH3 0YW 2y RES war i ()
(D) DR PINT X221 TR TRR2 IV
(5) The total number of persons that were of Jacob’s issue came to seventy, Joseph being already in Egypt. (6) Joseph
died, and all his brothers, and all that generation. (7) But the Israelites were fertile and prolific; they multiplied and
increased very greatly, so that the land was filled with them.

3. Numbers 3:43
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(43) All the first-born males as listed by name, recorded from the age of one month up, came to 22,273.

4. Exodus 23:29-30

(29) 1 will not drive them out before you in a single year, lest the land become desolate and the wild beasts multiply to
your hurt. (30) I will drive them out before you little by little, until you have increased and possess the land.

5. Deuteronomy 7:7
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(7) It is not because you are the most numerous of peoples that the LORD set His heart on you and chose you—indeed,
you are the smallest of peoples;

6. Exodus 33:6-11
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(6) So the Israelites remained stripped of the finery from Mount Horeb on. (7) Now Moses would take the Tent and pitch
it outside the camp, at some distance from the camp. It was called the Tent of Meeting, and whoever sought the LORD
would go out to the Tent of Meeting that was outside the camp. (8) Whenever Moses went out to the Tent, all the people
would rise and stand, each at the entrance of his tent, and gaze after Moses until he had entered the Tent. (9) And when
Moses entered the Tent, the pillar of cloud would descend and stand at the entrance of the Tent, while He spoke with
Moses. (10) When all the people saw the pillar of cloud poised at the entrance of the Tent, all the people would rise and
bow low, each at the entrance of his tent. (11) The LORD would speak to Moses face to face, as one man speaks to

another. And he would then return to the camp; but his attendant, Joshua son of Nun, a youth, would not stir out of the
Tent.

7. Exodus 15:27
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(27) And they came to Elim, where there were twelve springs of water and seventy palm trees; and they encamped there
beside the water.

8. Rabbi Dr. Joshua Berman, Was there an Exodus? https://mosaicmagazine.com/essay/2015/03/was-there-an-
exodus/
Besides, an encampment of two million—equivalent to the population of Houston, Texas—would have taken days to
traverse. Yet the Torah (Exodus 33:6-11) does not remark upon that, either, instead describing Israelites routinely exiting
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and returning to the camp with ease. Nor does it register the bedlam and gridlock that would have been created by the
system of centralized sacrifices mandated in the book of Leviticus. In Exodus 15:27, moreover, the Israelites are reported
camping at a particular desert oasis that boasted 70 date palms—uwhich, for a population of two million, would have to
have fed and sheltered 30,000 people per tree!

9. Shemot Rabbah 1:8
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"And the children of Israel reproduced and spawned," even though Yosef and his brothers died, their God did not die,
instead "the children of Israel reproduced and spawned." Another point: Each one gave birth to six children in one litter,
as it says: "And the children of Israel reproduced and spawned ..." Some say: Twelve [children in each litter] as it is
written: "reproduced" - two, "spawned" - two, "they were many" - two, "they were massive" - two, "very much" - two,
"and the land was filled with them" - two, for a total of twelve. "They were massive," some say: six children in each litter.
And don't be incredulous, since the scorpion is one of the crawling creatures, and it gives birth to seventy at a time.

10. Rashi on Exodus 10:22:2
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(2) oo nwHw ... 779 qwn i — there was darkness of gloom when no man saw another during those three days, and
there was moreover another period of three days’ darkness twice as thick as this when no man rose from his place: one
who happened to be sitting when this second period of darkness began was unable to rise, and one who was then standing
was unable to sit down. And why did He bring darkness upon them? Because there were wicked people amongst the
Israelites of that generation who had no desire to leave Egypt, and these died during the three days of darkness so that the
Egyptians might not see their destruction and say, “These, (the Israelites) too have been stricken as we have”. And a
further reason is that the Israelites searched (the darkness came just in order that they might do this) and saw their (the
Egyptians’) jewels, and when they were leaving Egypt and asked them for their jewels, and they replied, “We have none
at all in our possession”, they answered them, “I have seen it in your house and it is in such and such a place” (cf. Midrash
Tanchuma, Bo 1; Exodus Rabbah 14:3).

11. Rabbi Yehuda Herzl Henkin, New Interpretations on the Parsha
Perhaps initial miscarriages resulting from slavery,malnutrition, and child marriages were prevalent in Egypt, and these
denied the status of firstbom to subsequent live births. Or, there may have been few firstbom in the first census in the
desert because few elected to leave Egypt,where they were a privileged class.
The Midrash offers another possibility. The Torah employs six verbs to describe the fecundity of Israel in Egypt (Shem.
1:7), and the Midrash sees this as an allusion that Jewish women gave birth to sextuplets.s If so, ten pregnancies per
mother would yield sixty offspring, of which only one would be firstbom; half of the children and of the firstborn would
be males, with one male firstborn for every sixty male births.
4. Cf. Shana: Rabbah 14:3. Similarly, in the first census there were only 22,000 male Levitees aged one month and older,
as compared with 32,200 male adult: in the next smallest tribe, Menuhe. Perhaps the Levites,too,were a privileged class in
Egypt and few of them joined the Exodus; see that, 5:16. Alternatively. their higher status corresponded with a drop in
fecundity.

12. Exodus 13:18

.......

(18) So God led the people roundabout, by way of the wilderness at the Sea of Reeds. Now the Israelites went up armed
out of the land of Egypt.

13. Ibn Ezra ibid
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A midrash says one in five hundred left. This is a lone opinion, which is debated, and is not at all a received tradition
[which would be binding]. We already have enough grief from the Muslim scholars, who say: "How is it possible that
fifty-five men who went down to Egypt [with Yaakov] could be the ancestors, over 210 years, of 600,000 men over the
age of twenty?"<8> ... In [every] plague that consumed Egypt, the Jews were spared. Most of the Egyptians' cattle died
during Dever (the Plague of Cattle-Disease), while not one of the Jews' cattle died (Shemot 9:6). In the Plague of the
Firstborn, not a single Jew died. In the Plague of Darkness, it says, "There was light for all the Jews" (Shemot 10:23).
During the plagues in which Egyptians died, Jews did not die. So during a plague (darkness) in which no Egyptian died,
how could all the Jews die until only one in five hundred survived?! [Besides, that would mean] the Jews did not have
light in their homes, but the darkness of disease and the pitch-black of death! Since only a tiny part was left from a huge
nation, this would not have been redemption for the Jews but a sick evil! That's the opposite of the text. The whole thing is
a midrash; don't rely on it. Maybe the one who said it at the outset had a hidden reason (sod).

14. Suggestions:
a. Aluf means clan/contingent, rather than 1000.
This was suggested by many, including David Ben Gurion in his lyunim B'Tanach pages 243-252.
Problem: It is followed by 100s and 10s. Dr. Ben Zion Katz tries to solve this by saying it was clans of hundreds. This,
however, is predicated on assuming a textual mistake in the Torah. http://thetorah.com/recounting-the-census-a-military-
force-of-5500/
b. Bible critics use as evidence that there never was an Exodus.
c. Others suggest that the Torah often exaggerates, building on historical events but dressing it up.
d. Others suggest that the Torah refers to events over the course of generations, so Yetziat Mitzrayim may
refer to an era than unfolded. I don't find that compelling here, though Tehillim 115 does refer to Yetziat
Mitzraim this way.
e. All of these are problematic from a traditional perspective.

Rounding Issues:

15. Tosafot Rid, cited by Chida
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""The numbers of the tribe of Reuven were forty-six thousand, five hundred' (1:21) - How can this be? Is it possible that
there were not one or two less than the figure stated here, or one or two more? We must conclude that the text is not
conveying exact figures, as it is written (Vayikra 23:16), "You shall count fifty days,' where in actuality we count only
forty-nine days. Likewise (Devarim 25:3), 'They shall mete out forty lashes' - but they really mete out no more than thirty-
nine' (Makkot 22a-b)."

Rosh End of Pesachim
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"And some ask: If the verse says, "You shall count fifty days," why do we count only forty-nine days? Their forced
explanation for this verse is, 'Until the day after the Shabbat - WHICH ITSELF IS THE FIFTIETH DAY - shall you
count,' or alternatively, 'fifty days' - referring to the clause, "You shall sacrifice...,' such that the meaning is: 'Until the day
after the Shabbat you shall count - NOT INCLUSIVE OF THIS DAY - fifty days, and you shall sacrifice a new offering
to God.'
But it seems to me that we have no need for these forced explanations. Since the text says explicitly (Devarim 16:9),
'Seven weeks shall you count for yourself," we do not count more than seven weeks. And the fact that it says, "You shall
count fifty days,' presents no difficulty, FOR THIS IS THE WAY OF THE TORAH: WHEN THE FIGURE IS ONE
LESS THAN A TEN, THE TORAH ROUNDS THE NUMBER TO THAT TEN, AND MAKES NO MENTION OF
THE SINGLE ONE MISSING. Likewise it says (Bereishit 46:27), 'All the members of Yaakov's household who came to
Egypt were seventy,' and also (Devarim 25:3), 'Forty strikes shall they mete....

16. Rabbi Elchanan Samet
Prof. Ely Merzbach, of the department of mathematics at Bar-1lan University, addresses this question in his article, "The
Censes of Bnei Yisrael in the Desert” (published inthe "Higgayon" - Studies in Rabbinical Thought, vol. 5, 5761). Here
are some excerpts:

"It is always possible to attribute this phenomenon (of exactly rounded numbers) to a miracle, or coincidence, without any
explanation (as some commentators have attempted to do). But explanations of this sort are rejected by the major
commentators with the simple claim that a miracle must have some significance, or some benefit.

It seems to me that it is possible... [to explain the phenomenon] based on the following principles, which refer to fairly
large numbers (and certainly to numbers greater than 5,000).

When the figure obtained is in whole tens (without units), the Torah records it as is, without rounding it.

When the figure obtained is not in whole tens, then the Torah rounds it to the nearest hundred.

The logic behind this system is simple: if a number ending in units already requires rounding, it is rounded to hundreds
(with some small margin of inaccuracy). But if the figure ends in tens, it is left as is.

If we examine the data in the Torah, this becomes completely clear. In each of the two censes of Bnei Yisrael in the
desert, 11 out of 12 figures are multiples of hundreds, while one (the tribe of Gad in the first census, and Reuven in the
second one) is a multiple of tens. The probability of any number ending in zero but not being a multiple of 100 is 9/100.
Therefore if any 12 numbers are chosen, we can expect the incidence of appearance of numbers with this characteristic to
be 12 x 9/100 = 1.08. In other words: on average, out of 12 numbers, one will be a multiple of tens (and not a multiple of
hundreds).

Moreover ... the greatest probability exists, once again, when there is exactly one number of this sort out of 12 numbers. ..
Concerning the censes of the Levite families we could obtain similar results, but when the number of data is small (there
are only three families), no statistical test may be applied."...

[Samet on Problem that Reuven in Pinchas is rounded to 43,730]

This number hints to the lack, the missing members of this tribe - those who should have inherited but lost this right.
Several people should have been included in this census but were absent because they were swallowed up by the earth.
Had the number been rounded (to 43,700), as in the case of the other tribes, we would not have the sense that the tribe of
Reuven was missing some of its numbers. Since the figure ends in 30, we may assume that the number of men aged
twenty and upwards who were swallowed by the earth was several dozen.

The appendix to the census of the tribe of Reuven - the story of the sin of Datan and Aviram and their sin - is simply the
explanation for the special number, and the lack, in that tribe. The figure is deliberately not rounded in order to hint at a
special problem that affected only this tribe.
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