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Pinchas: A Zealot for G-d?
Rabbi Sammy Bergman- sbergman@torontotorah.com
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Sponsored by Yossi and Rebecca Salmon in honour of our parents and grandparents
L'ilui nishmat Batsheva Blima bat Rav Moshe Yosef haLevi v'Esther

1. Bamidbar 25:1-15 (JPS Tanakh 1985 translation)
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While Israel was staying at Shittim, the people profaned themselves by whoring with the Moabite women, who invited the
people to the sacrifices for their god. The people partook of them and worshiped that god. Thus Israel attached itself to Baal-
peor, and the LORD was incensed with Israel. 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.” So Moses said to Israel’s officials, “Each
of you slay those of his men who attached themselves to Baal-peor.” 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. When Phinehas, son of Eleazar son of Aaron the priest, saw this, he left the assembly
and, taking a spear in his hand, 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. Those who died of the plague numbered
twenty-four thousand. The LORD spoke to Moses, saying, “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 | did not wipe out the Israelite
people in My passion. Say, therefore, ‘I grant him My pact of friendship. 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.””
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. 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.

2. Zohar, Pinchas 213b
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Come and see, one who is jealous for the name of Holy One Blessed Be He, even if they don’t merit greatness and aren’t

worthy of it will gain it and take it. Pinchas wasn’t worthy of it at that time and because he was jealous for the name of his

master, he gained all, ascended to all, and fixed everything, and merited the usage of the high priesthood.

3. Seforno, Bamidbar 25:12 (translation adapted from alhatorah.org)
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Peace with the angel of death. We have a similar meaning of this word 212w in Job 25,20 y»m»1a ovw nww, “He makes
peace in His lofty regions.” Losses occur only as a result of confrontations by opposites. We find that as a result of this
17w, “peace, or armistice” with the angel of death Pinchas enjoyed an exceedingly long life on earth, more so than any
other member of his generation. In fact, he was still serving as priest in the Tabernacle at Shiloh during the civil war between
Binyamin and the other tribes. This occurred many years after the death of Joshua and the elders who were Joshua’s
assistants. (Judges 20,28) Joshua 24,26 reports these elders as surviving Joshua for many years. If, as is indicated by the
Talmud, Pinchas was still alive in the days of Yiphtach (Judges 11,26) he must have been 300 years old by that time.
(compare either Bereshit Rabbah 60,3 or Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer chapter 47 on the subject of Pinchas). All the more so
according to the opinion that Pinchas is Eliyahu, and he is still alive.

4, Rabbi Yitzchak Aramah (15™ century Spain), Akeidat Yitzckah Bamidbar 83
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However, they awakened us to understand the greatness of that godly act in that Pinchas was inspired to the jealousy of his
g-d, to put his life in his palm for the act and not listen to the emotional claims which would obligate him to settle and be
still lest bitter men encounter him, and also no the strong intellectual claims which would prevent him from this action
which would more likely result in failure than in success. For as the Talmud explains even though zealots can attack one
who has intercourse with a gentile, if he goes to the court to ask, we don’t instruct him to do so. Additionally, by law he
causes himself a great risk because if the paramour separates, and the zealot Kills him he is liable for the death penalty in
court. But if the paramour kills the zealot “he has no blood” since he is a pursuer and [the pursued] can save himself by
ending the life of the pursuer.

5. Rabbi Isaiah Horowitz (16" century Prague), Shelah on Pinchas
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From this a person should learn, that he should feel G-d’s zeal when he sees a desecration of the Name or the Torah. See
how G-d showed appreciation for him, and favor and a covenant of peace.

6. Rabbi Isaac ben Asher Halevi (11" century Germany), Bamidbar 25:12
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For his palm were soiled with blood and a priest who Kills a soul can’t spread his palms. He was afraid he might lose his

priesthood. Therefore, G-d gave him his complete covenant.

7. Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin (19" century Lithuania), Haamek Davar Bamidbar 25:12
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In reward for assuaging G-d’s anger, he blessed him with the trait of peace, that he would not be strict and angry. For the
nature of the act that Pinchas did to kill a soul with his hands, should have left in the heart intense emotions
afterwards, but since it was for heaven's sake, therefore he was blessing came so he would always be the calm and act with
serenity, and that this experience wouldn’t cause an emotional failure.



8. Jeruslalem Talmud, Sanhendrin Chapter 9
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It’s written: (Bamibar 25:7), Pinchas the son of Elazar the son of Aharon saw”. What did he see? He saw what happened
and remember the law that zealots can attack someone who has intercourse with a gentile. It was taught: “This is against
the will of the Sages”. Did Pinchas act against the will of the Sages? R’ Yehuda the son of Pazi said: “They would have
excommunicated him had it not been that a holy spirit overtook him and said: “and he and his offspring after him will have
the covenant of the eternal priesthood etc.

9. Rambam, Laws of Forbidden Intercourse 12:4 (translation adapted from Eliyahu Touger
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Whenever a man has relations with a gentile woman in public, i.e., the relations are carried out in the presence of ten or
more Jews, if a zealous person strikes him and kills him, he is considered praiseworthy and ardent. [This applies whether
the relations were] in the context of marriage or licentious in nature. This matter is a halachah conveyed to Moshe at Sinai.
Support for this can be derived from Pinchas' slaying of Zimri./ Raavad- This is only if they warn him and he doesn’t
separate. Otherwise we don’t say they are praiseworthy.

The zealous person can strike [the fornicators] only at the time of relations, as was the case with regard to Zimri, as [Numbers
25:8] states: "[He pierced] the woman into her stomach."” If, however, [the transgressor] withdraws, he should not be slain.
Indeed, if [the zealous person] slays him, he may be executed [as a murderer]. If the zealous person comes to ask permission
from the court to slay him, they do not instruct him [to], even if this takes place at the time [of relations]. Not only that, if
the zealous person comes to kill the transgressor and he withdraws and Kills the zealous person in order to save himself, the
transgressor is not executed for Killing him.

10. Rabbi Baruch Epstein (19™" century Lithuania), Torah Temimah Bamidbar 25 note 31
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To explain this we can suggest that since one needs to do this with a spirit of true jealousy for the honor of G-d, if so it
impossible to allow all people to attack a person like this. For who knows, maybe he is doing this with some ulterior motive
and saying he is doing it for the jealousy of G-d. Meanwhile, he kills a soul who wasn’t liable for death based on the letter
of the law. The Talmud asks: Did Pinchas really act against the will of the Sages. It answers, indeed he did, and they truly
wanted to excommunicate him for what he did, if not for the holy spirit overtook him and said: and there will be for him
eternal priesthood since he was jealous...If so the holy spirit testified that he was true zealot and the exempted him.

11. Melachim 1 19:8-16 (JPS Tanakh 1985 translation)
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He arose and ate and drank; and with the strength from that meal he walked forty days and forty nights as far as the mountain
of God at Horeb. There he went into a cave, and there he spent the night. Then the word of the LORD came to him. He said
to him, “Why are you here, Elijah?” He replied, “I am moved by zeal for the LORD, the God of Hosts, for the Israelites
have forsaken Your covenant, torn down Your altars, and put Your prophets to the sword. | alone am left, and they are out
to take my life.” “Come out,” He called, “and stand on the mountain before the LORD.” And lo, the LORD passed by.
There was a great and mighty wind, splitting mountains and shattering rocks by the power of the LORD; but the LORD was
not in the wind. After the wind—an earthquake; but the LORD was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake—fire; but
the LORD was not in the fire. And after the fire—a soft murmuring sound. When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his mantle
about his face and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave. Then a voice addressed him: “Why are you here, Elijah?”
He answered, “I am moved by zeal for the LORD, the God of Hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken Your covenant, torn
down Your altars, and have put Your prophets to the sword. I alone am left, and they are out to take my life.” The LORD
said to him, “Go back by the way you came, [and] on to the wilderness of Damascus. When you get there, anoint Hazael as
king of Aram. Also anoint Jehu son of Nimshi as king of Israel, and anoint Elisha son of Shaphat of Abel-meholah to
succeed you as prophet.

12. Rabbi Meir Weiser (19" century Russia), Malbim ibid.
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However, on a simple level, he showed him that G-d isn’t found in a camp of tempests, earthquakes, and fire. Only in the
soft voice, and from this, his messengers and prophet should learn not cause a storm, earthquake, or fire like Eliyahu did in
his zeal for by withholding rain from the heavens and slaughtering the prophets of Ba’al. For G-d sends his prophets to
come to them with a soft voice, and attract the nation with chains of love and delicate words.

13. | Macc. 2:23-27 (Anchor Bible translation)

When he had finished uttering these words, a Jewish man came forward in the sight of all to offer sacrifice upon the altar in
Modein in accordance with the king’s decree. When Mattathias saw this, he was filled with zeal and trembled with rage and
let his anger rise, as was fitting; he ran and slew him upon the altar...He acted zealously for the sake of the Torah, as Phineas
acted against Zimri the son of Salom. Mattathias cried out throughout the town in a loud voice, “All who are zealous for the

sake of the Torah, who uphold the covenant, march out after me!”

14. Rashi on Bamidbar 25:11
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He took my vengeance, he was moved by the anger | should have felt.



