
5780 – Numbers 1-4 – B’midbar (In The Wilderness) 
© 2020 ESHAV BOOKS 

 
The central theme of the book of Numbers is the second stage of the Is-
raelites’ journey, physically from Egypt to the Promised Land, mentally 
from slavery to freedom. This parasha and that of the following week are 
about the preparations for that journey, the first of which was to take a 
census. To inherit the land the Israelites would have to fight battles. 
Hence the census, specifically of men between the ages of twenty and 
sixty—that is, those eligible to serve in war. The Levites were counted 
separately because it was not their role to fight but to minister in the 
Sanctuary. 

Instructions were given as to the layout of the camp, which was to be 
a square with the Sanctuary in the middle. Three tribes were to set up 
their tents and banners on each side, while the Levites formed an inner 
square. The order in which they encamped was also the order in which 
they journeyed. 

The duties of the family of Kehat—which also included Moses, Aaron, 
and Miriam, who had other roles—were spelled out. It was their task to 
carry the most sacred objects, the Ark, Table, Menora, Altars, curtains, 
and holy vessels used in the sacrificial service, when the Israelites jour-
neyed. This demanded special care. 

The first of the following essays explores the theme of the book as a 
whole: the fourth act in the Torah’s account of the human condition, sus-
pended between order and freedom. The second is about the fact that the 
founding drama of the Israelites as a nation under the sovereignty of God 
is enacted in the wilderness, what anthropologists call “liminal space” 
(i.e., the time between ‘what was’ and what comes ‘next’). The third looks 
at the connection between midbar, “wilderness,” and davar, “word.” Why 
did the revelation of God’s will have to take place in the desert? The 
fourth spells out the consequences of the unique fact that the Israelites 
received the law before the land. The fifth is about the haftara and Ho-
sea’s revisionary reading of the wilderness years as the honeymoon 
between Israel and God. 
 
Wilderness and Word1 
 
The parasha of B’midbar, “In the Wilderness,” is usually read immediate-
ly prior to Shavuot, the commemoration of the giving of the Torah at 
Mount Sinai.(1) Accordingly the rabbis strove to find a connection between 
them. A midrash, for example, states that “the Torah was given in three 

 
1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant & Conversation: Numbers, (Maggid Books & The 

Orthodox Union), pp. 49-55. 

things: fire, water, and wilderness—wilderness, as it says, "The Lord 
spoke to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai.”'(2) There were various sugges-
tions as to what this means. How exactly is Torah essentially connected 
to the idea of wilderness? 

One interpretation is psychological: ‘Anyone who does not make him-
self open to all [hefker, literally ‘ownerless’] like a wilderness cannot ac-
quire wisdom and Torah.”(3) To receive the word of God, we must make 
ourselves open, the way a desert is. We have to engage in active listening. 
If we bring to the Torah our own presuppositions and preoccupations, 
we will hear only what we expect to hear. We will never encounter the 
voice of God, the radically Other, the transformative presence, within the 
text. We need an open mind and a receptive heart.  
1. Matthew 14:1-14 

13When Yeshua heard what had happened, he withdrew by boat pri-
vately to a solitary place. Hearing of this, the crowds followed him on 
foot from the towns. 14When Yeshua landed and saw a large crowd, he 
had compassion on them and healed their sick ...  
a. Luke 5:12-16 

16But Yeshua often withdrew to lonely places and prayed.  
b. Luke 22:39-44 

39Yeshua went out as usual to the Mount of Olives, and his disciples 
followed him ... 41He withdrew about a stone's throw beyond 
them, knelt down and prayed, 42"Father, if you are willing, take 
this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done."  

c. John 6:15-20 
15Yeshua, knowing that they intended to come and make him king by 
force, withdrew again to a mountain by himself. 

 
Another midrash relates the wilderness to the rabbinic tradition that God 
offered the Torah to all the nations of the world, but none except Israel 
wanted to accept it. That is why the Torah was given in open space, in 
no-man’s-land, so that it could be heard by everyone. Had it been given 
in any specific country, all the other nations except that one could claim 
that it was not offered to them.(4) Another similar interpretation is that 
just as fire, water, and wilderness are not things you buy, but are availa-
ble to all, so the Torah was and is a free gift from God; whoever wishes 
to avail themselves of it may do so.(5)  
2. What other “things” are “a free gift”?  

a. John 4:7-10 
10Yeshua answered her, "If you knew the gift of God and who it is 
that asks you for a drink, you would have asked him and he would 
have given you living water."  



c. Romans 4:1-8 
3What does Scripture say? "Abraham (trusted) God, and it was cred-
ited to him as righteousness." 4Now to the one who works, wages 
are not credited as a gift but as an obligation.  

c. Romans 6:23 
23For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in 
Messiah Yeshua our Lord. 

 
However, there is something altogether deeper at stake, and it is suggest-
ed by the assonance, the similarity of sound, between midbar, wilder-
ness,” and davar, “word.” There is a connection between the silence 
and barrenness of the desert and the unique revelation that took place 
there. Looking back on that event at the end of his life, Moses reminded 
the people that it was an auditory experience, not a visual one: “Then 
the Lord spoke to you out of the fire. You heard the sound of words but 
saw no form; there was only a voice” (Deut. 4:12). This was a radical de-
parture from the history of religion. 

Jewish thinkers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were 
struck by the profound difference between the religion of the Bible and 
all other religions of the ancient world. God, in Judaism, is invisible. He 
cannot be seen or visually represented. To attempt to do so—to make an 
icon or a visible representation of God—is in Judaism a form of idolatry. 
For every other ancient religion, the gods were eminently visible. They 
could be seen in the phenomena of nature: the sun, the stars, the sky, the 
sea, the wind, the rain, the storm. There was no problem of revelation. 
The gods were everywhere. 

It was in Israel that a revolutionary idea was born, that God was not in 
nature but beyond it, for it was He who created nature in the first place:  

When I consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers, the moon 
and the stars which You have set in place ... (Ps. 8:4)  

This was a paradigm-shifting concept.(7) The entire universe, almost infinite 
in extent, is no more than the work of God’s fingers. Everything we can see 
is not God but merely the work of God. Hence the repeated prohibitions in 
Judaism against making an image or icon. To Judaism, the idea that God is 
visible is idolatry. God is beyond the totality of things seen. 

How then can He be encountered? In Judaism for the first time, revela-
tion became a problem. When the gods are to be found in nature, they are 
close. But if God is beyond nature, beyond the universe itself then He is 
vast beyond our imagining, and infinitely distant. The answer Judaism 
gave was radical. God is close, but encountered not in things seen, but 
in words heard. This is how the historian Heinrich Graetz put it: 

The pagan perceives the divine in nature through the medium of the 
eye, and he becomes conscious of it as something to be looked at. On 

the other hand, to the Jew who conceives God as being outside of na-
ture and prior to it, the Divine manifests itself through the will and 
through the medium of the ear. He becomes conscious of it as some-
thing to be heeded and listened to. The pagan beholds his god; the 
Jew hears Him, that is, apprehends His will.(8)  

Other civilisations gave rise to visual cultures, while Judaism is supreme-
ly a culture of the ear—of words, speech, listening, interpreting, under-
standing, heeding. 

This created, for Jews and Judaism, a distinctive phenomenology, a 
unique way of experiencing the world. Seeing, said Hans Jonas, is imme-
diate, but hearing requires interpretation. When I hear a dog barking, for 
example, I hear the bark, not the dog. To know that it was a dog produc-
ing the sound, I have to use inference.(9) Sight can be instantaneous; that 
is what is captured by a photograph. But sound, communication, speak-
ing, and listening are necessarily extended in time. You cannot freeze a 
sentence.(10) So a culture based on listening rather than seeing encounters 
God not in timeless moments but in time, which is to say, in history. 

Even Sigmund Freud, otherwise hostile to religion, could not avoid be-
ing impressed by this idea:  

Among the precepts of Mosaic religion is one that has more signifi-
cance than is at first obvious. It is the prohibition against making an 
image of God, which means the compulsion to worship an invisible 
god ... [This] was bound to exercise a profound influence. For it signi-
fied subordinating sense perception to an abstract idea; it was a tri-
umph of spirituality over the senses, more precisely, an instinctual 
renunciation accompanied by its psychologically necessary conse-
quences . It was certainly one of the most important stages on the way 
to becoming human.(11)  

A revolution of this magnitude cannot take place under ordinary circum-
stances. In the great river lowlands where civilisation began (the Tigris–
Euphrates and the Nile), the eye is captivated by the shifting scenes of 
nature; in cities, by the works of man—art and architecture. Only in the 
emptiness of the wilderness is the eye subordinate to the ear. Only in 
the silence of the desert can the sound beneath sound be heard:  

In Hebrew thought, Book and Desert are contingent upon one another. 
When God revealed Himself to Moses and charged him with the task of 
freeing the Hebrews, terms such as “freedom” and “liberty” were not 
used. The idea of emancipation from bondage is expressed as “going 
on a three days’ journey into the desert, to sacrifice to God our Lord” 
(Ex. 3:19; 5:3), as if God could not be apprehended without this initial 
journey into the desert.(12)  

Or as Edmond Jabes put it:  



The word cannot dwell except in the silence of other words. To speak is, 
accordingly, to lean on a metaphor of the desert, a space of dust or ash-
es, where the triumphant word is offered in her unrestricted nudity.(13)  

The historian Eric Voegehin saw this as fundamental to the discovery by 
the Israelites of a completely new form of spirituality:  

If nothing had happened but a lucky escape from the range of Egyp-
tian power, there only would have been a few more nomadic tribes 
roaming the border zone between the Fertile Crescent and the desert 
proper, eking out a meagre living with the aid of part-time agriculture. 
But the desert was only a station on the way, not the goal; for in the 
desert the tribes found their God. They entered into a covenant with 
Him, and thereby became His people ... 

When we undertake the exodus and wander into the world, in order 
to found a new society elsewhere, we discover the world as the Desert. 
The flight leads nowhere, until we stop in order to find our bearings 
beyond the world. When the world has become Desert, man is at last 
in the solitude in which he can hear thunderingly the voice of the spir-
it that with its urgent whispering has already driven and rescued him 
from Sheol [the domain of death]. In the Desert God spoke to the lead-
er and his tribes; in the Desert, by listening to the voice, by accepting 
its offer, and by submitting to its command, they had at last reached 
life and became the people chosen by God.(14)  

So there is an intrinsic connection between the desert, midbar, and 
God who reveals Himself in speech, medabber. But note also what is 
unique about the Jewish story. It is not unknown in the history of religion 
for founders to spend time alone—their “wilderness years”—during 
which their understanding of their mission takes shape. There are such 
stories told of the heroes of Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam. What is 
unique to the Jewish experience is that this happened to an entire people. 
It was not Moses alone but the Israelites as a whole who experienced the 
wilderness years. This too is essential to the distributed and democra-
tised nature of Jewish spirituality. “The Torah Moses commanded us is 
the inheritance of [all] the community of Jacob” (Deut. 33:4). 

The way to the holy land lies through the wilderness. It was not 
simply that the more direct route, along the coast, was dangerous: “When 
Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them on the road through the 
Philistine country, though that was shorter. For God said, ‘If they face 
war, they might change their minds and return to Egypt’” (Ex. 13:17). Ra-
ther, the desert was the place where the people would be alone with God. 
There, undistracted by the sight of natural or man-made beauty, they 
were hyper-sensitised to sound. They could hear the voice of God, be-
coming the only people in history to have received a revelation experi-
enced directly by every member of the nation. What they heard was a 

unique challenge: to take the pain of suffering in Egypt and redirect it 
into creating a society that would be the opposite of Egypt, not an empire 
built on power but a society of individuals of equal dignity under the 
sovereignty of God. To quote Voegelin again:  

What emerged from the alembic (i.e., the “distillation” of the Desert 
was not a people like the Egyptians or Babylonians, the Canaanites or 
Philistines, the Hittites or Arameans, but a new genus of society, set 
off from the civilizations of the age by the Divine choice. It was a peo-
ple that moved on the historical scene while living toward a goal be-
yond history.(15)  

In the silence of the desert, the Israelites heard the Word and became 
the people of the Word. 
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3. John 1:1-14 

1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God ... 14The Word became flesh and made his dwelling 
among us.  



a. There are two very distinct lines of prophecy in the Scriptures con-
cerning the Messiah. One line portrays him as a humble suffering-
savior. The other line of prophecy depicts him as a conquering 
king-redeemer.2 

These two competing functions of the Messiah are recognized in 
Talmudic(1) and other Jewish sources.(2) One explanation invoked to 
resolve this dilemma was that there would be two Messiahs: one 
who would suffer and be humbled and one who would rule and be 
exalted. The suffering Messiah was referred to as Messiah Ben 
Yoseph. Zechariah was said to have prophesied concerning "Messi-
ah Ben Yoseph": Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion; shout O daugh-
ter of Jerusalem; behold, thy King cometh unto thee; He is just and 
having salvation; lowly and riding upon a colt ... (3) Perhaps no other 
prophet has summarized in such a succinct manner the humility of 
the coming Messiah. He is King of Zion yet He is lowly and riding 
on a humble donkey. There is little doubt that the Talmud inter-
prets the verse to refer to the Messiah. It is quoted three times in 
the Babylonian Talmud, and always with a messianic connotation ... 

A rabbinic commentary (on Zechariah 9:9) interprets the verse 
to mean that Messiah is not only humble but is oppressed as well.(7) 
Zechariah is not the only prophet who spoke of Messiah's humilia-
tion. As concerning him, Isaiah wrote: All we like sheep have gone 
astray, we have turned everyone to his own way, and the Lord hath 
laid on him the iniquity of us all. [Y]et he opened not his mouth.(8) 
We are all unworthy, and hence there was no other way for the 
Messiah to come but by humiliation, suffering and sacrifice. Isai-
ah refers to this suffering Messiah as "servant." In one passage he 
says: Behold my servant, whom I uphold … I have put my Spirit 
upon Him.(9) Many Jewish commentators agree that this passage re-
fers to the Messiah.(10) One Targum paraphrases it:  

Behold my Servant, the Messiah, I will draw Him near, my cho-
sen one in whom my Memra [Logos] is well pleased.  

(1) Sukkah 52. 
(2) Raphael Patai, The Messiah Texts, p. 166. 
(3) Zechariah 9:9. 
(7) "He is humble riding upon an ass." This refers to Messiah and He is 

called anee [poor, humble and oppressed because He was oppressed all 
these years in prison, and the sinners of Israel derided Him … For the 
merits of Messiah, The Holy One, blessed be He, will protect and redeem 
you" (Pesikta Rabbati, Piska 35). 

(8) Isaiah 53:6-7. 
(9) Isaiah 42:11; see also verses 2-7. 

 
2 http://www.menorah.org/tsmbj13.html 

(10) Rabbi David Kimchi exposits the scripture as follows: "Behold my serv-
ant. ... This is King Messiah … I have put my Spirit ... refers to what is 
said of Him, 'And the Spirit of the Lord will rest on Him' (Isaiah 11:2)." 
The commentaries Metsudat David (“Stronghold of David”)111 and Metsu-
dat Zion, also refer the chapter to Messiah.  

b. Targum Jonathan, Isaiah 9:5-6 
5The prophet announced to the house of David that: "A boy has 
been born unto us, a son has been given unto us, who has taken the 
Torah upon himself to guard it; and his name has been called by 
the One who gives wonderful counsel, the Mighty God, He who lives 
forever: 'Messiah,' in whose day peace shall abound for us. 

6He shall make great the dignity of those who labor in the Torah 
and of those who maintain peace, without end; on the throne of 
David and over his kingdom, to establish it and to build it in justice 
and in righteousness, from this time forth and forever. This shall 
be accomplished by the Memra of the Lord of Hosts."  
1) In the Targumim we meet yet another expression ... the Memra,  

Logos, or “Word” ... it stands out as perhaps the most remarkable 
fact in this literature, that God—not as in His permanent manifes-
tation, or manifest Presence—but as revealing Himself, is desig-
nated Memra. Altogether that term, as applied to God, occurs in 
the Targum Onkelos 179 times, in the so-called Jerusalem Tar-
gum 99 times, and in the Targum Pseudo-Jonathan 321 times. 

A critical analysis shows that in 82 (of the 179) instances in 
Onkelos (46%), in 71 (of the 99) instances in the Jerusalem Tar-
gum (72%), and in 213 (of the 312) instances in the Targum 
Pseudo-Jonathan (68%), the designation Memra ... evidently re-
fers to God as revealing Himself.3  

c. Numbers 23:21 (MT) 
21He (God) hath not beheld iniquity in Jacob, nor has he seen per-
verseness in Israel. The Lord (YHVH) his God is with him ...  
1) Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, Numbers 23:21 

… The Memra of the Lord their God is their help, and the 
trumpet-call of the King Messiah echoes in their midst.  

d. Deuteronomy 30:5 (MT) 
5And the Lord (YHVH) thy God will bring thee into the land which 
thy fathers possessed, and thou shalt possess it ...   
1) Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, Deuteronomy 30:5 

And the Memra of the Lord your God shall bring you into the 
land which your fathers possessed and you shall possess it … 

 
3 Edersheim, Alfred, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, (MacDonald Publish-

ing Company), pp. 46-47. 


