
5781 – Numbers 25-29 – Pinchas (Phineas) 
 
 

How to Become a Trailblazer1 
 
Do you hear yourself thinking: "Who am I to object? There are others who 
are far more (fill in the blank: learned, courageous, community-minded, 
well-connected, etc.). Who am I to voice my protest? Besides, even if l do say 
something, this is how it always was done and always will be done. I am 
not going to make any diference!"  
Trailblazers, on the other hand, have the courage to take bold action and 
create positive change. 
 
After the Jewish people had sinned with Midianite women, even worship-
ping their idols, a plague had broken out among the people. Zimri, a Sim-
eonite prince, publicly took a Moabite princess into his tent. Understand-
ing the law, Pinchas killed them both, stopping the plague.  
The Torah writes that Pinchas was "the son of Elazar, the son of Aaron." 
In character and temperament, Pinchas was just like his grandfather-the 
compassionate and peace-loving Aaron. Pinchas' zealous act defied his 
peaceful nature in order to bring about peace between G-d and lsrael. 
G-d rewarded him with a covenant of priesthood.  
Later in the Parshah we are introduced to other trailblazers. The daugh-
ters of Tzelafchad petitioned Moses to be granted a portion of the land 
that had belonged to their father, who died without sons. Moses present-
ed their case to G-d, Who established their legal right and incorporated 
this law into the Torah's laws of inheritance.  
Tzelafchad's daughters were descendants of Machir, from the tribe of 
Menashe, who had asked Moshe to settle on the Jordan's eastern side. 
They understood that they could receive territory there, since it would be 
distributed by Moses and not by Divine lot. But these women loved the 
Land of Israel itself.  
This is why the Torah traces their genealogy back to Joseph, who also 
loved Israel. Before his death in Egypt, Joseph asked his brothers to swear 
that they would bring out his bones and bury him in lsrael's holy soil.  
The five sisters became the vehicle for the revelation of G-d's command-
ment. G-d wrote a special chapter in the Torah altering the status quo 
only once these women stepped up to the plate. While the spies had 
spoken evil about the Land, these women taught their generation to love 
it passionately. 

 
1 Chana Weisberg, Shabbat deLights, Vayikra/Bamidbar/Devarim, (chabad.org), pp. 

177-179. 

So how can YOU become a trailblazer to create positive change? Here are 
three things to keep in mind:  
Make sure your intentions are pure and not motivated by personal gain.  
Know the law. Pinchas knew the Torah'sparameters. Tzelafchad's daugh-
ters, too, had done their research and presented learned claims.  
Believe it's not too late to turn the tide. When no one is taking action, it 
may just be because YOU alone need to step up to the plate. 
 
1. Understanding the law, Pinchas killed them both, stopping the plague.  

a. The reasonable assumption ... is that (Pinchas) would be held as a 
role model of heroic action in defence of the nation.2 

Yet Jewish law placed three sharp limitations on what could be 
inferred from th(is) episode.The first is that, had Zimri turned 
around and killed Pinhas instead, Zimri would be deemed innocent 
since he would have been acting in self-defence (Sanhedrin 82a). 

Second, Pinhas was only warranted in what he did because he 
acted while Zimri and Cozbi were still engaged in their sexually 
immoral act. Had he delayed for even a moment after they had 
separated from another, he would not be permitted to do what he 
did, and had he done so he would have been guilty of murder (San-
hedrin 82a). 

Third ... had Pinhas asked a halakhic authority—Moses, or any 
of thejudges—whether he was permitted to do what he was about 
to do, the answer would have been no. This is a rare instance of the 
rule called halakha ve'ein morin ken, "It is a law that is not taught" 
(Sanhedrin 82a). 

The Jerusalem Talmud goes further still. It says that the sages 
of the time sought to excommunicate Pinhas, and would have done 
so had not the Holy Spirit hastened to say, "He and his descendants 
will have a covenant of a lasting priesthood, because he was zeal-
ous for the honour of his God and made atonement for the Israel-
ites" (Num. 25:12).(Y. Sanhedrin 9:7) 

This is all deeply puzzling. If Pinhas was wrong in what he did, 
why do the Torah and the book of Psalms praise him in so fulsome 
(effusive, lavish) a way? But if he was right and acted in accordance 
with the law, then his conduct should serve as a positive role mod-
el for future generations, and the law ought to be taught. That, af-
ter all, is the purpose of law: to guide us, especially in situations of 
dilemma like the one Pinhas faced. 

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

Orthodox Union), pp. 324-325. 



Ideally, no doubt, he or others should have brought Zimri to court 
But this was no time to go through standard legal procedures. A 
plague was raging. People were dying in their thousands. It was clear 
that something had to be done immediately. Why does Jewish law 
rule that in such a case, though the act is permitted, the court or a 
halakhic authorityis allowed to say that it is not permitted? 

The rabbis were evidently also troubled by the fact that, while 
Zimri and Cozbi's act was committed in the sight of the whole na-
tion, Pinhas seems to have acted on his own initiative. Why did Mo-
ses not act? Did Pinhas ask permission from him before he acted, 
or not? If he did not, then surely he was guilty of precisely the sin 
for which two of his uncles, Nadav and Avihu, died on the day the 
Sanctuary wąs consecrated, namely acting spontaneously without 
first asking permission. But if he did ask Moses, and Moses gave 
him permission to act, then how could the rabbis conclude that this 
was a case of halakha ve'ein morin ken, where we are not allowed 
to disclose the law?  
1) Psalm 106:28-31 

28The (Israelites) yoked themselves to the Baal of Peor and ate 
sacrifices offered to lifeless gods; 29they aroused the LORD's an-
ger by their wicked deeds, and a plague broke out among them. 
30But Phinehas stood up and intervened, and the plague was 
checked. 31This was credited to him as righteousness for end-
less generations to come.  
a) By consorting with the Midianites women and then joining in 

the worship of their gods, the people had been guilty of both 
sexual immorality and idolatry, a potentially more serious 
breach of the covenant than either the Golden Calf of the 
episode of the spies.3 

 
2. Pinchas' zealous act defied his peaceful nature in order to bring about 

peace between G-d and lsrael. G-d rewarded him with a covenant of 
priesthood.  
a. Numbers 25:10-13 

10The LORD said to Moses, 11"Phinehas son of Eleazar, the son of 
Aaron, the priest, has turned my anger away from the Israelites; 
for he was as zealous as I am for my honor among them, so 
that in my zeal I did not put an end to them. 12Therefore tell him 
I am making my covenant of peace with him. 13He and his de-
scendants will have a covenant of a lasting priesthood, be-

 
3 Ibid, p. 323. 

cause he was zealous for the honor of his God and made 
atonement for the Israelites."  
1) ... covenant of peace ...  

a) Isaiah 54:10 
10Though the mountains be shaken and the hills be removed, 
yet my unfailing love for you will not be shaken nor my cov-
enant of peace be removed," says the LORD, who has com-
passion on you.  

b) Ezekiel 34:23-25 
23I will place over them one shepherd, my servant David, and 
he will tend them; he will tend them and be their shepherd. 
24I the LORD will be their God, and my servant David will be 
prince among them. I the LORD have spoken. 

25"'I will make a covenant of peace with them and rid the 
land of savage beasts so that they may live in the wilderness 
and sleep in the forests in safety.  

c) Ezekiel 37:24-28 
24"'My servant David will be king over them, and they will all 
have one shepherd. They will follow my laws and be careful 
to keep my decrees. 25They will live in the land I gave to my 
servant Jacob, the land where your ancestors lived. They and 
their children and their children's children will live there for-
ever, and David my servant will be their prince forever. 26I 
will make a covenant of peace with them; it will be an ever-
lasting covenant. I will establish them and increase their 
numbers, and I will put my sanctuary among them forever. 
27My dwelling place will be with them; I will be their God, and 
they will be my people. 28Then the nations will know that I 
the LORD make Israel holy, when my sanctuary is among 
them forever. '"  

2) ... and made atonement for the Israelites."  
a) ... and reconciled God and the Israelites to each other, i.e., by 

doing what he did, Pinchas satisfied the demands of God’s 
righteousness by stopping the practice of idolatry and that 
ended the plague.  

3. Later in the Parshah we are introduced to other trailblazers. The daugh-
ters of Tzelafchad petitioned Moses to be granted a portion of the land 
that had belonged to their father, who died without sons ... The five sis-
ters became the vehicle for the revelation of G-d's commandment. G-d 
wrote a special chapter in the Torah altering the status quo only once 
these women stepped up to the plate.  
 



a. Numbers 27:1-11 
27:1The daughters of Zelophehad ... belonged to the clans of Manasseh 
son of Joseph. The names of the daughters were Mahlah, Noah, Ho-
glah, Milcah and Tirzah. They approached 2the entrance to the Tent of 
Meeting and stood before Moses, Eleazar the priest, the leaders and 
the whole assembly, and said, 3"Our father died in the desert. He was 
not among Korah's followers, who banded together against the LORD, 
but he died for his own sin and left no sons. 4Why should our father's 
name disappear from his clan because he had no son? Give us proper-
ty among our father's relatives." 

5So Moses brought their case before the LORD 6and the LORD 
said to him, 7"What Zelophehad's daughters are saying is right. 
You must certainly give them property as an inheritance among 
their father's relatives and turn their father's inheritance over to 
them. 8"Say to the Israelites, 'If a man dies and leaves no son, turn 
his inheritance over to his daughter. 9If he has no daughter, give his 
inheritance to his brothers. 10If he has no brothers, give his inher-
itance to his father's brothers. 11If his father had no brothers, give 
his inheritance to the nearest relative in his clan, that he may pos-
sess it. This is to be a legal requirement (mishpat [judgement]) for 
the Israelites, as the LORD commanded Moses.'"  

b. Avot 1:14 
(Hillel4) used to say: If I am not for myself, who will be for me? And, 
if I am only for myself, What am I? And if not now, when?  
1) The idea, as many of the commentators (Maimonides,5 Rabbeinu 

Yonah6) understand, is simple. The inspiration required to face 
life cannot come from without. No one else can turn us on, can 
give us the zeal to live up to life’s challenges. Our teachers, par-
ents and rabbis may momentarily startle us into proper behav-
ior ... but it will be transient. The only way to truly accomplish 
in life and achieve our goals is (for us) to feel that sense of 
excitement and fulfillment about growing into life’s challeng-
es. We must know what our goals are, and we must want to re-
alize them. 

  

 
4 The House of Hillel (Beit Hillel) (or the Academy of Hillel) was the school of 

thought of Judaism founded by Hillel, a Jewish scholar of the 1st-century, BCE. 
5 Rambam, Rabbeinu Moshe ben Maimon (Our Rabbi/Teacher Moses Son of Mai-

mon) (c. 1135–1204), was a preeminent medieval Sephardic Jewish philosopher 
and astronomer, and became one of the most prolific and influential Torah 
scholars and physicians of the Middle Ages. 

6 Rabbi Yonah was an Amora (Expounder) of the 4th-generation (320–350 CE) active 
in Eretz Yisrael. 

2) Ecclessiastes 2:4-11 
4I undertook great projects: I built houses for myself and plant-
ed vineyards. 5I made gardens and parks and planted all kinds 
of fruit trees in them. 6I made reservoirs to water groves of 
flourishing trees. 7I bought male and female slaves and had oth-
er slaves who were born in my house. I also owned more herds 
and flocks than anyone in Jerusalem before me. 8I amassed sil-
ver and gold for myself, and the treasure of kings and provinc-
es. I acquired male and female singers, and a harem as well—the 
delights of a man's heart. 

9I became greater by far than anyone in Jerusalem before me. 
In all this my wisdom stayed with me. 10I denied myself nothing 
my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure. My heart took 
delight in all my labor, and this was the reward for all my toil. 
11Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I 
had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing 
after the wind; nothing was gained under the sun ...  
a) Matthew 19:16-22 

16Just then a man came up to Yeshua and asked, "Teacher, 
what good thing must I do to get eternal life?" … If you want 
to enter life, keep the commandments." 18"Which ones?" he 
inquired. Yeshua replied, "'You shall not murder, you shall 
not commit adultery, you shall not steal, you shall not give 
false testimony, 19honor your father and mother,' and 'love 
your neighbor as yourself.'" 20"All these I have kept," the 
young man said. "What do I still lack?" 21Yeshua answered, "If 
you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to 
the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, 
follow me." 22When the young man heard this, he went away 
sad, because he had great wealth.  
1] He didn’t go “away sad because he had great wealth”—it is 

because he was selfish, i.e., he didn’t have the heart to 
share some of his wealth with others.  

3) Deuteronomy 4:39-40 
39Acknowledge and take to heart this day that the LORD is God 
in heaven above and on the earth below. There is no other. 
40Keep his decrees and commands, which I am giving you today, 
so that it may go well with you and your children after you and 
that you may live long in the land the LORD your God gives you 
for all time.  
a) Deuteronomy 30:19 

19This day … I have set before you life and death, blessings 



and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children 
may live.  

b) Joshua 24:14-15 
14"Now fear the LORD and serve him with all faithfulness. 
Throw away the gods your ancestors worshiped beyond the 
Euphrates … and in Egypt, and serve the LORD ... 15choose 
for yourselves this day whom you will serve … But as for 
me and my household, we will serve the LORD."  

c) Psalm 95:6-8 
6Come, let us bow down in worship … 7for he is our God and 
we are the people of his pasture ... Today, if only you would 
hear his voice, 8"Do not harden your hearts as you did at 
Meribah (“Quarreling” [Exo 17:1-7]), as you did that day at 
Massah (“Testing” [Ibid.]) in the wilderness ...  
1] Hebrews 4:6-10 

6Therefore since it still remains for some to enter that 
rest, and since those who formerly had the good news 
proclaimed to them did not go in because of their disobe-
dience, 7God again set a certain day, calling it "Today." 
This he did when a long time later he spoke through 
David, as in the passage already quoted: "Today, if you 
hear his voice, do not harden your hearts." 8For if Joshua 
had given them rest, God would not have spoken later 
about another day. 9There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest 
for the people of God; 10for anyone who enters God's rest 
also rests from their works, just as God did from his.  
a] The opportunity to provide for the soul is only in the 

present. This world is like Friday (i.e., the Preparation 
Day); the World to Come is like the Sabbath. Only if 
one prepares food on Friday will he have provisions for 
the Sabbath (Avodah Zarah [Strange Fire] 3a).7  

c. Martin Niemöller,8 The Holocaust Memorial Day Trust9  

 
7 Rabbi Moshe Lieber, Ed., The Pirkei Avos Treasury, Ethics of the Fathers, (Mesorah 

Publications, Ltd.), p. 43. 
8 Martin Niemöller was a German Lutheran pastor and theologian born in ... Germa-

ny, in 1892. Niemöller was an anti-Communist and supported Adolf Hitler's rise to 
power. But when, after he came to power, Hitler insisted on the supremacy of the 
state over religion, Niemöller became disillusioned. He became the leader of a 
group of German clergymen opposed to Hitler. In 1937 he was arrested and even-
tually confined in Sachsenhausen and Dachau. He was released in 1945 by the Al-
lies. He continued his career in Germany as a clergyman and as a leading voice of 
penance and reconciliation for the German people after World War II. 

9 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_they_came_... 

First they came for the Communists 
And I did not speak out 
Because I was not a Communist  
Then they came for the Socialists 
And I did not speak out 
Because I was not a Socialist  
Then they came for the trade unionists 
And I did not speak out 
Because I was not a trade unionist  
Then they came for the Jews 
And I did not speak out 
Because I was not a Jew  
Then they came for me 
And there was no one left 
To speak out for me  

d. Luke 11:5-13 
5Then Yeshua said to them, "Suppose you have a friend, and you go 
to him at midnight and say, 'Friend, lend me three loaves of bread; 
6a friend of mine on a journey has come to me, and I have no food 
to offer him.' 7And suppose the one inside answers, 'Don't bother 
me. The door is already locked, and my children and I are in bed. I 
can't get up and give you anything.' 8I tell you, even though he will 
not get up and give you the bread because of friendship, yet be-
cause of your shameless audacity he will surely get up and give 
you as much as you need. 9"So I say to you: Ask and it will be giv-
en to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be 
opened to you. 10For everyone who asks receives; the one who seeks 
finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened. 11"Which 
of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake in-
stead? 12Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? 13If you 
then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your chil-
dren, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spir-
it to those who ask him!"  

e. Luke 18:1-8 
1Then Yeshua told his disciples a parable to show them that they 
should always pray and not give up. 2He said: "In a certain town 
there was a judge who neither feared God nor cared what people 
thought. 3And there was a widow in that town who kept coming to 
him with the plea, 'Grant me justice against my adversary.' 4"For 
some time he refused. But finally he said to himself, 'Even though I 
don't fear God or care what people think, 5yet because this widow 
keeps bothering me, I will see that she gets justice, so that she 



won't eventually come and attack me!'" 6And the Lord said, "Listen 
to what the unjust judge says. 7And will not God bring about jus-
tice for his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night? Will 
he keep putting them off? 8I tell you, he will see that they get jus-
tice, and quickly. However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find 
faith on the earth?"  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 


