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Torah Talk for Pinchas 5780  Numbers 25:10-30:1 
 
Num. 27:1 
    The daughters of Zelophehad, of Manassite family—son of Hepher son of Gilead son of 
Machir son of Manasseh son of Joseph—came forward. The names of the daughters were 
Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah. 2 They stood before Moses, Eleazar the priest, the 
chieftains, and the whole assembly, at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, and they said, 3 “Our 
father died in the wilderness. He was not one of the faction, Korah’s faction, which banded 
together against the LORD, but died for his own sin; and he has left no sons. 4 Let not our father’s 
name be lost to his clan just because he had no son! Give us a holding among our father’s 
kinsmen!”  

5   Moses brought their case before the LORD. 
6   And the LORD said to Moses, 7 “The plea of Zelophehad’s daughters is just: you 

should give them a hereditary holding among their father’s kinsmen; transfer their father’s share 
to them. 

8   “Further, speak to the Israelite people as follows: ‘If a man dies without leaving a son, 
you shall transfer his property to his daughter. 9 If he has no daughter, you shall assign his 
property to his brothers. 10 If he has no brothers, you shall assign his property to his father’s 
brothers. 11 If his father had no brothers, you shall assign his property to his nearest relative in 
his own clan, and he shall inherit it.’ This shall be the law of procedure for the Israelites, in 
accordance with the LORD’s command to Moses.” 
 
RASHI to v. 5 Moses brought their case before the LORD. The correct ruling eluded him—a 
punishment for his having assumed power by telling the Israelites, “Any matter that is too 
difficult for you, you shall bring to me and I will hear it” (Deut. 1:17). Another reading: this 
passage ought to be have been another of the commandments issued by Moses himself, but 
Zelophehad’s daughters were rewarded by having it written as a result of their coming forward. 
 
Jacob Milgrom, Numbers (JPS Torah Commentary) 

This [Numbers 27] is the last of four cases not provided for in the original legislation and 
which, therefore, had to be decided by oracle, the others being: the blasphemer (Lev. 24:10–
22), those impure for the paschal sacrifice (Num. 9:6–14), and the Sabbath violator (Num. 
15:32–36). These cases are structured according to a common literary pattern: (1) 
identification and/or genealogy of the individual(s), (2) who “comes forward” and (3) “stands 
before” Moses and the assembly or priest and (4) states the case, after which (5) the case is 
brought before the Lord, who (6) gives a decision that is then (7) generalized through the 
formula, “speak to the Israelite people” (v. 8) and (8) casts it in casuistic form, “if a man (}ish) . 
. . if (}im).” The execution of the oracle is recorded either immediately, as in Leviticus 24:23 and 
Numbers 15:36, or subsequently, as in Numbers 36:10–12 and Joshua 17:4. Chapter 36, an 
appendix that makes this case more precise, also follows this pattern. 

 
RASHI to v. 3 He was not one of the faction, Korah’s faction … but died for his own sin. He did 
not cause others to sin. R. Akiva says he was the man who gathered wood on the Sabbath in 
15:32–36; R. Simeon says he was one of those who marched defiantly against the Amalekites in 
14:44 despite having been warned not to do so. 
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Lev 24:10–23: The blasphemer. 10 There came out among the Israelites one whose mother 
was Israelite and whose father was Egyptian. And a fight broke out in the camp between that 
half–Israelite and a certain Israelite. 11 The son of the Israelite woman pronounced the Name in 
blasphemy, and he was brought to Moses—now his mother’s name was Shelomith daughter of 
Dibri of the tribe of Dan— 12 and he was placed in custody, until the decision of the LORD 
should be made clear to them. 
 
Num 9:1–14: Unclean on Passover. 4   Moses instructed the Israelites to offer the passover 
sacrifice … 6 But there were some men who were unclean by reason of a corpse and could not 
offer the passover sacrifice on that day. … 8 Moses said to them, “Stand by, and let me hear 
what instructions the LORD gives about you.” 
 
Num 15:32–36: The wood-gatherer. 32   Once, when the Israelites were in the wilderness, they 
came upon a man gathering wood on the sabbath day. 33 Those who found him as he was 
gathering wood brought him before Moses, Aaron, and the whole community. 34 He was placed 
in custody, for it had not been specified what should be done to him.  
 
Num 36:1–12: The daughters of Zelophehad (take 2). 1   The family heads in the clan of 
the descendants of Gilead son of Machir son of Manasseh, one of the Josephite clans, came 
forward and appealed to Moses and the chieftains, family heads of the Israelites. 2 They said … 
3 “If they marry persons from another Israelite tribe, their share will be cut off from our ancestral 
portion and be added to the portion of the tribe into which they marry; thus our allotted portion 
will be diminished.” … 5 So Moses, at the LORD’s bidding, instructed the Israelites. 
 
Baruch Levine, Numbers (Anchor Bible) 
 Whereas the transfer of leadership from Moses to Joshua is quite readily interpretable, 
the episode of Zelophehad’s daughters is complicated. On the face of it, it appears to be one of 
several priestly etiologies, narratives whose function it is to introduce innovative legislation. An 
unprecedented situation arose that challenged accepted practice, and had not been addressed 
in existing law. The problem was promptly resolved by a direct communication to Moses from 
God, instructing him on the proper disposition of the case. This is then followed by a more 
general statement of law.  What complicates the present situation is the fact that the 
provisions of Numbers 27:1–11 are amended in Numbers 36, restricting their application. 
 
Ben Sommer, review of Simeon Chavel, Oracular Law and Priestly Historiography in the Torah 

Chavel refers to these texts as “novellas,” explaining the term as fitting in two respects: they 
are short narratives, and each adds something new to divine law.    

… 
For P, divine law is not perfect, but it is amenable to improvement. Indeed, Chavel points 

out, P “does not portray the deity as one who considers and anticipates every single eventuality 
and preemptively accounts for them all, but as one who … comes to recognize … that to 
maintain his creation he will have to adapt himself to its variability and unpredictability” (269).  

 
https://www.thetorah.com/symposium/revelation-and-authority  

 


