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Torah Talk for Naso 5781   Num 4:21-7:89 (end) 
 
Num. 5:5    The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: 6 Speak to the Israelites: When a man or woman 
commits any wrong toward a fellow man, thus breaking faith with the LORD, and that person 
realizes his guilt, 7 he shall confess the wrong that he has done. He shall make restitution in the 
principal amount and add one-fifth to it, giving it to him whom he has wronged. 8 If the man has 
no kinsman to whom restitution can be made, the amount repaid shall go to the LORD for the 
priest—in addition to the ram of expiation with which expiation is made on his behalf.c 9 So, too, 
any gift among the sacred donations that the Israelites offer shall be the priest’s. 10 And each 
shall retain his sacred donations: each priest shall keep what is given to him.        c Cf. Lev. 5.15 f. 
 
Abarbanel’s Questions 
• Why is the passage starting “When a man or woman commits any wrong” (v. 6) found in this context? 
• Since the same passage is also found in Leviticus 5, why is it repeated at all? 
 
Lev. 5:20    The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: 21 When a person sins and commits a trespass 
against the LORD by dealing deceitfully with his fellow … 24 or anything else about which he 
swore falsely, he shall repay the principal amount and add a fifth part to it. He shall pay it to its 
owner when he realizes his guilt. 25 Then he shall bring to the priest, as his penalty to the LORD, a 
ram without blemish from the flock, or the equivalent, as a guilt offering. 26 The priest shall 
make expiation on his behalf before the LORD, and he shall be forgiven for whatever he may 
have done to draw blame thereby. 
 
RASHI [to Num 5:6]: Breaking faith with the LORD. This repeats the passage about “when a 
person sins and commits a trespass against the LORD by dealing deceitfully with his fellow” (Lev. 
5:21). The repetition here is in order to add two new points. First, “he shall confess the wrong 
that he has done” (v. 7), not being obligated to bring a guilt offering or add one-fifth simply on 
the testimony of witnesses, but only if he admits what he has done. Second, if the wronged 
man is a convert and therefore “has no kinsman to whom restitution can be made” (v. 8), it is 
paid instead to the priests. 
 
HIZKUNI:  Commits any wrong toward a fellow man. Rather, “any sin that men commit” 
(OJPS). It is Lev. 5:21 that describes one who deals deceitfully “with his fellow [Israelite]”; that 
is another way, besides v. 8, that we know that our Numbers passage involves a convert. 
 
NAHMANIDES: When a man or woman commits any wrong. Now that the Israelites have been 
counted and distinguished from the mixed multitude that accompanied them out of Egypt, the 
rules against wronging a convert are given. Since this is otherwise similar to the rules given in 
Lev. 5:20–26, they are referenced rather than repeated. “Woman” is specifically mentioned 
because this sort of crime is not usual among them, and we might have thought the text did 
not mean to obligate them to pay the one-fifth penalty and bring the guilt offering to which 
men are subject. 
 
RASHI [to Num 5:8]: In addition to the ram of expiation. Which he must bring according to Lev. 
5:25. 
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Baruch Levine, Numbers (Anchor Bible) 
 The crime of maꜥal is essentially one of sacrilege, and so it is presented in Lev 5:14–16, 

the primary Torah source on this subject. Maꜥal is the misappropriation of sacred property. 
Intentional maꜥal was undoubtedly punishable by death, as we learn from the fate of Achan, 
who misappropriated some of the spoils of Jericho, thereby violating the ban (ḥerēm) against 
personal aggrandizement from the spoils of war (Joshua 7; 22:20). But where doubt existed, 
and the offender could claim that his act had been inadvertent, the sentence was commuted. 
The offender was allowed the option making full restitution, plus paying a penalty of 20 percent 
of the loss incurred by the Sanctuary. Ritual expiation by means of an ʾāšām sacrifice was also 
required because of the sacrilegious nature of the crime. The term ʾāšām expresses the 
dominant theme of the law, and this term has a wide range of meanings, including “guilt” as a 
resultant legal state, and “penalty” as a liability incurred. 

 6. committing an act of betrayal against YHWH.  The noun maꜥal generated the cognate 
verbal form, maʾal ‘to misappropriate, betray’. The etymology of the noun maꜥal remains 
uncertain. Possibly it derives from the verbal root ꜥ-l-l ‘to perpetrate, to do’, which often 
refers, in context, to horrendous or destructive deeds (Lam 1:12, 22; 2:20; Num 22:29). The 
morphology of maꜥal would be analogous to that of māgēn ‘shield’, from the geminate root g-n-
n ‘to protect’. In the case of the noun form maʾal, the radical consonant, ayin, produced vowel 
harmony, so that we have maʾal rather than māꜥēl. 

 

Jacob Milgrom, Numbers (JPS Torah Commentary) 
7. one-fifth     The penalty for apprehended theft is double the value of the stolen article 

(Exod. 22:3) or more (Exod. 21:37). The intent of the sharp reduction of this penalty here to 
20 percent is to encourage the voluntary surrender of the theft. It is found in ancient Near 
Eastern practice and in rabbinic law, where it is called takkanat ha-shavim, “a dispensation for 
the repentant.” 

 
The case is that of a person who has defrauded his fellow and then denied it under oath. 

Instances of such fraud are detailed in Leviticus 5:20–26. The ʾasham law here is a 
generalization of the one in Leviticus, but it supplements it in two ways: (1) when the 
defrauded person dies leaving no kin, the reparation belongs to the officiating priest; (2) the 
reparation must be preceded by confession. This second innovation is momentous. The priestly 
laws stipulate confession only in those cases in which deliberate sin against God is permitted to 
be expiated by sacrifice (cf. Lev. 5:1–4; 16:21). It leads to the conclusion that even if one has 
deliberately offended God, as in the case of a false oath, this deliberate sin is reduced to an 
inadvertency and qualifies for sacrificial expiation if the sinner shows remorse (ʾasham; cf. v. 
6b) and then acknowledges the sin by confessing his crime and accepting blame. The radical 
nature of this innovation can only be appreciated in view of the fundamental premise that 
brazen, presumptuous sins cannot be expiated by sacrifice (cf. 15:30–31). Moreover, the Bible 
presumes that brazen offenses against God, such as a false oath, are punished by Him with 
death (cf. Jer. 5:2–3; Zech. 5:4; Mal. 3:5). This background projects the true magnitude of the 
priestly innovation: For the sake of the repentant sinner, God will compromise His justice by 
reducing the crime from a deliberate act punishable by death to an inadvertency, expiable by 
sacrifice. For a discussion of the priestly doctrine of repentance, see Excursus 33. 

The reason for placing this law here is not clear. 
 


