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Torah Talk for Beha’alotcha 5781   Numbers 8-12 
 
Num. 11:1    The people took to complaining bitterly before the LORD. The LORD heard and was 
incensed: a fire of the LORD broke out against them, ravaging the outskirts of the camp. 2 The people 
cried out to Moses. Moses prayed to the LORD, and the fire died down. 3 That place was named 
Taberah,a because a fire of the LORD had broken out against them. 

a From root bꜥr, “to burn.” 
HALOT 
ןנא : MHb. pt. qal to mourn, JArm.t Syr. to sigh, to mourn; Sir 412 םיננא שיא  (Smend, alt. םינוא ) sadness, 

1QH fragment 5, 8 complaint; Arb. ʾanna, hanna to sigh, Tigr. (Wb. 373a) to moo lugubriously (cow); 
→ I הנא . 
  hitpo: impf. ן ֵנ*א ְִתי , pt. םִיְננ*אְתִמ : to complain Nu 111 La 339. † 
BDB vb. only Hithpo. complain, murmur  
DCH vb. sigh—Htpo. Impf. ֵןנ*אְת ִי  (Si ןנותי ); ptc. םִיְננֹאְתִמ —complain, <SUBJ> םָדָא  human being Lm 339, 
דֶבֶע  slave Si 1025(A); subj. unspecified, Nm 111 ( םי ְִננֹאְתִמְּכ םָעָה יְִהַיו  and the people were as ones that 

complain). 
ןִינָא →  sighing. 
[ ןִינָא ] 0.0.1 n.[m.] sighing—sf. Q םנינא —perh. םנינא הבר  great is their sighing 1QH fr. 58. 
 
Sir. 10:25 • (SirA 4r:10) A prudent servant is to be exalted and a [wi]se servant will not (SirA 4r:11) 
complain [ ןנואתי א֯ל ]. 
 
Targum:  Now the people, when they were visited with evil before the Lord 
OJPS:  And the people were as murmurers, speaking evil in the ears of the LORD 
 
Baruch Levine, Numbers (Anchor Bible) 
11:1. continued to grieve bitterly. The construction kemitʾônenı̂m raꜥ is unusual, but its meaning is clear. 
Prefixed kap may have temporal force: “as the people grieved.” The only other biblical attestation of 
the hithpaꜥel form, hitʾônēn, occurs in Lam 3:39: “of what shall a living man complain (yitʾônēn)?” The 
root is either ʾ-n-h or ʾ-n-n ‘to grieve, mourn’, and some mingling of the two roots is possible. 
 
Lam. 3:39   Of what shall a living man complain? 
  Each one of his own sins! 
 
Jacob Milgrom, Numbers (JPS Torah Commentary) 
1. took to complaining 3       
3 The present rendering is based on the root ʾ-n-n, which in Arab., Syr., and Aram. means “complain” 
(cf. Lam. 3:3) and in Akk. (unninu) means “sigh” (cf. Ramban). Other roots that have been suggested 
are: ʾ-n-h, implying a plot or provocation (Sif. Num. 85; cf. Judg. 14:4; 2 Kings 5:7) and ʾ-w-n, a 
denominative from ʾaven, “evil,” yielding “they schemed evil” (Ibn Ezra; cf. Targ. Onk., Targ. Jon.) or 
(from this root, cf. Ugar. ʾn), “they acted like mourners” (Bekhor Shor, Radak; cf. Gen. 35:18; Deut. 
26:14). The initial kaf has also been explained as a device to compare an object with its class or ideal 
form (BDB 454a), i. e., “veritable” (cf. Isa. 13:6; 29:2) or as a relative, e.g., “as soon as they 
complained. . . the anger of the Lord” (Shadal; cf. Gen. 38:29; 40:10). 
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RASHI: Took to complaining. Rather, they were “murmuring” among themselves (compare OJPS), 
seeking a pretext to split off from following the Holy One. A noun from the same root is used just this 
way in the story of Samson: “He was seeking a pretext [ הָ֥נֲאֹת ] against the Philistines” (Judg. 14:4). 
 
RASHBAM: The people took to complaining. Because of the difficulty of the journey. 
 
IBN EZRA: The people took to complaining. The next place they camped after leaving Sinai was 
Kibroth-hattaavah (v. 34), so that story follows next in the Torah. But the verb means more than 
“complain,” being related to aven, “transgression.” Compare also “How long will you harbor within you 
Your evil designs?” (Jer. 4:14).  
 
NAHMANIDES: The people took to complaining. Ibn Ezra thinks this verb is related to aven, 
“transgression,” citing Jer. 4:14. But that is not correct. If this was a sin, why would the text cover it 
up and not tell us, as it does in all the other places? What I think it means is that, when they left 
Mount Sinai (which is relatively close to settled areas) and made their first journey into the heart of 
the great and terrible wilderness, they began to feel sorry for themselves: “What are we going to do? 
How will we live in this wilderness? What will we eat? What will we drink? How can we stand this toil, 
this torment? When will we get out of here?” Etymologically, the word is related to “Ben-oni,” 
Rachel’s original name for Benjamin in Gen. 35:18—it is an expression of pain and of feeling sorry for 
oneself: “The fishermen shall lament” (Isa. 19:8). When the text tells us that they were complaining, 
it has already thereby informed us of their sin. But it really says that they were “like” people who 
were complaining (compare OJPS)—they spoke out of desperation, as those suffering from pain do.  
 
ADDITIONAL COMMENTS: The people took to complaining. Literally, “they made themselves like 
mourners” because the Lord wanted to bring them into the land at once; they were afraid to fight and 
of little faith (Bekhor Shor). Rather, they “took to lying” (Kimhi). Their complaint was against God: 
“He does not hear what goes on down here and knows nothing of it.” But the verb form shows that 
they were thinking this to themselves, not saying it out loud; only God could hear it (Gersonides). 
Despite the fact that they had spent a year at Sinai and accepted the Torah and the commandments, 
they had still not given up the false beliefs they had acquired while living among the sinful Egyptians, 
nor their being engrossed in eating and drinking (Abarbanel). They were “like” people complaining—
they did not really believe their complaints, but just said them to test God (Sforno).  
 

 הָ֑וה`ְי יֵ֣נְזָאְּב עַ֖ר םיִ֔נְנֹ֣אְתִמְּכ ֙םָעָה יִ֤הְיַו  
 

<FOLLOWED BY>  היה   [VERB participle]  כ
Gen. 19:14 But [Lot] seemed to his sons-in-law as one who jests. [ ויָֽנָתֲח יֵ֥ניֵעְּב קֵ֖חַצְמִכ יִ֥הְיַו ] 
Gen. 27:12 If my father touches me, I shall appear to him as a trickster and bring upon myself a curse, 
not a blessing.” [ ַעֵּ֑תְעַתְמִּכ ויָ֖ניֵעְב יִתיִ֥יָהְו ] 
Gen. 38:29 But just then he drew back his hand [ ביִׁ֣שֵמְּכ ׀ יִ֣הְיַו ֹו֗דָי   ] 
Ex. 22:24    If you lend money to My people … do not act toward them as a creditor; exact no interest 
from them. [ הֶׁ֑שֹנְּכ ֹו֖ל הֶ֥יְהִת־ֹאל ] 
Num. 12:12 Let her not be as one dead, who emerges from his mother’s womb with half his flesh eaten 
away.” [ תֵּ֑מַּכ יִ֖הְת אָ֥נ־לַא ] 
1Sam. 10:27 But he pretended not to mind. [ ׁשיִֽרֲחַמְּכ יִ֖הְיַו ] 
 
 


