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Torah Talk for Va-etchanan 5782   Deuteronomy 3:23-7:11 
 
Deut. 4:41    Then Moses set aside three cities on the east side of the Jordan 42 to which a 

manslayer could escape, one who unwittingly slew a fellow man without having been hostile to him 
in the past; he could flee to one of these cities and live: 43 Bezer, in the wilderness in the Tableland, 
belonging to the Reubenites; Ramoth, in Gilead, belonging to the Gadites; and Golan, in Bashan, 
belonging to the Manassites. 

 
Bernard Levinson, “Deuteronomy,” Jewish Study Bible 
4.41–43: An appendix: the cities of refuge to be established in Transjordan (cf. Num. 35.9–

15; Josh. 20.8). Since Deut.’s law concerned with these cities (ch 19) does not refer to this 
passage, these vv. are most likely an editorial appendix composed after the completion of ch 
19. Similar disconnected appendices often appear in the Bible at the conclusion of longer 
literary units (e.g., Lev. ch 27), suggesting that Deut. 1.1–4.43 as a whole was added to 
4.44ff. 

 
Deut. 19:1    When the LORD your God has cut down the nations whose land the LORD your God 

is assigning to you, and you have dispossessed them and settled in their towns and homes, 2 you 
shall set aside three cities in the land that the LORD your God is giving you to possess. 3 You shall 
survey the distances, and divide into three parts the territory of the country that the LORD your God 
has allotted to you, so that any manslayer may have a place to flee to … 

Deut. 19:8    And when the LORD your God enlarges your territory, as He swore to your fathers, 
and gives you all the land that He promised to give your fathers— 9 if you faithfully observe all this 
Instruction that I enjoin upon you this day, to love the LORD your God and to walk in His ways at all 
times—then you shall add three more towns to those three. 10 Thus blood of the innocent will not be 
shed, bringing bloodguilt upon you in the land that the LORD your God is allotting to you. 

 
Jeffrey Tigay, Deuteronomy, JPS Torah Commentary 

APPENDIX TO FIRST DISCOURSE:  SELECTION OF ASYLUM CITIES IN TRANSJORDAN (vv. 41–43) 
Verses 41–43 are not part of Moses’ address but a narrative appendix, relating that Moses 

designated three cities in Transjordan to provide asylum for accidental manslayers. The law 
establishing these cities appears in 19:1–13 (v. 42 is an abridgement of 19:3–5) and Numbers 
35:9–34. According to Numbers 35:14, six such cities were to be chosen, three of them in 
Transjordan. 
 

Josh. 20:1  The LORD said to Joshua: 2 “Speak to the Israelites: Designate the cities of refuge—
about which I commanded you through Moses— 3 to which a manslayer who kills a person by 
mistake, unintentionally, may flee. They shall serve you as a refuge from the blood avenger. … 

Josh. 20:7    So they set aside Kedesh in the hill country of Naphtali in Galilee, Shechem in the 
hill country of Ephraim, and Kiriath-arba—that is, Hebron—in the hill country of Judah. 8 And 
across the Jordan, east of Jericho, they assigned Bezer in the wilderness, in the Tableland, from the 
tribe of Reuben; Ramoth in Gilead from the tribe of Gad; and Golan in Bashan from the tribe of 
Manasseh. 
 

Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy, Anchor Bible 
This passage looks like an intrusion because it deviates from the autobiographical style of 

Moses so dominant in Deuteronomy; it actually constitutes a historical note that pertains to the 
allotment of Transjordan to the two-and-a-half tribes as described in 3:12–20. The note comes 
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to inform us that after the allotment, Moses provided for the Transjordanian tribes three cities 
of refuge in accordance with the law in Num 35. That law, which commands the setting apart of 
cities of refuge, comes indeed after chap. 34 there, which deals with the borders of the 
promised land and its division to the tribes. Similarly, we find in the book of Joshua the chapter 
about the cities of refuge right after chaps. 13–19, which treat the division of the land. 

 
Num. 35:9    The LORD spoke further to Moses: 10 Speak to the Israelite people and say to them: 

When you cross the Jordan into the land of Canaan, 11 you shall provide yourselves with places to 
serve you as cities of refuge to which a manslayer who has killed a person unintentionally may flee. 
12 The cities shall serve you as a refuge from the avenger,a so that the manslayer may not die unless 
he has stood trial before the assembly. 

 
Num. 35:13    The towns that you thus assign shall be six cities of refuge in all. 14 Three cities 

shall be designated beyond the Jordan, and the other three shall be designated in the land of 
Canaan: they shall serve as cities of refuge. 15 These six cities shall serve the Israelites and the 
resident aliens among them for refuge, so that anyone who kills a person unintentionally may flee 
there. 

 
RASHBAM: Then Moses set aside three cities on the east side of the Jordan. Why is Moses’ 

speech, which continues in 5:1 and goes on for chapter after chapter, interrupted here? Since 
the introductory material has already gone on so long—for only in 5:1 will Moses begin “to 
expound this Teaching” (1:5)—it was reasonable to include here some material necessary for 
understanding the rules Moses is about to explain. In 19:8–9, Moses will command the Israelites 
to add another three towns to these three. But nowhere does he command them to set aside 
these first three, on the east bank of the Jordan, which God instructed him to do in Num. 
35:14. Our passage, therefore, explains that Moses himself had taken care of it already and did 
not need to command the Israelites to do it. 

 
RASHI: Then Moses set aside three cities. Literally, “Moses would set aside three cities.” 

He took great care to make sure that he would do so—even though the rules concerning them 
would not go into effect until the comparable cities on the west side of the Jordan, in Canaan, 
were also set aside. For Moses thought, “Any commandment that is possible for me to fulfill, I 
will indeed fulfill.” On the east side of the Jordan. OJPS translates more literally, but NJPS has 
the sense; see my comment to v. 47. “East” is literally the place of “the sunrising” (OJPS). The 
east has been a refuge for murderers since the time of Cain (see Gen. 4:16). 

 
OJPS:	
41	Then	Moses	separated	three	cities	beyond	the	Jordan	toward	the	sunrising. 

Deut. 4:41 ןֵּ֑דְרַּיַה רֶבֵ֖עְּב םיִ֔רָע ׁש4ָׁ֣ש ֙הֶֹׁשמ ליִּ֤דְַבי זָ֣א  [across the Jordan]ׁשֶמָֽׁש הָ֖חְרְזִמ 
Ex. 15:1 ֵנְבּו ֩הֶֹׁשמ־ריִָֽׁשי זָ֣א ָוהיַֽל ֙תֹאּזַה הָ֤ריִּׁשַה־תֶא לֵ֜אָרְִׂשי י֨ ֹמאֵל ּו֖רְמֹאַּיו ה֔  ר֑

.ORDLThen	sang	Moses	and	the	children	of	Israel	this	song	unto	the		1 
 


