Rav Yossi Goldin
OU Israel Center
July 2022

Pinchas- The First Jewish Vigilante?

|. Did Pinchas Act Correctly?
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(2) Rabbi Hanina, the vice-high priest said: pray for the welfare of the government, for were it not for the
fear it inspires, every man would swallow his neighbor alive.
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"would swallow alive:" As it is written (Habakkuk 1:14) "And you make man like the fish of the sea" -
just like the fish of the sea, each one that is bigger than his fellow swallows his fellow; so too people, were
it not for the fear of the government, each one who is bigger than his fellow would swallow his fellow
(Avodah Zarah 54b).
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MISHNA: With regard to one who steals a kasva (keilim in the BH), and one who curses with a
sorcerer, and one who engages in intercourse with an Aramean woman, zealots strike him and Kill
him. Although the Torah does not say that one who performs one of these actions is liable to be
executed, it is permitted for anyone who zealously takes the vengeance of the Lord to do so
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Rav Hisda says: Concerning one who comes to consult with the court when he sees a Jewish man
engaging in intercourse with a gentile woman, the court does not instruct him that it is permitted to Kill
the transgressor. It was also stated that Rabba bar bar Hana says that Rabbi Yohanan says:
Concerning one who comes to consult with the court, the court does not instruct him that it is
permitted to kill the Jewish man engaging in intercourse with a gentile woman. Moreover, if Zimri son of
Salu (see Numbers 25:1-9) had separated himself from the woman and only then Pinehas killed him,
Pinehas would have been executed for killing him, because it is permitted for zealots to kill only while
the transgressor is engaged in the act of intercourse. Furthermore, if Zimri would have turned and
killed Pinehas in self-defense, he would not have been executed for killing him, as Pinehas was a
pursuer. One is allowed to kill a pursuer in self-defense, provided that the pursued is not liable to be
executed by the court. It is stated: “And Moses said to the judges of Israel: Each of you shall slay his
men who have adhered unto Ba’al-Peor” (Numbers 25:5). The tribe of Simeon went to Zimri, son of
Salu, their leader, and said to him: They are judging cases of capital law and executing us and you
are sitting and are silent? What did Zimri do? He arose and gathered twenty-four thousand people
from the children of Israel, and went to Cozbi, daughter of Zur, princess of Midian, and said to her:
Submit to me and engage in intercourse with me. She said to him: | am the daughter of a king, and
this is what my father commanded me: Submit only to the greatest of them. Zimri said to her: He,
too, referring to himself, is the head of a tribe; moreover, he is greater than Moses, as he is the
second of the womb, as he descends from Simeon, the second son of Jacob, and Moses is the third of
the womb, as he descends from Levi, the third son of Jacob. He seized her by her forelock and
brought her before Moses. Zimri said to Moses: Son of Amram, is this woman forbidden or
permitted? And if you say that she is forbidden, as for the daughter of Yitro to whom you are
married, who permitted her to you? The halakha with regard to the proper course of action when
encountering a Jewish man engaging in intercourse with a gentile woman eluded Moses. All of the
members of the Sanhedrin bawled in their weeping, and that is the meaning of that which is written:
“And they are crying at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting” (Numbers 25:6). And it is written
thereafter: “And Pinehas, son of Elazar, son of Aaron the priest, saw and arose from the midst of the
congregation and took a spear in his hand” (Numbers 25:7). The Gemara asks: What did Pinehas see
that led him to arise and take action? Rav says: He saw the incident taking place before him and he
remembered the halakha. He said to Moses: Brother of the father of my father, as Moses was the
brother of his grandfather Aaron, did you not teach me this during your descent from Mount Sinai:
One who engages in intercourse with a gentile woman, zealots strike him? Moses said to him: Let
the one who reads the letter be the agent [parvanka] to fulfill its contents. And Shmuel says: Pinehas
saw and considered the meaning of the verse: “There is neither wisdom nor understanding nor
counsel against the Lord” (Proverbs 21:30), which the Sages interpreted to mean: Anywhere that
there is desecration of the Lord’s name, one does not show respect to the teacher. In those
situations, one need not consult his teacher, but must immediately proceed to right the wrong that is
transpiring. Therefore, he took the spear and took immediate action.
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[I. Pinchas’ Reward
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15. Rav Shimshon Raphael Hirsch on the Torah Bamidbar 25:12

True Peace of men rests on the peace of all of them with G-d. He who dares to wage war with people
who are against divine Goodness and Truth is...fighting for the “covenant of peace” on earth. He who, for
the sake of so-called peace, quietly leaves the field to people who are really at variance with G-d, his love
of people is at one with the enemies of the “covenant of peace” on earth.
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