
Spotlight on….Chamushim 

Background: 

Parashat Beshalach tells us what happens to the Israelites when they flee Egypt, and includes 

the famous scene of the Crossing of the Sea. The second pasuk tells us:  

ְדָב   ֶרְך ַהמִּ ם ֶדֶּ֥ ב ֱאֹלקים ׀ ֶאת־ָהָעָ֛ יִּם׃וַיַס ֵּ֨ ְצָרָֽ ֶרץ מִּ ֶאֶּ֥ ל מ  ּו ְבנ י־יְִּשָרא   ים ָעלֶּ֥ ָ֛  ר יַם־֑סּוף וֲַחֻמשִּ

So God led the people roundabout, by way of the wilderness at the Sea of Reeds. Now the 

Israelites went up chamushim out of the land of Egypt. 

I left the word chamushim untranslated because its meaning is not clear. Our mefarshim offer 

multiple interpretations: 

 

A. The Bechor Shor explains that chamushim means that the Israelites had enough food to 

sustain them on a long journey. He justifies this by pointing out that they don’t ask for 

food from Moshe in this parsha until a month after they leave Egypt, so they must have 

had enough food to get them until that point.  

B. Rashi’s first explanation of chamushim is that it means that the Israelites were armed 

with weapons. He justifies this by pointing out that the Israelites are able to go to battle 

with Amalek and other nations in the desert. Where else could they have gotten the 

weapons to fight, other than Egypt? 

C. Rashi’s second explanation of chamushim is that it means that only one in every five 

Israelites left Egypt. The other 4 died during the three days of darkness (the 9th plague). 

This explanation comes from the Mechilta, and the justification for it is that the word 

chamushim comes from chamesh, or five.  

 

Questions: 

1. What are the pros and cons of each of these explanations? Which do you think makes 

the most sense? 

2. Go back and read Chapter 12, verses 34-39. Based on these psukim, which of these 

three explanations makes the most sense? Why might some of the mefarshim disagree 

with the Bechor Shor? 

3. Why do you think that the rabbis who wrote the Mechilta would suggest that 80% of the 

Israelites were killed during the 9th plague?  

 

BONUS QUESTION: If we follow Rashi’s 2nd explanation, how many Israelites were there in 

Egypt before the 9th plague? Email your answer to MaharatRuth@ostns.org to win ice cream! 
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