
Our parsha, Matot-Masei, brings us to the culmination of what textually seems very strange. Following 
the story of  Balak  and  Bilaam  and the zealotry of  Pinchas, Hashem  finally commands Moshe  to 
Avenge the Israelite people on the Midianites [for what they did],  ת ל מֵאֵ֖ ם נקְִמַת֙ בְּנֵ֣י ישְִׂרָאֵ֔ ֹ֗  נקְ
(Bamidbar 31:2) .הַמִּדְינִָ֑ים
Many point out that Midian was not alone in their harassment of Israel, Moav, was also responsible 
for causing the Jewish people to sin. Yet,  Moshe  was informed that only  Midian  should 
receive Hashem’s wrath.  Why?  The meforshim give a variety of reasons why this is the case. I will 
focus on those of Ramban and Rashi.
Ramban  suggests that Midian was the main culprit for all that occurred, and Moav  simply took a 
supporting role.
Rashi offers two potential and mutually exclusive explanations.
First, he suggests Moav acted out of fear.  They saw what happened to the nations that stood in the way 
of B’nei Yisrael and struck preemptively.  Midian, on the other hand, simply hated the Jewish people 
and wanted to destroy them.  While Moav was merely trying to defend itself from, in its view, an 
aggressor, Midian went out of its way to attack B’nei Yisrael for the sole purpose of defying Hashem.
The second reason Rashi gives is that, even though their actions were just as bad as those of Midian, Moav was 
spared by the merit of Noami and Rut, whose descendant would be Dovid HaMelech.
These explanations certainly provide reasons why only Midian receives punishment. But, as I analyzed 
the pesukim in Parshat Balak, as understood through the commentary of Ramban and Rashi, I found 
these answers challenging and somewhat unsatisfying.  Let me explain.
At the beginning of Parshat Balak, Moav and Midian come together to plan their attack on the Jewish 
people. What follows are Bilaam’s three attempts to curse the Jewish nation, which ultimately turn into 
three brachos and the harlotry of the Jews with b’not Moav and Cozbi the Midianit. Ramban, however, 
argues that Midian not Moav is the true mastermind of these events, and he bases that observation on 
two pesukim — ן ב אֶל־זקְִנֵ֣י מִדְיָ֗ אמֶר מוֹאָ֜ ֹ֨ ם עַל־דְּבַר־פְּע֑וֹר and וַיּ ם אֲשֶׁר־נכְִּל֥וּ לָכֶ֖ ם בְּנכְִלֵיהֶ֛ ים הֵם֙ לָכֶ֔ י צרְֹרִ֥  כִּ֣
ם יא מִדְיןָ֙ אֲחתָֹ֔ י בַת־נשְִׂ֤ ר כׇּזבְִּ֨  Moab said to the elders of Midian … for they assailed you by the ,וְעַל־דְּבַ֞
trickery they practiced against you—because of the affair of Peor and because of the affair of their 
kinswoman Cozbi, daughter of the Midianite chieftain. (22:4, 25:18) The Torah, says Ramban, tells us 
that Midian afflicted the Jewish people and that it all started when Moav approached Midian to seek counsel.
While this is consistent with Ramban’s explanation of why only Midian was punished, an issue arises 
with how he resolves a different problem later on in the Parsha. The Torah records that Moav and 
Midian traveled together to meet Bilaam. Yet the pasuk indicates that only the officers of Moav 
accepted Bilaam’s invitation to stay the night.  Where were those from Midian?  Responding to this 
question, Ramban explains that the only way to understand this is to say that it was actually Midian 
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who came to Moav seeking advice on how to attack the Jewish people. Then Midian and Moav 
traveled to Bilaam, but the representatives of Midian veered off to go home while Moav, the main 
instigator, visited Bilaam alone.  
This is in direct opposition to the commentary we discussed earlier, where  Ramban  argued that  it was 
Midian who led the efforts against the Jewish people, and Moav played a supporting role.

Unfortunately, I have not seen any meforshim who point out what feels like a סְתִירָה, a contradiction, in 
these two peirushim of Ramban, let alone any ways to reconcile them.
While I do not have a good solution to this problem, Ramban’s clashing comments leave me uncertain 
about his view of why Midian alone was punished.
Rashi’s  understanding of the  pesukim  I cited differs from that of  Ramban.  Rashi  explains that 
the pasuk mentions that only Moav stayed the night with Bilaam because Midian distrusted Bilaam so 
much that they left. This means that according to  Rashi,  Midian  had nothing to do with the 
entire Bilaam saga. Furthermore, Rashi understands that the idea of causing the Jewish people to sin 
through harlotry with b’not Moav came from Bilaam, and the only part Midian played was sending Cozbi.
Given his interpretation of the pesukim, it is hard to see how Midian could even be held as responsible, 
let alone more responsible than Moav. The only nation that worked with Bilaam was Moav. The idea 
of harlotry came from Bilaam. The z’nut was with b’not Moav, not b’not Midian.
In his first answer, Rashi points out that intention was different between the two  nations. However, his 
pshat of the story implies that Midian was not active at all. Yes, Cozbi was the princess of Midian, but 
does Midian deserves annihilation for the actions of one woman? What about all  that Moav had done?
Rashi’s second answer is difficult as well. He just finished explaining that Moav was actually the lone 
instigator, Midian  completely leaving the picture until  Cozbi  came along. Yet it is the  z’chut  of 
someone who would not be born for hundreds of years that saved Moav from the same fate as that of 
the people whose princess alone partook in the harlotry orchestrated by Moav.
All of this is not to say that any of these answers alone are insufficient to explain why only Midian should 
be destroyed. The bigger issue comes from how Ramban and Rashi interpret the pesukim of Parshas 
Balak  in conjunction with the answers they provide. These are the answers we find in 
the Gemara and Medrash. While I do not know how to reconcile these two meforshim, that does not 
remove the validity of the answers in and of themselves. 
What do you think? Please email me your thoughts (or answers!) at @eitangedalya@outlook.com.
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