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Sat 8 July 2023  / 19 Tammuz 5783        B”H 
Dr Maurice M. Mizrahi 
Congregation Adat Reyim 
Torah discussion on Pinchas 

 
 

The “Covenant of Peace” of Pinchas 
 
 
This week’s Torah portion, Pinchas, describes a troubling episode in the life 
of the Israelites in the desert, right before they are to enter the Promised 
Land.  The people cavort with Moabite women and sacrifice to their idol.  
God gets angry and brings a plague that kills 24,000 people.  Then, a man 
named Zimri defiantly cavorts with a Midianite woman named Cozbi, in full 
sight of everybody, near the Tent of Meeting.  A man named Pinchas then 
grabs a spear and kills them both.  God is pleased and rewards Pinchas.   
 
Let us hear the story directly from the Torah: 

And, behold, one of the people of Israel came and brought to his companions a 
Midianite woman in the sight of Moses, and in the sight of all the congregation of 
the people of Israel, who were weeping before the door of the Tent of Meeting.  
And when Pinchas, the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest, saw it, he 
rose up from among the congregation, and took a javelin in his hand;  
And he went after the man of Israel into the tent, and thrust both of them through, 
the man of Israel and the woman through her belly. So the plague ceased from 
the people of Israel.  
And those who died in the plague were 24,000.  
And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying,  “Pinchas, the son of Eleazar, the son of 
Aaron the priest, has turned my anger away from the people of Israel, while he 
was zealous for my sake among them, that I did not consume the people of Israel 
in my jealousy. Therefore say, behold, I give to him My covenant of peace. It 
shall be for him and his descendants after him a covenant of priesthood for all 
time (berit kehunat olam), because he was zealous for his God, thus making 
atonement for the Israelites.”  [Numbers 25:6-13] 

 
The Sages said that he did the right thing because God said so, but don't 
you do the same.   The Talmud says: 

Rav Ḥisda said: If [a] zealot comes to ask [whether to punish the transgressors], 
we do not instruct him to do so… Moreover, if Zimri had forsaken his mistress 
and Pinchas had [still] slain him, Pinchas would have been executed [for 
murder]…  [For the zealot may slay only while the perpetrator is committing the 
offense.]  And if Zimri had turned on Pinchas and slain him, he would not have 
been executed, since Pinchas was a pursuer [seeking to kill Zimri]. [Sanhedrin 82a] 
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Rabbi Hirsch argues that Pinchas did right because he acted on impulse.  If 
he had waited, it would have been murder.  Sforno notes that, because 
Zimri’s transgression was public, it had to be addressed right away, while 
the new rules were taking hold.  The Jerusalem Talmud adds that the 
elders of Israel were not pleased with Pinchas: 

The Elders of Israel wanted to excommunicate Pinchas, but the Holy Spirit 
hurried and [stopped them].  [Sanhedrin Y 9:7] 

Rabbi Baruch Epstein comments that God had to testify that Pinchas' zeal 
was genuine, to prevent his execution for murder.  The Midrash says that 
he did not want to kill the lovers, but had to do it to stop the plague fast. [Ex. 

Rabbah 33:5]  The Talmud adds: 
[Pinchas told God], “Shall 24,000 [more] perish because of these [two]?” [In other 
words: It is better for these two to die than for 24,000 more of our people to die.] 
[Sanhedrin 82b] 

Rav Kook notes that Pinchas was a grandson of Aaron, that great “lover of 
peace and pursuer of peace” [Avot 1:12]. So he did something that was 
contrary to his upbringing, purely for God's sake.  That was what pleased 
God.  A modern interpretation is that the plague originated from the 
Moabite women, and sex with them propagated it to the Israelites.  So the 
only way to nip it in bud was to prevent such sex immediately, even with 
drastic action. 

I would like to focus now on what was meant by Pinchas receiving God’s 
“covenant of peace” and “covenant of priesthood for all time”. The phrase is 
not completely clear and many commentators have speculated on its 
meaning. 

The covenant of priesthood is clear.  God made Pinchas a priest.  But 
wasn’t Pinchas a grandson of Aaron, and hadn’t Aaron and his 
descendants already been given the priesthood?  [Exodus 28:41-43]  Yes, but it 
was given only to Aaron and his sons anointed together with him and to 
their future offspring. Pinchas had been born prior to that, so he was not 
technically a priest until God made him one as a reward for his action.  The 
Talmud says: 

Pinchas did not become a priest until he had slain Zimri. [Zevachim 101b] 

In fact, he later became the third High Priest, after his father Eleazar and 
his grandfather Aaron. [Judges 20:28] 

Now, what is the “covenant of peace”? 
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-Ibn Ezra, from 11th-century Spain, says that its meaning is that Pinchas will 
be protected from human retribution.  Zimri was a high-ranking man in the 
tribe of Shim’on, an important and powerful person of princely status, and 
his family might try to avenge his killing.  God will not let that happen. 

-Chizkuni, from 13th-century, France, notes that the Talmud rules that a 
priest who has killed a person may not bless the congregation [Berakhot 32b].  
The Code of Jewish Law therefore says:  

A priest who has killed a person, even unintentionally, may not perform the 
priestly blessing, even if he has repented.  [Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 128:35] 

God's “covenant of peace” is therefore an assurance to Pinchas that, in his 
case, he would not be invalidated as priest. 

-The Netziv, from 19th-century Lithuania, writes that it means that God will 
make sure Pinchas will not suffer pangs of conscience for having killed two 
people.  He will always feel peace and serenity within himself.  This is in 
contrast to the fact that when one commits an act of violence he frequently 
becomes an angry and aggressive person. 

-Sforno, from 16th-century Italy, says it means that Pinchas will enjoy peace 
with the angel of death, meaning he will enjoy an exceedingly long life on 
earth, more so than any other member of his generation.  He estimates it to 
be at least 300 years. 

-Going even beyond that, Rabbenu Baḥya, from 14th-century Spain, says 
that shalom may be an acrostic for shelo lamut -- שלא למות -- meaning “not 
to die”.  Indeed, the Midrash says [Pirkei De-Rabbi Eliezer 47:8] that Pinchas 
became the prophet Elijah.  The Book of Kings tells us that Elijah was 
granted eternal life as he departed this world:  

A fiery chariot with fiery horses suddenly appeared and separated one from the 
other; and Elijah went up to heaven in a whirlwind. [2 Kings 2:11] 

Elijah is said to reappear periodically, and one day will announce the arrival 
of the Messiah.  Indeed, Targum Yonatan claims that “My covenant of 
peace” refers to the Messianic age. 

In fact, the parallels between Pinchas and Elijah run deep.  Elijah meets 
with hundreds of prophets of Baal, the local idol the pagans worshipped, 
who had ensnared many Jews into idolatry.  He provokes them into a 
contest of the powers of God and Baal.  Baal never shows up to claim the 
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sacrifices to him, but God accepts Elijah’s sacrifice by making fire fall from 
the sky to consume it.  The Elijah and his followers kill all the prophets of 
Baal.  [1 Kings 18:17-40]  Elijah acted with the same passion as Pinchas before 
him, and for the same reason.  In fact, this story is the haftarah of our 
portion. 

Note, however, that, in the Torah scroll, the vav in the word shalom is 
broken: [Numbers 25:12]  

   

The reason is that peace after a killing is not whole.  It is imperfect.  In fact, 
the Talmud [Kiddushin 66a] says that the break in the vav means that it is as if 
the vav were not there and the word must be read shalem, which indeed 
means “whole” and has the same root.  It also adds that the priests receive 
the covenant when they are whole, but not when they are blemished. 
 
Acts of passion are all over history.  Most of the time they are not justified 
and do not result in happy consequences.  Occasionally they do.  But they 
should never be used as an example to emulate. 
 
Shabbat shalom. 
 


