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Bamidbar 3:11-13, 40-51
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11 The Lord spoke to Moses, saying. 12 As for Me I have taken the
Levites from among the children of Israel in place of all firstborns
among the children of Israel who have opened the womb, and the
Levites shall be Mine. 13 For all the firstborns are Mine; since the
day I smote all the firstborns in the land of Egypt, I sanctified for
Myself all the firstborns of Israel, both man and beast they shall
become Mine, I am the Lord...40 The Lord said to Moses: Count
every firstborn male aged one month and upward of the children of
Israel, and take the number of their names. 41 And you shall take the
Levites for Me I am the Lord instead of all firstborns among the
children of Israel. And [take] the Levites' animals instead of all the
firstborn animals of the children of Israel. 42 So Moses counted every
firstborn of Israel, as the Lord had commanded him. 43 The firstborn
males aged one month and upward, according to the number of
names, was twenty two thousand, two hundred and seventy three. 44
The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: 45 Take the Levites instead of all
the firstborns among the children of Israel and the Levites' animals
instead of their animals, and the Levites shall be Mine I am the Lord.
46 As for the two hundred and seventy three of the children of Israel
who required redemption, who are in excess of the Levites, 47 you
shall take five shekels per head, according to the holy shekel, by
which the shekel is twenty gerahs. 48 You shall give the money to
Aaron and his sons, in redemption for the firstborns who are in excess
of them. 49 So Moses took the redemption money for those in excess
of those redeemed by the Levites. 50 He took the money from the
firstborn of the children of Israel; one thousand, three hundred and
sixty five of the holy shekels. 51 Then Moses gave the money of
those redeemed to Aaron and his sons, in accordance with the word
of the Lord, as the Lord had commanded Moses.
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Masechet Sanhedrin 17a
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Regarding the verse about the redemption of the firstborn by the Levites,
“You shall take five shekels per head,” it can be explained that Moshe
said: “How shall I do this for the Jews? If I say to one of the firstborns:
‘Give me money for your redemption and you may leave, as you are
among the 273 extra firstborns’, he will say to me, ‘A Levite already
redeemed me’”. What did he do? He brought 22,000 slips, and he wrote
on them ‘Ben Levi’ and on 273 additional ones he wrote ‘Five shekels’.
He mixed them up and placed them in a box. He said to them, “Draw
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your slips”. Everyone whose hand drew up a slip that said, ‘Ben Levi’, he
said to him, “A Levite already redeemed you”. Everyone whose hand
drew up a slip that said ‘Five shekels’, he said to him “Pay your
redemption money and you may leave.”
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Rashi on Bamidbar 3:12
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From among the children of Israel: I gained My right to them through
the Israelite firstborns, taking them [the Levites] in their place. For at
first the service was performed by the firstborns, but when they sinned
with the golden calf, they became disqualified. The Levites, who had not
committed idolatry, were chosen in their stead.
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Seforno on Bamidbar 3:13
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[After makat bechorot] I saved the firstborn of Israel and made them holy to
Me. This means that they were prohibited from doing ordinary labor just like
the laws regarding an animal that is designated as holy to God may not be
sheared or worked with. Therefore in order for them to be permitted in such
things, they require a redemption, again just like the laws regarding any
object or animal that is transformed to become ordinary [no longer holy], as
it says, “All of the firstborn of your sons you shall redeem” (Shemot 13:13).
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Bereshit Rabbah 84:18
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mixed up, which is why Esav came out before Yaakov as he | 77227 nph 0¥ 2py° 079 Wy R¥™ 771027
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Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, The Binding of Isaac (Vayera 5775)

[In Akeidat Yitzchak, t]his passage is the key to understanding the message from heaven telling Abraham to
stop: “Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from Me your son, your only son” (the
statement appears twice, in Gen. 22: 12 and 16). The test was not whether Abraham would sacrifice his son
but whether he would give him over to God. The same principle recurs in the book of Exodus. First, Moses’
survival is semi-miraculous since he was born at a time when Pharaoh had decreed that every male Israelite
child should be killed. Secondly, during the tenth plague, when every firstborn Egyptian child died, the
Israelite firstborn were miraculously saved. “Consecrate to me every firstborn male. The first offspring of
every womb among the Israelites belongs to Me, whether human or animal.” The firstborn were originally
designated to serve God as priests, but lost this role after the sin of the golden calf. Nonetheless, a memory
of this original role still persists in the ceremony of pidyon ha-ben, redemption of a firstborn son. What God
was doing when he asked Abraham to offer up his son was not requesting a child sacrifice but something
quite different. He wanted Abraham to renounce ownership of his son. He wanted to establish as a
non-negotiable principle of Jewish law that children are not the property of their parents...As long as
parents believed they owned their children, the concept of the individual could not yet be born. The
fundamental unit was the family. The Torah represents the birth of the individual as the central figure in the
moral life. Because children — all children — belong to God, parenthood is not ownership but guardianship.




