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Midyan 
Menace

“Hashem spoke to Moshe, “Take revenge 
for the people of Israel against the Midian-
ites. Then you shall [die and] be gathered 
to your people.”” (Bamidbar 31:1-2) Moshe 
Rabbeinu is commanded to wage war 
against Midyan for sending their women 
to seduce the Jews to sin and causing the 
deaths of 24, 000 people. After this war, 
Moshe would be taken from this world. 
What is the connection between this war 
and Moshe Rabbeinu’s death?

The Ketav Sofer notes that we find here 
an example of “teshuvat hamishkal”, a way 
of doing teshuvah that involves doing an act 
commensurate with the misdeed to rectify 
it. When the Jewish people complained they 
had no water, Moshe Rabbeinu castigated 
them calling them “rebels!” (Bamidbar 20:10), 
displaying an insensitivity to their plight. He 

reprimanded them without showing suffi-
cient concern for their thirst. Now, Moshe 
Rabbeinu has an opportunity to show com-
passion to Am Yisrael by waging war against 
the Midyanites who caused them grievous 
spiritual and physical harm. Thus, Moshe 
Rabbeinu can make amends for his error 
before he departs from this world.

Rav Bick in Chayei Moshe explains that 
one overarching goal in this war was to slay 
Bilam the sorcerer. It was crucial, he says, 
that Bilam die before Moshe Rabbeinu. 
These two individuals were the greatest 
prophets that ever lived: Moshe for the Jew-
ish people and Bilam for the other nations. 
Had Bilam out lived Moshe Rabbeinu, peo-
ple might think that his koach prevailed, 
that his extraordinary oratory skill made 
him great. However, with Bilam’s demise at 
the age of 36, it was clear that Moshe was 
the greater of the two; a prophet’s endur-
ing character is his self-development and 
lifetime work to elevate his physical self to 
higher spiritual heights.
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We find a different approach from the 
Netivot Shalom.Although it was Moshe 
Rabbeinu’s time to leave this world, it was 
also imperative that he be involved in the 
war against Midyan. As the Netivot Shalom 
explains, this war with Midyan was not like 
any other battle the Jews fought. Chazal teach 
us that not only were 1,000 tzadikim from 
each tribe sent to the battlefront and another 
1,000 tzadikim from each tribe davened for 
their success, but Pinchas took the Holy Ark 
out to the front line as well. This was a war of 
tremendous spiritual magnitude. Both Bilam 
and Balak were great sorcerers determined 
to destroy the entire Jewish nation. Since the 
war was being fought in both physical and 
spiritual arenas, it was imperative that Moshe 
Rabbeinu, the epitome of kedushah, be pres-
ent to counter Bilam, the klipah of impurity. 
It is not insignificant that the Torah goes into 
enormous detail listing all the spoils of war 
and how it was divided. The spoils, says the 
Netivot Shalom, contained sparks of impurity 
that needed to be elevated to holiness.

Rav Yosef Salant in Be’er Yosef explains 
that this war had to take place in Moshe’s 
lifetime for a similar reason. It was an oppor-
tunity for Moshe to impart the message, “it 
is a greater transgression to induce another 
to sin, than to physically take another’s life” 
(Midrash Tanchuma Pinchas 4). Look how 
we must react when our very essence is 
threatened! Soon, Moshe would no longer 
lead them and they would encounter many 
different nations who would try and influ-
ence them to integrate into their cultures. 
Thus, they had to be aware of the inherent 
spiritual dangers they would face and be 
ready to defend their values and preserve 
their sanctity. 
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