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Who Were the “Nesi’im”  

and What Role(s) did They Play 

in Biblical History? 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat BaMidbar, 5774 

 

Identifying the “Nesi’im”. 

 In preparation for the census that is taken at the beginning of the book of BaMidbar,1 

before the Jews set out from Sinai on their way to the land of Israel, HaShem informs Moshe of 

a list of men, one per Shevet (tribe),2 a) who are to assist in counting the Jewish people: 

 

BaMidbar 1:5-16 

And these are the names of the men that shall stand with you:  

Of Reuven, Elitzur the son of Shedeur.  

                                                           
1
 BaMidbar 1:2-3, 46; 3:39 

'Take ye the sum of all the congregation of the children of Israel, by their families, by their 

fathers' houses, according to the number of names, every male, by their polls; from twenty years 

old and upward, all that are able to go forth to war in Israel: ye shall number them by their hosts, 

even thou and Aharon.  

Even all those that were numbered were six hundred thousand and three thousand and five 

hundred and fifty.   

All that were numbered of the Levites, whom Moshe and Aharon numbered at the 

Commandment of the Lord, by their families, all the males from a month old and upward, were 

twenty and two thousand.  
2
 Klee Yakar on BaMidbar 1:4 d.h. VeItchem Yihyu… posits that although not explicitly mentioned in such a 

capacity, Aharon served as the overall Nasi of Shevet Levi. However, when Levi is counted in BaMidbar 3, 

the different family units based upon the children of Levi, 

Ibid. 17 

And these were the sons of Levi by their names: Gershon, and Kohat, and Merari.  

are each given specific tasks concerning the Mishkan, and have designated “Nesi’im” to oversee those 

tasks:  b) Administrators to coordinate logistical operations. 

Ibid. 24, 30, 35 

The “Nasi” of the fathers' house of the Gershonites being Eliasaph the son of Lael. 

The “Nasi” of the fathers' house of the families of the Kohatites being Elitzaphan the son of 

Uzziel,  

The “Nasi” of the fathers' house of the families of Merari being Tzuriel the son of Avichail.     

Additionally, one individual was designated to be responsible for the coordination and carrying out of all 

of the tasks of the Levi’im, a Nasi’s Nasi, so to speak: 

Ibid. 32 

Eleazar the son of Aharon the priest being “Nasi Nesi’ai” of the Levites, and having the oversight 

of them that keep the charge of the sanctuary.  
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Of Shimon, Shelumiel the son of Tzurishaddai.  

Of Yehuda, Nachshon the son of Amminadav.  

Of Yissachar, Netanel the son of Tzuar.  

Of Zevulun, Eliav the son of Chelon.  

Of the children of Yoseph: of Ephraim, Elishama the son of Ammihud;  

of Manasheh, Gamaliel the son of Pedatzur.  

Of Binyamin, Avidan the son of Gideoni.  

Of Dan, Achiezer the son of Ammishaddai.  

Of Asher, Pagiel the son of Ochran.  

Of Gad, Eliasaph the son of Deuel.  

Of Naphtali, Achira the son of Enan.  

These were the elect of the congregation, the “Nesi’ai” (princes) of the tribes of 

their fathers; they were the heads of the thousands of Israel.   

 

Prior references to the “Nesi’im” in the Tora text. 

While specific names of Nesi’im are being mentioned at this point for the first time in 

the Chumash, the concept of the people having leaders known as “Princes” appears earlier in 

both the Tora’s historical accounts and Halachic directives: 

 

Shemot 16:22 (The phenomenon of Manna falling in order that the people 

would have food once they left Egypt.) 

And it came to pass that on the sixth day they gathered twice as much bread, 

two omers for each one; and all the “Nesi’im”3 of the congregation came and 

told Moses.  c) Liason with Moshe, i.e., the prophet. 

 

Ibid. 22:27 (The prohibition against speaking disrespectfully of an authority 

figure.) 

Thou shalt not revile God, nor curse a “Nasi” of thy people.  d) Political leader, 

representing political, secular authority.  

 

VaYikra 4:22 (The Commandment for a political leader to offer a sin offering in 

the event that he transgresses.) 

When a “Nasi” sinneth, and doeth through error any one of all the things which 

the Lord his God hath Commanded not to be done, and is guilty.  d) 

Political leader.  

 

The “Zekeinim” as leaders of the Jewish people and representatives of the masses. 

Although the term “Nesi’im” per se is first encountered with regard to the Manna (see 

above), there apparently was a hierarchy of authority among the Jewish people even prior to 

and following that point: 

                                                           
3
 The term in the Tora itself is “Nesi’ai”, since the word is in the Semichut form. 



3 
 

 

Shemot 3:16 (What Moshe is told to do once he returns to Egypt.) 

Go, and gather the “Zekeinim”4 (lit. elders) of Israel together, and say unto 

them: The Lord, the God of your fathers, the God of Avraham, of Yitzchak, and 

of Yaakov, hath Appeared unto me, saying: I have surely Remembered you, and 

Seen that which is done to you in Egypt.  

Ibid. 4:29  

And Moshe and Aharon went and gathered together all the “Zekeinim” of the 

children of Israel.  e) Representatives of the people to receive and deliver  

                    communications in the overall people’s name.               

  

Ibid. 12:21   

Then Moshe called for all the “Zekeinim” of Israel, and said unto them: 'Draw 

out, and take you lambs according to your families, and kill the passover lamb.  

                      e) Representatives of the people. 

 

Ibid. 17:6   

Behold, I will Stand before thee there upon the rock in Chorev; and thou shalt 

smite the rock, and there shall come water out of it, that the people may drink.' 

And Moshe did so in the sight of the “Zekeinim” of Israel.  e) Representatives  

                      of the people. 

 

 Ibid. 18:12   

And Yitro, Moshe's father-in-law, took a burnt-offering and sacrifices for God; 

and Aharon came, and all the “Zekeinim” of Israel, to eat bread with Moshe’s 

father-in-law before God.  e) Representatives of the people. 

 

The role of the “Shotrim” during the Egyptian enslavement, and their eventual 

promotion. 

Another group of Jews who were appointed over their brothers during the Egyptian 

enslavement potentially might have abused their situation and pursued self-interest at the 

expense of those whom they oversaw. But according to the Rabbis, they distinguished 

themselves by virtue of their self-sacrifice and compassion, and were subsequently rewarded by 

being appointed to high office:  

 

Shemot 5:6-8, 14-5 

And the same day Pharaoh commanded the taskmasters of the people, and 

their officers, saying: And the tale of the bricks, which they did make heretofore, 

                                                           
4
 The term in the Tora itself is “Ziknai”, since the word is in the Semichut form. 
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ye shall lay upon them; ye shall not diminish aught thereof; for they are idle; 

therefore they cry, saying: Let us go and sacrifice to our God…   

And the officers of the children of Israel, whom Pharaoh's taskmasters had set 

over them, were beaten, saying: 'Wherefore have ye not fulfilled your 

appointed task in making brick both yesterday and today as heretofore?' Then 

the officers of the children of Israel came and cried unto Pharaoh, saying: 

'Wherefore dealest thou thus with thy servants?   

 

RaShI on 5:14 d.h. VaYuku Shotrai Benai Yisrael 

The “officers” were Jews5 and they had compassion on their brethren and would 

not inflict punishments (when the quota of producing bricks was not met). And 

when they would turn over the bricks to the taskmasters who were Egyptian, if 

there were fewer than expected, the taskmasters would beat the officers for 

not having pressed the workers to produce more. Therefore these officers 

merited becoming the Sanhedrin, and they were endowed with some of the 

Divine Inspiration received by Moshe, as it says, (BaMidbar 11:16) “And the Lord 

Said unto Moshe: 'Gather unto Me seventy6 men of the ‘Zekeinim’ of  Israel, 

whom thou knowest to be the ‘Zekeinim’ of the people, and officers7 over 

them;8 and bring them unto the tent of meeting, that they may stand there with 

                                                           
5
 The arrangement in Egypt according to the Rabbis resembled the kappo system that the Nazis utilized 

during their persecution of the Jews during the Holocaust, whereby Jewish officers would be appointed to 

carry out the policies of the Nazi government against their own co-religionists. 
6
 Although the number 70 is used by Sanhedrin 1:6 to support the concept that the Supreme Court in the 

Jewish judicial system is comprised of 71 judges (Moshe is included in the total sum), it is unclear that the 

group assembled by Moshe acted as judges. The aspect of their designation that included either 

temporary or permanent prophecy, 

BaMidbar 11:17, 25 

And I will Come down and Speak with thee there; and I will Take of the Spirit which is upon thee, 

and will Put it upon them; and they shall bear the burden of the people with thee, that thou bear 

it not thyself alone.   

And the Lord Came down in the cloud, and Spoke unto him, and Took of the Spirit that was upon 

him, and Put it upon the seventy elders; and it came to pass, that, when the Spirit Rested upon 

them, they prophesied, but they did so no more (there is a debate as to what the final phrase 

“VeLo YaSafu” connotes—see e.g., RaShI).  

suggests that they were chosen not so much for their wisdom as their spirituality and holiness. 
7
 This word “VeShotrav” is the same used in Shemot 5 cited above, leading the Midrash to make the 

connection between the two biblical passages. 
8
 Because the number 70 is not neatly divisible by 12, the number of tribes that should have been 

represented in Moshe’s advisory body, the Rabbis assume that a lottery had to be conducted to 

determine which two individuals would be left out from among the 72 candidates: 

BaMidbar 11:26 



5 
 

thee”—from those about whom you know the goodness that they displayed in 

Egypt.  f) Officers representing the ruling authority, who become advisors to  

                    the prophetic leader. 

 

Yitro’s suggestion to appoint judges. 

Moshe’s plea for help in order to share the administration of the Jewish people, seems 

to be anticipated by an earlier recommendation by his father-in-law in Shemot. When Yitro 

arrives at the encampment in the desert following the Exodus, he is struck by what he perceives 

as Moshe’s inefficient, hands-on approach to judging the people. He advises Moshe that he 

must get help dealing with the more minor disputes, thereby allowing himself to be able to 

devote adequate time to not only the major controversies, but his other myriad duties.9  Yitro 

lists very specific characteristics for the men that he thinks Moshe should appoint to assist him:     

                                                                                                                                                                             
But there remained two men in the camp, the name of the one was Eldad, and the name of the 

other Meidad; and the spirit rested upon them; and they were of them that were recorded, but 

had not gone out unto the Tent; and they prophesied in the camp.  

RaShi d.h. VeHeima BaKetuvim 

Among the ones that had been candidates for the Sanhedrin, and all of their names had been 

written (on lots) for a lottery, since the calculation had to be made for12 tribes, six for each tribe, 

with the exception of two tribes where only five candidates from each could be accepted. Moshe 

said: No tribe will willingly accept eliminating one of their proposed Zekeinim. What did he do? 

He took 72 lots, wrote on 70 of them “Zaken”, and two he left blank, and then chose for each 

tribe six, adding up to 72. He said: Take lots from among my lots. Whomever chose a lot saying 

“Zaken” was sanctified; whomever chose a lot that was blank, to him was said, “HaShem does 

not Wish you to participate.” 

In order to coordinate these two Midrashic ideas, it must be presumed that all 72 of the candidates 

originally were officers in Egypt who demonstrated their commitment to protecting the members of the 

Jewish people over whom they were placed in charge.  
9
 Shemot 18:13-26 

And it came to pass on the morrow, that Moshe sat to judge the people; and the people stood 

about Moshe from the morning unto the evening. And when Moshe's father-in-law saw all that 

he did to the people, he said: 'What is this thing that thou doest to the people? Why sittest thou 

thyself alone, and all the people stand about thee from morning unto even?' ‘When they have a 

matter, it cometh unto me; and I judge between a man and his neighbor, and I make them know 

the Statutes of God, and His Laws'  And Moshe’s father-in-law said unto him: 'The thing that thou 

doest is not good. Thou wilt surely wear away, both thou, and this people that is with thee; for 

the thing is too heavy for thee; thou art not able to perform it thyself alone. Hearken now unto 

my voice, I will give thee counsel, and God Be with thee: be thou for the people before God, and 

bring thou the causes unto God. And thou shalt teach them the statutes and the laws, and shalt 

show them the way wherein they must walk, and the work that they must do. Moreover thou 

shalt provide out of all the people able men, such as fear God, men of truth, hating unjust gain; 

and place such over them, to be rulers of thousands, rulers of hundreds, rulers of fifties, and 

rulers of tens. And let them judge the people at all seasons; and it shall be, that every great 

matter they shall bring unto thee, but every small matter they shall judge themselves; so shall 

they make it easier for thee and bear the burden with thee. If thou shalt do this thing, and God 
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Shemot 18:21 

Moreover thou shalt provide out of all the people 1) able men, such as 2) fear 

God, 3) men of truth, 4) hating unjust gain…10 

 

In Devarim, when relating how Moshe carried out this recommendation, the Tora specifically 

mentions that tribal leaders were chosen: 

 

Devarim 1:15 

So I took the heads of your tribes, wise men, and full of knowledge…  g) “Lower  

                        court” judges. 

 

It is unclear whether the characteristics specified by Yitro were similarly embodied in the heads 

of tribes, or did Moshe appoint these individuals for political reasons, despite their lack of the 

ideal qualifications? (See fn. 10.)  

 

Therefore it could be said that  BaMidbar’s account of the 70 advisors chosen from 

among those with a record of compassion and care for the people, was another step in the 

decentralization of Moshe’s leadership of the Jewish people that was begun with Yitro’s 

recommendation in Shemot.  

 

Tribal leaders who, according to the Rabbis, apparently fell short of their responsibilities due 

to pettiness and hubris. 

However, even those with sterling qualities and histories of sensitivity and concern, 

apparently can allow their exalted status to “go to their heads” resulting in their making a 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Command thee so, then thou shalt be able to endure, and all this people also shall go to their 

place in peace.' So Moshe hearkened to the voice of his father-in-law, and did all that he had 

said. And Moshe chose able men out of all Israel, and made them heads over the people, rulers 

of thousands, rulers of hundreds, rulers of fifties, and rulers of tens. And they judged the people 

at all seasons: the hard causes they brought unto Moshe, but every small matter they judged 

themselves.   
10

 When the appointment of lower judges is reprised in Devarim, the characteristics are not identical: 

Devarim 1:13, 15 

Get you, from each one of your tribes, 1) wise men, and 2) understanding, and 3) full of 

knowledge, and I will make them heads over you”…  

So I took the 4) heads of your tribes, 1) wise men, and 3) full of knowledge… 

Although those who were considered “heads of tribes” might have also embodied the moral and spiritual 

qualities listed by Yitro, as well as all of the intellectual attributes mentioned by Moshe, this is not 

necessarily the case, as per the following Talmudic passage: 

Eiruvin 100a   

For of the generation of Moses it is written: “Get you from each one of your tribes, wise men 
and understanding, and full of knowledge,” and then it follows: “So I took the heads of your 
tribes, wise men and full of knowledge,” while men of ‘understanding’ he could not find,  
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significant misstep in terms of their leadership decisions.11 The “Nesi’im” are cast in a clearly 

negative light by the Rabbis when accounting for their lack of involvement in contributing 

donations to the construction of the Tabernacle: 

  

BaMidbar Rabba 12:16 (cited by RaShI on BaMidbar 7:2) 

“And the “Nesi’im” of the congregation brought offerings…”  h) Prestigious 

members of tribes that are considered the tribe’s leaders.  

Why were the Nesi’im so diligent to come and donate offerings first,12 whereas 

with respect to the construction of the Mishkan, they were lazy and contributed 

only the onyx stones and the stones to be set, at the very end?13 Because at the 

                                                           
11

 Perhaps this is why the Tora stresses Moshe’s quality of humility as equipping him to serve as the ideal 

leader for the Jewish people as well as God’s Representative to them: 

BaMidbar 12:3 

Now the man Moses was very humble, above all the men that were upon the face of the earth.(!)  

Only the most humble of men can properly handle serving in powerful leadership positions without self-

absorption leading to errors in judgment. 
12

 The Nesi’im’s offerings (BaMidbar 7:12-83) are the first brought once the Tabernacle’s dedication was 

complete: 

 BaMidbar 7:1-3 

And it came to pass on the day that Moshe had made an end of setting up the Tabernacle, and 

had anointed It and sanctified It, and all the furniture thereof, and the altar and all the vessels 

thereof, and had anointed them and sanctified them; that the “Nesi’im” of Israel, the heads of 

their fathers' houses, offered--these were the “Nesi’im”  of the tribes, these are they that were 

over them that were numbered. And they brought their offering before the Lord, six covered 

wagons, and twelve oxen: a wagon for every two of the princes, and for each one an ox; and they 

presented them before the tabernacle.   
13

 Shemot 35:27 

And the “Nesi’im” brought the onyx stones, and the stones to be set, for the ephod, and for the 

breastplate.   

This is stated after we are told: 

 Ibid. 21-6 

And they came, every one whose heart stirred him up, and every one whom his spirit made 

willing, and brought the Lord’s Offering, for the work of the tent of meeting, and for all the 

service thereof, and for the holy garments. And they came, both men and women, as many as 

were willing-hearted, and brought nose-rings, and ear-rings, and signet-rings, and girdles, all 

jewels of gold; even every man that brought an offering of gold unto the Lord. And every man, 

with whom was found blue, and purple, and scarlet, and fine linen, and goats' hair, and rams' 

skins dyed red, and sealskins, brought them. Every one that did set apart an offering of silver and 

brass brought the Lord’s offering; and every man, with whom was found acacia-wood for any 

work of the service, brought it. And all the women that were wise-hearted did spin with their 

hands, and brought that which they had spun, the blue, and the purple, the scarlet, and the fine 

linen. And all the women whose heart stirred them up in wisdom spun the goats' hair.   



8 
 

time that Moshe said (Shemot 35:5) “All the generous of heart should bring 

offerings to Hashem in order to construct the Tabernacle”, and he did not 

initially directly invite the “Nesi’im” to donate, this was bad in their eyes since 

he had not asked them personally to contribute. They said: Let the people bring 

whatever they will bring, and whatever is lacking we will fill in. All of Israel 

rejoiced over the opportunity to participate in the construction of the 

Tabernacle and they brought joyfully every necessary thing with alacrity.14  Note 

what is stated: (Shemot 35:22) “And they came, ‘HaAnachim Al Hanashim’ (men 

and women jostling for position), as many as were willing-hearted, and brought 

nose-rings, and ear-rings, and signet-rings, and girdles, all jewels of gold; even 

every man that brought an offering of gold unto the Lord.”  Men and women 

came as a crowd, and within two mornings, all of the necessary offerings had 

been brought, as it is said, (Ibid. 36:3) “And they received of Moshe all the 

offering, which the children of Israel had brought for the work of the service of 

the sanctuary, wherewith to make it. And they brought yet unto him freewill-

offerings ‘BaBoker BaBoker’ (over the course of two mornings).”15 And it is 

written, (Ibid. 7) “For the stuff they had was sufficient for all the work to make 

it, and too much.” It was after two days that the “Nesi’im” wished to bring their 

offering but weren’t able to do so because Moshe had already issued the 

command, (Ibid. 6) “And Moshe gave commandment, and they caused it to be 

proclaimed throughout the camp, saying: 'Let neither man nor woman make 

any more work for the offering of the sanctuary.' So the people were restrained 

from bringing.”   This resulted in the “Nesi’im” being troubled by their not 

having merited to participate significantly in the offerings for the Tabernacle. 

They said: Since we did not merit to participate in the offerings of the 

Tabernacle, let us at least contribute to the vestments of the High Priest, as it is 

written, (Ibid. 35:27) “And the ‘Nesi’im’ brought the onyx stones, and the stones 

to be set, for the Ephod, and for the Breastplate.”  Said the Holy One, Blessed Be 

                                                                                                                                                                             
The sequence of the offerings leads to the Midrashic conclusion that the “Nesi’im” held back until all that 

there was left to contribute were relatively small amounts of minor materials, reflecting negatively on 

their spirit of participating in the construction project. 
14

 According to the view that the Mishkan was first Commanded following the atonement granted to the 

people on Yom HaKippurim upon Moshe’s coming down Mt. Sinai with a second set of Tablets, (see 

Midrash Tanchuma Teruma 8; Ibid. Pekudei 6; Shmot Rabba 1:10)  it could be posited that in addition to 

the pure joy of being able to do the great Mitzva of providing HaShem a place for His Divine Glory to Dwell 

within the midst of the Jewish encampment, they were also relieved and therefore overjoyed that they 

had been forgiven for the sin of the Golden Calf, and would be able to proceed to the land of Israel. 

Similarly, at the conclusion of Yom HaKippurim, there is often a feeling of joy and relief when we feel that 

we have atoned for our sins.  
15

 The Midrash is exercising its license for interpretation since this phrase could also have been 

interpreted, “Every morning”. Similarly “Men with the women” could have been interpreted and men and 

women came, rather than people were pushing one another aside in order to be first to contribute. 
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He: My Children, who were diligent, about them let it be written that they 

brought and there was left over; the “Nesi’im” that were lazy, one letter will be 

missing from their name, for it is written “והנשיאם”, lacking the letter “Yud” 

(between the “Alef” and “Mem Sofit” at the end of the word.16  When the 

Tabernacle was completed, they made sure to be first and they brought 

offerings with alacrity. This is what is meant when it is written, (BaMidbar 7:2) 

“That the ‘Nesi’im’ of Israel, the heads of their fathers' houses, offered--these 

were the ‘Nesi’im’ of the tribes, these are they that were over them that were 

numbered.”  They said: The time has come when we should offer sacrifices 

joyfully, since the Divine Presence has Settled upon the works of our hands. 

When the Tabernacle was completed, and nothing was needed, they had said: 

What can we bring? They went and brought calves upon which the Tabernacle 

would be carried (when the encampment travelled from place to place). And 

who gave them this suggestion? The tribe of Yissachar, for this is what they said 

to them: The Tabernacle that had been constructed, will it float in midair? 

Donate calves so that it can be placed upon them! For this reason it is written, 

“And the ‘Nesi’iim’ of Israel offered…”, that they regretted what they had 

originally done. “ 

 

While the Midrash could have distinguished between these “Nesi’im” and those who were 

officers in Egypt and then became the pool from which Moshe’s advisors were drawn, instead 

the Rabbis surprisingly link the lapse in judgment regarding the building of the Tabernacle with 

the Rabbinic tradition that these were same the people who had absorbed punishment on 

behalf of the Jewish slaves in Egypt: 

 

Ibid. 

“And the ‘Nesi’iim’ of Israel offered…”—I might have thought that they were 

ordinary people who had been appointed for this task (their having acted so 

self-centeredly might point to a lack of breeding and/or experience with respect 

to filling a leadership role)? The text clarifies, “the heads of their fathers' 

houses”, and not only the heads of their fathers’ houses, but even “these (the 

fathers) were the ‘Nesi’im’ of the tribes”…”Nesi’im, the sons of “Nesi’im”. They 

were the “Nesi’im” of the tribes, they were the ones appointed over them (the 

Jews) in Egypt (Shemot 5:14) “And the officers of the children of Israel, whom 

Pharaoh's taskmasters had set over them, were beaten” and they were the ones 

who participated in the census as it is stated, (BaMidbar 1:5) “And these are the 

names of the men that shall stand with you”.  

 

                                                           
16

  לה פרק שמות 

ם( כז) ִ֣ אִׂ יאּו וְַהְנשִׂ ת ֵהב ִ֔ י ֵאֵ֚ ַהם ַאְבֵנֵ֣ ת ַהש ִ֔ ים ַאְבֵנֵ֣י וְֵאֵ֖ ִ֑ א  לֻּ ֹוד ַהמ  ן ָלֵאפֵ֖ שֶׁ  :וְַלח ֹֽ
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It would appear that the Midrash’s message is that human judgment even 

among the best of us is subject to error and miscalculation. 

 

Once “Nesi’im” are named, we note that in subsequent lists presented in the Tora, 

they were replaced. 

Perhaps it is this very susceptibility to making poor judgments that precipitated turn-

over among the “Nesi’im”.17 While the listing of the names in BaMidbar 1,7 and 10 are the same, 

the time frame being virtually identical: 

 

Shemot 40:17 

And it came to pass in the first month in the second year, on the first day of the 

month, that the tabernacle was reared up.   

 

BaMidbar 1:1-2 

And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe in the wilderness of Sinai, in the Tent of 

Meeting, on the first day of the second month, in the second year after they 

were come out of the land of Egypt, saying: 'Take ye the sum of all the 

congregation of the children of Israel, by their families, by their fathers' houses, 

according to the number of names, every male, by their polls;  

 

Ibid. 7:1-2 

And it came to pass on the day that Moshe had made an end of setting up the 

Tabernacle, and had anointed it and sanctified it, and all the furniture thereof, 

and the altar and all the vessels thereof, and had anointed them and sanctified 

them. That the “Nesi’ai” of Israel, the heads of their fathers' houses, offered--

these were the princes of the tribes, these are they that were over them that 

were numbered.  

 

Ibid. 10:11 

And it came to pass in the second year, in the second month, on the twentieth 

day of the month, that the Cloud was taken up from over the Tabernacle of the 

testimony.  

 

there is a complete change from BaMidbar 1,7 and 10 to BaMidbar 13, 34. While it is possible 

that the individuals sent as spies were not identical with the “Nesi’im”, and the change was only 

made in Chapt. 34, it is interesting to note that at least in one case, the individual sent as a spy, 

i.e., Kalev ben Yefuneh, ends up being also the “Nasi” for the tribe of Yehuda—BaMidbar 13:6; 

34:19. Navigating the heady feelings of leadership are quite a challenge.  

 

                                                           
17

 See the chart at the end of this essay. 
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Notes:  
1 RaMBaN offers a chronology of the Parashiot in VaYikra and BaMidbar: 

RaMBaN on BaMidbar 7:1 

…And this Parasha (of the offerings of the “Nesi’im”) is written at this point because on 

the first day of the dedication of the Tabernacle He Called to Moshe from the Tent of 

Meeting, and HaShem Related to him all of the Parashiot from the beginning of VaYikra 

until (VaYikra 9:1) “And it was on the eighth day” which constitute the laws of 

sacrifices. And from the eighth day, were presented all of the Parashiot that begin with 

(Ibid. 11:2) “These are the animals that you will eat”, which are the laws of the 

prohibited and the permitted, and they also have relevance to sacrifices (animals that 

were not considered Kosher could also not be offered up as sacrifices). And the matters 

continued until this point, as I have explained (at the beginning of BaMidbar as well as 

on BaMidbar 5:6). And when the Commandments were completed which Moshe had 

BaMidbar 34 BaMidbar 13 BaMidbar 10  1BaMidbar 7 BaMidbar 1   

 X2 (4) Shamua ben 

Zakur 

(18) Elitzur ben 

Shedeiur 

(30, 35)  Elitzur ben   

Shedeiur 

(5) Elitzur ben 

Shedeiur 

Reuven 

(20) Shmuel   

ben Amihud 

(5) Shefat ben 

Chori 

(19) Tzuriel ben  

Tzurishadai 

(36, 41)  Tzuriel ben  

Tzurishadai 

(6) Tzuriel ben 

Tzurishadai 

Shimon 

X6 X5 X4 X3   See essay p.1 fn. 2 Levi 

(19) Kalev ben 

Yefuneh 

(6) Kalev ben 

Yefuneh 

(14) Nachshon 

ben Aminadav 

(12,17)  Nachshon 

ben Aminadav 

(7) Nachshon ben 

Aminadav 

Yehuda 

(26) Paltiel ben 

Azan 

(7) Yigal ben 

Yosef 

(15) Netanel ben 

Tzuar 

(18, 23) Netanel ben 

Tzuar 

(8) Netanel ben 

Tzuar 

Yissachar 

 

(25) Elitzafan 

ben Parnach 

(10) Gadiel ben 

Sodi 

(16) Eliav ben 

Cheilan 

(24, 29)  Eliav ben 

Cheilan 

(9) Eliav ben 

Cheilan 

Zevulun 

(24) Kemuel 

ben Shaftan 

(8) Hoshea ben 

Nun 

(22) Elishama 

ben Amihud 

(48, 53 ) Elishama 

ben Amihud 

(10) Elishama ben 

Amihud 

Efraim 

 

(23) Chaniel 

ben Efod 

(11) Gadi ben 

Vafsi 

(23) Gamliel ben 

Pedatzur   

(54, 59) Gamliel ben 

Pedatzur   

(10) Gamliel ben 

Pedatzur    

Menashe 

(21) Elidad ben 

Kislon 

(9)   Palti ben 

Rafu 

(24) Avidan ben 

Gidoni 

(60, 65) Avidan ben 

Gidoni 

(11) Avidan ben 

Gidoni 

Binyamin 

 

(22) Buki ben 

Yagli 

(12) Amiel ben 

Gemali 

(25) Achiezer ben 

Amishadai 

(66, 71) Achiezer ben 

Amishadai 

(12) Achiezer ben 

Amishadai 

Dan 

 

(27) Achihud 

ben Shelomi 

(13) Setur ben 

Michael 

(26) Pagiel ben 

Achran 

(72, 77) Pagiel ben 

Achran 

(13) Pagiel ben 

Achran 

Asher 

 

X7 (15) Gemuel 

ben Machi 

(20) Elyasaf ben 

Deuel 

(42, 47) Elyasaf ben 

Deuel 

(14) Elyasaf ben 

Deuel 

Gad 

(28) Pedahel 

ben Amihud 

(14) Nachbi 

ben Vafsi 

(27)  Achira ben 

Einan 

(78, 83) Achira ben 

Einan 

(15) Achira ben 

Einan 

Naftali 
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been Commanded to relate to the Jewish people, including the laws of the Divine 

Service, sacrifices, the care for the Tent of Meeting and its service, the text returns to 

this point wher it relates the offerings of the “Nesi’im” when they sacrificed, which 

took place from the eighth day until the 19th of the month (of Nissan), or until the 12th 

day of the month according to our Rabbis (Seder Olam, Ch. 7).  
2, 7 Reuven and Gad already received land on the far side of the Jordan: 

BaMidbar 32:29 

And Moshe said unto them: 'If the children of Gad and the children of Reuven will pass 

with you over the Yardan, every man that is armed to battle, before the Lord, and the 

land shall be subdued before you, then ye shall give them the land of Gilead for a 

possession. 
3 The Levi’im were chosen to serve in the Mishkan and therefore were exempt from offering 

sacrifices belonging to them.  
4 The groups of Levi’im were split into four different groups: 

BaMidbar 10:17 

And the tabernacle was taken down; and the sons of Gershon and the sons of Merari, 

who bore the Tabernacle, set forward.  

Ibid. 21 

And the Kohathites the bearers of the Sanctuary set forward, that the Tabernacle might 

be set up against their coming.  
5 Just as the Levi’im did not participate in the sin of the Golden Calf, similarly they did not 

participate in the sin of the Spies, showing loyalty to Moshe, who was a Levi. 
6 The Levi’im were given cities rather than a specific area in Canaan to be their own: 

BaMidbar 35:2-4 

'Command the children of Israel, that they give unto the Levites of the inheritance of 

their possession cities to dwell in; and open land round about the cities shall ye give 

unto the Levites. And the cities shall they have to dwell in; and their open land shall be 

for their cattle, and for their substance, and for all their beasts. And the open land about 

the cities, which ye shall give unto the Levites, shall be from the wall of the city and 

outward a thousand cubits round about.   

 

 


