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Jewish tradition prefers to attribute primary blame to some rather than to all. 

 Whenever a group of people are guilty of some malfeasance, there seems to be a 

Rabbinic preference to suggest that specific individuals were to blame for inspiring the 

transgression, with the rest only following along. In this way, a modicum of the responsibility is 

concentrated on specific individuals; however, that does not entirely excuse the followers from 

having taken their cue from the leaders, it just mitigates some of their responsibility. 

Nevertheless, if one follows the lead set by a specific evil doer, it perhaps implies that his nature 

has not been corrupted to the extent that he would initiate rebellion, and therefore is more 

susceptible to repentance than inveterate sinners. 

 

Halachic paradigms for individuals who lead others astray. 

 In addition to stories about how there are leaders and followers when it comes to sinful 

behavior on the part of a group of individuals, this type of dynamic is reflected in particular laws 

contained in the Tora. With respect to the grievousness of what is being encouraged, the cases 

run the gamut from the most relatively innocent (Lifnai Iver) to the most egregious (Avoda Zora, 

i.e., the Meisit and the Meidiach):  

 

 a.  VaYikra 19:14 

Thou shalt not curse the deaf, nor put a stumbling-block before the blind, but 

thou shalt fear thy God: I Am the LORD.  

RaShi d.h. VeLifnai Iver Lo Titen Michshol 

Before someone who is “blind” regarding a matter, do not give advice 

that is inappropriate for him… 

 (Since this Commandment applies to directives that are ill-

advised financially or with respect to maintaining another 

individual’s dignity, then it certainly is pertinent when one 

recommends to another to sin.) 

 

b.  Devarim 13:7-12 

If thy brother, the son of thy mother, or thy son, or thy daughter, or the wife 

of thy bosom, or thy friend, that is as thine own soul, entice thee secretly, 

saying: 'Let us go and serve other gods,' which thou hast not known, thou, 

nor thy fathers; of the gods of the peoples that are round about you, nigh 

unto thee, or far off from thee, from the one end of the earth even unto the 

other end of the earth; thou shalt not consent unto him, nor hearken unto 

him…    
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 Tiferet Yisrael on Mishna Sanhedrin 7:4  #28 d.h. VeHaMeisit 

 One who induces another individual to engage in idolatry.  

 

c)  Ibid. 13:13-18 

If thou shalt hear tell concerning one of thy cities, which the LORD thy God 

giveth thee to dwell there, saying: 'Certain base fellows are gone out from 

the midst of thee, and have drawn away the inhabitants of their city, saying: 

Let us go and serve other gods, which ye have not known'; then shalt thou 

inquire, and make search, and ask diligently; and, behold, if it be truth, and 

the thing certain, that such abomination is wrought in the midst of thee; 

thou shalt surely smite the inhabitants of that city with the edge of the 

sword, destroying it utterly, and all that is therein and the cattle thereof, 

with the edge of the sword. And thou shalt gather all the spoil of it into the 

midst of the broad place thereof, and shall burn with fire the city, and all the 

spoil thereof every whit, unto the LORD thy God; and it shall be a heap for 

ever; it shall not be built again. And there shall cleave nought of the devoted 

thing to thy hand…    

Tiferet Yisrael on Mishna Sanhedrin 7:4 #29 d.h. VeHaMeidiach 

(One who induces) many to engage in idolatry (resulting in an Ihr 

HaNidachat, whereby at least 51% of the Jewish inhabitants of a city in 

Israel can be observed to sin in this manner.) 

 

The Uhr-Meisit—the Nachash 

In addition to the Halachic categories of Lifnei Iver, the Meisit and the Meidiach, the 

singular biblical character with whom the quality of causing another to sin is associated is the 

primordial serpent of the Garden of Eden:1 

 

Beraishit 3:1-6 

                                                           
1
 The Talmud actually refers to the serpent as a Meisit: 

Sanhedrin 29a 

R. Shmuel b. Nachman said in R. Yonatan's name: Whence do we know that we do not plead on 

behalf of a Meisit? — From the [story of] the ancient serpent.  For R. Simlai said: The serpent had 

many pleas to put forward (in his defense when Accused by HaShem for corrupting Adam and 

Chava) but did not do so. Then why did not the Holy One, Blessed be He, Plead on its behalf  (in 

order to assure that the Meisit get the best defense, as in other cases where someone is accused 

in court)? — Because it (the serpent) offered none itself. What could it have said [to justify 

itself?] — 'When the words of the teacher and those of the pupil [are contradictory], whose 

words should be hearkened to; surely the teacher's!' (i.e., HaShem = the teacher; the serpent = 

the pupil. The fact that Adam and Chava preferred to listen to the serpent rather than God’s 

Directive, puts the onus on them. If you want to blame the serpent for Lifnei Iver, that is certainly 

less culpable than to be treated as a Meisit.) 
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Now the serpent was more subtle than any beast of the field which the LORD 

God had Made. And he said unto the woman: 'Yea, hath God Said: Ye shall not 

eat of any tree of the garden?' And the woman said unto the serpent: 'Of the 

fruit of the trees of the garden we may eat; but of the fruit of the tree which is 

in the midst of the garden, God hath Said: Ye shall not eat of it, neither shall ye 

touch it, lest ye die.' And the serpent said unto the woman: 'Ye shall not surely 

die; for God doth Know that in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes shall be 

opened, and ye shall be as God, knowing good and evil.' And when the woman 

saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and 

that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of the fruit thereof, 

and did eat; and she gave also unto her husband with her, and he did eat.   

 

Shimon and Levi are given greater responsibility than the rest for the plot against Yosef. 

 An example in Beraishit where blame for initiating a transgression is focused on 

particular individuals, is the relative role played by the brothers in the sale of Yosef. When the 

despised Yosef approaches his siblings in Shechem, the text reports that “one said to the other”, 

not identifying any specific pair, and thereby potentially indicting all of them, with respect to 

initially2 planning to kill the “master of dreams”.3 Yet the Midrash specifies: 

  

Midrash Sechel Tov (Buber edition) Beraishit, Parashat VaYeishev Chapt. 37 #19 

“And one said to the other”—Shimon said to Levi first, because they were 

brothers with respect to weapons of violence. And all the rest agreed with 

them…   

 

While the Midrash probably bases its speculation upon what Yaakov says to Shimon and Levi on 

his deathbed,4 it is also possible that Yaakov’s comment was a reference to their explicit taking 

                                                           
2
 Although first Reuven and then Yehuda eventually articulate reservations  regarding the initial plan to 

simply kill Yosef,  

Beraishit 37:21-2  

And Reuven heard it, and delivered him out of their hand; and said: 'Let us not take his life.' And 

Reuven said unto them: 'Shed no blood; cast him into this pit that is in the wilderness, but lay no 

hand upon him'--that he might deliver him out of their hand, to restore him to his father.  

Ibid. 26-7  

And Yehuda  said unto his brethren: 'What profit is it if we slay our brother and conceal his 

blood? Come, and let us sell him to the Yishmaelites, and let not our hand be upon him; for he is 

our brother, our flesh.' And his brethren hearkened unto him.   

this does not mean that they didn’t agree from the outset to murder their sibling. 
3
 Ibid. 19  

And they said one to another: 'Behold, this dreamer cometh.  
4
 Ibid. 49:5  

Shimon and Levi are brethren; weapons of violence their kinship.  
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the lead in the killing of the inhabitants of Shechem after their sister Dina was raped.5  To 

assume that it was specifically Shimon6 and Levi who instigated against Yosef, one would have to 

also interpret symbolically the comment made by Yaakov that immediately follows,  

 

 Ibid. 49:6  

Let my soul not come into their council; unto their assembly let my glory not be 

united; for in their anger they slew men, and in their self-will they houghed 

oxen.  

 

the last phrase being interpreted to refer to Yosef because of what Moshe says in his closing 

blessings,   

 

Devarim 33:13,17  

And of Yoseph he said…His firstling bullock, majesty is his; and his horns are the 

horns of the wild-ox; with them he shall gore the peoples all of them, even the 

ends of the earth; and they are the ten thousands of Ephraim, and they are the 

thousands of Manasheh.  

 

While the conclusion that Shimon and Levi were the key players concerning doing away with 

Yosef is not preposterous, it is hardly self-evident from the biblical text. Perhaps the inclination 

to lay the blame at the feet of some but not all of the brothers contributed to this specific 

interpretation. 

 

Datan and Avriram are implicated in a number of disputes and challenges to authority. 

 A second example of the Rabbis looking to repeatedly blame specific individuals rather 

than assume that different members of the people sinned, is the finger-pointing to which Datan 

and Aviram are subjected. The only time that these two individuals are explicitly mentioned by 

name is within the context of the Korach rebellion:  

                                                           
5
 Ibid. 34:25  

And it came to pass on the third day, when they were in pain, that two of the sons of Yaakov, 

Shimon and Levi, Dina's brethren, took each man his sword, and came upon the city unawares, 

and slew all the males.” 
6
 A  textual indicator that might reflect that at least Shimon was very involved in the plotting against Yosef 

is the fact that when Yosef has to choose a hostage to imprison while awaiting for the rest of the family to 

bring Binyamin to Egypt, he chose Shimon.  

Beraishit 42:24  

And he turned himself about from them, and wept; and he returned to them, and spoke to them, 

and took Shimon from among them, and bound him before their eyes.  

While it could have been an arbitrary choice, Yosef might have also done so to either avenge Shimon’s 

leadership against him, or out of fear that he would continue to fulminate violence in other ways. 

Nevertheless, it cannot be said that this is an absolute proof for Shimon’s leading the charge to have Yosef 

killed. 
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BaMidbar 16:1  

Now Korach, the son of Yitzhar, the son of Kohat, the son of Levi, with Datan 

and Aviram, the sons of Eliav, and On, the son of Pelet, sons of Reuven, took 

men. (See also 16:12, 24-7).7 

 

Yet they are identified as the specific personalities involved in three controversies in the book of 

Shemot that otherwise could have been understood as describing actions of anonymous 

individuals: 

 

Shemot 2:13-4  

And he went out the second day, and, behold, two men of the Hebrews were 

striving together; and he said to him that did the wrong: 'Wherefore smitest 

thou thy fellow?' And he said: 'Who made thee a ruler and a judge over us? 

thinkest thou to kill me, as thou didst kill the Egyptian?' And Moshe feared, and 

said: 'Surely the thing is known.' 

RaShI d.h. Shenai Anashim Ivrim— 

Datan and Aviram, they who left over the manna (see Shemot 16:20 

below).   

 

Ibid.  5:20-1  

And they met Moshe and Aharon, who stood in the way, as they came forth 

from Pharaoh; and they said unto them: 'The LORD Look upon you, and Judge; 

because ye have made our savor to be abhorred in the eyes of Pharaoh, and in 

the eyes of his servants, to put a sword in their hand to slay us.'   

RaShI d.h. VaYifge’u 

…And the Rabbis interpreted that every case of disputation and 

argument involve Datan and Aviram... 

 

Ibid. 16:20  

Notwithstanding they hearkened not unto Moshe; but some of them left of it 

(the manna) until the morning, and it bred worms, and rotted; and Moshe was 

wroth with them.  

                                                           
7
 BaMidbar 16:12; 24-7 

And Moshe sent to call Datan and Aviram, the sons of Eliav; and they said: 'We will not come up… 

'Speak unto the congregation, saying: Get you up from about the dwelling of Korach, Datan, and 

Aviram.' And Moshe rose up and went unto Datan and Aviram; and the elders of Israel followed 

him. And he spoke unto the congregation, saying: 'Depart, I pray you, from the tents of these 

wicked men, and touch nothing of theirs, lest ye be swept away in all their sins.' So they got them 

up from the dwelling of Korach, Datan, and Aviram, on every side; and Datan and Aviram came 

out, and stood at the door of their tents, with their wives, and their sons, and their little ones.   
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RaShI d.h. VaYotiru 

Datan and Aviram. 

 

Blaming a particular group for instigating the sins of of the Jewish people in the 

desert.  

 

Despite the fact that the Jews had a great deal to be thankful for upon their release 

from Egyptian bondage, it seemed that they complained and sinned at virtually every turn. 

Consider the transgressions that are recorded immediately after the splitting of the Reed Sea: 

 

 Shemot 14:11-12  

And they said unto Moshe: 'Because there were no graves in Egypt, hast thou 

taken us away to die in the wilderness? wherefore hast thou dealt thus with us, 

to bring us forth out of Egypt? Is not this the word that we spoke unto thee in 

Egypt, saying: Let us alone, that we may serve the Egyptians? For it were better 

for us to serve the Egyptians, than that we should die in the wilderness.'  

 

 Ibid. 15:23-4  

And when they came to Marah, they could not drink of the waters of Marah, for 

they were bitter. Therefore the name of it was called Marah. And the people 

murmured against Moshe, saying: 'What shall we drink?'      

 

 Ibid. 16:2-3  

And the whole congregation of the children of Israel murmured against Moshe 

and against Aharon in the wilderness; and the children of Israel said unto them: 

'Would that we had died by the Hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we 

sat by the flesh-pots, when we did eat bread to the full; for ye have brought us 

forth into this wilderness, to kill this whole assembly with hunger.'  

 

Ibid. 17:1-3  

And all the congregation of the children of Israel journeyed from the wilderness 

of Sin, by their stages, according to the commandment of the LORD, and 

encamped in Rephidim; and there was no water for the people to drink. 

Wherefore the people strove with Moshe, and said: 'Give us water that we may 

drink.' And Moshe said unto them: 'Why strive ye with me? wherefore do ye try 

the LORD?' And the people thirsted there for water; and the people murmured 

against Moshe, and said: 'Wherefore hast thou brought us up out of Egypt, to 

kill us and our children and our cattle with thirst?'  

 

Ibid. 32:1-6  

And when the people saw that Moshe delayed to come down from the mount, 

the people gathered themselves together unto Aharon, and said unto him: 'Up, 
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make us a god who shall go before us; for as for this Moshe, the man that 

brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we know not what is become of him.' 

And Aharon said unto them: 'Break off the golden rings, which are in the ears of 

your wives, of your sons, and of your daughters, and bring them unto me.' And 

all the people broke off the golden rings which were in their ears, and brought 

them unto Aharon. And he received it at their hand, and fashioned it with a 

graving tool, and made it a molten calf; and they said: 'This is thy god, O Israel, 

which brought thee up out of the land of Egypt.' And when Aharon saw this, he 

built an altar before it; and Aaron made proclamation, and said: 'To-morrow 

shall be a feast to the LORD.' And they rose up early on the morrow, and offered 

burnt-offerings, and brought peace-offerings; and the people sat down to eat 

and to drink, and rose up to make merry.      

 

It would appear that the group (as opposed to single individuals, like Shimon and Levi, or Datan 

and Aviram) that the Rabbis single-out as the instigators of these and other insurrections is a 

mysterious collection of outsiders who apparently accompanied the Jewish people when they 

exited Egypt: 

 

Shemot 12:38  

And a mixed multitude went up also with them; and flocks, and herds, even very much 

cattle.  

 

Of what sorts of people may the Eirev Rav have been comprised? 

During the course of the story leading up to the Exodus from Egypt, we see that there 

were non-Jewish sympathizers who may have identified with the Jewish cause:8 

                                                           
8
 RaMBaN, in his comment on Shemot 1:10, d.h. Hava Nitchakma Lo, suggests that Pharoah could never 

have succeeded in engaging in an open campaign of annihilating the Jews because the Egyptian people as 

a whole would not permit it: 

…The people of the country also would not give the king consent to commit such perfidy since he 

took counsel of them (Ibid. 1:9 And he said unto his people: 'Behold, the people of the children 

of Israel are too many and too mighty for us”). Rather, Pharoah said he would do it wisely so that 

the Israelites would not feel it was done in enmity against them…(Ibid. 22) “And Pharaoh charged 

all his people, saying: 'Every son that is born ye shall cast into the river, and every daughter ye 

shall save alive.'”—Essentially Pharoah did not want to charge his executioners to slay them by 

the decree of the king or to cast them into the river. Rather, he said to the people whoever 

would find a Jewish child should throw him into the river. Should the child’s father complain to 

the king or to the master of the city, they would tell him to bring witnesses and then they will 

exact vengeance for the crime… 

It appears that this decree to drown the Israelite children lasted but a short time, for when 

Aharon was born three years before Moshe, the decree was not yet in existence, and when 

shortly after Moshe was born, it appears that the decree was revoked. Perhaps it was through 

Pharoah’s daughter, who, in her compassion for the child Moshe said to her father that he 
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a)  According to the view that the midwives assigned to the Jewish women9 were not 

Jewish themselves,10 these Egyptian women displayed great courage and risked their 

                                                                                                                                                                             
should not act in that way. It may be that when it became known that this decree was enacted by 

the king, he revoked it… 

RaMBaN’s assumption that the Egyptian people as a whole did not necessarily approve of trying to 

oppress, let alone exterminate, the Jewish people, creates the possibility that there were opponents of 

Pharoah’s regime who would be prepared to leave the country along with the Jews if given the 

opportunity to do so. While enslaving the Jews as a form of exacting a work tax was in keeping with other 

instances whereby a minority group would be taxed in order to be allowed to remain in a host country—

either by contributing money or engaging in public works—this did not give license to afflicting, torturing 

and killing members of that minority. The Jews imposed a similar work requirement upon the Givonim, as 

Canaan was being conquered by the Jews: 

 Yehoshua 9:18-21 

And the children of Israel smote them not, because the princes of the congregation had sworn 

unto them by the LORD, the God of Israel. And all the congregation murmured against the 

princes. But all the princes said unto all the congregation: 'We have sworn unto them by the 

LORD, the God of Israel; now therefore we may not touch them. This we will do to them, and let 

them live; lest wrath be upon us, because of the oath which we swore unto them.' And the 

princes said concerning them: 'Let them live'; so they became hewers of wood and drawers of 

water unto all the congregation, as the princes had spoken concerning them.   

Yet when according to Yevamot 79a-b, some of the Givonim died as the result of indirect ill-treatment by 

Shaul during his ultimately failed pursuit of David, not only did God  Allow them to avenge themselves 

upon members of Shaul’s family, but onlookers and passers-by decided as a result of the justice meted 

out on behalf of a minority to join the Jewish people. 

Immediately the king (David) called the Givonim, and said unto them … “What shall I do for you? 

and wherewith should I make atonement, that ye may bless the inheritance of the Lord”? And 

the Givonim said to him: “It is no matter of silver or gold between us and Saul, or his house,' 

neither is it for us [to put] any man etc. … Let seven men of his sons be delivered unto us and we 

will hang them up unto the Lord etc.”  He tried to pacify them but they would not be pacified… 

(During the time that these men were tortured to death) passers-by were enquiring, “What kind 
of men are these?” — “These are royal princes” — “And what have they done?” — “They laid 
their hands upon unattached strangers”. — Then they exclaimed: 'There is no nation in existence 
which one ought to join as much as this one. If [the punishment of] royal princes was so great. 
how much more that of common people; and if such [was the justice done for] unattached 
proselytes, how much more so for Israelites. A hundred and fifty thousand men immediately 
joined Israel.  

9
 Shemot 1:15-20 

And he said: 'When ye do the office of a midwife to the Hebrew women, ye shall look upon the 

birthstool: if it be a son, then ye shall kill him; but if it be a daughter, then she shall live.' But the 

midwives feared God, and did not as the king of Egypt commanded them, but saved the men-

children alive. And the king of Egypt called for the midwives, and said unto them: 'Why have ye 

done this thing, and have saved the men-children alive?' And the midwives said unto Pharaoh: 

'Because the Hebrew women are not as the Egyptian women; for they are lively, and are 

delivered ere the midwife come unto them.' And God Dealt well with the midwives; and the 

people multiplied, and waxed very mighty.   
10

 Midrash Tadshe, (attributed to the Tanna R. Pinchos ben Ya’ir) Chapt. 21. 
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lives in order to stand up to Pharoah and not comply with an order that they deemed 

immoral.11 Could there not have been others just like them? 

b)  Concerning the plague of hail, the Tora refers to some of Pharoah’s servants as 

“fearers of the Word of God”,12 resulting in their servants and animals not being 

destroyed by the plague because these individuals sheltered their possessions prior 

to the onset of the plague. Perhaps these Egyptians also feared God in ways other 

than simply making sure that their possessions—slaves and animals—were not 

adversely affected? 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
There were pious female converts from among the nations, women who were admirable, and 

these are them: Hagar (Beraishit 16:1 ff.; acc. to the Rabbis, also Ibid. 25:1—see RaShI), Asnat 

(Ibid. 41:45), Tzipora (Shemot 2:21 ff.), Shifra (Ibid. 1:15 ff.), Puah (Ibid.), Bat Pharoah (Ibid. 2:5 

ff.) , Rachav (Yehoshua 2:1 ff.), Rut (an entire Megilla) and Yael (Shoftim 4:17 ff.). 

This view is counter to the tradition quoted by RaShI that Shifra and Puah  were either Yocheved and 

Miriam or Yocheved and Elisheva—see Sota 11b, i.e., that they were Jewish. While from the perspective 

of heroism, what the midwives did reflected tremendous courage and devotion to principle, to posit that 

these women were Egyptian rather than Jewish would seem to take their heroism to another level. 
11

 It could be argued that members of the medical profession, who see themselves as responsible to save 

lives, could not bring themselves to kill others, regardless of the politics involved. But it is also possible 

that the midwives defiance of Pharoah spoke to their sympathy for the Jews. 
12

Shemot 9:20  

He that feared the Word of the LORD among the servants of Pharaoh made his servants and his 

cattle flee into the houses.  

However, One Midrash, quoted by RaShI, takes a far less positive view of the individuals designated 

“Fearers of the Word of God”: 

RaShI on Shemot 14:7 d.h. VeChol Rechev Mitzrayim 

…And from where did these animals (that Pharoah used to hitch to the chariots with which he 

pursued the Jewish people once he realized that they had no intention to return to Egypt—

Moshe had only asked that they be allowed to journey for three days in order to worship, 

implying that afterwards they would come back to Egypt—see Shemot 3:18; 5:3) come from? If 

you say they belonged to the Egyptians, behold it says (Ibid. 9:6) “And the LORD Did that thing on 

the morrow, and all the herds of Egypt died; but of the herds of the children of Israel died not 

one.” And if you say that they belonged to the Jews, behold it says, (Ibid. 10:26) “Our herds also 

shall go with us; there shall not a hoof be left behind; for thereof must we take to serve the LORD 

our God; and we know not with what we must serve the LORD, until we come thither.” So whose 

were they? The “Fearer of the Word of God” (whose animals had been protected from the 

plague, but now the same individual is accused of  contributing the animals he saved to 

Pharoah’s cause of destroying the Jews!?). From here R. Shimon said: The best of the Egyptians 

should be killed; the best of the snakes one should crush his head. 

Without addressing the question of the source of Pharoah’s animals, it could have alternatively been said 

that those who “Feared the Word of God” were appalled by Pharoah’s actions, took the side of the Jews, 

and when the opportunity arose to leave Egypt, joined the Jews since the newly freed slaves were so 

closely associated with the God that these Egyptians also feared. 
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c)  When it became clear that Egypt’s entire economy and infrastructure were being laid 

waste by the plagues, some of Pharoah’s servants tried to bring him to his senses and 

convince him to agree to let the Jews go before further destruction would occur,13 

without realizing that God had already Begun to manipulate Pharoah’s decision-

making abilities, rendering him unable to comply with their desperate request.  

While it is possible that these individuals were motivated by self-interest in the sense 

that they could not bear to watch as more of their beloved country was destroyed, it 

is also possible that they had long thought that Pharoah’s policy towards the Jews 

had been wrong-headed and only now summoned up the courage to articulate this 

sentiment directly to Pharoah. 

 

d) According to RaMBaN on Ibid. 11:3, “And the LORD Gave the people favor in the sight 

of the Egyptians. Moreover the man Moshe was very great in the land of Egypt, in 

the sight of Pharaoh's servants, and in the sight of the people”, this imparting of 

“Chen” was not connected to the Jews’ “borrowing” the Egyptians’ possessions 

before departing Egypt,14 but rather was intended to make the Jews and Moshe be 

seen in a positive light despite the terrible effects of the plagues. Could this attitude 

not only not have made the Egyptians vindictive, but also influenced at least some of 

them to join the Jews when they departed Egypt? 

 

How many people made up the Eirev Rav? 

Keying on the word “Rav” (great, numerous, multitude), suggesting a multiple of some 

baseline number, i.e., if the total of non-Jews leaving Egypt was a large number, it stands to 

reason that the number with which it is being compared—the number of the Jews themselves15 

is a lesser number, the Midrash speculates as to approximately how many people accompanied 

the Jews out of Egypt: 

 

                                                           
13

 Ibid. 10:7  

And Pharaoh's servants said unto him: 'How long shall this man be a snare unto us? let the men 

go, that they may serve the LORD their God, knowest thou not yet that Egypt is destroyed?  
14

 Shemot 12:36 

And the LORD Gave the people favour in the sight of the Egyptians, so that they let them have 

what they asked. And they despoiled the Egyptians.  
15

 600,000 is the rounded off number of men above the age of twenty that were counted in the census 

following the Exodus:  

BaMidbar 1:46  

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

hundred and fifty.  

Moshe himself refers to the rounded number of 600,000: 

 Ibid. 11:21   

And Moshe said: 'The people, among whom I am, are six hundred thousand men on foot; and yet 

Thou hast Said: I will Give them flesh, that they may eat a whole month.    
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Mechilta on Shemot 14 

“And also an ‘Eirev Rav’”—1,200,000, the words of R. Yishmael. R. Akiva said 2,400,000. 

R. Natan said 3,600,000. 

 

Pesikta Zutrata (Lekach Tov) on Shemot 12:38 

More than 600,000, also a multiple of 60-- 3,600,000, these are the words of R. 

Yonatan.  

 

The presumption that the Jews were extremely outnumbered by non-Jews who chose to leave 

Egypt at the same time, potentially made the Jews, already unsteady vis-à-vis their Jewish 

identity due to the long years of servitude, very susceptible to the influence of this majority, 

both for good and bad.16 Furthermore, whereas the Jews might have felt beholden to Moshe 

and his leadership as well as God Whom he represented, could the same be said for the Eirev 

Rav? 

 

When is notice taken of the presence of the “mixed multitude”? 

As long as nothing untoward occurred associated with a particular individual or group, 

and therefore there was no need to blame anyone in particular for what had transpired, no 

specific objection to the massive non-Jewish presence is explicitly raised, although they may 

very well have contributed to the unrest that spurred rebellion and controversy. The first time 

that the Eirav Rav appears to be explicitly held accountable for leading the rest of the Jewish 

people astray, is in BaMidbar: 

 

BaMidbar 11:4 

And “HaAsafsuf” (the mixed multitude) that was among them fell a lusting; and 

the children of Israel also wept on their part, and said: 'Would that we were 

given flesh to eat!  

 

Despite the fact that a different term, “HaAsafsuf”, is used in contrast to the first mention of this 

group of people in Shemot, “Eirev Rav”, most commentators17 understand these two terms as 

synonymous: 

                                                           
16

 While it must surely have been a morale booster for the Jews to see how many non-Jews identified with 

them and wished to become part of their nation, at the same time, all sorts of alien influences and 

practices were now introduced by their new compatriots. According to VaYikra Rabba 32:5, the reasons 

why the Jews deserved redemption from Egypt was because they had not changed their names, their 

language, they did not report on one another to the non-Jewish authorities and they did not engage in 

sexual immorality. But with the introduction of the Eirev Rav, these lines of demarcation would assuredly 

become blurred.  
17

 There are a minority who understand the difference in wording (“HaAsafsuf” as compared to “Eirev 

Rav”) as indicating that a group other than the mixed multitude is being blamed for initially lusting after 

meat: 

E.g., BaMidbar Rabba 15:24 
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RaShI on BaMidbar 11:4 d.h. VeHaAsafsuf 

These are the Erev Rav that “Ne’esfu” (were gathered) to them (the Jews) when 

they left Egypt. 

 

Ibn Ezra on Ibid. d.h. VeHaAsafsuf 

That they were “Ne’esfu” to Israel but they were not of them (despite the fact 

that they traveled together en masse, they never totally assimilated with the 

Jewish people, perhaps due to their superior numbers, or simply because not 

enough time had elapsed whereby they could have taken on the mores and 

culture of the Jews), and they are the Eirev Rav…  

 

Klee Yakar suggests that the intrinsic difference between the Jewish people and the Eirev Rav 

became evident by their very different reactions to the punishing plague suffered by the people 

in the opening of Chapter 1118 with the former being able to at least initially exercise some self-

control,19 in contrast to the latter who outwardly expressed all of their emotions and thoughts.  

Klee Yakar on Ibid. d.h. VeHa’Asafsuf Asher BeKirbo Hitavu Ta’ava. 

All of these words are connected, and this is their interpretation: The Jewish 

people knew the truth that the Fire of HaShem had Burned among them as a 

punishment and not because of happenstance. For this reason they ceased their 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Who are “HaAsafsuf”? R. Shimon bar Aba and Rabbi Shimon ben Menasya.  

One says these are the converts that went up with them from Egypt “VeNe’esafin” (were 

gathered up) with them, as it is said, (Shemot 12) “And also an ‘Eirev Rav’ went up with them.” 

And one said “HaAsafsuf” is the Sanhedrin (!), as it is said, (BaMidbar 11:16) “And the LORD said 

unto Moses: 'Asfa’ (gather) unto Me seventy men of the elders of Israel, whom thou knowest to 

be the elders of the people, and officers over them; and bring them unto the tent of meeting, 

that they may stand there with thee.’”  

The concept that these Jewish leaders would be particularly given over to inordinately lusting after 

sensual pleasures is originally suggested in Shemot 24:10-11 : “And they saw the God of Israel; and there 

was under His Feet the like of a paved work of sapphire stone, and the like of the very heaven for 

clearness. And upon the nobles of the children of Israel He Laid not His hand; and they beheld God, and 

did eat and drink.” Perhaps this becomes a confirmation of the principle, (Suka 52a) “Whomever is greater 

than his colleague, his evil inclination is greater as well.”    
18

 BaMidbar 11:1-3 

And the people were as murmurers, speaking evil in the ears of the LORD; and when the LORD 

Heard it, His Anger was kindled; and the Fire of the LORD Burnt among them, and Devoured in 

the uttermost part of the camp. And the people cried unto Moshe; and Moshe prayed unto the 

LORD, and the fire abated. And the name of that place was called Tavera, because the Fire of the 

LORD Burnt among them.   
19

 Perhaps this was a trait that was at least to some extent acquired and developed as a result of the many 

years of slavery whereby one had to suppress his inner feelings in order to avoid attracting attention that 

could lead to punishment and death. 



13 
 

complaining. But the Eirev Rav who originated from the Egyptians who were 

immersed in sensual experience, not only did not learn from the experience, but 

they continued to sin, and they acted out all that they originally felt in their 

hearts, and this is what is meant: “And ‘HaAsafsuf’ (regarding the feelings that 

had been) within them (were no longer inhibited and could be observed by all, 

leading these people to) fall a lusting…” and they continued to sin (as everyone 

had done according to the beginning of BaMidbar 11) and they outwardly 

expressed their complaint and cried, leading the Children of Israel to also cry… 

 

A Rabbinic interpretation that associates the Eiruv Rav with an earlier major transgression. 

But, at least as far as the Rabbis are concerned, the decision to allow the “mixed 

multitude” to accompany the Jews had already become a point of contention once the sin of the 

Golden Calf takes place. The Midrash20 quoted by RaShI on Shemot 32:7 closely analyzes the 

language Employed by God when He first Apprises Moshe of the grave sin occurring  in the 

Jewish encampment while Moshe was atop Sinai receiving the Ten Commandments as well as 

other Mitzvot of the Tora : 

 

Shemot 32:7 

And the LORD Spoke unto Moses: “Go, get thee down; for thy people, that thou 

broughtest up out of the land of Egypt, have dealt corruptly.” 

RaShI d.h. Shichet Amcha 

“Shichet HaAm” (the people have acted badly) is not stated (by the 

text), but rather “Amcha” (your people). The mixed multitude that you 

(Moshe) accepted based upon your own decision, and converted them 

without consulting Me, (are the instigators of this sin), and you said in 

                                                           
20 Shemot Rabba 42:6 

“Go down because your people have acted badly”—It is only written here “your people”. Said 

Moshe: Master of the Universe! How are they my people? The Holy One, Blessed be He Said to 

him: They are your people, because while  they were in Egypt, I Said to you, (Shemot 7:4) “But 

Pharaoh will not hearken unto you, and I will Lay My Hand upon Egypt, and Bring forth My Hosts, 

My People the children of Israel, out of the land of Egypt, by great judgments.” I Said to you not 

to mix into My People the Eirev Rav. But you who were humble and worthy, said to Me: 

Penitents should always be accepted. But I Knew what they were going to do in the future. I Said 

to you, “No”, but in the end I Did your will, and they were the ones who made the Calf, for they 

had worshipped idolatry. And they made it and caused My People to sin. See it is not written 

here “This is our god” but rather—(Shemot 32:4) “And he received it at their hand, and fashioned 

it with a graving tool, and made it a molten calf; and they said: 'This is thy god, O Israel, which 

brought thee up out of the land of Egypt,’”  because the converts that went up with Moshe, they 

were the ones who made it and said to Israel, “This is your god”. Therefore the Holy One, Blessed 

be He Said to Moshe, “Go down because your people have acted badly.” 
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order to justify your decision, “It is good that converts21 cling to the 

Divine Presence”. (But) they have now acted badly and also caused 

others (those who were Jewish to begin with) to follow their lead and 

also act badly. 

 

Siftei Kohen on Shemot 12:38 expands upon the idea articulated by RaShI: 

Moshe accepted them in order that they would see the miracles and wonders 

that the Holy One, Blessed Be He, Performs on behalf of the People of Israel 

every day, in order that His Glory be recounted amongst the nations and all of 

the people will tell of His Wonders. It is like what we find in the Haggada 

regarding the four sons whom the Tora mentions.22 And we find that the answer 

given to the evil son is the same as the answer given to the son who does not 

                                                           
21

 The assumption that the Eirev Rav was comprised of converts to Judaism would appear to remove some 

of the onus from Moshe for having decided to allow them to accompany the Jews out of Egypt. If these 

were people who actually wished to become Jewish and literally become part of the Jewish people, it 

might have seemed to Moshe that this was a further fulfillment of HaShem’s Plan whereby He Extracted 

the Jews via a series of powerful signs and miracles. If the purpose of God’s Actions were, (Shemot 7:4-5) 

“But Pharaoh will not hearken unto you, and I will Lay My Hand upon Egypt, and Bring forth My Hosts, My 

People the children of Israel, out of the land of Egypt, by great judgments. And the Egyptians shall know 

that I am the LORD, when I Stretch forth My Hand upon Egypt, and Bring out the children of Israel from 

among them ”, wouldn’t the ultimate manifestation of such a plan be not only that people would be 

cognitively impressed by God’s Power, but that Egyptians would wish to actually become Jews as well?   
22

 Because four different verses describe interchanges between parents and children regarding the 

meaning of the Exodus and the Mitzvot associated with it, the Rabbis concluded that rather than these 

verses being redundant, they described four types of children: 

Shemot 12:26-7   

And it shall come to pass, when your children shall say unto you: What mean ye by this service? 

that ye shall say: It is the sacrifice of the LORD'S Passover, for that He Passed over the houses of 

the children of Israel in Egypt, when He Smote the Egyptians, and Delivered our houses.' And the 

people bowed the head and worshipped.  The evil son. (He states rather than asks; he 

disassociates himself from the group.) 

Ibid. 13:8  

And thou shalt tell thy son in that day, saying: It is because of that which the LORD Did for me 

when I came forth out of Egypt.  The son who does not know how to ask. (You have to initiate the 

conversation because he lacks the curiosity to inquire.) 

Ibid. 14  

And it shall be when thy son asketh thee in time to come, saying: What is this? that thou shalt 

say unto him: By strength of hand the LORD brought us out from Egypt, from the house of 

bondage.  The simple son. (His question is very unsophisticated.) 

Devarim 6:20 “When thy son asketh thee in time to come, saying: 'What mean the testimonies, 

and the statutes, and the ordinances, which the LORD our God hath commanded you?” The wise 

son.  (His question is complex and analytical.) 
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know how to ask.23 The answer to both is “For the sake of this (the offering of 

the Passover sacrifice) Did HaShem Do (Miracles) for me (and not to him) when I 

left Egypt”, and if he (the evil son) had been there, he would not have been 

redeemed, because the Holy One, Blessed Be He only Performs miracles for one 

who recognizes them and knows them in order to recount His Name by means 

of His Miracles and Wonders throughout the entire world… 

Conclusion. 

 As soon as we posit that the Eiruv Rav were not only responsible for the controversy 

over the Manna in BaMidbar, but also for the construction of the Golden Calf in Parashat Ki Tisa, 

it is an easy leap to include the other sins recorded in Shemot. However unstable a Ba’al 

Teshuva may be in terms of potentially becoming a “Chozer B’She’eila” (one who returns to 

question—a pun on the term “Teshuva” that not only means penitence, but also a 

response/answer), a Ger is considered to be that much more fragile.  

 

 Bava Metzia 59b 

 It has been taught: R. Eliezer the Great said: Why did the Torah warn against [the 

wronging of] a proselyte in thirty-six, or as others say, in forty-six, places? Because he 

has a strong inclination to evil (i.e., the convert, should he encounter disappointment or 

frustration, might revert back to his former religious identity. Consequently it is 

important that others do not give him cause to do so.) 

 

When Moshe disappeared, some among the people went back to relying on what they had 

believed in before their conversion. Yet even if the convert’s tendencies to abandon his new-

found faith might be understandable under certain circumstances, such a trend could prove 

demoralizing and corrupting to the Jews around him who are also encountering difficulties and 

seeking out solutions for the dilemma that they find themselves in.  While the principle of 

allowing converts is a major pillar of Jewish thought and practice, representing the value that 

anyone who wishes to be Jewish can do so, nevertheless early on in Jewish history, exposing the 

Jews to such a mass of converts is apparently deemed a problem at least by  the likes of the 

Midrash and RaShI. 

                                                           
23

 Shemot 12:27 “That ye shall say: It is the sacrifice of the LORD'S Passover, for that He Passed over the 

houses of the children of Israel in Egypt, when He Smote the Egyptians, and Delivered our houses. And the 

people bowed the head and worshipped.”  

Ibid. 13:8 “And thou shalt tell thy son in that day, saying: It is because of that which the LORD Did for me 

when I came forth out of Egypt.” 


