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Rabbi Helfgot explains that this 
whole story of the war with Midian 
parallels events which occurred 
during the first generation of the 
Children of Israel’s wander ing 
in the desert. He explains that 
our events directly mirror those 
surrounding the sin of the Golden 
Calf. This event of worshipping 
Baal Peor was, in some way, the 
golden calf of the new generation.

He goes on to point out some 
p a r a l l e l s  b e t we e n  t h e  t wo 
nar ratives. For example, both 
events involved the whole people 

worshipping idols and eat ing 
pagan sacr i f ices .  Dur ing the 
events of the Golden Calf, we 
saw that the people, ‘of fered 
sacr i f ices and brought peace 
of fer ings, and the people sat 
down to eat and to dr ink, and 
they rose up to play...and they 
worshipped it [the calf].’ (Shemot 
32:6-8)

Another parallel was that both 
incidents involved a part of the 
people taking up arms against 
their fellow brethren to remove 
the idolatry. After the sin of the 
Golden Calf,  the tr ibe of Levi 

I would l ike to share with you 
a fascinating insight by Rabbi 
Nathaniel Helfgot who points 
out that parallels may be seen 
b e t we e n  t h e  e ve n t s  w h i c h 
occur red to  the  Ch i ld ren o f 
Israel during their f irst year of 
wandering in the desert and the 
events which occurred to them 
during their later wanderings in 
the wilderness. In other words, 
the events which occur red to 
the second deser t generation 
sometimes mirrored the events 
which occurred to the first desert 
generation.

Rabbi Helfgot points to our sedra 
and in particular Bamidbar chapter 
31 as an example. Our sedra tells 
of the battle between Midian and 
the Children of Israel, the last 
bat t le fought before enter ing 
the Land of Israel. Here the Torah 
goes into great detail telling us 
not just how the battle was to be 
fought but also how the spoils of 
war were divided between the 
people. What might this battle 
signify for us, the readers of the 
Torah?

Rabbi Helfgot explains that we 
must look back at the context 
of this war to understand better 
its meaning and to events which 
occurred at the end of the sedra 
of Balak (two weeks ago) and the 
beginning of the sedra of Pinchas 
(last week’s sedra), in Bamidbar 
chapter 25. 

Towards the end of the sedra of 
Balak we read of how the Jewish 
males allowed themselves to stray 
after the daughters of Midian and 
Moav. This, in turn, led to idolatry 
and the worship of Baal Peor. Such 
a serious incident of both sexual 
and idolatrous rebellion brought 
the anger of G-d and the death 
of many. The sedra of Pinchas 
opens with a Divine command to 
afflict the Midianites following on 
also from a particularly depraved 
incident of immorality between 
Kozbi, the daughter of the prince 
of Midian and Zimri, of the tribe 
of Shimon. The war described in 
our sedra of Mattot was the direct 
result of these dark incidents, 
which were such low points in 
our history. 

was instructed to slay those who 
rebelled. After the idolatry with 
Baal Peor, we read that, ‘Moshe 
said to the judges of Israel, ‘Each 
of you shall  k i l l  the men who 
became attached to Baal Peor.’’ 
(Bamidbar 25:5)

Another connect ion was also 
the way that the Torah presents 
the pagan idolatrous worship 
of Baal Peor as a direct result 
of the sexual interaction with 
the daughters of Moav. In the 
immediate aftermath of the sin 
of the Golden Calf, in Shemot 34, 

a new covenant was established 
with the people. The people are 
warned that this order of events 
would occur should the Jewish 
people enter into a covenant with 
the local inhabitants. (See Shemot 
34:15-16)

We now come to our sedra and 
the division of the booty. The 
only other place in the Torah 
where we have a similarly detailed 
description of gold, silver, and 
materials brought to the Cohanim, 
w i th the amounts and t ypes 
of goods presented in minute 
detail, is of course the story that 

worshipping Baal Peor was, in some way, the golden 
calf of the new generation


