
Parshot Matot and Ma-ah-say 

Numbers 30.2 – 36.13 

 

 This week’s portions are from the last two chapters in the Book of Numbers 

starting with Chapter 30. Double portions normally occur in lunar non-leap years, when 

there are 4 less weeks than in a leap year, and the last time we read these portions was in 

2015.  The two Haftorah portions are consecutive readings from the Book of Jeremiah. 

The first portion is Matot, which means “tribes”; in this case, the tribes of Israel.  

There are three sections to this portion.  The first discusses the sacred nature of vows, and 

in more detail, how vows made by women can be overturned by a daughter’s father or a 

married woman’s husband.  Vows made by men can never be overturned, which is in 

keeping with the male-orientation of the Bible. Once a vow is made it must be fulfilled.  

The root of the word for vow is “nun-dalet-resh”, the same of course as in the famous 

“Kol Nidre” prayer.  Note that vows between man and God are always forgiven on Yom 

Kippur. 

 The next section deals with the ruthless destruction of a portion of the Midianite 

nation.  12,000 Israelites, a thousand from each tribe, were assembled.  Not only did they 

kill every Midianite man and burn every Midianite village, but they were instructed to 

kill every captured young male and every woman who was not a virgin.  The young men 

and women were slain because they conspired to turn the Israelites against God by 

enticing them to worship the idols of Baal-Peor.  This is another example of God not 

wanting the Children of Israel to assimilate with any of the Canaanite tribes. 

The last section discusses the desire of the tribes of Reuben, Gad and half of 

Manasseh to settle in the cattle region EAST of the Jordan.  Moses and God agreed to 

this location only after the elders of the tribes promised to cross over the Jordan with the 

other tribes and help secure the land.  Once the rest of the Israelites were safely located, 

the two and one-half tribes would then be allowed to maintain ownership of the land east 

of the River Jordan.  The bimbam.com video on parsha Matot only concerns itself with 

this last section of the parsha.  It explains that Moses was concerned that these tribes 

would not help secure the land, and reminds us of last month’s parsha and the story of the 

12 spies.  As 40 years had passed since the incident with the 12 spies, Moses thought the 

lessons learned might have been forgotten.  But the compromise indicated this was not 

the case.  As we know, after Moses dies, Joshua leads all 12 tribes across the Jordan to 

secure the “land of milk and honey”. 

The second portion, Ma-ah-say, means “stages”.  Most of Chapter 33 is the 

itinerary of the Israelites from the time they left Egypt until the time they reached their 

current location beside the River Jordan.  The chapter mentions the death of Aaron who 

ascends Mount Hor and dies at the age of 123.  Elazar, his son, becomes the new High 

Priest.  Joshua the son of Nun is highly mentioned.  These 2 people are clearly the future 

leaders of the Israelites.  The chapter concludes with God commanding the Israelites to 

cross over the Jordan into Canaan and drive out the inhabitants, and in the process 

destroy all their idols and places of worship so that such temptations will no longer exist.  

Chapter 34 describes the borders of the Holy Land, from the Dead Sea through part of the 

Sinai to the Mediterranean to an unspecified region in the North and finally down the Sea 

of Galilee to the River Jordan. 

The next two chapters declare that the Levites, who are given no land, instead 

receive 42 areas outside the walls of 42 cities belonging to the other tribes.  Bimbam.com 



says that God wanted the Levites to be concerned with the work of the Temple and not to 

be farmers.  So God felt that they were better suited living near these cities.  God also 

wanted the people to look up to the Levites as teachers and role models.  Each tribe was 

required to set aside land adjacent to four of their designated cities for the Levites. So the 

Levites were given free room and board in return for their roles as the teachers of the 

Children of Israel and as the assistants to the High Priests.  In addition, six other cities 

were designated as “Cities of Refuge”, which were places to which individuals who had 

committed murder or accidental homicide could come without fear of retribution.  It is in 

these cities that the Levites would pass judgment on the accused.  If they were found 

guilty of murder, and there had to be two witnesses to the crime, then they were put to 

death.  Accidental homicide was broken down into three classes – due to carelessness, 

negligence and innocence.  Only in the case of negligence would the guilty party be 

exiled for life (or until the death of the High Priest) to a City of Refuge.  In the other two 

cases, the individual in question is released and is free from retribution or revenge. 

The last Chapter (36) creates a procedure to prevent a daughter, who has received 

her father’s inheritance because he has no sons, from losing her inheritance if she marries 

a man from another tribe.  The procedure declares that the daughter is only permitted to 

marry someone from her father’s tribe so that the inheritance will never be lost.  The goal 

is to maintain each tribe’s possessions. 

These parshot conclude the Book of Numbers, or Bamidbar – In the Wilderness -

the 4th of the 5 Books of Moses.  Since many scholars believe that Deuteronomy was 

added at a later date, and since Deuteronomy consists of Moses’ final speeches to the 

people, we can reasonably conclude that the Israelites are ready for Moses to die and for 

Joshua and Elazar (and perhaps Caleb) to lead them across the River Jordan.  Recall that 

Aaron and Miriam have also just died, so Moses is the only other adult left from the 

Exodus and the “recent” 40 years of punishment for the murmurings of the People after 

the false report from the 12 spies.   Jericho is in sight.  So is the land of milk and honey.  

It is time for them to begin their quest for their ultimate destiny.  It is interesting to note 

that while Aaron has died in this final chapter and Joshua and Elazar are the next leaders, 

the death of Moses, while anticipated, is never discussed.  That event is left up to the last 

chapter in Deuteronomy.  Moses’ fate was given by God in the middle of the Book of 

Numbers (chapter 10), but his actual death is left to future writers.  I thought Aaron was a 

reasonable person, especially in the view of the Torah’s priestly writer, yet Aaron was 

never given the chance to even see the Promised Land as Moses was.  I suspect that had 

something to do with his involvement with the building of the Golden Calf while Moses 

was getting the Ten Commandments.  It is also unclear to me how the death of Moses 

would have been described had the Book of Deuteronomy never been written and 

discovered, as chapter 1 in the Book of Joshua shows him leading the Children of Israel 

cross the Jordan without any mention of Moses.  It may be an interesting question, but 

obviously somewhat irrelevant. 

The Haftorahs for these two parshot along with the first Haftorah in Deuteronomy 

are called the “Haftorahs of Rebuke”, and are always read on the 3 sabbaths before Tishe 

B’Av, the 9th day of the month of Av, which is considered the day the Great Temples in 

Jerusalem were destroyed in 586 BCE and 70 AD (and also the day the Jews were exiled 

from Spain).  They have no real connection to the Torah portions however.  They have 

been selected from the writings of Jeremiah and Isaiah in order to warn all the 

generations of Israel of the consequences of the moral and social transgressions that will 



lead to the downfall of the Twelve Tribes.  Isaiah lived in the late 700 BCE period, 

possibly during the fall of the Northern Kingdom and its Ten Tribes, whereas Jeremiah 

witnessed the destruction of the first Temple and the last 2 Tribes. 

There are no hidden meanings in the Torah portions.  The laws set forth by Moses 

from the mouth of God are clear.  Follow my commandments and believe in me are quite 

evident in the Torah, and not doing so are likewise quite evident in the prophets’ 

messages.  And thus concludes the readings for today. 


