
A Census - Counting and What Counts 

 
 

Numbers 1:1-16 

(1) On the first day of the second month, in the second year following the 
exodus from the land of Egypt, the LORD spoke to Moses in the wilderness 
of Sinai, in the Tent of Meeting, saying: (2) Take a census of the whole 
Israelite community by the clans of its ancestral houses, listing the names, 
every male, head by head. (3) You and Aaron shall record them by their 
groups, from the age of twenty years up, all those in Israel who are able to 
bear arms. (4) Associated with you shall be a man from each tribe, each one 
the head of his ancestral house. (5) These are the names of the men who shall 
assist you: From Reuben, Elizur son of Shedeur. (6) From Simeon, Shelumiel 
son of Zurishaddai. (7) From Judah, Nahshon son of Amminadab. (8) From 
Issachar, Nethanel son of Zuar. (9) From Zebulun, Eliab son of Helon. (10) 
From the sons of Joseph: from Ephraim, Elishama son of Ammihud; from 
Manasseh, Gamaliel son of Pedahzur. (11) From Benjamin, Abidan son of 
Gideoni. (12) From Dan, Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai. (13) From Asher, 
Pagiel son of Ochran. (14) From Gad, Eliasaph son of Deuel. (15) From 
Naphtali, Ahira son of Enan. (16) Those are the elected of the assembly, the 
chieftains of their ancestral tribes: they are the heads of the contingents of 
Israel. 
 
 
Chizkuni, Exodus 30:12:1 

 when you count,” in the second year; this has been spelled out in“ ,כי תשא (1)
Numbers 1,1, i.e. בשנה השנית; it says there: שאו את ראש כל עדת בני ישראל, 
“count the sum total of the entire community of the Children of Israel; The 
expression of כי תשא, i.e. “when you count,” clearly refers to a point in the 
future. On the other hand, the command שאו, clearly is a command to be 
carried out forthwith. This portion was told to Moses on the first day of the 
month of Adar, i.e. the last month of the first year of the Exodus, in order to 
inform the people that the money, (shekalim) for the communal offerings in 
the Tabernacle had become due at that time. The service in the Tabernacle 
began on the first day of Nissan of the second year, i.e. a month after this 
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command had been issued. It is clear that the work of building the Tabernacle 
must have been completed already by that time. ונתנו איש כופר נפשו, “they are 
each to give his personal ransom for his soul;” the communal offerings were 
meant as atonement for the people, as Rashi has explained on verse 15. The 
words ונתת אותו על עבודת אהל מועד, “you shall assign it (the proceeds) for 
the service in the Tent of Meeting,” is clear evidence of what these shekalim 
were to be used for. ולא יהיה בהם נגף בפקוד אותם, “so that there will not 
occur a plague among them due to the manner in which they are being 
counted in the second year.” They had already paid the ransom for their 
souls. This assurance has been given here, seeing that when David took a 
census of the Jewish people a plague broke out and 70000 of them died as a 
result of that plague as punishment for an unauthorized census. (Compare 
Samuel II 116) Furthermore, our sages (Baba Metzia folio 42), state that 
blessings never accompany matters which are subject to counting, measuring 
or weighing. In light of this, the Torah here assures us that this census will 
not have any negative fallout, seeing that the atonement which accompanies 
this census neutralises any negative fallout accompanied with taking a 
census. You will not become victimized before your enemies, בפקוד אותם 
“when you count them prior to going into battle.” 
 
 
Siftei Chakhamim, Numbers 1:2:3 

(3) Through the shekolim. Rashi wishes to answer why they were counted. 
Surely a plague comes when one counts them [directly]. Therefore he 
explains that it was done “through the shekolim.” 
 
 
Rashbam on Numbers 1:2:1 

 from this point on the Israelites were headed for the ,שאו את ראש כל עדת (1)
land of Israel, and all males over the age of 20 were enlisted in the army for 
that purpose, because on the 20th of the second month the Torah speaks of 
the people leaving the region of Mount Sinai, the cloud having lifted off the 
Tabernacle and begun to move ahead of the people. (Compare Numbers 
10,11). In that chapter, verse 29, Moses invited his father-in-law Yitro to 
accompany the people who were now “journeying” toward the promised 
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land. G’d issued the command to count the people so that one could keep 
track of how many soldiers there were. [and know if any would have become 
casualties in any battle. My words. Ed.] 
 
 
Daat Zkenim on Numbers 1:2:1 

 ”;take a census of the sum of Children of Israel“ , שאו את ראש בני ישראל (1)
according to Rav b’chor shor, this census was performed by means of each 
person included handing over a shekel, as opposed to the census in Exodus 
30,13, where only the total number of Israelite males between the ages of 20 
and 60 was of interest. Here we find that the number counted in each tribe is 
listed separately, and they were listed according to families, i.e. each 
individual was of consequence. In Numbers, in the fortieth year after the 
Exodus it was of interest to number of members of each tribe all of whom 
had replaced the generation that had been condemned to die in the desert. 
This latter count did not include a single person who had been counted by 
Moses and Aaron at this time. 
 
 
Ibn Ezra on Numbers 1:2:2 

(2) To the home of their father-Because the mother's family is not [in this 
context] referred to as a family 
 
 
Rashi on Numbers 1:2:2 

 BY THE HOUSE OF THEIR FATHERS — One whose לבית אבתם (2)
father belongs to one tribe and his mother to another tribe shall take his stand 
with the tribe of his father (cf. Bava Batra 109b). 
 
 
Or HaChaim on Numbers 1:2:1 

 ,Count the whole community of Israel" ,שאו את ראש כל עדת בני ישראל  (1)
etc." We need to know why the Israelites had to be numbered at this time. 
Rashi quotes a Midrash according to which G'd ordered the census as soon as 
He was ready to again allow His Presence to dwell amongst the Israelites 
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(after the sin of the golden calf). This is insufficient to answer our question. If 
the census had only been an indication of G'd's reconciliation with His people 
He should have ordered it to take place before the month of Nissan when the 
Tabernacle was inaugurated, not a month later. 
 
 
Rabbeinu Bahya, Bamidbar 1:2:1-2 

 take a census of the entire assembly of“ ,שאו את ראש כל עדת בני ישראל (1)
the Jewish people, etc.” The Jewish people do not experience an ascent of a 
spiritual kind unless they perform the laws of the Torah. When the counting 
of the Jewish people is described here by the word שאו instead of say, פקדו, 
this indicates that being counted at the command of G’d is a spiritual ascent. 
The word שאו combines within it two meanings, one the direct opposite of 
the other. It may mean that one’s head is being elevated in the sense of 
someone being promoted; on the other hand, the same word is also employed 
as depicting that someone is being beheaded, such as in the case of the chief 
baker of Pharaoh’s court whose execution Joseph foretold in Genesis 40,19. 
We find a similar approach in Tanchuma Bamidbar 8 where the author 
paraphrases our verse as G’d saying: “I have not been as fond of any nation 
as I am of you, therefore I have elevated you to be the head just as I am the 
‘head’ of all phenomena in this world.” We know the latter from Chronicles I 
19,11: “Yours, Lord, are greatness, might, splendour, triumph, and 
majesty-yes all that is in heaven and earth; to You, Lord, belong kingship and 
preeminence over all.” G’d says that because of your relationship to Me, I 
have made you vis-a-vis the nations something similar to My position 
vis-a-vis all the creatures in the universe.” This is what the psalmist spoke 
about in Psalms 148,15: וירם קרן לעמו, “He has exalted the horn of His 
people.” When Moses speaks of G’d making the Jewish people supreme over 
all the nations of the earth, he has the same thought in mind. 
When the meaning of the word שאו is “to decapitate,” this is what we read in 
Genesis 40,19. The Torah deliberately uses a word which may have either of 
these two meanings in order to warn the people that if they deserve it the 
census will be beneficial for them; if not, it may have fatal consequences.  (2) 
The reason that the Torah adds the words למשפחותם לבית אבותם, “according 
to their families, their father’s households,” is to tell us that the relatives of 
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the mother are not called “family.” 
 
 
Sforno on Numbers 1:2:2 

 at that time, the names of the individuals reflected their ,במספר שמות (2)
specific individuality, in recognition of their individual virtues. [They were 
not merely named after their fathers or other departed relatives. Ed.] 
References to names reflecting an individual’s virtues are found in Exodus 
33,17 when G’d said to Moses that He would ואדעך בשם, “I have singled you 
out by name;” the generation which eventually entered the Holy Land were 
not described as being counted במספר שמות (Numbers 26,2). The Torah 
there refers only to the people counted being of military age, i.e. above 20. 
[The author, true to his concept of the highpoint of Jewish history having 
been the revelation at Mount Sinai, followed by an ongoing spiritual descent, 
only briefly and partially reversed on a few occasions, sees this as a further 
example of the generation which did enter the Holy Land already being 
inferior to the ones experiencing the revelation, i.e. before the sin of the 
golden calf and the spies. Ed.] The count of the Israelites at this point 
assumed that the very people being counted would each enter the Holy Land 
unless some sin occurred which would interfere with this lofty vision. 
 
 
Rashi on Numbers 1:1 

 AND [THE LORD] SPOKE וידבר… במדבר סיני … באחד לחדש וגו׳ (1)
[UNTO MOSES] IN THE DESERT OF SINAI … ON THE FIRST DAY OF 
THE [SECOND] MONTH … [TAKE YE THE SUM OF ALL THE 
CONGREGATION] etc. — Because they were dear to him, He counts them 
every now and then: when they went forth from Egypt He counted them 
(Exodus 12:37), when many of them fell in consequence of their having 
worshipped the golden calf He counted them to ascertain the number of those 
left (cf. Rashi Exodus 30:16); when he was about to make His Shechinah 
dwell amongst them (i. e. when He commanded them to make a Tabernacle), 
He again took their census; for on the first day of Nisan the Tabernacle was 
erected (Exodus 40:2) and shortly afterwards, on the first day of Iyar, He 
counted them. 
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