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March 17, 2019 - Num 11:16-22 (11:1-35) - Complaining
Torah Reading:  Numbers 11:16-22 (11:1-35) - Complaining
Psalm 99
Haftarah: Joel 2:16-24, 27

We're studying the whole chapter about Israel's complaints this week, not just vs. 16-22.

Numbers 11:1 - "And when the people complained, it displeased the LORD: and the 
LORD heard it; and his anger was kindled; and the fire of the LORD burnt among them, 
and consumed them that were in the uttermost parts of the camp."

Rashi - "were looking to complain": [The term] םיִנְנֹואְִתמ  denotes a pretext. They were 
seeking a pretext to turn away from the Omnipresent. Similarly, it says regarding 
Samson,“that he sought a pretext ( הָנֲאֹת )” (Judges 14:4)

What they complained about is not explained.

Rashi - They said, Woe is to us! How weary we have become on this journey! For three 
days we have not rested from the fatigue of walking. — [Midrash Aggadah]

Consumed by Fire

Like what happened to Nadab and Abihu (Leviticus 10:1) or at Korah's rebellion 
(Numbers 16:35).

- 1 Corinthians 10:10 - "Neither murmur ye, as some of them also murmured, and were 
destroyed of the destroyer (Gk - olothreutou - the death angel of the Exodus acc. to 
Hebrews 11:28)."

Maimonides says that the statement "the anger of the Lord was kindled" only occurs 
when the people commit the sin of idolatry. This shows their grumbling was against the 
authority of God.

- Colossians 3:5 - “Mortify therefore your members which are upon the earth; 
fornication, uncleanness, inordinate affection, evil concupiscence, and covetousness, 
which is idolatry”

Numbers 11:2 - “And the people cried unto Moses; and when Moses prayed unto the 
LORD, the fire was quenched.”

This is a picture of the intercession of Jesus and the Holy Spirit on behalf of believers 
with God.

- Romans 8:27 - "And he that searcheth the hearts knoweth what is the mind of the 
Spirit, because he maketh intercession for the saints according to the will of God."

- Romans 8:34 - "Who is he that condemneth? It is Christ that died, yea rather, that is 
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risen again, who is even at the right hand of God, who also maketh intercession for us."

- Hebrews 7:25 - "Wherefore he is able also to save them to the uttermost that come 
unto God by him, seeing he ever liveth to make intercession for them."

Desiring to Desire

Numbers 11:4 - "And the mixt multitude that was among them fell a lusting: and the 
children of Israel also wept again, and said, Who shall give us flesh to eat?"

The Mixed Multitude were not only Egyptians, but a mixture of divers people, who 
having heard or seen the wonderful things done for Israel, joined them in hopes of 
sharing the blessings of divine goodness with them; so the Targum of Jonathan calls 
them proselytes.

"fell a lusting" - They "lusted a lusting," or they desired nothing in particular but merely to 
desire what they did not have. They desired the act of desiring.

God wants to give us "the desire of our hearts" 

- Psalm 37:4 - "Delight thyself also in the LORD; and he shall give thee the desires of 
thine heart."

But the Jewish liturgy wisely prays for "a life in which the desires of our heart shall be 
fulfilled for good."

This is the meaning of “supplication” - we will be content even if we don’t get what we 
think we need. “It would suffice us” as the Passover Haggada says.

A longing for meat was what the people latched onto. But they already had meat. 

Rashi - Does it not say, “Also a great mixed multitude went up with them, and flocks and 
cattle” (Exodus 12:38)?

They just needed a pretext to complain.

Psalm 78 sees a different aspect of their cry "would that we were given meat to eat!"  
They are questioning whether God would be able to deliver meat even if He wanted to.

- Psalm 78:18-19 - "And they tempted God in their heart by asking meat for their lust. 
Yea, they spake against God; they said, Can God furnish a table in the wilderness?"

Numbers 11:5 - "We remember the fish, which we did eat in Egypt freely; the 
cucumbers, and the melons, and the leeks, and the onions, and the garlick:"

Because fish are plentiful in the Nile, they were fed with fish by their taskmasters.
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Manna

Numbers 11:6 - "But now our soul is dried away: there is nothing at all, beside this 
manna, before our eyes."

"there is nothing at all" = biltiy - literally "there is not everything!" It is a phrase that can 
mean "insatiable." If they had everything except for one little thing, it would not be 
enough.

"before our eyes" - recall that Eve's consideration of the fruit was visual: 

- Genesis 3:6 - "And when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it 
was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of the 
fruit thereof, and did eat, and gave also unto her husband with her; and he did eat."

Manna was the perfect food from heaven, yet the complainers were bored by it. 

In the same way, the Jews grumbled when Jesus said He was the bread that came 
down from heaven:

- John 6:31-35 - "Our fathers did eat manna in the desert; as it is written, He gave them 
bread from heaven to eat. Then Jesus said unto them, 'Verily, verily, I say unto you, 
Moses gave you not that bread from heaven; but my Father giveth you the true bread 
from heaven. For the bread of God is he which cometh down from heaven, and giveth 
life unto the world.' ... And Jesus said unto them, 'I am the bread of life: he that cometh 
to me shall never hunger; and he that believeth on me shall never thirst.'"

- John 6:41 - "The Jews then murmured at him, because he said, 'I am the bread which 
came down from heaven.'"

- John 6:51 - "I am the living bread which came down from heaven: if any man eat of 
this bread, he shall live for ever: and the bread that I will give is my flesh, which I will 
give for the life of the world."

Even Moses Complains to God ... about the Complainers

Numbers 11:11 - "And Moses said unto the LORD, Wherefore hast thou afflicted thy 
servant? and wherefore have I not found favor in thy sight, that thou layest the burden 
of all this people upon me?"

Numbers 11:12 - "Have I conceived all this people? have I begotten them, that thou 
shouldest say unto me, Carry them in thy bosom, as a nursing father beareth the 
sucking child, unto the land which thou swarest unto their fathers?"

Although this was an outlandish image to Moses, it reappears in rabbinic commentary:
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- Song of Solomon 4:5 - "Thy two breasts are like two young roes that are twins, which 
feed among the lilies."

"These are Moses and Aaron. Just as these breasts are the Beauty and Glory, the 
harmony, honor and praise of a woman, Moses and Aaron were the beauty and glory, 
harmony, honor and praise of Israel. And just as these breasts are full of milk, so  
Moses and Aaron filled Israel with Torah."- Shir Ha-Shirim Rabbah 4:12
 
A Midrash on Exodus 2 notes that Moses refused to nurse with an Egyptian wet nurse. 
God explains that "the mouth that is destined to speak to God should not suckle impure 
milk."

Moses qualifies the people's discontent by seeing it as directed toward him personally, 
rather than God:

Numbers 11:13 - "Whence should I have flesh to give unto all this people? for they 
weep unto me, saying, Give us flesh, that we may eat."

Numbers 11:14-15 - "I am not able to bear all this people alone, because it is too heavy 
for me. And if thou deal thus with me, kill me, I pray thee, out of hand, if I have found 
favor in thy sight; and let me not see my wretchedness."

"let me not see my wretchedness" - ra` - evil, badness.  But it can also mean “calamity.”

Moses wants to die rather than see either his own evil, or perhaps the evil that will 
happen to him, which points back to the people's evil, and which ultimately points to 
God, who Moses sees as inflicting this situation of him.

Seventy Elders

Numbers 11:16-17 - "And the LORD said unto Moses, 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 tabernacle of the congregation, that they may stand there 
with thee. And I will come down and talk 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."

The 70 elders had previously gone up to Mount Sinai with Moses (Exodus 24:1). The 
great sanhedrim, or court that sat at Jerusalem in later times, consisted of 70 persons, 
with a prince or president at the head of them, as Moses was at the head of these.

Similarly, Jesus sent out seventy disciples to assist in his work and service (Luke 10:1).

Jethro had advised Moses in a similar way:
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- Exodus 18:21 - "Moreover thou shalt provide out of all the people able men, such as 
fear God, men of truth, hating covetousness; and place such over them, to be rulers of 
thousands, and rulers of hundreds, rulers of fifties, and rulers of tens:"

Rashi suggests that some of these men died in the fire from God at Tab’erah. So new 
ones were required.

"I will take of the spirit which is upon thee" - Rashi describes this as just like the 
Lampstand in the Tabernacle, which was always burning, and at which all the rest were 
lighted, without any diminution of its own light at all.

Not that Moses' gifts were diminished, or that anything was taken away from Moses and 
given to the seventy elders; but from the same fountain and fulness of the Spirit Moses 
partook of, they were furnished with like gifts and qualifications. - Gills Exposition

The pattern continues in the New Testament in choosing out deacons (Acts 6:3), elders 
etc, and in the distribution of the gifts of the Spirit.

- 1 Corinthians 12:4 - "There are different gifts, but the same Spirit."

The fulfillment of this promise is in Numbers 11:25-30 below.

But tradition adds a warning to these 70 -  "Stipulate with them that they take upon 
themselves the burden of My children, who are troublesome and recalcitrant. — [Sifrei 
Beha’alothecha 1:42:16]" - Rashi

In fact, because of Moses’ complaining, God gives him a greater challenge. Can he 
share, can he let go of part of his burden, or will he micro-manage the 70 elders and not 
trust them to carry part of the burden?

God Promises Meat

Numbers 11:18 - "And say thou unto the people, Sanctify yourselves against to morrow, 
and ye shall eat flesh: for ye have wept in the ears of the LORD, saying, Who shall give 
us flesh to eat? for it was well with us in Egypt: therefore the LORD will give you flesh, 
and ye shall eat."

"Sanctify yourselves" - qadash - can also mean "prepare." 

Rashi - Heb. ּוְׁשּדַקְִתה , prepare yourselves for punishment. Similarly, it says, “and 
prepare them for the day of slaughter” (Jeremiah 12:3). - [Sifrei Beha’alothecha 1:42:18]

God promises to send them meat, more than they can stomach:

Numbers 11:20 - "But even a whole month, until it come out at your nostrils, and it be 
loathsome unto you: because that ye have despised the LORD which is among you, 
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and have wept before him, saying, Why came we forth out of Egypt?"

The Targum: "because ye have loathed the Word of the Lord, whose Shechinah 
dwelleth among you"

This seems to Moses to be close to impossible:

Numbers 11:21 - "And Moses said, The people, among whom I am, are six hundred 
thousand footmen; and thou hast said, I will give them flesh, that they may eat a whole 
month. Shall the flocks and the herds be slain for them, to suffice them? or shall all the 
fish of the sea be gathered together for them, to suffice them?"

Moses apparently is now just as fully in unbelief as the people. Or perhaps he's 
doubting that this would "suffice" them, since he knew they would never be satisfied. 
But God sees that Moses is doubting His power, like the people are:

Numbers 11:23 - "And the LORD said unto Moses, Is the LORD'S hand waxed short? 
thou shalt see now whether my word shall come to pass unto thee or not."

Moses would be punished severely for striking the rock at Meribah, instead of just 
speaking to the rock (Numbers 20:12). Why is he not punished here for his apparent 
lack of faith?  Rabbi Akiba said that Moses’ striking the rock was a public act, where this 
exchange happened in private.

Recall that God had sent quail before, when they had grumbled before, when they first 
entered the wilderness, but only as a supplement for the people in the evening before 
the morning when the Manna appeared after the dew had evaporated (Exodus 16:13). 

- Exodus 16:12-13 - "I have heard the murmurings of the children of Israel: speak unto 
them, saying, At even ye shall eat flesh, and in the morning ye shall be filled with bread; 
and ye shall know that I am the LORD your God. And it came to pass, that at even the 
quails came up, and covered the camp: and in the morning the dew lay round about the 
host."

So this incident was the second time they had complained about the lack of meat.

Numbers 11:24 - "And Moses went out, and told the people the words of the LORD, 
and gathered the seventy men of the elders of the people, and set them round about the 
tabernacle."

Rashi - Moses went to appease them. He said to them, “Is there a limit to God’s power? 
Behold, He struck the rock and water flowed; surely, He can provide bread!” (Ps. 78:20) 
They said, This is [an attempt at] compromise - He Has no power to fulfill our wishes. 
This is the meaning of, “Moses went out and told the people.” Since they did not listen 
to him, “he assembled seventy men…” - [Tosefta Sotah 6:4 and Sifrei Beha’alothecha 
1:42:21]



Page 7 of 8

Numbers11_Notes 3/19/19, 10:30 AM

Bestowal of the Spirit on the 70 Elders

Numbers 11:25 - "And the LORD came down in a cloud, and spake unto him, and took 
of the spirit that was upon him, and gave it unto the seventy elders: and it came to pass, 
that, when the spirit rested upon them, they prophesied, and did not cease."

Rashi - They prophesied on that day only - Thus it is stated in Sifrei (Beha’alothecha 
1:42:21). The Targum renders “and they did not cease” [meaning] that their prophetic 
powers remained.

Spontaneity Makes Joshua Nervous

Numbers 11:26 - "But there remained two of the men in the camp, the name of the one 
was Eldad, and the name of the other Medad: and the spirit rested upon them; and they 
were of them that were written, but went not out unto the tabernacle: and they 
prophesied in the camp."

Rashi said they remained out of humility: They said, “We are unworthy of this 
greatness.” - [Sifrei Beha’alothecha 1:42:21]

Others add that Moses originally chose 72  elders - six from each tribe - so as not to 
offend any tribe. Eldad and Medad, knowing that God had only commanded the 
appointment of 70 elders, did not come to the tent of meeting with the rest.

Spiritual activity so far has been carefully controlled by ritual and liturgical instructions, 
with severe penalties for crossing sacred lines, whether by priests, Levites or the 
people. Now, something happens outside the confines of the expected and the 
commanded. The Holy One, blessed be He, said “Since you belittle yourselves, behold I 
shall add honor unto your honor.”

Numbers 11:28 - "And Joshua the son of Nun, the servant of Moses, one of his young 
men, answered and said, My lord Moses, forbid them."

Rashi - Why? They were prophesying that Moses would die and Joshua would take 
them into the Land of Israel. — [Sifrei Beha’alothecha 1:42:21, Sanh. 17a]

Numbers 11:29 - "And Moses said unto him, Enviest thou for my sake? would God that 
all the LORD'S people were prophets, and that the LORD would put his spirit upon 
them!"

- Acts 2:17-18 - "And it shall come to pass in the last days, saith God, I will pour out of 
my Spirit upon all flesh: and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your 
young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams: And on my 
servants and on my handmaidens I will pour out in those days of my Spirit; and they 
shall prophesy"

- Acts 2:39 - "For the promise is unto you, and to your children, and to all that are afar 
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off, even as many as the Lord our God shall call." 

- 1 Corinthians 14:31 - "For ye may all prophesy one by one, that all may learn, and all 
may be comforted."

Thus Moses’ failure was transformed into something powerfully important for future 
Israel and for us.

Sending the Quail

Numbers 11:31 - "And there went forth a wind from the LORD, and brought quails from 
the sea, and let them fall by the camp, as it were a day's journey on this side, and as it 
were a day's journey on the other side, round about the camp, and as it were two cubits 
high upon the face of the earth."

Rashi - They flew at a height that they reached a person’s heart, so that it would not be 
difficult for them to gather them, so that they need neither rise up nor bend down. — 
[Sifrei Beha’alothecha 1:42:31]

Numbers 11:33 - "And while the flesh was yet between their teeth, ere it was chewed, 
the wrath of the LORD was kindled against the people, and the LORD smote the people 
with a very great plague."

One interpretation is that the more wicked people who ate suffered for the full 30 days 
before they died, while others were killed immediately.

Numbers 11:34 - "And he called the name of that place Kibrothhattaavah: because 
there they buried the people that lusted."

kib-roth' hat-tahav-aw = the Graves of Desire or Lust


