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SOURCES & RESOURCES
THE SONG OF THE WELL

A

remarkably brief poem known as the Song of the Well appears in
the Book of Numbers, nestled between the recounting of Israel’s
journey around Moab and the defeat of the two Amorite kings,
Sihon and Og.1 The Song celebrates the miraculous well that quenched
Israel’s thirst along their desert sojourn. This seemingly minor poem
harbors far greater theological significance than meets the eye. The Song
states:
Then Israel sang this song: “Spring up, O well! Sing about it, about the
well that the princes dug, that the nobles of the people sank, the nobles
with scepters and staffs.” (Numbers 21:17–18)

One of the many outstanding features of this poem is its striking brevity.
Ibn Ezra’s suggestion that the full text of the original song was not included in the Torah only accentuates the enigma.2 Additional conundrums
presented by the Song are the glaring absence of any direct references to
God or Moses, and its seemingly achronological redaction at the tail end
of Israel’s desert journey. Even if we accept, as has been argued by some,
that the Song of the Well relates to earlier events, its sequential misplacement remains problematic.3 The Song’s position, nestled between two
1

Yalkut Shimoni (Hukat 764) introduces the “Song of the Well” appellation, citing
Midrash Yelamedenu.
2
Ibn Ezra, Numbers 21:17.
3
See Hizkuni on Numbers 21:17, who suggests that whereas the Song of the Well
was sung earlier, it is recorded here in order to avoid drawing negative attention to
Moses and Aaron. Ba’al ha-Turim addresses the problem of the Song’s appearance
here by arguing that it is a valedictory song celebrating the defeat of Moab, sung not
about a well, but in close proximity to one. Or ha-Hayyim suggests that Torah, which
Hazal famously say is analogous to water, is the real subject of the Song.

173

TRADITION 51:4 / © 2019
Rabbinical Council of America

TRADITION
other brief enigmatic poems, adds to its mysterious air. These other cryptic poems, the Song of Waheb and the Song of Heshbon, harbor valuable
insight into the opaque message of the Song of the Well.
In the interest of garnering clues that will aid in unpacking the Song of
the Well, we will temporarily turn our attention to the poem’s larger context.
Like the Song of the Well, the Song of Waheb that precedes it relates to
miracles performed on Israel’s behalf along the way to the promised land.4
That is why the Book of the Wars of the Lord says: ... Waheb in Suphah and
the ravines, the Arnon and the slopes of the ravines that lead to the settlement of Ar and lie along the border of Moab (Numbers 21:14–15).

The Song of Waheb seems to be missing a verb. What event took place
there?5 Rashi (v. 17) suggests that we should not assume the vav in the
word vhv to serve as a conjunction, but rather as part of the root yhv, or
hv, meaning “to give.”6 He interprets the poem as a song of thanksgiving
for Israel’s miraculous military victory over the Amorites. Steiner reinforces this approach with his suggestion that the word et ( )אתwhich is
usually omitted in biblical poetry, does not function here in its usual role
as an object marker, but rather as a shortened form of the poetic verb ata,
meaning “to come.”7 Steiner supports this hypothesis by citing the poetic
preamble to the blessings of Moses which opens similarly, with God coming, ata, in a storm (Deut. 33:2), and the Song of Heshbon (the third of
the songs quoted in this chapter), which opens with the words bo’u
Heshbon, “come to Heshbon” (Numbers 21:27). Steiner surmises that
this formulation may have once been a standard poetic opening.8
4
See Rashi, Numbers 21:16, who understands the Song of the Well to be directly
related to the miraculous victory against Moab, as Israel only became aware of their
salvation with the appearance of blood and slain body parts in their water supply.
5
Driver suggests that the phrases et vahav and ve-et ha-nehalim are the subjects of
va-yomer and that eshed ha-nehalim is the opening phrase of a new sentence, or the
quotation, which is left incomplete. He understands the poem to mean “Wherefore
Vaheb in Suphah and the ravines are mentioned ‘in the book of the Wars of the Lord
(saying): ‘(O’ Arnon and (thou) watershed of the ravines.’” This approach, however,
creates more problems than it solves. See G.R. Driver, “Geographical Problems,”
Eretz-Israel: Archaeological, Historical and Geographical Studies Dedicated to Professor
Benjamin Mazar on his Fiftieth Birthday (Bialik Institute, 1958), 16–20.
6
Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (HALOT), s.v. “hv,” 236.
7
HALOT, s.v. “ata,” 102.
8
Richard C. Steiner, “The Book of the Wars of the Lord (Num 21:14–20): Philology and Hydrology, Geography and Ethnography” (forthcoming). Steiner finds
precedents in Midrash Lekah Tov on our passage and in Duane L. Christensen, “Num
21:14–15 and the Book of the Wars of Yahweh,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 36
(1974), 359–360.
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Additional correspondences between the Song of Waheb and the
Song of Heshbon reinforce the assumption of a correlation between the
two. The Song of Heshbon reads:
That is why the poets say: “Come to Heshbon and let it be rebuilt; let
Sihon’s city be restored. Fire went out from Heshbon, a blaze from the
city of Sihon. It consumed Ar of Moab, the citizens of Arnon’s heights
(Numbers 21:27–28).

Both the Heshbon poem and the Song of Wahab relate to Amorite battles.
In addition, they both open with nearly identical phrases, indicating quotation from earlier poets or poetry (al ken yomru/al ken ye’amer). Both poems refer to the Arnon Stream and may be interpreted to be recounting a
great conflagration. The latter point is based on the Septuagint’s translation of the word sufa (21:14) as a firestorm as opposed to a place name.9
Whereas the word sufa is generally understood to be a whirlwind, it connotes a firestorm in several biblical sources.10 The many resonances between these two poems reinforce the preference for this reading.
In considering the possible association between the three poems that
comprise this brief unit, the placid, pastoral tone that characterizes the
Song of the Well seems to be conspicuously out of place, sandwiched between two poems celebrating war victories.11 Do the Song of the Well and
the two victory songs that encase it recount a string of disparate miraculous
events which coincidentally transpired along the way to the promised land?
Or do the three songs possibly share a more integrated literary association?
A closer examination of the Song of the Well suggests the latter.
The closing word of the Song’s initial verse, matana, which may be
interpreted to mean “a gift,” is immediately followed by the same word’s
reappearance in the opening of the ensuing verse, where it functions as a
place name. Understanding the word’s initial appearance to function as a
place name as well is reinforced by the continued listing of Israel’s encampments through verse 20:12
9
The Septuagint reads: “Therefore it is said in a book: a war of the Lord has set
on fire Zoob”; see Joel Hoffman, In the Beginning: A Short History of the Hebrew
Language (NYU Press, 2004), 93.
10
Cf. Isaiah 29:6; 66:15; Amos 1:14; Onkelos on Numbers 21:14 who understands the word sufa to be referring to the miracle at the Red Sea (Yam Suf).
11
This may have been the reason why Rashi reads the Song of the Well as relating
to a military victory against the Amorites.
12
Rashbam and Ibn Ezra (v. 18) agree that the verses here are listing place names.
Ibn Ezra explains the omission of these locations from the itinerary in Numbers 33,
as the place name Almon Divletaima is used in v. 41 in reference to the general area
or region, encompassing the specific locales.
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And from Bamoth, to the valley in Moab where the top of Pisgah, rosh
ha-pisga, overlooks the wasteland, ve-nishkefa al penei ha-yeshimon
(Numbers 21:20).

Interestingly, the very same place names listed in the final verse of the
Song are mentioned again in the same order in the ensuing chapters
(22–23) within the context of Balaam’s blessings. Balaam’s initial blessing is described as having transpired upon bamot ba’al, (22:41), the
heights of Ba’al. The second blessing was uttered atop a tall mountain,
referred to as rosh ha-pisga (23:14), and the third blessing took place at a
location “overlooking the wasteland,” ha-nishkaf al penei ha-yeshimon
(23:28). The repetition of the site names in these neighboring texts
suggests a correlation between the Song of the Well and the blessings of
Balaam. While the first two blessings of Balaam feature a partial view of
Israel, the third peaks with Balaam’s uninhibited gaze focused upon the
entire nation of Israel:
How beautiful are your tents, Jacob, your dwelling places, Israel! Like
valleys they spread out, like gardens beside a river, like aloes planted by
the Lord, like cedars beside the waters. Water will flow from their buckets; their seed will have abundant water.
Their king will be greater than Agag; their kingdom will be exalted. “God
brought them out of Egypt; they have the strength of a wild ox. They
devour hostile nations and break their bones in pieces; with their arrows
they pierce them. Like a lion they crouch and lie down, like a lioness—
who dares to rouse them? May those who bless you be blessed and those
who curse you be cursed! (Numbers 24:5–9).

In his third oration, Balaam praises Israel’s encampment upon a body of
fresh water, alei nahar… alei mayim, upon the river… upon the water
(24:6). Interestingly, the Song of the Well makes striking use of a nearly
identical expression, alei be’er. Whereas this phrase has generally been
interpreted to mean “rise up, well” it may also be understood as “upon
the well,” or “upon fresh water.”13 Balaam’s third oration also praises Israel for its strong leadership, and unrivaled war victories, (Numbers 24:7–8).
The three elements that form the crux of Balaam’s final blessing match
the very same themes that form the core of the tripartite poem cluster in
chapter 21. The war song from the Book of the Wars of the Lord praises
Israel’s overwhelming military victory over the Amorites, and the Song of
13

The Septuagint reads “over the well”; and see also Bekhor Shor, ad loc.
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the Well offers pastoral praise focusing upon flowing water, while paying
tribute to Israel’s leadership:
About the well that the princes dug, that the nobles of the people sank—
the nobles with scepters and staffs (Numbers 21:18).

We may add that the third song of the cluster, the Song of Heshbon, attributed to the moshlim or poets (Numbers 21:27), is assumed by the
Rabbis to have been uttered by Balaam, whose orations are referred to by
the text itself as mashal, parable (Numbers 23:7, 18; 24:3, 15).14 The
Sages further relate Balaam to the Song of the Well by thematically
grouping the entire song cluster in chapter 21 together with Balaam’s
orations, in a midrash enumerating God’s acts of loving kindness.15
Balaam’s orations, like the songs in chapter 21 which precede them,
also blend pastoral metaphors with military imagery. This poetic mix
motif recurs throughout the Bible, notably in Psalm 23:
The Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing. He makes me lie down in green
pastures, He leads me beside quiet waters, He refreshes my soul, for His
name’s sake. Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I will fear no
evil, for You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me. You
prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my
head with oil; my cup overflows. Surely Your goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord
forever.

Like Israel’s depiction in the Blessings of Balaam, the Song of the
Well mixes pastoral water imagery together with military imagery. This is
achieved through the Song’s proximity to and close association with the
Song of Waheb, which precedes it. In this way, the Song of the Well portrays Israel as the beneficiaries of God’s military protection as well as his
loving and gentle embrace. Another primary theme of the Balaam story is
that God’s plan for Israel is not subject to change:
But God said to Balaam, Do not go with them. You must not put a curse
on those people, because they are blessed (Numbers 22:12).
How can I curse those whom God has not cursed? How can I denounce
those whom the Lord has not denounced? (Num. 23:8).

14

See Bamidbar Rabba 19:30, Midrash Tanhuma 24, Midrash Aggada Bamidbar
21:30.
15
Midrash Aggada Bamidbar 25.
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I have received a command to bless; he has blessed, and I cannot change
it (Numbers 23:20).
I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near. A star will come out
of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of Israel… (Numbers 24:17).

The Song of the Well, when viewed as a part of its larger poetic context, like the blessings of Balaam which it foreshadows, is a celebration of
God’s steadfast and unflinching devotion to Israel. This may explain why
neither Moses nor any other leader is named by the Song. By making only
a generic reference to Israel’s leadership, much like what we find in Balaam’s
blessings, the Song of the Well conveys a timeless message: Israel’s relationship with God is neither limited to nor defined by any single charismatic leader. Whereas God’s name is hidden from plain view in the Song
of the Well, the Song’s proximate and literary connection to the Song of
Waheb preceding it, which clearly references God, effectively suggests
God’s presence, as it reinforces the ongoing need to seek Him out. 16
The more democratic contour of the Song of the Well is aptly suited
to the larger context of the book of Numbers and its subtle shift away
from centralized charismatic leadership.17 The Rabbinic name for the
book, Pekudim, Numbers, based on the census that is conducted in the
opening chapters, reflects the book’s emphasis on the significance of the
individual. Nahmanides points out that the words be-mispar shemot,
“enumerated by name” (Numbers 1:2), indicate that each individual who
was counted first stated his name, thereby elevating his status, as opposed
to being reduced to a mere number.18 Already in the opening of Numbers
it is the tribal heads, nesi’im, as opposed to Moses and Aaron, who are
introduced as the central players. Rashi draws attention to this fundamental shift by noting Aaron’s dismay on account of having been marginalized at the Tabernacle’s dedication ceremony.19 Moses’ characterization
of his role as one who must carry a suckling infant highlights Israel’s need
to foster greater personal responsibility (Numbers 11:12). Eldad and
Medad’s subsequent prophetic episode apart from Moses and the appointed
elders is welcomed by Moses as a harbinger of continued and increased
16

It is not clear what “The Book of the Wars of the Lord” was. Nahmanides and
Ibn Ezra assume it to be a lost Israelite book (see their commentaries on Exodus
21:14). Shadal, arguing that the Torah does not need to rely on external source material, understands the verse to be referring a “telling” or an oral tradition.
17
For a broader discussion on the shifting focus from charismatic leader to the
individual in the book of Numbers, see Yitzchak Twersky, Amittah Shel Torah, vol. 2
(Targum, 2007), 125–136.
18
Nachmanides, Numbers 1:2.
19
Rashi, Numbers 8:2.
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religious leadership (Numbers 11:29). The notion of the elevated role of
the individual is later coopted by Korah, who cunningly anchors himself
on this very principle, in a distorted attempt to discredit and depose
Moses and Aaron. While it may be noted that Joshua is appointed as
leader in the end of Numbers (27:12–23), that appointment is counterbalanced by his being both a man of God as well as a man of the people,
“a man of spirit.”20 Numbers does not reject the institution of leadership,
rather it embraces a more down-to-earth model.
In addition to the Song’s resonances with leitmotifs from the book of
Numbers, it also resonates strongly with the themes of the Song of the
Sea found in Exodus. This is made apparent through its distinctive opening, az yashir, as well as through the common motif of miracles performed on Israel’s behalf involving water. The combination of the pastoral
description of Israel in the Song of the Well together with the military
theme of the Song preceding it, harkens back to the convergence of the
very same idea that inform the concluding verses of the Song of the Sea.
It is there that Israel’s role as an integral part of God’s covenantal plan
was formally articulated:
By the power of your arm they [the enemies] will be as still as a stone until
your people pass by, Lord, until the people you bought pass by. You will
bring them in and plant them on the mountain of your inheritance the
place, Lord, you made for your dwelling, the sanctuary, Lord, your hands
established. The Lord reigns for ever and ever (Exodus 15:16-18).

God appears in the Song of the Sea as a holy warrior (Ex. 15:3), but in
the Song of the Well His attribute of loving kindness is emphasized. The
narrative framework of the book of Exodus is liberation from Egyptian
bondage and Israel’s dedication to God’s service, beginning at Sinai and
continuing within the Tabernacle.21 Numbers, on the other hand, focuses
on God’s manifest presence in Israel’s midst on their way to the promised
land. The book’s opening chapters describe Israel’s careful arrangement
around the Tabernacle, and God’s palpable presence guiding the nation
(chs.1 – 10). God in effect establishes his identity in Exodus as King
(Exodus 15:18). Numbers, however, is dedicated to exploring how that
role is expressed though God’s day-to-day involvement and care for His
20

Onkelos (Numbers 27:18) understands “a man of spirit” to refer to Joshua’s
prophetic abilities, whereas Rashi explains the phrase to reference Joshua’s ability to
relate to each individual.
21
Cf. Nahmanides’ introduction to Exodus, where he discusses the Tabernacle as
an extension of God’s revelation at Sinai.

179

TRADITION
people. The Song of the Well’s portrayal of God as Israel’s benefactor
along their desert sojourn, despite the numerous pitfalls along the way, is
aptly set in the Book of Numbers.
The Song of the Well is an inseparable part of its broader poetic setting. Its appearance against the backdrop of the Songs of Waheb and
Heshbon places the Song at the epicenter of a larger military framework.
The Song’s exultation of Israel as the beneficiaries of God’s loving kindness offers an alternative yet complementary message to that proposed by
the Song of the Sea. The main thrust of the Song of the Sea is God’s military victory over the Egyptians; The Song of the Well emphasizes Israel as
the object of God’s benevolence.22 Nahmanides (Exodus 14:10) points
out that a fundamental confusion arose following Israel’s salvation at
Yam Suf.
It is possible that the people believed in God and prayed to Him for salvation, however they were unsure if Moses had acted out of a desire to rule
over them. Even though they themselves had witnessed the open miracles, they presumed that Moses had performed them through his wisdom, or that God had brought the plagues upon the Egyptians because
of their [Egypt’s] evil; for if God had intended to save them then Pharaoh
surely would not have chased after them.

Israel entertained the erroneous belief that God’s primary goal may have
been the military defeat of His enemies as opposed to devotion to His
people. This fallacious assumption is ultimately put to rest with the Song
of the Well. Both the Song of the Sea and the Song of the Well feature a
combination of the military and the pastoral, albeit with different emphases. The Song of the Sea’s presentation of Israel’s salvation is ancillary to
God’s military victory; the Song of the Well stresses Israel as the eternal
object of God’s love, devotion, and commitment.

22

While the Song of the Sea certainly praises God for Israel’s salvation, its opening –
and indeed the majority of its passages—relates most directly to the drowning of the
Egyptian army.
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