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Numbers 2 
2 'The children of Israel shall pitch by their 
fathers' houses; every man with his own 
standard, according to the ensigns; a good 
way off shall they pitch round about the tent 
of meeting. 

ספר במדבר פרק ב' 
אִישׁ עַל דִּגְלוֹ בְאֹתֹת לְבֵית ) ב(

אֲבֹתָם יַחֲנוּ בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל מִנֶּגֶד סָבִיב 
:לְאֹהֶל מוֹעֵד יַחֲנוּ

 
 
 

Ramban on Numbers 2:2                                                        'רמב"ן במדבר פרק ב' פסוק ב 
 
 
2. EVERY MAN SHALL ENCAMP BY HIS OWN 
STANDARD. Each standard was to have a colored 
cloth hanging on it, the color of one being unlike the 
color of another. The color of each standard 
corresponded to that of the stone fixed in the 
breastplate, and by this method everyone would 
recognize his standard. This is Rashi’s language. 
 
 
 
 
But Rabbi Abraham commented: There were signs on 
each of the [four main] standards. Thus the ancient 
Sages said that on Reuben's standard there was a figure 
of a man decorated with mandrakes, and on Judah's 
standard there was the form of a lion, to which Jacob 
had compared him, and on Ephraim's standard was the 
figure of an ox, based upon the firstborn of his ox, and 
on Dan's standard was the figure of an eagle. Thus [the 
four signs on the four main standards] were similar to 
the four figures that the prophet Ezekiel saw [in the 
Divine Chariot]. 
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The Tent of Meeting was in the exact center, with the 
camps of the Levites surrounding it in the midst of the 
camps [of the other tribes], as is mentioned in Sefer 
Yetzirah: "And the Holy Temple is placed exactly in the 
middle." 
 
 
 
 
Now the directions [in which the standards were to be 
set up] begin with the east, like the movement of the 
sun [in its daily course], and afterwards the south, and 
then the west and finally the north. They put the [main] 
standard of Judah in the east because he was the first to 
start journeying as he was the prince, just as G-d 
commanded, Judah shall go up first, and Reuben was 
[set next to him] in the south to honor him as the 
firstborn. Thus these two neighboring standards 
consisted of [the children of] Leah [i.e., Judah, Issachar, 
Zebulun, Reuben Shimon] together with the firstborn of 
her maidservant who was born upon her [Leah's] knees 
[i.e., Gad the son of Zilpah.]. And there was one [main] 
standard for the children of Rachel [Ephraim, 
Menasheh, and Benjamin] in the west, and the standard 
of the [other] children of the maidservants [Dan, Asher,  
and Naphtali] was last, in the north. 
 
 
 
I have furthermore seen in the Midrash [the following 
text]: "And just as the Holy One, blessed be He, created 
four directions in the universe, so He surrounded His 
Throne with four 'living creatures,' "I and high above 
them all is the Throne of Glory. The Holy One, blessed 
be He, told Moses to arrange the standards in a manner 
corresponding to these directions. Thus He said to him: 
In the east, whence comes light to the world, shall 
Judah the sovereign pitch his camp, and next to him 
shall be the tribe of Issachar, who studies the Torah, and 
next to him the tribe of Zebulun, who is wealthy, just as 
it is written, Zebulun shall dwell at the shore of the sea, 
and it is also said [of Zebulun], for they shall suck the 
abundance of the sea. They were to be the first to 
journey, just as it is said, And their king is passed on 
before them, and the Eternal at the head of them. 
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From the south come the dews and the rains [which 
bring] blessing for the world, therefore shall Reuben 
pitch on that side, for he is the master of repentance, 
which is a good quality, and the mercies of the Holy 
One, blessed be He, come to the world when people 
repent. Next to Reuben is Gad, who has the quality of 
heroism. Thus there were [in the south] Reuben with 
repentance, Gad with heroism, and in between them 
Shimon in order to atone. And they shall set forth 
second, because repentance is second to Torah. 
 
 
 
In the west are the storehouses of snow, and the 
storehouses of hail, cold, and heat, and corresponding to 
them were [the tribes of] Ephraim, Menasheh and 
Benjamin, and the Divine Presence is always in the 
west within the border of Benjamin, as it is said, Of 
Benjamin he [Moses] said: The beloved of the Eternal 
shall dwell in safety by Him. And they shall set forth 
third, for heroism is fitting to Torah and repentance, in 
order that a person may grow strong in Torah and 
overcome his [bad] inclinations.  
 
 
 
 
From the north comes darkness to the world, and 
corresponding to it was the tribe of Dan. For what 
reason? It is because the tribe of Dan darkened the 
world through the idols which Jeroboam made, as it is 
said, and the one idol he put in Dan. Next to him was 
the tribe of Asher, to illuminate the darkness, as it is 
said [of Asher], and he shall dip his foot in oil, and next 
to him was the tribe of Naphtali who is full of blessings. 
They shall set forth hindmost, for whoever worships 
idols goes backward and not forward. 
 
 
 
There the Rabbis also interpret [the camp as] 
corresponding to the four groups of angels. The 
Midrash also explains there that it was all in wisdom, 
[showing] honor and greatness to Israel, and that 
therefore Scripture mentions everything in detail. 
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Midrash Rabbah - Numbers II:7 
ACCORDING TO THE ENSIGNS (II, 2). There were distinguishing signs for each prince; each had a 
flag and a different colour for every flag, corresponding to the precious stones on the breast of Aaron. 
It was from these that governments learned to provide themselves with flags of various colours. Each 
tribe had its own prince and its flag whose colour corresponded to the colour of its stone. [In Aaron's 
breast-plate] Reuben's stone was ruby and the colour of his flag was red; and embroidered thereon 
were mandrakes. Simeon's was topaz and his flag was of a green colour; the town of Shechem was 
embroidered thereon. Levi's was smaragd and the colour of his flag was a third white, a third black, 
and a third red; embroidered thereon were the Urim and Thummim. Judah's was a carbuncle and the 
colour of his flag was something like the heavens; embroidered on it was a lion. Issachar's was a 
sapphire and the colour of his flag was black like stibium, and embroidered thereon was the sun and 
moon, in allusion to the text, And of the children of Issachar, men that had understanding of the times 
(I Chron. XII, 33). Zebulun's was an emerald and the colour of his flag was white, with a ship 
embroidered thereon, in allusion to the text, Zebulun shall dwell at the shore of the sea (Gen. XLIX, 
13). Dan's was jacinth and the colour of his flag was similar to sapphire, and embroidered on it was a 
serpent, in allusion to the text, Dan shall be a serpent in the way (Gen. XLIX, 17). Gad's was an agate 
and the colour of his flag was neither white nor black but a blend of black and white; on it was 
embroidered a camp, in allusion to the text, Gad, a troop shall troop upon him  (ib. 19). Naphtali's was 
an amethyst and the colour of his flag was like clarified wine of a not very deep red; on it was 
embroidered a hind, in allusion to the text, Naphtali is a hind let loose (ib. 21). Asher's was a beryl and 
the colour of his flag was like the precious stone with which women adorn themselves; embroidered 
thereon was an olive-tree, in allusion to the text,As for Asher, his bread shall be fat (ib. 20). Joseph's 
was an onyx and the colour of his flag was jet black; the embroidered design thereon for both princes, 
Ephraim and Manasseh, was Egypt, because they were born in Egypt. On the flag of Ephraim was 
embroidered a bullock, in allusion to the text, His firstling bullock (Deut. XXXIII, 17), which applies 
to Joshua who came from the tribe of Ephraim. On the flag of the tribe of Manasseh was embroidered a 
wild ox, in allusion to the text, And his horns are the horns of the wild-ox (Deut. XXXIII, 17), which 
alludes to Gideon son of Joash who came from the tribe of Manasseh. Benjamin's was jasper and the 
colour of his flag was a combination of all the twelve colours; embroidered thereon was a wolf, in 
allusion to the text, Benjamin is a wolf that raveneth (Gen. XLIX, 27). The reason, then, why it is said, 
ACCORDING TO THE ENSIGNS is because each prince had his own distinguishing sign. 


