במדבר                   

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

INTRODUCTION TO NUMBERS;

ORGANIZATION (Nu 1-4)

The fourth book of Moses, called  וַיְּדַבֵּר(“and he spoke”) orבְּמִדְבָּר  (“in the wilderness”) in Hebrew, Ἀριθμοί in the Septuagint, and Numeri in the Vulgate, tells of the journey of Israel from Mount Sinai to the border of the land of Canaan.  It takes in the period from the second to the fortieth year after the exodus from Egypt.

In Leviticus we heard of the regulations pertaining to Israel’s spiritual life.  From the practical standpoint, however, Israel still had much to learn concerning what it meant to trust entirely in the LORD.  They also had to receive the laws and ordinances relating to their civil and political organization.

We can compare the vast multitude of Israelites of over 2 million people (over 600,000 men) to an army צָבָא), Nu 1:3), an army of God, requiring a tremendous amount of organization and discipline to make such a long journey through the wilderness.  We therefore speak of the book of Numbers under the theme:

THE MARCH OF GOD’S ARMY THROUGH THE WILDERNESS


I.  The Organization of God’s Army in Preparation for the Journey (ch. 1:1‑10:10; ca. 1 mo.)



[See esp. 1:1 and 10:11]


II.  The Journey from Sinai to the Second Gathering at Kadesh (ch. 10:11‑19:22; ca. 38 yrs.)



[See esp. 10:11 and 20:1, probably beginning of the fortieth year]

  
III.  The Journey from Kadesh to the Plains of Moab, Preparations for the Conquest of Canaan       
       (ch. 20:1‑36:13; ca. 1 yr.)  

[See esp. 20:1; 33:37f; and 14:34]

Again the unified structure of the book, which for us bears testimony to its Mosaic authorship, doesn’t discourage those who wish to advance their documentary hypothesis.  They point to similar stories in Numbers 11 and Exodus 16 (quail) and Numbers 20 and Exodus 17 (water from rock), claiming these to be different “versions” of the same events.  Their theories fail to consider marked differences in these accounts, items which can only apply to the peculiar situations in which they are found.  Moreover, they fail to understand the author’s purpose in recording these similar events—people are slow to learn from their errors and as a result, history repeats itself.

Numbers gives us in the main a chronicle of events during Israel’s 38 years of wandering in the wilderness, events which were to prepare Israel for Canaan.  In the book we see the severity of God’s judgments upon those who despise him.  We also see his gracious deliverance in time of danger.

+ + + + + + + +

NUMBERS, Part I

NUMBERS 1

The opening words of Numbers (“The LORD spoke to Moses”) occur 80 times in the book!

The book derives its name from the census which the LORD ordered taken of the people one month after the erection of the tabernacle.  All males above 20 years were to be listed for purposes of service in the army of Jehovah (ch. 1:1-3).

Nine months prior to this, a census had been taken for the purpose of collecting atonement money (Ex 38:25-26).  The results of both of these numberings were the same: 603,550.  The two censuses were no doubt closely related.  The Numbers census perhaps consisted mainly in registering the earlier results into public records “according to their clans and families” (v. 1).

A census was taken 38 years later on the steppes of Moab (ch. 26), which showed a slight decrease in the total number to 601,730.  With the exception of Joshua and Caleb this was a new generation of men 20 years old and upwards.

A breakdown of these numberings shows the following figures.  See the comparison of the two censuses at chapter 26.

FIRST CENSUS

	TRIBE
	NUMBER

	Reuben
	46,500

	Simeon
	59,300

	Gad
	45,650

	Judah
	74,600

	Issachar
	54,400

	Zebulun
	57,400

	Ephraim
	40,500

	Manasseh
	32,200

	Benjamin
	35,400

	Dan
	62,700

	Asher
	41,500

	Naphtali
	53,400

	TOTAL
	603,550


The Levites were numbered separately (ch. 1:47).  They totaled 22,000 at the first numbering, and 23,000 at the second.

Negative critics dispute these numbers.  They argue that so many people could not possibly have lived for any length of time on the Sinai peninsula (not accepting, of course, the miraculous feeding with manna and quail); that so many people could have overwhelmed Canaan quickly (supposing falsely that the tribes of Canaan ‑‑ 31 kings! ‑‑ were very weak); that so many people could not have crossed the Red Sea in a single night or the Jordan River in a single day (which, if we consider the entire situation, was not impossible at all).  Some critics base their argument on the similarity of the Hebrew word for “thousand” (אֶלֶף, pl.אֲלָפִים ) with the word for “chief” or “head of a clan” (אֶלֻף).  Using the latter meaning, of course, would reduce the figures considerably.

Keil‑Delitzsch argues convincingly and at length (Commentary, p. 4-16) that there is no reason to regard these numbers as unrealistic.  (See also Archer, p.265-269 and the introduction to Numbers in the Concordia Study Bible under the heading “Special Problem.”)

The even numbers in the statistics of each tribe are the result of rounding off the numbers into the “thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens” into which Israel was divided, a plan proposed by Jethro (Ex. 18:21 and 25), (Edersheim, Bible History, Vol. 2, p. 145).

NUMBERS 2

This chapter gives the order of the 12 tribes in the camp and on the march.

In the camp itself the tabernacle was central.  Around it three tribes were to camp on each side: 


East: 
Judah, with Issachar and Zebulun (Leah’s sons)

     
South: 
Reuben, with Simeon (Leah) and Gad (Zilpah)

     
West:
Ephraim, with Manasseh and Benjamin (Rachel)

     
North: 
Dan, with Asher and Naphtali (Bilhah and Zilpah)
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Each tribe encamped under its own standard (v. 34), and they marched in the order given above, with Judah’s division leading and Dan’s at the rear.  Their standards were probably banners or insignia of certain colors, perhaps with a tribal mascot.  

Note the concentric circles of holiness that separated a holy God from a sinful people.  The LORD dwelt above the kapporeth between the cherubim in the Most Holy Place.  The shielding curtain and the Holy Place separated that from the outside.  The courtyard separated the tabernacle from the Levites.  The Levites separated the tabernacle from the other tribes, and the camp encircling the tabernacle separated it from the profane world around them.

NUMBERS 3

This chapter has to do with the Levites, and the Toledoth of Aaron and Moses (v. 1). 

According to v. 11 and 12 all the firstborn in Israel were the LORD’s, set apart when he struck down all the firstborn in Egypt.  But instead of the actual dedication of Israel’s firstborn to the LORD’s special service, the Levites were to take their place in the ministry of the sanctuary.

Numbers 3:43 tells us that there were 22,273 “firstborn of the Israelites.”  This must refer only to firstborn since the departure from Egypt.  There were, however, only 22,000 Levites to take their places.  Thus “redemption money” had to be collected from the people for the remaining 273 Israelites (v. 46-51).

The Levites were arranged into families or clans according to the descendants of the three sons of Levi: Gershon, Kohath, and Marari (v. 14-20).

The Gershonites, numbering 7,500, had charge of the coverings and hangings of the tabernacle (v. 21‑26).  They were to encamp on the west side.

The Kohathites, numbering 8,300 (according to the NIV footnote; the number 8,600 must be due to a scribal error), took care of the ark and all the sacred vessels of the sanctuary (v. 27-32).  Theirs was the south side.  The Kohathites included the priests, Aaron and his sons.

The Merarites, numbering 6,200, were to take care of the framework (boards, pillars, etc.) and carry these on the march.  Their camp was to the north side (v. 33-37).

Moses and Aaron with the latter’s sons, who served as priests, were to encamp to the front of the tabernacle, or the east side (v. 38-39).

NUMBERS 4

The duties of the Levite clans for the march are given in greater detail.

Only Aaron and his sons were allowed to handle the sacred vessels and prepare them for transport.  Precise directions for this are given (v. 4-13).

The Kohathites were to carry (not touch!) the holy furnishings after preparation by Aaron and his sons (v. 15-20).

The Gershonites were to carry the hangings and coverings under the direction of Ithamar, son of Aaron (v. 21-28).

The Merarites were to do the heavy work, transporting frames, crossbars, posts and bases for the tabernacle and courtyard, also under Ithamar’s direction (v. 29‑33).

There were 2,750 Kohathites, 2,630 Gershonites, 3,200 Merarites ‑‑ in all 8, 580 Levites from 30 to 50 years of age and fit for service under present laws.  (David later on lowered the age from 30 to 20 – 1 Chr 23:24-25.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW (Intro; Nu 1-4)

1. How does the Masoretic text designate the 4th Book of Moses?  Why is this a better designation than the one derived from the LXX?

2. Give the basic outline for the Book of Numbers.  Which aspect of Israel’s life receives more emphasis in Numbers than in Leviticus? Why?

3. Approximately what time-span is covered in each of the chief parts of Numbers?

4. For what purpose did the numbering take place recorded in Chapter 1? How large was God’s army?  Which was the largest tribe?

5. Give the arrangement of the Israelite camp with the help of a diagram.

6. Into which three branches were the Levites divided?  What were the chief duties of each branch?

7. Why were all Israelite firstborn to be consecrated to the LORD? (Ex 13:1-16)

8. Which Israelite males were now to take the place of all the Israelite firstborn?  What adjustment was made to “redeem” the firstborn Israelites who exceeded the number of the Levites?

FOR ADDED CONSIDERATION

In the record of tabulating the male Kohathites a discrepancy occurs in some manuscripts regarding the total number (Nu 3:28 and footnote in NIV).

Why do such discrepancies frequently occur in matters pertaining to numbers in Hebrew manuscripts?

How do some Bible critics try to explain the fact that most OT translations contain “exaggerated totals” in passages which list numbers?  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

PROVISIONS FOR PURITY

AND ORDER IN CAMP (Nu 5:1 to 10:10)

NUMBERS 5

This chapter moves from outward organization to regulations designed to keep the camp of the Israelites chaste and clean:

v. 1-4   Those with infectious skin diseases were to remain outside the camp.  Extreme cases are cited.  Cleanliness of the camp, of course, was essential to Israel’s well-being on the journey, but the purpose was also symbolical.

v. 5-10   Those guilty of offenses against fellow humans were required to make restitution.  The reparation sacrifice required was the Asham (אָשָׁם).

v. 11-31   When a wife was suspected of adultery she was subjected to trial by ordeal (drinking of bitter water made with dust from the tabernacle floor).  If guilty, the effects would be manifested in her body.  This is Israel’s only trial by ordeal.  

Although these verses have been compared with pagan ordeal trials (e.g. the mchape test for witches in Africa), this process was different in that it was under the direct judgment of God.  Note that the accused was presumed to be innocent unless convicted directly by God.  It was largely a mechanism for clearing the innocent.

NUMBERS 6

v. 1-21   The Nazirite (note spelling! נָזִיר) vow is introduced here at the beginning of Israel’s life as a nation.  To become a Nazirite was voluntary, a vow of special dedication.  Such a person was “set apart” (נָזַר) unto the LORD.  This involved abstaining from intoxicants, from wine and all grape products, not cutting one’s hair, and avoiding uncleanness such as contact with a dead body, etc.  Provisions for ending the time of special devotion are given.  Examples of lifelong dedication are: Samson, Samuel, and John the Baptist.  Most Nazirite vows were temporary. Occasions for such vows were waiting the birth of a child, some distress or danger, or commitment to completing a mission.

Jesus was a Nazarene, but not a Nazirite.

v. 23-27   The Aaronic Blessing brings to a close this sub-section, which gives regulations pertaining to Israel’s maintenance of purity of living before God.  God places the communication of his blessing in the hands of the priests as a part of their official duty. Its location here makes it a part of the preparation for the hard journey ahead.
24 יְבָרֶכְךָ֥ יְהוָ֖ה וְיִשְׁמְרֶֽךָ׃        25 יָאֵ֨ר יְהוָ֧ה׀ פָּנָ֛יו אֵלֶ֖יךָ וִֽיחֻנֶּֽךָּ׃  
 26 יִשָּׂ֨א יְהוָ֤ה׀ פָּנָיו֙ אֵלֶ֔יךָ וְיָשֵׂ֥ם לְךָ֖ שָׁלֽוֹם׃  
This blessing is Trinitarian in form and content.  Part one conveys the blessing of the God of goodness and preservation, the God of creation. Part two emphasizes the grace of God in the picture of his shining countenance turned toward mankind in mercy, a revelation of God fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ.  Part three sets forth the blessing of God in the granting of peace, the true peace of heart and mind which comes only through the sending of the Comforter (Jn 14:26f).

NUMBERS 7

This chapter records the presentation of dedicatory gifts by the princes of the tribes of Israel.  Chronologically this took place after the tabernacle was set up and sanctified (Lv 8:1‑11).  It is introduced here because these gifts played a part in the transport of the tabernacle in the desert. It also serves as a response of sorts to the benediction.

Someone has said that reading this and the censuses is about as interesting as reading the telephone book. A more appropriate comparison would be reading the congregation’s annual report or stewardship report or its memorial book.  Each individual and each gift counts before God.

The wagons and oxen were presented to the Gershonites and Merarites (v. 2-9).  The Kohathites were expected to carry the holy things with poles.

On twelve separate days the princes brought identical gifts from each tribe “for the dedication of the altar” (v. 1-88).

Yahweh acknowledged the sanctuary as his very own by speaking to Moses from between the cherubim upon the ark (v. 89).

NUMBERS 8

v. 1-4   Directions are given to set up and light the seven-branched lampstand (menorah).  This is a more precise instruction concerning the lampstand’s use than that found in Exodus 25.  This also serves to introduce the main part of this chapter.

v. 5-22   The Levites are consecrated for their service.  Water was used; their bodies were shaved; their garments were washed; bullocks were sacrificed.  (This consecration is not the same as the rite of ordination of priests described in Exodus 29 and Leviticus 8).

The priests were presented to the LORD “as a wave offering” (v. 11, 13), which meant that they were symbolically conducted to the altar and back again.

The entire service was symbolic of giving the Levites wholly to the LORD, and the LORD gives them back again to serve on behalf of the people.

Here the age of beginning service is placed at 25 years (v. 25), in contrast to the 30 years mentioned previously (ch. 4:3).  One explanation for this difference is that Chapter 4 speaks of organizing for transport.  Another explanation is that the 5 year differential refers to a sort of 5 year “vicarship” or probationary type of service.

NUMBERS 9

v. 1-5   This chapter begins by reporting the first commemorative celebration of the Passover in the wilderness of Sinai, on the 14th day of the first month of the second year.  Chronologically this would follow the setting up of the tabernacle, which occurred on the 1st day of the first month of the second year, as recorded in Exodus 40:1 and 17.

v. 6-14   Provision is made for a supplementary or “make-up” Passover, for those defiled “because of a dead body” or not able to be present on the regular day.  This was to be celebrated on the 14th day of the second month (v. 11).  The Passover like the other Mosaic festivals was aמוֹעֵד , a festival to be celebrated on an appointed date.  Mitigating circumstances, however, could cause a change in date, as long as the change was not the result of negligence or indifference.

v. 15-23   The LORD’s guidance of Israel by means of a cloud, briefly referred to at the close of Exodus (ch. 40:36-38), is here repeated in somewhat greater detail.  The repetitive style of reporting this emphasizes the importance of divine guidance and protection on the journey.

NUMBERS 10:1‑10

Instructions are given as to how the signals should be given throughout the camp of Israel by means of silver trumpets.  A variety of signals indicated convocation, breaking of camp, special feasts, etc.

With these verses the organization for Israel’s march through the wilderness is completed.  The next section (ch. 10:11 to 21:35) tells of the march of God’s army itself.

Stephen Langton, Archbishop of Canterbury (1228), who divided the Bible into chapters, apparently reckoned this section as beginning with the instructions concerning the trumpet signals.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW (Nu 5:1 ‑ 10:10)

1. In Numbers 5 certain regulations are introduced pertaining to maintaining cleanliness and order in the Israelite camp.  Why are they introduced here?

2. For what purpose was the “trial by ordeal” (Nu 5) held?  Why was this introduced at this point?  

3. Describe the procedure.  How were both husband and wife served by this unusual procedure?

4. Give the main features of the Nazirite law.  Which people later served as examples of observance of this law?

5. Outline the Trinitarian interpretation of the Aaronic blessing.

6. Comment on the chronology of Numbers 7 in its placement here.

7. Explain the symbolism involved in presenting a “wave offering” (תְּנוּפָה) to the LORD (Ex 29:24; Lv 7:30; 8:27; 10:14 Nu 5:25; 6:20).  For what purpose were the Levites to be presented as a wave offering” to the LORD?  Picture how this might have been carried out.

8. When was the first celebration of the Passover held after leaving Egypt?  Where?

9. Why was provision made for a “supplementary” celebration of this festival?

10. How was the army of God to know when it should break camp?

11. What other signals were prescribed for organizing this vast army for setting out in marching order and for other convocations?

PREVIEW OF THE JOURNEY

[image: image4.jpg]The Boundaries L=t Hamatn

, R
of Canaan (G T G
'191‘
Numbers 34
wy ’%‘E.‘ *
Hazar-Enan ¢
.
. GreatSea *
(Mediterranean) '_
e i
b r
L P
.
.
.
.
of Joshua : 3 e -z'sr:ephcm
accordi =B}

Boundaries of Canacn, the
land promised fo Israel,
according to Numbers,
chapter 34

Land outside of Canaan
given by God through

Moses fo two and a half
tribes (Reuben, Gad, and
haif of Manasseh) according
to Deuteronomy, chapter 32
and Joshua, chapter 13

-r«x

% . -«

wmon_ % e *4% kadesh
— g
s Aidlcr o Bainea # (S L

\ miles )




[image: image2.jpg]



The following areas and places play a role in Israel’s journeys after Sinai:

	AREAS
	PLACES

	Paran — Desert area North of Sinai (Nu 10, 12, 13)
	Taberah — Fire from the LORD (Nu 11:1‑2)

	Zin — Desert area North of Paran           
	Kibroth Hataavah — “Graves of Craving”  (Nu 11:4‑35)

	Arabah — Part of Great Rift  Valley South of Dead Sea          
	Hazeroth — Miriam’s jealousy (Nu 12)

	Edom — East of Arabah
	Ezion Geber — On Red Sea (Gulf of Aqaba)

	Moab — East of Dead Sea          
	Kadesh Barnea — Center of Israel’s wandering for 38 yrs. (Nu 13:26)

	Negev — Canaan’s Southland, an arid region (Nu 13:22)  
	Hormah — “Destruction” Israel’s abortive attempt to enter Canaan (Nu 14:45)


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

FROM SINAI TO KADESH

(Nu 10:11 to Nu 14:45)

NUMBERS, Part II

NUMBERS 10:11-36

v. 12   “Then the Israelites set out … until the cloud came to rest in the Desert of Paran.”  This verse, reporting the beginning of the wilderness march, is a summary statement, anticipating the later arrival in Paran.

v. 14-28   The order of march: Judah, Issachar, Zebulun/(Gershonites and Merarites)/Reuben, Simeon, Gad/(Kohathites)/Ephraim, Manasseh, Benjamin/Dan, Asher, and Naphtali.  Showing the way, of course, was the cloud of the LORD, which hovered above.

v. 29-32   Moses persuades Hobab, his brother-in-law, to serve as guide.  That Hobab was persuaded is concluded from Judges 1:16, 4:11, etc., passages which refer to the Kenites, who became a part of Israel later on (1 Chr 2:55) … That Hobab was requested in addition to God’s supernatural guidance need not conflict.  Hobab’s experience with the wilderness could help greatly in things like springs, oases, pastureland, etc.

v. 33   “The ark of the covenant went before them.”  This is mentioned here for the first time as carried separately, before the whole army.

v. 35-36   Moses’ prayer “when the ark set out” became a classic prayer, echoed by David in Psalm 68:1 and Psalm 132:8 as an expression of confidence in the LORD of the Church, that he would preserve his people against the attacks of all enemies.  This prayer of Moses forms part of the historic Introit for Pentecost Sunday, a fitting text for the Church Militant as it marches forward to the day of fulfillment.

NUMBERS 11

v. 1-3   Israel’s fickle spirit of rebelliousness already begins at Taberah (burning), where God quickly chastises them with fire from heaven.  “Grumbling on the way to the Promises Land” quickly becomes a theme of the journey (see 1 Cor 10).

v. 4   “The rabble הָאסַפְסֻף), the gathered ones, fromאָסַף , to gather) with them began to crave other food …”  The impetus for complaint comes from the mixed crowd which accompanied the Israelites.  This is a foreshadowing of the evil influence of the other nations.  Sadly, Israel is influenced by the crowd, rather than the other way around.

How could they refer to “free food” in Egypt?

v. 10-15   Moses gives vent to despondent feelings of self-pity, certainly not unnatural in view of Israel’s repeated complaints, which all ended up as his responsibility.  One is reminded of similar feelings of Elijah and Jeremiah and spiritual leaders today when their people fail to appreciate the many manifestations of God’s grace and complain at the least bit of adversity.

v. 16-17   The LORD recognizes Moses’ burden and relieves it with the assistance of 70 elders (the beginning of the Sanhedrin?).  An excellent example to pastors to use the help of consecrated lay-people rather than to feel they have to “go it alone.”

v. 18-23   God promises meat “until it comes out of your nostrils.”  We would say “out of your ears.”  When Moses expresses amazement at this, the LORD declares: “Is the LORD’s arm too short?”  An excellent text!

v. 28   Joshua, jealous of the honor of Moses, is unhappy about Eldad and Medad, two of the 70 elders, “prophesying” in the camp.  This “prophesying” was no doubt an ecstatic phenomenon, similar to prophetic utterances recorded elsewhere in Scripture (e.g. 1 Sam 19:20ff).  Moses’ reply shows that he seeks not his own glory, but the glory of his God. See the similar attitude Paul expresses in Philippians concerning the preaching of those who did not support him, but who preached Christ.

The opposing translations of verse 28 depend on whether the verb is   יָסַף“add” or סוּף “stop.”

v. 31-34   The LORD this time, according to his promise in v. 20, sent an enormous quantity of quail, enough for a whole month, to put to shame their unbelief and to punish them for their greediness.

The effect of their greed was God’s judgment.  Many died as a result of their craving for other food (Kibroth Hattavah: “graves of greediness.”  Note the meaningful place names given by Israel to significant stops on the journey).

v. 35   “From Kibroth Hattaavah the people traveled to Hazeroth and stayed there.”

NUMBERS 12

Moses’ elevated position arouses envy in the hearts of Miriam, Moses’ sister, and also in Aaron, who challenge his leadership.  Is the “Cushite” referred to in v. 2 to be identified with Zipporah (Hab 3:7), or had Zipporah died and had Moses taken another wife, a Cushite?  Was this their real reason for openly challenging their distinguished brother?  Often alleged reasons for complaints and the real reasons are quite different.

In the Bible Cushites are most often black Africans from Sudan, but they also may be an Arab group in the Sinai (Genesis 10:6).

The LORD takes a hand in this situation (v. 4), attesting clearly to Moses’ superiority above all prophets. With Moses he speaks “face to face” (v. 8). The priesthood of all believers is not to be used as a pretext against the special call of God.

When the LORD punishes Miriam, who seems to have been the instigator, with leprosy, Moses intercedes for her (v. 13). Aaron as at Sinai seems to be following instead of leading.

v. 3   This verse has been cited by some commentators as a “post-Mosaicum” which provides evidence against Mosaic authorship.  Others regard it as a “later gloss.”  It is a simple statement of Moses as “a very humble man, more humble than anyone else on the face of the earth.”  Would a humble man say this about himself?  He might if he was defending his office and not his person.  Another solution is to translate “Moses was the most afflicted man,” another meaning of  עָנָה. 

 In this chapter the LORD himself raises up Moses as a primus inter pares as far as Old Testament prophets are concerned.  What Moses writes here about himself is written without pride.  It is a simple statement of fact, declared in a chapter where Moses’ leadership is both challenged by others, as well as affirmed by God himself.  It reminds one of similar expressions of other leaders chosen by God who also had their authority called into question (1 Cor 15:10).

Israel’s journey now takes them on to Paran (v. 16) where Kadesh was located.

NUMBERS 13

v. 1   At God’s command the spies are sent out from Kadesh. 

v. 3-5   Among the tribal leaders are Caleb, from the tribe of Judah, and Hoshea (later Joshua), from the tribe of Ephraim.

v. 17   Negev: southland, an arid region in the southern district of Canaan, forming a transition from desert to cultivated land.

v. 21   Hamath: in Syria.

v. 33   Nephilim: traditionally translated “giants.” Better might be “attackers,” “tyrants,” “awesome or authoritative ones.”  The fact of their size is mentioned separately.  It is not clear what connection if any there is with Genesis 6:4.  Perhaps the only connection is in the imaginations of the Israelites. Elsewhere some of the inhabitants of Canaan are called Anakim and Rephaim (Josh. 11:21; Num. 13:33; Deut. 9:2). The Philistine giants encountered by David and his men seem to be descendents of this group.

The facts of the story itself are well-known.  This chapter ends with the split report, with Caleb advocating for the minority to “go up and take possession,” and the majority saying, “We can’t attack … We seemed like grasshoppers.”

NUMBERS 14

v. 1-10a   The effect of the report upon the people is appalling.  Except for Joshua and Caleb the people weep, grumble, complain, and openly rebel against the leadership of Moses and Aaron, and are about to stone them.

v. 10b   “Then the glory of the LORD appeared …” KD comments: “The majesty of God flashed out before the eyes of the people in a light which suddenly burst forth from the tabernacle” (p. 92).

v. 13-17   Moses’ intercession is again exemplary of a faithful servant.  He appeals to Jehovah’s honor among the heathen, and his gracious promise of mercy.  God’s Savior‑glory is at stake!

v. 20‑28   The LORD promises forgiveness.  He will still carry out his work of salvation.  Yet not one of those who saw his glory and signs, except for Joshua and Caleb, would see the promised land.  For 40 years, corresponding to the 40 days of exploring the land ( v. 34), they would wander in the wilderness and die there.  Those responsible for the evil report died of a plague (v. 37).  The forty years includes the year they spent getting to and living at the foot of Sinai, and the one year they spent getting from Kadesh to the Plains of Moab and the time they spent there at Shittim.

v. 39-45   Presumptuously some still tried to enter, now through unbelief defying God, who had told them to turn back (v. 25).  They were routed by the Amelekites and Canaanites in the direction of Hormah, to the north and east of Kadesh.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW (Nu 10:11‑Nu 14:45)

1. Describe the order of march of Israel’s tribes and the tabernacle equipment.  What was at the head of the entire procession?

2. Who served as guide on the march?  Why was he especially suited for this task?

3. Show how Moses’ “departure prayer” (Nu 10:35) fits the thought of the traditional Introit for Pentecost Sunday (cf. Ps 68:1; 132:8).

4. What happened at the following places:

     
a.  Taberah (ch. 11)


b.  Kibroth Hataavah (ch. 11)


c.  Hazeroth (ch. 12)


d.  Kadesh Barnea (ch. 13)


e.  Hormah (ch. 14)

5. What points did Moses make in his intercession at Kadesh (Nu 14:13-19)?

6. What does the LORD reveal about himself in his reply to Moses (Nu 14:20)?

7. Read Ps 78:34-41.  How is Israel’s behavior portrayed?  What should the people have learned in all their experiences?  Yet how did God remain faithful to his promises?

8. What important lesson lies in all this for us (1 Cor 10:1-13)?

FOR ADDED CONSIDERATION

In Numbers 33 Moses lists the “stages” in Israel’s journey.  Find the following places on a map and see if you can remember what happened at each place:


Rameses ‑ Succoth ‑ Etham; Pi Hahiroth ‑ Migdol; Marah; Elim; Desert of Sin; Rephidim; Sinai; 
Kibroth Hattaavah; Hazeroth.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE THIRTY EIGHT YEARS;

ON TO THE PLAINS OF MOAB (Nu 15-21)

In Numbers 14 we are told how all the men over 20 years of age except Joshua and Caleb would not enter the land of Canaan because of their rebellious reaction over against the report of the 12 who explored the land. The chapter ends with the report of how a contingent of Israelites were repulsed at Hormah as they tried to enter Canaan in spite of the LORD’s decree.

The chapters which follow (15-19) give us only some brief glimpses of events that happened during the 38 succeeding years. In the first chapter of Deuteronomy, where Moses reviews Israel’s history for the people, he simply declares: “And so you stayed in Kadesh many days” (Dt 1:46). In Numbers 33, where Moses lists the “stages in the journey of the Israelites” during their wanderings from Egypt to Canaan, 17 encampments are recorded between Hazeroth and Ezion Geber concerning which we know little or nothing.

The Bible does give us snatches of information here and there pertaining to Israel’s wanderings in general. Moses declares that for their entire period of wandering they did not lack anything (Dt 2:7). Manna continued to be their food until they crossed the Jordan River (Jos 5:12). Nehemiah, when recounting Israel’s history, also refers to the 40 years in the desert, when in spite of their arrogant and stiff‑necked disobedience to God’s commands, God continued to lead them with his pillar of cloud and fire, supply food and drink, and even saw to it that “their clothes did not wear out nor did their feet become swollen” (Ne 9:16‑23). In the Psalms references are made to Israel’s waywardness as the LORD tested the people, disciplined them, yet sustained them (Ps 106; 95; 78).

We also know that Israel lived in a state of probation during these years. The Passover was not observed; circumcision was not carried out (Jos 5).  Amos 5:25-26 suggests that the Israelites practiced idolatry during this period.  Yet as the next few chapters reveal in bits and pieces, the priesthood with Aaron at the head was maintained and the sabbath was observed.

NUMBERS 15

v. 2   “After you enter the land …” For the purpose of reviving hope for life in the promised land various laws are given anticipating residence in the land.  Though they cannot enter the land now, they will enter.

v. 3-21   Quantities of meal to be used when bringing offerings (not specified in Leviticus) are now specified. In Canaan every burnt-offering was to be associated with a meal offering.

v. 22-29   Sins of ignorance (sins of omission) (תֶּחֱטָא בִשְׁגָגָה) and their expiation are explained.

v. 30-31   Sins of defiance (despising the word of Yahweh) (תַּעֲשֶׂה בְּיָד רָמָה) resulted in being “cut off from the people.”

v. 32-36   Sabbath‑breakers were to be put to death by stoning. This was the LORD’s own verdict in the case of a man who gathered wood on the Sabbath day.

v. 37-41   Tassels on the four corners of their garments remind them of the commandments of God.

NUMBERS 16

The rebellion of the company of Korah, recorded in this chapter, is one of the few events related during this 38 year period of wandering. This probably occurred early in this period.

Korah was a Kohathite of the tribe of Levi. The other leaders of the rebellion were of the tribe of Reuben: Dathan, Abiram, and On. With them were 250 tribal leaders. They opposed the authority of Moses and Aaron, apparently claiming that everyone had equal rights under the LORD (v. 3). Korah’s opposition, it appears, was directed chiefly against Aaron (v. 11), while the others complained against Moses’ leadership (v. 13-14).  This rebellion was a misapplication of the priesthood of believers, setting it in opposition to the public ministry.

Note the sharp exchanges as each party throws the words of the other back at them (v. 3, 7, 9, 13).

It was agreed that the rebels should take their censers with lighted incense and appear before Yahweh, to see whom the LORD would choose. When the LORD threatens to destroy the rebels, Moses and Aaron intercede (v. 22), since at Korah’s instigation the entire congregation assembles. A separation does follow, and Korah’s men and their entire households are swallowed up as the earth opens up (v. 31-33). The other 250 leaders are consumed by fire (v. 35). The glory of the LORD (v. 19) is awesome as it executes judgment.

The brazen censers used by the rebels are beaten into covering plates for the altar, as a memorial to perpetuate the exclusive right of Aaron’s house to the priesthood (v. 39-40).

When the congregation grumbles about this “harsh judgment,” even blaming Moses and Aaron for killing “the LORD’s people” (v. 41), they are struck with a plague. In spite of Aaron’s mediating offering of incense, 14,700 men perish (v. 46-49). The mediation, however, did bring about an end to the sad affair.

The entire rebellion is a sordid example of simple jealousy against God’s appointed leadership. Korah as one of the Kohathites felt that his family should have a larger part in the priestly leadership. The descendants of Reuben resented the preeminence of Moses. Was not Reuben the firstborn of Jacob? What right did Moses, the Levite, have to his position of leadership? One can see how the other 250 disgruntled leaders could be influenced by this spirit of opposition.

Actually this rebellion against God’s leaders was tantamount to rebellion against God, who chooses weak mortals to do his work, and does so as a matter of his judgment. The LORD’s action in this case – showing forth his glory in a sudden, direct act of judgment – demonstrates his seriousness about this. This should also serve as a warning not to despise those whom the LORD has called through his church today as his leaders, men who are divinely chosen and to be respected as such.

Moses and Aaron’s act of mediation by means of burning incense has been compared with Christ’s mediatorial intercession as our High Priest. Edersheim declares: “Never before or after was the Gospel so preached under the Old Testament as when Aaron, at Moses’ direction, took the censer, and, having filled it from the altar, ‘ran into the midst of the assembly’ and ‘offered the incense and made atonement’ for the people” (Bible History, Vol. II, p. 182). Edersheim compares this incident with the lifting up of the bronze serpent, which represented another part of the Redeemer’s work.

It should also be mentioned here that not all of Korah’s sons died in this rebellion (Nu 26:11). In fact, Samuel was a descendant of Korah (1 Sm 1:1; 1 Chr 6:33-38), and many Psalms were written by “the sons of Korah” (Ps 42; 44-49; 84; 85; 87; 88). These Psalms glorify especially the beauty of the services of the LORD’s sanctuary.

NUMBERS 17

Aaron’s high-priestly office is further substantiated by direct action of the LORD in the incident of the flowering rod, which in Aaron’s case not only sprouted, but bore blossoms and mature almonds! A man’s rod in those days was the symbol of his position. Aaron’s rod sprouted and bore fruit, whereas the rods of other tribal leaders remained barren, because Aaron administered his office in the full power of Yahweh’s Spirit (v. 1-9).

Aaron’s rod was then preserved in the sanctuary before the ark (v. 10; also He 9:4). The effect upon the people was to awaken within them an awe-filled, even fearful reaction within their midst (v. 12-13).

NUMBERS 18

The duties and responsibilities of the priests (v. 1-7), as well as their revenues and blessings (v. 8-30), are further defined. To serve God publicly is a great gift, which brings with it great responsibility.

Again the Levites are mentioned as the peculiar possession of Yahweh (v. 20). Although they were to receive no tribal territory, the tithe of all Israel’s inheritance was to be theirs.  The Levites were to tithe of their tithe (v. 26).

NUMBERS 19

This chapter relates the ceremonial procedure required for purification from the uncleanness of death.

First of all the “water of uncleanness” (מֵי נִדָּה) was to be prepared. Briefly, Eleazar, the son of Aaron, was to oversee the slaying of a blemish-free red heifer. He was to sprinkle its blood toward the tabernacle seven times and then burn it entirely with its blood, cedar wood, hyssop, and scarlet cloth. The resultant ashes were to be used to make the “water of uncleanness,” translated “water of cleansing” (NIV). This was the water to be used for removing ceremonial impurity in the cases of those defiled by the dead (v. 1-10).

Rules and regulations pertaining to the use of this water as a means of purification for those who touched a dead body follow (v. 11-22).

The putrefaction caused by death was regarded as the embodiment of sin. It was a result of man’s fall into sin. The rites prescribed here point to the use of blood as a powerful antidote to the corruption brought on by death. In the ceremony the sprinkling of water was also employed in order to remove uncleanness brought on by death.

This water of purification is used in the New Testament as an analogy to the spiritual purification through the blood of Christ and to the water of baptism (He 1:3; 9:13f; 10:19 and 22).

What follows in the next chapters occurs after the 38 years of more or less aimless wandering.

NUMBERS 20

This chapter records a number of significant events, particularly the sin of Moses for which he was to be denied entrance into Canaan as Israel’s leader.

v. 1   “In the first month the whole Israelite community arrived at the Desert of Zin, and they stayed at Kadesh.”

It is important to note here that this record begins in the 39th or 40th year of Israel’s wanderings. This is clear from what immediately follows, and that is the death of Aaron at Mount Hor (v. 22), which according to Numbers 33:38 took place “on the first day of the fifth month of the fortieth year after the Israelites came out of Egypt.” (See also Israel’s complaint in Numbers 20:3-5).

For our purposes it is important to bear in mind that what happens at Meribah as recorded in this chapter takes place before a new generation of Israelites. Other than Joshua and Caleb, only Moses, Miriam, and Aaron are left of the “old guard.”  Psalm 78 combines incidents from Exodus and Numbers showing how history repeated itself.

Miriam’s death and burial are recorded.

v. 11-12   “Then Moses raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff.” Why was this sin serious enough to bar Moses’ entrance into the promised land? The LORD himself gives the answer: “Because you did not trust in me enough to honor me …” Moses’ emphasis shifted from the LORD to “we.”

We must remember that Moses is here dealing with a new generation of Israelites, people who knew of the wonders of the LORD only by word of mouth. God wanted Moses to glorify Yahweh’s grace before them. Instead, Moses chides the people as rebels, and smites the rock in anger instead of speaking to it as the LORD commanded.

Moses uses law instead of gospel. He acts in weakness rather than in confidence. Aaron complied. Both acted unworthily of their office. Neither was to enter the promised land (compare 27:12-14; Dt 32:48ff). To whom much is given, of him much is required (Lk 12:48; cf. also Ps 106:32-33).

v. 14-21   Moses sends messengers to the king of Edom (according to Judges 11:17 also to the king of Moab) for permission to pass through. The “king’s highway,” was a caravan route from Damascus to Arabia which led through Edom and Moab via the mountains and which had more wells than the desert route. . Permission is refused, and the king threatens with a large army, so Israel turns away. Deuteronomy 2:4-8 gives another account of this event.

v. 22-29   Aaron’s Death at Mount Hor. As Edersheim comments (p. 190), there is “a solemn grandeur” about the narrative. In full priestly dress and in the sight of all the people Aaron walks to his burial. There is no farewell. Solemnly Eleazar is invested as Aaron is divested. Then Aaron is “gathered to his people.” Concerning what passed between Moses, Aaron, and Eleazar no more is said. (According to ch. 33:39 Aaron died at age 123.)

NUMBERS 21

v. 1-3  The Canaanite king Arad attacks the Israelites, leading to a vow: “If you (the LORD) will deliver these people … we will totally destroy their cities.” The verb “totally destroy” is from the Hebrewחָרַם  which in the Hiphil means “devote to the LORD” in the sense of destroying utterly. (Keil interprets v. 3 as having taken place under Joshua later on, in fulfillment of this vow –  Jdg 1:17; Jos 12:14. Others such as Roehrs, Wycliffe Com. etc., assume that Israel’s battle against Arad took place at this time.)

It is not certain if this Arad is located at the same site as the large Early Bronze Age city of Arad.

v. 4-9   The Bronze Snake.

Refused passage through Edom, Israel marched south to another arm of the Red Sea, i.e. the Gulf of Aqaba. This meant going through the deep depression of the Arabah, an intensely hot, desolate region, no doubt adding to the people’s discouragement.

Again complaints bring severe judgment. The LORD uses an existing danger, poisonous snakes found in large numbers in this region, to punish. The story itself takes on its full significance in the light of the fulfillment of the Bronze Snake as a type of Christ (Jn 3:14f). The symbol of divine help appears in the likeness of the agency of destruction (Ro 8:3; 2 Cor 5:21).

In Hezekiah’s time the Bronze Snake had become an object of superstitious veneration, and Hezekiah destroyed it. This means that it was preserved by Israel in some way until that time (2 Kgs 18:4).

v. 14   “Book of the Wars of the LORD.” A collection of songs of victory from the time of Moses, sung in celebration of the LORD’s glorious acts.  Some believe it was the same as or was incorporated into the Book of Jasher.

v. 21-35   Defeat of Sihon, king of the Amorites, and Og, king of Bashan.

Because of a promise to Lot to spare his descendants, the Moabites and Ammonites (Dt 2:18-19), the Israelites pass around the land of Moab. The Amorite king Sihon, however, had previously conquered the northern part of Moab, between the Arnon and the Jabbok Rivers, and so after he refuses Israel safe passage, the LORD commands Israel to make war on this Canaanite nation, one of those ripe for extermination (Gn 15:16).

Israel’s glorious conquest over Sihon and his city Heshbon inspired poets to the songs of victory recorded here (v. 27-30).  It is debated whether v 27-29 are an Israelite poem or an Amorite poem about their earlier victories.

Jahaz and Edrei were pivotal victories that had a role in Israel’s history like Lexington and Concord or the Battle of Bunker Hill in American history.

The kingdom of Og embraced the northern half of Gilead. (Moses recounts these victories in greater detail in Dt 2 and 3.) These victories gave Israel control of the whole country east of Jordan.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW (Nu 15-21)

1. Although we know little about Israel’s activities during the “many days” spent at Kadesh, we do have bits of information concerning some aspects of their life. What do we know about:


a.  their source of food and clothing?


b.  their number of encampments?


c.  their religious observances?

2. What purpose did their years of seemingly aimless wandering serve?

3. How did the LORD continue to give the people hope that they would eventually enter the land of Canaan?

4. From which tribes of Israel did the leaders of a rebellion against Moses and Aaron arise? Why from these tribes?

5. In what way did the LORD himself execute judgment against the rebels?

6. What practical application for us lies in this unfortunate incident?

7. What mediatorial role did Moses and Aaron play in this rebellion?

8. How did God himself substantiate Aaron’s high‑priestly authority?

9. What function was performed by the use of the ashes of a red heifer? Why was some special type of cleansing‑regulation needed at this time?

10. With what does the writer of Hebrews (1:3; 9:13f; 10:19; 10:22) by analogy compare this water of purification?

11. Describe Moses’ act of disobedience at Meribah. Why did the LORD pass such a strict judgment upon his faithful leader? (See also Ps 106:32-33).

12. Describe Aaron’s unusual death soon after this. At what age did Aaron die?

13. Why was Israel forced to make another major detour on its way to Canaan? What dramatic incident happened soon after? Explain its significance in the light of the New Testament.

14. Which two kingdoms East of Jordan did Israel conquer? Which peoples were spared for the time being? Why? Which area did Israel now control?

FOR FURTHER CONSIDERATION

1. Locate on the map the following countries:


a.  Edom


b.  Moab


c.  Bashan

2. Which four river canyons lie east of the Jordan River and the Dead Sea?

3. Between which rivers does the land of Moab lie?

4. Which Canaanite tribe did Israel conquer in order to control the land East of the Jordan? Which two kings?
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

ON THE PLAINS OF MOAB (Nu 22-25)

NUMBERS< PART III

NUMBERS 22

Israel was now encamped at a place called Shittim (Acacia) (ch. 25:1), located in the plains of Moab near where the Jordan empties into the Salt Sea. Before crossing the Jordan into Canaan proper, however, preparations had to be made. For one thing, Israel had to learn that the heathen nations were not only dangerous to them politically, but that their very beliefs and way of life were totally at variance with their own. This constituted Israel’s greatest danger. This is brought out in the story of Balak, king of Moab, who summons Balaam, a celebrated soothsayer from Mesopotamia, to weaken Israel with his magical curses.

Aramaic texts have been found at Deir Alla in the Jordan Valley that refer to Balaam son of Beor, but they are too fragmentary to provide much information.  They date from much later than the historical Balaam and may have been brought by Aramaic-speaking settlers moved there by the Assyrians.

There are many opinions concerning the beliefs of Balaam, from wizard compelled by God to bless against his will, to true prophet who fell victim to covetousness. There is more truth to the first view than the second. He was undoubtedly a heathen fortuneteller, but with a certain knowledge of the true God and also with a fear of his power.  Seeing an opportunity to increase his powers through the God of Israel, Balaam sought an alliance with Yahweh, just as Simon Magus and the exorcists in Ephesus did (Acts 8:13, Acts 19:3-16). Balaam’s utterances in this story, however, were prophecies from the Spirit of God. His knowledge of Yahweh, reflected in his prophecies, shows that the great things done by God for Israel had been reported as far as Mesopotamia. The New Testament comments that Balaam “loved the wages of wickedness” (2 Pe 2:15). Like Simon Magus, his “heart was not right,” because it was divided. Not able to oppose the will of Yahweh, he at the same time did not turn to him wholeheartedly, and eventually gave evil advice against Israel, which brought on his destruction.

v. 7-14   Balaam’s first interview with the delegation from Balak shows that he has a knowledge of Yahweh. Not wishing to displease God, he refuses. He does show some hesitation, however, by asking the people to stay the night.

Note that in v. 7 the elders of Moab and Midian hire Balaam for purposes of “divination” (from קָסַם – prophesy falsely). Nowhere is Balaam referred to as a true prophet (נָבִיא).

v. 15-20   This time the delegation brings richer promises. Balaam knows he can’t oppose Yahweh. Yet his desire for gain causes him to temporize. The LORD gives limited permission, having his own purposes in mind.

v. 22   “But God was very angry,” not necessarily that Balaam went, but because of Balaam’s avaricious attitude in going – which becomes clear as the story progresses. The Hebrew participle here suggests the translation: “God’s anger was kindled as he was going.”

Through the manifestation of an angel to the donkey God did not want to prevent Balaam from going, as some critics maintain (seeing a “contradiction” here in God’s advice and subsequent action). He wanted to warn Balaam concerning his false attitude of heart and the destruction to which this was leading.

v. 28   “Then the LORD opened the donkey’s mouth …” Bible scoffers often refer to this “irrational” occurrence, claiming that Balaam shows no surprise concerning the donkey’s ability to speak, which is in itself “incredible.” It is obvious from the story itself, however, that Balaam lost all self-control, and so “God made a donkey serve as a soothsayer’s teacher” (John Calvin).

v. 38   “I must speak only what God puts in my mouth.” Balaam tells Balak a half‑truth.

For the biblical application of this story see 2 Pe 2:10‑16.

NUMBERS 23, 24

Balaam uttered prophetic statements on a number of occasions and from different places. Edersheim calls them “parables.” The NIV and the Wycliffe Commentary refer to them as “oracles.” The Hebrew term is Mashal (מָשָׁל), meaning “proverbial saying,” written in poetic form, the same term used for “wisdom literature.”

First Oracle (Ch. 23:7-10) — Theme: Israel Is a Specially Chosen People
This saying stresses especially Israel as “a people who live apart,” inwardly and outwardly separated from the other nations. Such a people, so peculiarly a people of God, Balaam could not curse. On the contrary, he could only wish his death could be like that of a righteous Israelite. (Note: v. 10b has frequently been used as a funeral text.)

As long as Israel maintained its separate identity as Yahweh’s covenant people, the people enjoyed God’s blessing.

Second Oracle (Ch. 23:18-24) — Theme: The LORD Is the Strength of His People
This was spoken at another vantage point, where the entire camp of Israel could be seen. Balaam speaks the familiar words: “God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind.” The LORD is the source of his people’s strength. His covenant‑presence can overcome all evil. Note especially Balaam’s words in 23:21: “The shout of the King is among them.”

Third Oracle (Ch. 24:3-9) — Theme: Israel Will Enjoy Special Blessings
A third locality – a ridge farther north – is tried in desperation. Again there are seven altars and sevenfold sacrifices, but no auguries this time. The Spirit of God comes upon him, and Balaam speaks in an ecstatic condition. He prophesies Israel becoming a beautiful, powerful kingdom. He closes with a reference to Israel as “a lion” (see “Lion of Judah” – Re 5:5), with a special blessing (24:9).

Fourth Oracle (Ch. 24:15-19) — Theme: The Messiah Will Arise Out of Israel
We don’t wonder that Balak becomes violently angry and advises Balaam to return home! But before Balaam returns, he must deliver a message which pertains to “the latter days” or “days to come” (NIV, v. 14). This points definitely to the future, and is an expression with a definite Messianic import (see Gn 49:1).

Thereupon follows the familiar prophecy: “A star will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of Israel …” This prophecy is identified with the coming of the Savior (Mt 2:2; Re 22:16).   Did the “wise men from the East,” know this text?

Final Oracles (Ch. 24:2-24)

The final sayings of Balaam foretell the destruction of the Amalekites, descended from a grandson of Esau (v. 20), and also the Kenites, relatives of Moses who served as guides, who would be destroyed by Asshur (v. 21-22). The last words of Balaam refer to “ships” which would come to subdue Asshur and Eber. The question is whether Asshur is the Assyrians or the local Asshur (Gn 25:18, 2 Sa 2:9 and probably Ps 83:8). Some have suggested the ancient Greeks and Romans as the ones coming in ships to the Middle East. The original Kittim were probably the Philistines or groups associated with them.  The term Kittim was later applied to the Romans.  It is likely that the prophecy applies first to the local early peoples and by extension to the later peoples.

Note:  Although we are told at the end of Numbers 24 that Balaam “got up and returned home” (v. 25), we learn that he went to the Midianites and persuaded them to seduce the Israelites to worship Peor (ch. 31:16) and that he was killed by the Israelites (ch. 31:8; Jos 13:22).

NUMBERS 25

v. 1-3   While encamped at Shittim, the Israelites committed sexual sin with the daughters of Moab, indulging in the licentious worship of Baal-Peor. We are told later that it was Balaam who gave this advice to the Moabites and the Midianites (ch. 31:16).

v. 7   Phinehas, son of Eleazar the high priest, puts an end to the shameless act of an Israelite and a Midianite woman, driving a spear through them as they fornicate before the eyes of Moses. This also stops a plague in which 24,000 men were killed (v. 9). For this act Phinehas is promised the priesthood.

In 1 Corinthians 10:8 Paul gives the number killed as 23,000. It is possible that this is the number killed directly by the plague, while a thousand died by other means, “hanged by the judges” as tradition explains it, or both may simply be round numbers.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW (Nu 22-25)

1. Which two kings had Israel defeated prior to encamping on the Plains of Moab? Why had the Moabites been spared? Who was their king?

2. Locate on a map Israel’s approximate place of encampment before its entry into Canaan.

3. By what means did the king of Moab try to halt the advance of God’s army?

4. From which area did Balaam come? What made him such a deceptive enemy? What did the LORD use to rebuke him? (Tell the story.)

5. With which expression does Peter pinpoint Balaam’s weakness? What application does he make for us (2 Pe 2:10‑16)?

6. Trace the progression of Balaam’s prophecies:


a.  How does Balaam extol Israel in Oracle I?


b.  With which words does Balaam point to Israel’s greatness in Oracle II?


c.  How does Oracle III point to Israel’s previous blessings?


d.  From Oracle IV give the climax of Balaam’s prophecies and their fulfillment.


e.  With what kind of pronouncements do Balaam’s prophecies close?

7. By what strategy did Balaam succeed in bringing evil upon Israel? How did Phinehas distinguish himself on this occasion? What warning lies in this incident for us today?

CHAPTER NINETEEN

FINAL PREPARATIONS (Nu 26-36)
NUMBERS 26

After the plague another census is taken. This one is according to “families” in reference to the future division of the land (v. 53). The total number of the “new generation” is about two thousand less than the census taken 38 years previously (Numbers 1). While Manasseh gained the most, the biggest loss occurs in the case of Simeon’s tribe, which may be due to the recent plague. (The Israelite who committed the flagrant act of fornication with the Midianite woman was a Simeonite – ch. 25:14). 

COMPARIOSN OF THE FIRST AND SECOND CENSUSES

	TRIBE
	FIRST CENSUS
	SECOND CENSUS

	Reuben
	46,500
	43,730
	7 > 9

	Simeon
	59,300
	22,200
	3 > 12

	Gad
	45,650
	40,500
	8 > 10

	Judah
	74,600
	76,500
	1 > 1

	Issachar
	54,400
	64,300
	5 > 3

	Zebulun
	57,400
	60,500
	4 > 4

	Ephraim
	40,500
	32,500
	10 > 11

	Manasseh
	32,200
	52,700
	12 > 6

	Benjamin
	35,400
	45,600
	11 > 7

	Dan
	62,700
	64,400
	2 > 2

	Asher
	41,500
	53,400
	9 > 5

	Naphtali
	53,400
	45,400
	6 > 8

	TOTAL
	603,550
	601,730
	


According to the second census the east side tribes in the camp gained 14,900 in population.  The south side lost 45, 020.  The west side gained 22,700.  And the north side gained 5,600.

NUMBERS 27 

Concerning the prospective inheritance of Canaan a problem arises. The Manassite Zelophehad has five daughters, but no sons. By the LORD’s direction Moses rules that daughters (or the nearest kinsman) should receive the inheritance, safeguarding the right of family name and possession. The importance of preserving such rights is connected with the promise of the land. (Further references to this matter of Zelophehad’s daughters also occur later in Numbers 36:1-11 and Jos 17:3-4).

The last half of this chapter relates the LORD’s directive concerning how Moses is to die (v. 12-14), Moses’ request for the appointment of another leader (v. 15-17), and the commissioning of Joshua before Eleazar (v. 18-23). Joshua was not to have Moses’ preeminence and authority in that he was placed under “the Urim before the LORD” (v. 21). Although at various times the LORD did communicate with Joshua directly (Jos 1:1; 3:15; 6:2; 8:1 etc.), there were times when other methods were needed to receive the LORD’s directive (Jos 7:14-18; 9:14).

NUMBERS 28, 29

These chapters outline the sacrifices for the ritual year with its festivals – similar to Leviticus 23. Here, however, the quantities of sacrifices for each occasion (Daily, Sabbath, Monthly, Passover, Feast of Weeks, Feast of Trumpets, Day of Atonement, Feast of Tabernacles) are given, looking forward to Israel’s settlement in the land.

Note the repetition of “seven”: months, days, lambs, etc.  The total was 1,273 sacrifices: 1093 sheep, 113 bulls, 37 rams, and 30 goats.  See the powerpoint on sacrifices.

NUMBERS 30

The legal regulations pertaining to vows have already been referred to in Leviticus 27. Here special emphasis is laid upon the validation of a woman’s vow, which according to Israel’s economy depended much upon the authority of husband or father rather than upon the woman herself.

NUMBERS 31

The LORD commands the destruction of the Midianites because of their involvement in the Baal-Peor orgy (ch. 25).

The LORD’s concern to root out the corrupting influence of heathen rites is here again demonstrated. Very little is said about the actual fighting itself, except that the Israelites were victorious and that the leaders in Midian – including Balaam (v. 8) – were killed.

Of added interest in this chapter is the instruction concerning plunder – how it was to be divided, purified, etc. The quantity of plunder given in this chapter (v. 32-47) is so great that it is questioned by some critics. Conservative students argue, however, that a thorough understanding of the real situation in the basis of historical evidence shows the report as not being incredible at all (KD, Commentary, p. 229-230).

The plunder was to be divided equally between soldiers and people. Of the soldier’s half 1/500th was to go to the LORD’s temple service of the priests. Of the people’s half 1/50th was to go to the Levites.

NUMBERS 32

The Reubenites and Gadites, tribes with much cattle, noting that the lands east of Jordan are good for grazing, ask to receive their inheritance there (v. 1-5).

Moses, sensing certain dangers in this request, exacts from these tribes the promise to cooperate in taking the entire land, also west of Jordan, before settling on this side (v. 6-32).

Half the tribe of Manasseh is included in this apportionment (v. 33), because the descendants of Makir, son of Manasseh, went to Gilead, captured it and drove out the Amorites who were there (v. 39). “Gilead” here refers to the central portion of land east of Jordan (Numbers 26:29 – “Makir was the father of Gilead”). This area of land stretched out to the north and south of the Jabbok River.

NUMBERS 33

At the LORD’s command (v. 2) Moses records Israel’s places of encampment from Egypt to the plains of Moab. Verses 1-15 take us to Sinai; verses 16-18 to Rithmah (possibly near Kadesh, where the incident of the spies took place); verses 19-36 cover the 38 years of wandering; verses 37-49 the journey around Edom to the Plains of Moab. In the concluding verses (50-56) Moses is instructed to exterminate the Canaanites and apportion their land by lot.

The list seems to be a stylized list selecting 40 camps (not counting the beginning and end point) to represent the 40 years.  There are additions and omissions from partial lists elsewhere in Numbers and Deuteronomy.  Most of the places cannot be identified.  See the powerpoint on the conclusion of Numbers

NUMBERS 34

The borders of Israel’s future homeland are described, borders which Israel did not actually attain until the time of David and Solomon:


South

–
Desert of Zin along the border of Edom (roughly from the south point of




the Salt Sea in a line from east to west) (v. 3-5).


West

–
The Great Sea (v. 6).


North

–
The places given here “cannot be determined with certainty,” as most 




commentators state. The book of Joshua gives more identifiable 





boundaries to the north ( Jos 11:17) (v. 7-9).


East

–
The Sea of Kinnereth (Galilee) and Jordan River (v. 10-12). Lands east




of the Jordan assigned to Reuben, Gad, and one‑half of Manasseh are not 



included here, having been previously assigned.

See the map at the end of the chapter.

The chapter concludes with a list of tribal heads appointed to lead in the division and distribution of land (v. 16-29). The only familiar names are those of Eleazar, Joshua, and Caleb.

NUMBERS 35

Forty-eight cities are designated for the Levites, places for their dwelling with pasture lands around them.

According to Jacob’s words in Genesis 49 the Levites, together with the descendants of Simeon, were to be scattered and dispersed in Israel. This curse became for the Levites a blessing in that they, as the LORD’s special property, would dwell among all the tribes as a reminder of the spiritual significance of all Israel as a nation of the LORD’s priests. They were to teach the people Yahweh’s rights and law (Lv 10:11).

Six of these Levitical cities were to be cities of refuge. Those guilty of manslaughter (not murder) could thus be protected from the blood avenger of the slain person by seeking refuge in one of these cities. Upon arriving at the gates of the city, the fugitive would plead his cause before the elders. If approved, he would be granted protection until the time of the death of the high priest, when he would be set free.

The right of blood revenge (jus talionis) in the case of murder was a principle established by God in Genesis 9:5-6. Here we see, however, that this right is restricted to cases of premeditated slaying, where the principle of the “redeemer‑kinsman” (גֹּאֵל), frequently mentioned in Scripture, prevailed.

The principle of more than one witness in capital cases is also emphasized (v. 30).

As the death of the high priest served to free the manslayer, so the death of our Great High Priest has wrought eternal redemption for mankind (He 9:14-15).

NUMBERS 36

Elders from the tribe of Manasseh complain that the legislation given in the case of Zelophehad’s daughters (ch. 27) could result in the loss of this portion of their inheritance if these daughters would marry outside the tribe.

The LORD rules that they must marry within the tribe or forfeit their inheritance, “so that every Israelite will possess the inheritance of his fathers” (v. 8).

+ + + + + + + +

While the book of Numbers seems to close on matters of lesser importance – laws relating to inheritance – this was not unimportant in the light of God’s covenant promises to his people. The concern for an inheritance still to be realized contained a hope as yet unfulfilled, but one related to God’s promise for Israel’s entire future, and one to which the Messianic hope was also connected. God promised a land. That land was for his chosen people. Through them all the nations of the world would be blessed. Nothing which had to do with this promised inheritance could be regarded as insignificant.

+ + + + + + + +

One would not like to close the Book of Numbers without mentioning something about the symbolic significance of Israel’s journey to the Promised Land. It marked the most important historical event in the history of God’s Old Testament people. It was the fulfillment of the promise given to the patriarchs. It meant freedom, rest, a place called “homeland” after hundreds of years of bondage in a strange land. Above all there was attached to this Land of Promise the hope of the Messiah, the great Deliverer from all evils of body and soul.

Yet it took many years and many trials for this journey to the Promised Land to be accomplished. This is the story of Numbers. What should ordinarily have been accomplished in a matter of days (Dt 1:2) took years, years which at times must have seemed to Israel as one long frustrating experience.

How revealing these years! What do they tell us? On the one hand we see on Israel’s side endless bickering, complaints, even rebellion and apostasy. On God’s side, on the other hand, we see guidance, providential care, and continued mercy in spite of Israel’s unfaithfulness.

And so Numbers is not just a catalog of incidents during Israel’s stay in the wilderness. It demonstrates God’s covenant‑love for his people in every emergency. It also demonstrates God’s stern but just and necessary judgments over against his people’s repeated faithfulness and rebellion. And through it all God was faithful to his promise. In judgment and in mercy he led his chosen people to the Promised Land.

God’s people today are on a journey to a Promised Land. It is a land which offers perfect rest, freedom from all earthly suffering, perfect fellowship with a loving heavenly Father. The way to that land is open. God’s promise is sure. He gave his only Son to remove all barriers lying in the way. There are dangers on the way. In countless ways Satan, the sinful world, and our own rebellious nature try to lead us astray. And sometimes the way seems too long and the frustrations and disappointments unbearable.

A faithful pastor, however, will constantly be reminding his people of the heavenly Land of Promise which lies ahead. He will warn them with all sternness of the dangers, yet above all constantly encouraging them to look to the Savior as the only Way, the Truth and the Life.

THERE IS NO MORE IMPORTANT CALLING IN ALL THE WORLD THAN THIS!

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW (Nu 26-36)

1. For what purpose was the second census taken (ch. 26)?  Were there any significant differences in the results?

2. What was the complaint of Zelophehad’s daughters? What decision was declared concerning it?

3. Who was to serve as Moses’ successor? Was there to be any difference relating to his service?

4. Why were such stern reprisals taken against the Midianites (ch. 31)? Why do we not regard this annihilation as a “primitive concept of God”? Who was chosen to direct this campaign?

5. How were those who had engaged in battle to be “cleansed”? Where have we heard of a previous reference to this?

6. How was the booty of a victorious army to be apportioned?

7. Which tribes were to receive their inheritance east of Jordan? Under what conditions? (Refer to a map to see the approximate area assigned to each.)

8. What directive did the LORD impress upon Israel concerning the disposition of the conquered Canaanites (ch. 33)?

9. Define the general boundaries of Canaan to be apportioned to the 9½ remaining allotments. What added directives were given concerning this apportionment (ch. 34)?

10. What provision was made for the Levites? How many “cities of refuge”? What regulations applied to these (ch. 35)?

11. Which case arises again in the final chapter (ch. 36) and what disposition was made concerning it? Why were matters pertaining to inheritance and land‑ownership of such great concern to the faithful in Israel?

12. How can we compare Israel’s journey to Canaan with our life‑journey as Christians?

FOR FURTHER STUDY

See the powerpoint on the Transjordan lands.

See the powerpoints for the end of Numbers and for Joshua for maps of the tribal territories, the levitical cities, and the borders of the land.

FOR ADDED CONSIDERATION

Suggest a theme and possible occasion for the following texts occurring in Numbers:

	TEXT

	STORY

	6:22-27
	Aaronic Blessing

	9:15-23


	Guidance by a Cloud

	10:35-36

	Moses’ Call to March

	11:10-17

	70 Elders to Help

	11:23


	“Is the Lord’s Arm Too Short?”

	12:8


	God Attests Moses’ Leadership

	13:30/14:6-9

	Caleb’s Witness/Joshua’s Witness

	14:17-19

	Moses’ Mediation

	15:37-40

	Tassels on Garments

	16:45-48

	Aaron’s Mediation

	20:1-13


	The Waters of Meribah

	20:27-29

	Aaron’s Death

	21:4-9


	The Bronze Snake

	22:21-31

	Balaam’s Donkey

	23:10b


	“Let Me Die …”

	24:10-17

	A Star Out of Jacob

	27:12-23

	Moses’ Successor

	32:23


	Transjordan Tribes
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