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INTRODUCTION
IN THE WILDERNESS

Before discussing the book of Numbers, we wish to make several comments about the name of
this book, the place of this book in the canon of Holy Scripture, the time that this book covers,
and the arrangement of its content—all of which we should keep in mind in our subsequent
discussion.
1.1

The name of the book of Numbers

The title of this chapter—“In the wilderness”—is also the title of this fourth book of the Bible in
the Hebrew editions of the Old Testament. That title comes from the first verse of Numbers,
which begins this way: “Yahweh spoke to Moses in the wilderness.”
Nonetheless, this is not the name of the fourth Bible book in our English translations. Our
English title comes from the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament. That version
replaced the Hebrew title (bamidbar) with arithmoi (numbers). Later the Vulgate translated this
as “Numbers.” Both the Greek and the Latin titles mean: Numbers, or Censuses.
It is true, of course, that in Numbers we are going to hear a lot about numbers and counting.
But we will hear about something more than that. For that reason, the ancient Jewish name “In
the wilderness” perhaps fits better as the title of a book that tells us about the journey that Israel
made from Sinai to Canaan. That title had to be understood in a broader sense, however, than
what is present in the verse from which it is taken, namely, Numbers 1:1. For the beginning of
this verse goes on to say: “The LORD spoke to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai.” By no means
did everything narrated in this book occur in that one wilderness. Israel passed through various
deserts en route to Canaan.
1.2

The place of the book of Numbers

When we discussed the preceding book of Leviticus, we saw that Leviticus and Numbers are
closely related. That came to expression in the verse with which Leviticus ends and the verse
with which Numbers began. In both verses we encounter the word Sinai. In addition, we
observed a close connection between the content of the final chapter of Leviticus and the content
of the chapters that begin Numbers. We will return to this in the next Part.
Nevertheless, we will be observing something different when we read Numbers.
In view of its entire content we see that Numbers is closely connected to the book of Exodus,
in particular, the part of Exodus that narrates the journey from Egypt to Horeb.
In a certain sense, what occurred at Horeb after that portion of the journey—described in
Exodus 20–40 as well as in all of Leviticus–was an interruption, indeed, a very beautiful
interruption. We pointed that out repeatedly. For there, at Horeb, “the foundation of the
[Israelite] world” occurred. This was an unforgettable intermezzo.
But this intermezzo nonetheless signified a considerable delay for Israel en route from Egypt
to Canaan. Well then, Numbers is about what happened after that delay, with the continuation of
the journey from Egypt to the promised land. First it looks extensively at the departure from
Horeb, and then at the other half of the great trek from Egypt to Canaan.
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We would like to reprint here the overview diagram that we provided in previous
commentaries on Exodus and Leviticus:
Genesis <-------

Part 1: exodus from Egypt
Part 2: journey to Horeb
Part 3: Horeb covenant
Part 4: Horeb sanctuary

------->
------->
------->

Numbers
Deuteronomy
Leviticus

With this overview we are intending to remind readers that they should always begin reading the
Pentateuch with the book of Exodus, in connection with the story of Horeb, the foundation of the
world.
From that starting point you should then go on to read Genesis, a book written first of all for
Israel, in which this people is being told: The same Elohim, O Israel, who created heaven and
earth and bound himself with an oath to your ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, is now your
God Yahweh. That is what he wants you to call him, ever since Horeb. And that is who he wants
to be for you: The One Who Is Near.
From there you should go on to read Leviticus. And Numbers, the book that begins: “In the
wilderness of Sinai” (1:1) and ends with: “In the plains of Moab by the Jordan at Jericho”
(36:13). Numbers is through and through a book about the travels of a people gifted with the
Horeb covenant (Exodus) and instructed about the ministry with which they could please God on
the basis of the preeminent foundation upon which they had been placed (Leviticus). This people
had begun their journey with their departure from Egypt and were now continuing that trek. That
is what Numbers is about. And that provided the obvious place that it now occupies in the
Pentateuch.
1.3

The time about which Numbers narrates

The second half of the trek, the journey from Horeb to Canaan, could have taken a very short
time. The narrative of Numbers extends, however, for a very long period, almost forty years.
How did that happen?
That happened because many Israelites did not surrender believingly to God’s promise that
he would bring them into Canaan. The reason was their unbelief. Scripture subsequently returns
often to this point: Psalm 95:10–11; 106:24; John 3:14; 1 Corinthians 10:5; Hebrews 3:15–19;
Jude 11. All of the passages allude to Israel’s offensive stubbornness in terms of the proverbial
forty years.
All the more reason, then, for the Bible reader to pay close attention to the lessons of this
history. For example, we can learn how highly God wants us to esteem his promise. We can
learn that we must believe his promise, or else we will miss out on its fulfillment.
However, we must not confuse God’s promise or pledge with God’s prediction or prophecy.
God did give all the Israelites who set out from Egypt the pledge that they would enter Canaan.
This was given to all of them (1 Cor. 10:1–5). Nevertheless, they did not all enter. Why not?
Because of their unbelief, and not because God did not keep his word. This latter would have
been the case if Joshua and Caleb had not entered the promised land. For they received not only
the prophecy, but also the prediction that they would enter the land of Canaan. Given to them by
name.
So do not confuse pledge and prediction!
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Another lesson from the same history is that you may not oust someone from the position God
has assigned to them. Otherwise you are committing the sin of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram. This,
too, has been a lesson learned very poorly. For how often did not the church and subsequent
Christianity repeatedly oust Jesus Christ our only Bishop from his position? He has been
dethroned in his own church. For the men whom he wanted to appoint in each place as elders, his
men, have been treated shamefully. They have been chased out and replaced with intrusive
administrators, officious dignitaries and bodies never mentioned in Scripture, which have
usurped the government of the sheep of Christ’s flock, over whom the Lord himself had
appointed those simple men as overseers. These power pretenders are repeatedly clothed with the
lie that their stolen authority was granted to them by Christ! Can you imagine!
It has happened repeatedly, despite the warning of Numbers, that people watched servants on
horseback and princes on foot. In the church! How did people dare to do this? With Numbers
open before them!
God did not allow people to trifle with Moses and Aaron, as the “gang of Korah”
experienced. What then would he do with those who would later oust his own Son?
Is Christianity perhaps experiencing his wrath against this evil in its present-day
unmistakable backsliding on every side and in its sad state of dissolution?
1.4

The outline of Numbers

A large portion of those forty years was a terrible time. It was a time that we could characterize
with no better word than the word death. For how many Israelites died during that time!
What a sharp contrast. In connection with our discussion of the preceding books, how often
did we not have reason and opportunity to call Israel the people of the God of life. Recall, for
example, our discussion of leprosy, of materials and colors and figures associated with the
tabernacle and the clothes of the priests and high priest (Exodus). Or recall the laws about
defilement through foods, bodily fluids, leprosy, and the like (Leviticus).
Of course, as we discuss Numbers we will also see the Israelites as the people of the God of
life. We see them, for example, at the beginning of their trek. Israel departed from Horeb in
possession of the most desirable of all assurances, namely, that they were the people of the God
of life. What a send-off! But soon thereafter, the nasty interim of thirty-eight years dawned,
when this same people encountered death, with ever increasing severity, until all the soldiers had
died who were twenty years or older at the time of the ten spies. Was there also at the same time
a similarly remarkable dying off of the women? We will see. Certainly Miriam died, first
symbolically, as a leper, but later actually. Even the high priest Aaron was punished with death
before reaching Canaan. And even Moses died before reaching Canaan.
During that time we encounter death remarkably often, and do so in connection with the
people of life.
Paying attention to these things, in our discussion we plan to divide the book of Numbers
into five Parts, as follows:
Part 1: Numbers 1:1–10:10. The people of the God of life instructed before their journey.
Part 2: Numbers 10:11–12:16. The people of the God of life begin their journey.
Part 3: Numbers 13:1–19:22. The people of the God of life punished with death on their
journey.
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Part 4: Numbers 20:1–25:18. The people of the God of life reduced until the end of their
journey.
Part 5: Numbers 26:1–36:13. The people of the God of life prepared for their entrance into
Canaan.
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PART 1
THE PEOPLE OF THE GOD OF LIFE INSTRUCTED BEFORE THEIR JOURNEY

CHAPTER 1
THE REGISTRATION OF THE MEN (NUM. 1:1–46)

1.0

Orientation

In Part 1 we will be discussing Numbers 1:1–10:10. This section of Scripture covers mostly
things that happened over a span of twenty days. You can see this immediately from the familiar
list that we have printed out below. If we identify the year of the exodus as Year 1, then we get
the following timetable:
Year
1
1
2
2
2

Month
1
3
1
2
2

Day
15
15
1
1
20

Exodus from Egypt (Exod. 12:17; 13:4)
Arrival at Horeb (Exod. 19:1)
The tabernacle erected (Exod. 40:2, 17)
Command to count the men twenty years and older (Num. 1:1)
Departure from Horeb (Num. 10:11)

Using this timetable, you can calculate the following:
a. 2 months = the duration of the journey of the Israelites from Egypt to Horeb;
b. 9.5 months = the time within which the tabernacle was constructed;
c. 1 month = the length of time during which God gave all those ordinances at Horeb “from
the tent of meeting” (Lev. 1:1; 26:46; 27:34), which were subsequently collected in the book of
Leviticus, namely, from Year 1, Month 1, Day 2 until Year 1, Month 2, Day 2; and
d. 20 days = how much time was required by the preparatory measures regarding the
continuation of the journey, contained in Numbers 1:1–10:10.
With this last item we are not claiming that all the things presented in the first ten chapters of
Numbers were initiated exactly within those twenty days. We will see later that not everything
here is brand new. Various things implemented here were rooted in the past, such as the
registration of the able-bodied men in Numbers 1 (seen in Exod. 30 and 38), and the appointment
of the special position of the Levites in Numbers 1–4 and Numbers 8, seen earlier in the story of
the golden calf (Exod. 32:39), among other things.
We almost wrote that this opening section of Numbers 1 has a military character. For three items
are reported here:
(1) First, Yahweh commanded Moses to record the name of all male Israelites who were
twenty years or older, and have them registered by families (vv. 1–3).
(2) Next, he was given names of twelve “heads of the clans of Israel,” who would assist
Aaron and him with this work (vv. 4–16).
(3) Third, the numbers of these registered men are mentioned and counted (vv. 17–46).
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We will reserve (1) for discussion after we consider (2) and (3) first.
1.2

The twelve tribal heads (vv. 4–16)

Let’s write their names in a list, which will be helpful now and later.
1. In Reuben, Elizur the son of Shedeur was head.
2. In Simeon, Shelumiel the son of Zurishaddai was head.
3. In Judah, Nahshon the son of Amminadab was head.
4. In Issachar, Nethanel the son of Zuar was head.
5. In Zebulun, Eliab the son of Helon was head.
In the sons of Joseph:
6. In Ephraim, Elishama the son of Ammihud was head.
7. In Manasseh, Gamaliel the son of Pedahzur was head.
8. In Benjamin, Abidan the son of Gideoni was head.
9. In Dan, Ahiezer the son of Ammishaddai was head.
10. In Asher, Pagiel the son of Ochran was head.
11. In Gad, Eliasaph the son of Deuel was head.
12. In Naphtali, Ahira the son of Enan was head.
Anyone wanting to know something about the meaning of the names of these twelve assistants
can learn that the names of these twelve tribal heads, just as those of their respective ancestral
fathers, did not include (parts of) the specific Israelite name of Yahweh. That stands to reason,
since in the days of Israel’s exodus the name of Yahweh was entirely new, and in their youth and
the youth of their various ancestral fathers, that name was completely unknown (Exodus, 60–61).
This is why they received a name like, for example, Elizur, which means God is a rock. But it
was not a name that included, in one way or another, (part of) the name of Yahweh, as did, for
example, Joshua.
It is also interesting to note that several commentaries on the book of Numbers point out that
Nahshon, the tribal ruler of Judah, was a brother-in-law of Aaron, in view of Exodus 6:22, and
that Elishama, the tribal head of Ephraim, was Joshua’s paternal grandfather, in view of 1
Chronicles 7:26–27.
More interesting, however, is that the tribes whose able-bodied men were registered did not
include the tribe of Levi. We will explain that in connection with the conclusion of this chapter.
Nevertheless, we find mention here not of eleven, but of twelve tribes. That is because Joseph is
counted twice, in both of his sons, Ephraim and Manasseh. We will return to this number twelve.
1.3

The numbers of those registered (vv. 17–46)

Our readers have probably been surprised on occasion when they read in the Bible about the
enormous number of the members of Israel. When they read in Numbers 1:46 that the total
number of men who were twenty years or older was 603,550, as they reflect on this number, they
will certainly reach the conclusion that all the Israelites together—men, women, and children—
must have comprised a nation numbering between 2 and 3 million. This is a huge number, one
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that gives rise to several questions, at least if Holy Scripture is reporting those numbers
accurately. Is it?
Here and in many other passages, Scripture uses the Hebrew word eleph (plural, elaphim).
This word can have more than one meaning. Originally it was a word for ox. Then it was used
also to refer to a herd of cattle. Later it came to refer to a group of people, such as a family or
clan. Finally, it came to mean 1,000. The question here is this: Which of the latter two meanings
is intended in Numbers 1, that of family group or that of 1,000?
The men who made the oldest translation of the Old Testament, the Septuagint (LXX),
allowed themselves to opt here for the second of those meanings, namely, 1,000. The Vulgate
translation adopted this meaning. Our later translations in turn did the same. As a result, many
careful Bible readers have been sitting with this problem, that would not have arisen if the
Hebrew word eleph, which appears in verses like Numbers 1:21, 23, and 46 would not have been
translated as 1,000, but with the word in quotation marks: “thousand,” or with the term clan, or
even left untranslated, but only transliterated: eleph.
Over the course of time, the translation of the LXX became settled, so firmly that anyone
advocating another way of translating the term could risk the danger of being suspected of
infidelity toward . . . Sacred Scripture. I heard a lecture from Professor B. Holwerda, which he
gave a few days before he passed away, in which he considered the latter approach to translating
this word to be the most acceptable. One of his listeners, someone advanced in years and
somewhat hot-tempered, became so angry that the next day he sent the professor a letter accusing
him of attacking Scripture. Holwerda went to the grave with that accusation hovering over him.
This happened despite the fact that we must distinguish between Holy Scripture and this or that
translation of Holy Scripture. And it happened despite the fact that the KJV had already taught us
that one quantity of a “thousand” (eleph) was not as large as another (Judg. 6:15; Mic. 5:1). You
cannot make such a claim about the number 1,000, which is always the same in quantity. But the
ESV does not translate the word eleph in those verses in Judges and Micah with the term
thousand, but with the word clan. The same rendering is found in the ESV in Numbers 1:16 (“the
heads of the clans of Israel”; KJV: “heads of thousands in Israel”).
In our modest opinion, Professor Holwerda has performed an excellent service with this
observation. He proposed that the record of the able-bodied men of the twelve tribes should be
understood this way: that in each case, not one but two numbers are being given, namely, first
the number of elaphim, in the sense of clans, and then the number of the draftees being supplied
by these clans per tribe. He understood a verse like Numbers 1:21 this way: “Registered from the
tribe of Reuben: 46 clans, namely, 500.” And Numbers 1:23: “Registered from the tribe of
Simeon: 59 clans, namely, 300.”
The numbers of clans appear to vary in relation to the numbers of those registered, something
to be expected. Here is the entire list:
Reuben
Simeon
Gad
Judah
Issachar
Zebulun
Ephraim
Manasseh

46 clans
59
45
74
54
57
40
43

500 registered
300
650
600
400
400
500
200
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Benjamin
Dan
Asher
Naphtali

35
62
41
53

400
700
500
400

As you can see, there is some correspondence between the size of the number of clans and that of
the draftees, though we cannot claim that the two sets of numbers differ in equal measure. This
can be easily explained, since we know that Israel’s elaphim were not equally large (Judg. 6:15;
Mic. 5:1).
When you add the numbers of the draftees, we get a total of 5,550 men. Calculated
accordingly, the entire nation of Israel at the time of Numbers 1 was, according to Holwerda,
only between 20,000 and 30,000 people. We read, for example, that the Israelites crossed
through the Red Sea in the span of one night (Exod. 14:21–22). This is inconceivable if the
nation numbered between 2 and 3 million people, but is very conceivable for a multitude of
between 20,000 and 30,000 people. Furthermore, it is very problematic to suppose that (at least
initially) Moses would have served alone as judge over between 2 and 3 million Israelites (Exod.
18:14). In addition, how would the sound of only two trumpets have reached such a great
multitude of a couple of million (Num. 10:1–10)? Furthermore, how could a nation of between 2
and 3 million have been called the smallest of all nations, smaller than the nations of which
seven or more were living at that time in the land of Canaan (Deut. 7:7, 17)? Finally, what reason
would God have had to promise a nation of a couple of million that he would not drive out all the
people of Canaan at the same time, because otherwise the Israelites would not have survived the
wild animals in that land (Exod. 23:29–30; Deut. 7:22)?
1.1

The command of Numbers 1:1–3

Let us now take note of God’s intention with his command to Moses in the opening three verses
of Numbers 1. Of course, that was not simply to show Moses and the other Israelites that the
promise given to Abraham was fulfilled, namely, that Abraham would become a great nation
(Gen. 12:2; 15:5). Even though we know that this promise was certainly being fulfilled at that
time. But Numbers 1 is not specifically about that; otherwise the entire nation would have been
counted—not just the men, but also the women and little children. Numbers 1 is talking,
however, exclusively about men, and more specifically, about men older than twenty, ablebodied men, called possibly to move out as soldiers (tsaba’).
For that reason, we certainly obtain more clarity when we say that Numbers 1 has a military
character, although we need to be careful with that characterization. For we should not put the
Israelite soldiers in the same class as the armies of the other nations. Naturally, it was not
insignificant that the Israelite men from twenty years old were being registered as soldiers.
Presumably they had already been given a defensive task before entering Canaan, when the
nation was making its way through various deserts. Otherwise their numbers would not have
been mentioned again later in Numbers 2, where we read about the manner in which the twelve
tribes had to depart, with the tabernacle being carried and surrounded by the tribe of Levi in their
midst. But we must also remember in that connection that Israel’s safety was assured especially
by God’s protective cloud above Israel’s head (Ps. 105:39). Naturally, when they came first to
the Transjordan and later to Canaan, the Israelite men had also received an offensive
assignment—they had to fight, although we must not think that God needed them for that
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assignment. The opposite became evident in the story of the ten spies and the sad aftermath
(Num. 13–14). At that time, the embarrassing judgment of God fell upon the soldiers, the
Israelites who were twenty years and older. Israel did not conquer Canaan in its own strength,
but by the strength received from the Angel of Yahweh (Josh. 5, 6; Ps. 44). Nor did they acquire
Canaan thanks to their own righteousness, for far too much was lacking in that regard, as Moses
said (Deut. 9:4–5). Israel had been disobedient far too often. When one time Moses mentioned
the real reason why God took the land away from the Canaanites and gave it to Israel, he did not
identify the primary reason to be God’s faithfulness to his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob, but according to him God’s first motive for doing that was pouring out his wrath upon the
wickedness of the nations living in the land of Canaan (Deut. 9:5).
God used Israel’s army as the sword of his righteous anger against the perversity of Canaan.
He had put a partial end to that already back when he destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah. But he
left the rest for Abraham’s posterity. For in Abraham’s day, the measure of wickedness of the
(remaining) Canaanites was not yet full (Gen. 15:16).
It is important not to lose sight of this biblical truth. Not only because otherwise you will be
defenseless against people who accuse the Israelites of having waged a predatory war against
Canaan. A Bible believer can walk away from such an accusation with a tranquil heart, and place
responsibility for Israel’s actions against the Canaanites squarely in God’s hands. For God
himself was the one who mandated Israel with the task of waging war against the Canaanites,
called to serve as his sacred firing squad.
But then we must place heavy emphasis on that word holy, for Numbers 1 gives us a very
serious reason to do so. To illuminate that reason we want to pay careful attention to what we are
taught in the following three passages:
1.1.1 Exodus 30:11–16;
1.1.2 Exodus 38:25–28; and
1.1.3 Numbers 31.
After studying those Scripture passages, we will continue with our discussion of Numbers 1.
1.3.1 The lesson of Exodus 30:11–16 (about the kopher for future warriors)
First of all, we will explain the place in Scripture where we find this passage. It is in that large
section of Exodus that tells us about all the precepts God had given Moses on Mount Sinai
regarding the building of the tabernacle. When you take note of these, you will definitely not find
that this passage about atonement money (silver) having to be paid for Israelite people has come
out of thin air, simply dropped in the middle of instructions about manufacturing all kinds of
things for the tabernacle. One particular item was made out of this atonement money.
But why was the payment of such “atonement money” necessary?
The Hebrew word kopher is used. This same word appears in Exodus 21:30, where we read
about the case of an ox that was accustomed to gore people, and his owner knew about that. The
owner of that ox that had gored a person to death was actually deserving of capital punishment.
But if people were satisfied—particularly the family of the victim—with the payment of a
kopher, this was allowed, but then the owner of the animal was required to pay whatever people
demanded, whatever they imposed as the kopher.
In such a case, the payment of a kopher was permitted by God because this was not a case of
full-blown malevolence. It could easily have been a case of negligence. But if someone
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intentionally took the life of his neighbor, then people could definitely not accept a kopher in
payment for such a murderer (Num. 35:31; cf. v. 32).
The meaning of the word kopher is clear. It leads us to think back to what was said earlier
about Leviticus 17:11, the key to the teaching about the bloody sacrifice. The blood of the animal
sacrificed covered the nephesh, the soul, the person of the one bringing the sacrifice. To indicate
that covering or atoning, the Hebrew language used the verb related to k-ph-r.
Now we are ready to look at the command of Exodus 30:11–16.
Immediately when God spoke with Moses on Mount Sinai about his plans involving a sacred
dwelling in the midst of Israel, he commanded that each one who would later be registered as a
man twenty years or older on behalf of the army would have to pay to the sanctuary a kopher or
atonement money of a half shekel of silver. Why? The reason is understandable: Yahweh would
later dwell in the midst of the Israelites in the tabernacle, and among them there was to be
nothing, no trace, no element having to do with death. For example, lepers would have to leave
the military camp. But those soldiers would continue to be found among the Israelites. Even
though they were males, whose calling was to move out for battle if necessary, and thereby of
course run the risk of coming into contact with death, in connection with the slaying of Israel’s
enemies. But that did not harmonize together: the dwelling of Yahweh among Israel and the
presence of future military executioners among Israel. But so be it: Yahweh would be satisfied,
on the condition that each soldier would pay a kopher for his nephesh (his soul, his person). Then
God’s wrath would not break forth upon Israel. For if that silver of the atonement money ended
up in the sanctuary, Yahweh would look upon it and it would cover and atone for the souls of
those men before the face of God.
Do you understand the symbolic lesson here? In innumerable ways God wanted to make his
ancient church understand what a distinct people it was. Israel was a nation that was not allowed
to have anything to do with paganism, sin, and death. This is the lesson that we have encountered
so many times when we read Exodus and Leviticus.
1.1.2 The lesson of Exodus 38:25–28 (about the purpose for which the kopher on behalf of the
initial future warriors is devoted)
From the preceding section we have learned that paying a kopher by everyone who would be part
of Israel’s war effort may especially not be viewed as equivalent to our voluntary charitable
donations. For aside from the fact that the payment of the kopher by every adult male was not
occasional, not an annual payment, but once in his life, and aside from the fact that it was not at
all voluntary but strictly obligatory, the command required of every soldier an equal amount,
something that would not be a fair requirement for our charitable contributions, because those
should be calculated with a view to the size of personal income. Because the atonement money
had to be paid only once by each soldier, we must not connect it to the wonderful payment of
“the two-drachma tax” by our Savior, about which we are told in Matthew 17:24–27, precisely
because this payment was not a “one time” event at all, but a periodically recurring payment,
presumably going back to a regulation of Nehemiah (10:32).
Instead, payment of the kopher by the soldiers happened one time in each man’s life, and was
not related to his economic situation, but with the act of killing for which only one single
punishment existed in Israel: death. Nothing more and nothing less. This explains why the
(symbolic) atonement payment was equal for each one: a half shekel.
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This amount was never paid by many older males during the time of Horeb, simply because
the command to do so had not yet been given when they were twenty years old. But the
automatic result of this circumstance was that when the institution of the kopher payment for
soldiers was made at Horeb, suddenly a half shekel of silver had to be paid by numerous men. If
the assumption of Professor Holwerda is correct, this payment was made by 5,550 men
simultaneously, so that all of these men together paid a sum of 2,775 shekels of silver.
Well, in Exodus 38 we read what that silver, the payment of those men who later would be
recorded in the register of soldiers, was used for. People used that silver to make, among other
things, the base of the pillars of Yahweh’s dwelling and of the innermost curtain, as well as the
tops of the pillars of the outer court (Exodus, 203). In this way, that silver was perpetually
present before the face of Yahweh for the atonement of their souls, their persons (Exod. 30:16).
We would observe in passing that the entire matter of the able-bodied males that we are
talking about unfolded in two stages. First their payment of the kopher occurred. Naturally this
had to have happened before the completion of the tabernacle, and this is mentioned in Exodus
30 and 38. But the last stage, that of the recording of the names of the valiant men, is mentioned
for the first time in Numbers 1, the chapter we will discuss further.
1.1.3 The lesson of Numbers 31 (about extra-kopher after military actions)
Waging war was a defiling business. Thereby men came into contact with death, with the corpses
of the slain. That was constantly imprinted upon Israel by means of God’s laws. Repeatedly
priests and Levites would have provided their explanatory commentary (Deut. 33:10). We
deduce this especially from the narrative of Numbers 31.
In this chapter we are told of an Israelite punitive expedition against the Midianites. We will
return to the reasons for that in due time, but for now the following is sufficient.
At that encounter, Midian came out the loser. Many enemies were killed and significant
plunder was obtained.
When the celebrating elite corps of Israelite soldiers returned from the expedition, however,
it had to suffer a severe admonition from Moses and the (high) priest Eleazer. In the first place,
because they had spared the Midianite women, and did so shortly after Israel had experienced
such a tragic history on account of such women. Some Israelite men had been seduced by these
women into the sensual idolatry of Baal of Peor. We read about this in Numbers 25, which we
will discuss later. With a view to repeating this risk, the returning soldiers now receive the
command to kill all the women who were married. Not only that, but before returning to their
military camp, they had to purify themselves and the remaining female prisoners and all their
plunder. They had to cleanse themselves on the third and on the seventh days. This had to occur
with the use of so-called water of purification, about which we will comment in connection with
Numbers 19. The high priest Eleazer gave the men further instruction in these matters.
To this point we have heard no special news. Anyone who has read Leviticus and has
understood the strict commands God gave his ancient church as a warning against all kinds of
defilement through death—by contact with animals or people, by means of bodily secretions and
by means of the symbolic death of leprosy—is not surprised that the men who went out against
Midian and had killed a number of their enemies, and thereafter had to put to death the married
women among the prisoners, would have to purify themselves extensively afterward.
But Numbers 31 tells us in addition that those men had on their own initiative done the
following. Their leaders came to Moses and told him the joyful news that of all those who had
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gone up against Midian, no one had perished. It was obvious that they had mentioned this fact
with a great gratitude, and that it surely was their gratitude for God’s protection that drove them
to bring a voluntary sacrifice. At that time this consisted of gold, nothing but gold: golden
armbands, golden signet rings, etc. But in addition to gratitude for the sparing of their lives, there
must also have been something else that moved them also especially to bring this sacrifice. The
men stated: We are bringing this sacrifice to Yahweh “to make atonement for ourselves
[naphshotenu, for our persons, for us] before the LORD” (v. 50).
As proof that they had no objection at all against this spontaneous act of the men, Moses and
the priest Eleazer accepted this gold and provided a place for it in the tent of meeting. But what
kind of place? “[A]s a memorial for the Israelites before the LORD” (31:54).
This last expression, “as a memorial for the Israelites before the LORD,” corresponds
completely with the words “it will be a memorial [lezikkaron] for the Israelites before the LORD,
making atonement for your lives” in Exodus 30:16. The words “to make atonement for
ourselves” from Numbers 31:50 recall the passage from Exodus 30:11–16 that we discussed,
because the same word is used for atone (k-ph-r) and the same word is used for souls
(nephashot). For that reason, we do well to explain the remarkable gesture of the returning
warriors in terms of Exodus 30. Earlier, already in connection with entering military service as
twenty-year-olds, each of them had paid a silver kopher for his atonement, with a view to his
future military work that would naturally bring him into contact with death. But even though this
latter had occurred, they showed respect for God’s requirement that Israel constantly stay away
from contact with death—which was a symbol of the paganism that existed outside God’s Horeb
covenant—by offering an extra atonement sacrifice, consisting of gold.
Returning now to Numbers 1, thanks to the light provided to us by reading the three passages
we’ve been discussing, we can understand the intention behind God’s command to register the
names of all able-bodied males.
Even though the war against the Canaanites would later be waged by Israel as a mandate
placed upon them by God himself, and even though Israel’s valiant men would function, so to
speak, as Yahweh’s sword against his enemies (Num. 32:21), nevertheless the people needed to
think deeply about the expectation that this sword would later be covered with blood and Israel’s
warriors would run the risk of bringing death inside the military camp of the people. For in the
midst of that military camp was God’s holy tent, the dwelling of Yahweh, who had impressed
upon Israel in various ways this warning: Beware of paganism as though it were death, and for
death as though it were paganism.
This explains the requirement that the name of those who would move out as warriors would
have to be recorded accurately. During the previous month God had commanded Moses to
provide all that (in many respects symbolic) instruction about the sacred basis of the Horeb
covenant upon which Israel had been established (Leviticus), not so that later during the waging
of war against Canaan Israel could simply forget about it carelessly. No, even in connection with,
and after, their fighting with the Canaanites who had been consigned to death, the Israelite
warriors were not allowed to forget that these warriors constituted a particular danger for the
sacred military camp of God’s people. Death had no place in that camp. Therefore, people had to
pay close attention.
Numbers 1 is not talking about the holiness that an army of Israelite warriors was to observe
in the field. We are not ignoring or denying that duty. The command pertaining to that can be
read in so many words in Deuteronomy 23:9–14. But we must not exaggerate. Some have

18

argued, for example, that during days of waging war, Israelite troops had to maintain “sexual
abstinence,” appealing for this view to the statement of the priest, Ahimelech, to David, when he
gave him the sacred bread: “. . . provided the men have kept themselves from women” (1 Sam.
21:4). But these words do not at all show that Ahimelech was referring to an existing
prescription regarding soldiers in the field. The point is that person in the emergency situation, in
which David was, according to our Savior (Matt. 12:4), would need to do everything he could in
order at least to prevent someone who was unclean—as could happen to a soldier in the field
(Deut. 23:10)—from eating something as holy as the showbread (cf. Lev. 7:20–21). Nor is the
argument we mentioned above able to be based on the refusal of Uriah to listen to David’s
suggestion that he go to his home and lie with his wife (2 Sam. 11:11). If David was seeking to
cover over a bad situation, and everything points to that, he certainly would not have been so
stupid as to act in direct violation of an existing sacred military law. For he would thereby have
aroused suspicion.
That certain requirements existed for observing particular holiness on the part of an active
Israelite army cannot be denied. These were even more strict than those that every man and
woman in the camp of Israel had to observe. But that is not what Numbers 1 is about.
In Numbers 1 we are dealing with a series of commands given by God with the aim of
making it possible, among the Israelite people in whose midst he dwelt in his holy tent, for a
large number of future killers to live without their killing leading to a terrible catastrophe. We
almost wrote: without this causing a severe short circuit. That we must understand Numbers 1:1–
46 in this way will be confirmed by our discussion of the next sections of Scripture.
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CHAPTER 2
THE PLACE OF LEVI BETWEEN GOD AND HIS PEOPLE (NUM. 1:47–54)
We recall the list of twelve tribes supplied in chapter 1. The tribe of Levi was missing from that
list. Why? The Levites were not allowed to be “numbered” along with the other twelve tribes.
“Numbered.” That is the word used in Numbers 1. But Bible readers may well be severely
confused when they observe in Numbers 3 and 4 that the Levites were numbered—painstakingly
so. For that reason, the rendering of Numbers 1:47 in the ESV is more clear: “But the Levites
were not listed along with them by their ancestral tribe.” This refers to the list of warriors.
The Levites received another task, that of caring for the tabernacle. They were to camp
around the tabernacle, in order to prevent any unauthorized person from coming into contact
with the sanctuary as it was either dismantled or assembled while Israel was traveling. For that
would cost such a person his life.
Here it may be useful to review the drawing we provided in Exodus (141). This pictures for
us the information from (this conclusion of) Numbers 1 and from Numbers 2.

Figure 1
Why would Levi have to camp around the tabernacle? “[S]o that there may be no wrath on the
congregation of the people of Israel” (1:53).
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Do not think, therefore, that Levi was insignificant, despite not receiving a military task. The
tribe’s position between the people and the sanctuary was extremely important. Thereby this
tribe, which had been consecrated by God for this task, functioned like an insulation curtain.
What the tabernacle ministry demanded in terms of time and effort we can learn from our
discussion of the sacrificial Torah (Lev. 1–7). The Levites were also responsible for teaching the
Israelites God’s laws (Deut. 33:10), like the law regulating when a man was unclean and
therefore was not allowed to enter the sanctuary. So theirs was a comprehensive task, though it
should not be exaggerated, since Levi was not responsible to see to it that Israel became God’s
people. God himself had seen to that, and Israel was given the certificate, the proof, namely: the
ark. Indeed, the tabernacle is twice identified in terms of the ark: the tabernacle of the testimony
(mishkan haeduth, vv. 50, 53; cf. Exodus, 98–100). But Levi did have to see to it that the
relationship between those two, Yahweh and Israel, remained healthy. For God is actually too
holy to dwell among people like us. He hates our works of the flesh as he hates death. And who
can say that he remains entirely free of such works? Therefore, that position and task of Levi
lead us to think of our Savior who is now dwelling on high interceding for us as our Advocate,
and of what he does with us on earth by having his Spirit instruct us as to how we must live
before God’s face.
So the tribe of Levi received a kind of mediatorial assignment. We have discussed this kind
of task in connection with Moses (Exodus, 102–103) and with the priests as mediators (Exodus,
254).
Surely this was a noble task, one that made it possible for such a holy God like Yahweh to
continue dwelling in the midst of the Israelites. But it was nonetheless a ministerial or serving
task. Repeatedly it is said of their work that it involved the (tent of) meeting (Num. 3:7–8; 8:19;
18:5, 22). That congregation had to be protected, for who could dwell with such a holy God, who
had come to dwell among people?
From Figure 1 above, you can learn what was in the mind of the one who composed the book
of Numbers, when he arranged his information in such an unmistakable unity as we have it
before us in the first chapter of Numbers. Everything circles around Yahweh and his sanctuary.
When you see that, you discover the character of Numbers 1:1–46, regarding the registration of
the able-bodied males in Israel. It functioned as an introduction, since that registration is reported
to us with a view to the sanctuary. This was not just to form a connection between Numbers 1
and Leviticus 27, but also to show how richly endowed the nation of Israel was when they
departed for the promised land of Canaan. The nation had the tabernacle of Yahweh in their
midst! And we ourselves may well imagine: “What a huge step on God’s part in the direction of
the incarnation of the Word and the future Paradise!” (Exodus, 181).
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CHAPTER 3
THE TWELVE TRIBES AROUND THE TABERNACLE (NUM. 2)

In Numbers 2 we read about the arrangement of tribes that the Israelites were to maintain when
they camped or marched. There is an unmistakable symbolism in this arrangement, which you
can see when you review Figure 1 in the previous chapter.
The center of Israel’s one large camp was obviously formed by the tabernacle. From that
center everything else obtained its radiance. By means of this tabernacle the Israelites were
sanctified (Exod. 29:43–46).
They were not allowed to camp directly next to the tabernacle and outer court, but only at a
distance (Num. 2:2), in such a way that there was a kind of permanent zone or fence between the
sanctuary and the people. In that border area God assigned a place for the different divisions of
Levi. This will be discussed later in Numbers 3–4.
On each of the four sides of the square formed by the outer edge of the zone, God assigned a
place for three tribes, twelve altogether, the same twelve listed in Numbers 1, although their
sequence here is different. Each one could easily find the location of his tribe and military unit
thanks to the use of banners and standards. These were presumably flags and banners, similar to
what Israel may have seen in Egypt, since people there were familiar with “flag poles” and with
the multi-colored flags decorating the façade of the pharaoh’s palace.
Whereas we usually speak of the single camp of Israel, which is warranted in view of
Numbers 4:5, 5:24, and other passages, in the report of the conversation between Yahweh and
Moses about Israel’s manner of camping and marching that we find in Numbers 2, we learn of
four, indeed, five camps.
3.1
The first is called the camp of Judah. Judah was the one about whom father Jacob had
spoken such a beautiful prophecy (Gen. 49:8–12), the tribe that received a place on the east side,
the side of the light, the side of the sunrise. We should mention as well that this was also the side
where God would assign Moses, Aaron, and the priests a place “in the border area” (see Figure
1). In this way, the place of honor among the twelve tribes was given to Judah, rather than to
Reuben, Jacob’s oldest son. No, this preeminent place in the camp was the camp of Judah, and
alongside him, the tribes of Issachar and Zebulun camped as well. All three were sons of Leah,
the despised one (Gen. 29:35; 30:18, 20).
3.2
The second camp is called the camp of Reuben, and was located on the south side, which
was also a place of honor, designated for Reuben, the dethroned one (Gen. 49:3–4). God
occasionally takes pleasure in giving people with a miserable past a good place in his
congregation, on the south side. The Easterner orients his face toward the rising sun. In this
manner you should understand the placing of the tribes around the tabernacle—from God
outward, from the ark outward, with one’s face to the light. Then the south side is the right side.
If it had depended on our human judgment, Reuben would have received the back location, the
western side, or the side of the shadowy north. But with God there is forgiveness, and the camp
arrangement of the twelve tribes can teach us that he does not inquire after “the rights of a man”
and does not judge in terms of the “autonomous” man who imagines that he himself can decide

22

sovereignly in God’s church: You stand over there, or you come here and sit by my footstool on
the ground (James 2:3). Only God is absolutely sovereign.
The tribe of Simeon was permitted to camp next to Reuben. He too was a son of Leah, and
someone with a “past” (Gen. 34:25, 30; 49:5–7). God exalted Gad to a similar place of honor,
though he was not a son of Leah but of Leah’s female slave, Zilpah (Gen. 30:11).
In the middle of the four camps, Numbers 2 tells us about the camp of Levi (v. 17), a name
that again evokes mixed feelings. On the one hand, father Jacob had not spoken about Levi with
honor, but had mentioned him in the same breath with Simeon’s “past.” On the other hand,
Moses found the tribe of Levi to have been faithful during the time of punishment for the sin
with the golden calf (Exod. 32:25–29). God decides: Levi will camp in the “border area” and
play a mediatorial role between the holy Yahweh and his repeatedly defiled people. For fire is
beautiful, but you can occasionally “sin” terribly against it. That is what Nadab and Abihu
experienced. The location of Levi around the ark and tabernacle leads us to recall the modern
phenomenon of the red lightning flash hitting electricity transformer units and flashing above
train track overpasses. Touching them is fatal! That remains true, even though now it is not
possible to approach God in any other way than through the Lord Jesus Christ, who is greater
than Aaron and Levi (Heb. 7), and even now God does not allow people to mock him (Gal. 6:7).
Numbers returns in chapter 3 to discuss the location of Levi. In our chapter 10 below, we will
observe other peculiarities concerning the organization of a number of matters connected with
Israel’s marching from the camp (vv. 17–21). But here what is certainly primary is mentioned,
namely, that the pitching and breaking of the camp of Levi and the sanctuary must occur in
connection with the rank and order of the other four camps (v. 17).
3.3
The camp of Ephraim was located on the backside of the tabernacle, on the west side.
That appeared to be an unfavorable location. But Ephraim was actually not one of the tribes like
the others, which were all named after one of the sons of Jacob. Ephraim was actually not a son,
but a grandson of Jacob, just as Manasseh, his older brother. But Jacob had promised his son
Joseph a double blessing, as a father would give to his eldest son. He had accepted both of
Joseph’s sons as his own sons. Thus, Rachel actually had given birth to three sons, three tribes,
this Rachel who initially thought that she would never receive children. Well, these three “tribes
of Rachel” were permitted to occupy an entire side together, under the leading of the youngest
among them, Ephraim. How often God’s manner of arrangement is entirely different from ours!
We may also observe God’s wise arrangement in the double blessing that Jacob had to give
to his son Joseph, thanks to the Spirit of prophecy. For in this way it was possible later that Levi
became the tribe called to mediate between Yahweh and the people and its army, composed of
twelve tribes, a genuine ecclesiastical army. For twelve is the number of the church, of God’s
congregation.
3.4
Finally, Dan was located on the north side, together with Naphtali and Asher. All three
were sons of a maidservant. The first two of Bilhah, the slave of Rachel, the last of Zilpah, the
slave of Leah (Gen. 50:5–8, 12, 13). But the question arises whether it was for that reason that
the north side, the left side, of the tabernacle was assigned to them. The regulation found in
Numbers 2 proceeds rather from God’s free grace, which forgives sins and exalts the lowly. The
north side of the camp, when Israel pitched its camp, was not as attractive as the east side and the
south side. When Israel broke camp and went out to continue its travel, Dan and the associated
tribes formed the rear. This was something that, apparently already in the deserts of the Sinai
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peninsula, in view of Israel’s severe battle with Amalek (Exod. 17:8–16), would not have been
easy. In this connection, we should direct our attention to the fact that at this time, Dan was the
largest tribe after Judah. But remember our warning when we discussed Numbers 1 that the army
of Israel should not be evaluated according to the same terms as those of the nations of the
world—is it not remarkable that there is not a word about Israel’s military equipment and
weaponry? Israel surely had an abundant supply—but we wanted to focus the reader’s attention
on the fact that the tribes forming the front and rear sections, namely, Judah and Dan, had the
largest number of registered men. Even though God does not need men per se, he nonetheless
wants to use them, also for the protection of his congregation.
The apostle John was permitted to see the Bride, the wife of the Lamb, in her future glory here
on earth. He saw her in the form of the holy city, Jerusalem, as she descended from God out of
heaven. The city had twelve gates, and on them were written the names of the twelve tribes of
the children of Israel. To the east were three gates, to the north three gates, to the south three
gates, and to the west three gates. And the wall of the city had twelve foundations, on which
were written the names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb (Rev. 21:9–14). When you recall how
frequently in the book of Revelation John uses symbolism, and when you notice that Revelation
21 is obviously recalling Numbers 2, then there is clear warrant when we read Numbers 2 to
wonder what God’s symbolic intention was for Israel and for us in terms of various details. It
was nothing less than the tabernacle pointing us forward to the future paradise of the new earth,
like the intentional camp arrangement of Israel’s tribes gathered around this shadowy sanctuary
points us to the enormous congregation of the saved that will one day dwell on the new earth in
that paradise, all of whose members will praise God, no matter who and what they were in this
life, whether “small” or “great,” i.e., lowly or prominent in the eyes of men (Rev. 19:5; cf. 18).
The number twelve is the number of the church.
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CHAPTER 4
ISRAEL’S FIRSTBORN SONS REPLACED BY THE LEVITES (NUM. 3)
Numbers 3 and 4 belong together. Both chapters are dealing with the Levites. The difference is
that Numbers 3 is talking more about the number of Levites, and Numbers 4 is talking more
about their ministry. But this is merely a matter of degree. You will not find here such a sharp
delineation as we have introduced. In Numbers 3, in addition to the number of Levites, we find
some talk of their ministry, and in Numbers 4, in addition to the ministry of the Levites, we find
something about their number. Modern pragmatism will certainly disapprove of this Semitic
penchant for repetition. But constant repetition is also a method of impressing something in
someone’s mind. The differences between Numbers 3 and 4 will become evident in our
discussion.
4.1

Introduction: concerning the priests (Num. 3:1–4)

Though later we will encounter a wide-ranging discussion about the Levites, here in Numbers 3
the narrator does not get right to the point. Rather, the one who has gathered the information
about God’s commands to Moses regarding the Levites has a preceding section about the priests.
That section would likely have been taken from an existing family archive. It opens this way:
“These are the generations [toledoth] of Aaron and Moses.” The word toledoth would have
reminded the readers, from Genesis (cf. Genesis, 51), of the marker identifying a transition,
helping the reader to look back as well as ahead. Here as well, with a view to the preceding, the
word seeks to inform us about the way in which the tribe of Levi, and in particular the
priesthood, had obtained such a privileged position in Israel. And with a view to what followed,
perhaps it was seeking to identify the privileged position that the priesthood had received in the
midst of the Levites. For, in this introductory section, our attention is being focused on the
priesthood, which explains why the text departs from custom and mentions Aaron before Moses.
“These are the generations of Aaron and Moses.”
Aaron had a total of four sons, Nadab, Abihu, Eleazar, and Ithamar. All of them were
appointed as priests, not only “anointed”, but also “consecrated.” Nadab and Abihu were killed,
however. For that reason, Eleazar and Ithamar were the only surviving sons of Aaron who could
occupy the office of priest, and their father Aaron was the high priest.
4.2

The Levites given to the priests (Num. 3:5–10)

Anyone who has carefully read Leviticus 1–7, dealing with the sacrificial Torah, will understand
that a lot of work was involved in bringing the offerings. This explains why at the concluding of
the Horeb covenant (the “first covenant,” that was not “inaugurated without blood,” Heb. 9:18),
Moses had used “Israelite young men” (Exod. 19:24; 24:5; cf. Exodus, 91, 123). But later that
was regulated differently by Yahweh. Perhaps the ministry—the ministry of worship—was and
remained for Yahweh near and in the sanctuary a matter that concerned all Israel, “a kingdom of
priests and a holy nation,” as it was supposed to be (Exod. 19:6). But the tabernacle ministry
would from now on be looked after for Israel by Aaron and his two surviving sons. We read
about this in Leviticus 8–10.
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Moreover, at this point the following was added. In connection with that work, the priests
would be assisted by the Levites. (Note that some Levites were not priests, though all Levites
belonged to the tribe of Levi.)
In this second section of Numbers 3 we now read that God laid on the shoulders of Aaron and his
two sons the task in and with his sanctuary, which had actually rested upon all Israel, and these
men now obtained the assistance of the Levites. What work did the latter group perform? Verse 8
provides the answer (they would take care of this and that), and later we will learn more about
that. Obviously taking down and setting up the tabernacle, transporting sacred objects like the
lampstand, the table of showbread, the altar for burnt offerings, etc., could not all be done by the
priests. They had to have assistance.
For this labor the Levites were given to the priests, given by God himself. This is stated
emphatically in verse 9, translated somewhat literally: “And you shall give the Levites to Aaron
and to his sons. Given. They are given to him from among the children of Israel.” The Hebrew
word for given is nethunim. Later, Scripture also talks about (other) nethinim, which is virtually
the same word. The Gibeonites were such (Josh. 9:27). Temple servants is what people called
such men. They had pagan ancestry (Ezra 2, 8; Neh. 2). But the Levites did not; they had been
given as assistants to Aaron “from the Israelites.” We read in addition: to Aaron the priest. So
they were not given to Aaron for all kinds of errands and duties, but exclusively for work within
the outer court of the tabernacle. This was a privilege that we hear praised in the Psalms (65:4;
84:4; 134:1), even though the Levites were not necessarily priests. This was still the period of the
old covenant, and thus there was a hierarchical pyramid of classes of people (cf. Exodus, 249–
56). In many respects the ordinary Israelite was unauthorized in comparison to the Levite, the
Levite in comparison to the priest, the priest in comparison to the high priest, and the high priest
was not authorized to enter the holy of holies daily.
When we read in Numbers 3:6, “Bring the tribe of Levi near, and set them before Aaron the
priest, that they may minister to him,” the intention is not that the Levites were to appear as a
unit before Aaron for inspection, like soldiers stand before an officer. The tribe of Levi was
supposed to “approach,” that is, was equipped in perpetuity for a task in connection with the
sanctuary, and would then constantly have to “stand” before the face of Aaron the priest, in order
to serve him. This last notion was a customary idea, that of standing before the face of someone,
which meant “to serve him.” This latter term, serve, need not conjure up negative images, since it
is used in 1 Kings 1:4 to describe Abishag, the beautiful woman who “attended to” the elderly
King David. Such notions, as though the Levites were being humbled for entire or partial servile
labor, would not be very consistent with other Scripture passages that talk about the task of the
Levites as being an honorable labor. The Levites were exalted to their office out of free grace,
but this gracious election did not occur apart from Levi’s faithfulness, shown in the days of the
golden calf (Exod. 32:25–29; Deut. 33:8–10).
4.3

God’s right to command the Levites (Num. 3:11–13)

If it would have pleased Yahweh to lay upon Moses and the Israelites his decision concerning the
tribe of Levi without giving a word of explanation, no one could object. For God is not only
almighty, but he is also sovereign. Nevertheless, he wanted to give an explanation. As his reason
for giving those regulations, he appealed to what had happened in Egypt in connection with the
tenth plague. At that time, God had put to death every male firstborn human and animal, at least
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among the Egyptians. But he had spared Israel from this blow. So on this basis God would have
had the right to require that from now on, all firstborn males in Israel would be his special
possession, for example, to serve him in connection with the sanctuary. But this would have
caused a great deal of difficulty. Recall how much good such an eldest son would be to his father
who was a farmer. Even today, think of the untold misery that occurs when an eldest son from a
farming family must report for military duty. For that reason, the regulation that the Israelite
firstborn males were to be replaced by the Levite males would signify a genuine relief for many
an Israelite in the future. He would often pay the ransom price of five shekels with a relieved
heart (Exod. 22:29; Num. 18:16). Yahweh did not give his law in order to torment Israel. We
will say more about this in connection with Numbers 8 (the Levites were a thank offering of the
entire nation to Yahweh for his deliverance from Egypt). Let us remember in this connection also
that the tribe of Levi would later receive no portion of real estate in the land of Canaan. In this
way, the Levites would be able to devote themselves far more easily to the ministry of the
sanctuary. And the transfer of the obligation of sacred ministry in Levi from father to son would
undoubtedly have been of very great benefit for the knowledge of God’s ordinances. (We
discussed the connection between the release of the firstborn males and the tenth plague in
connection with Lev. 27:26–27).
But there was something more.
We do well to think in this connection of the familiar phenomenon mentioned earlier, “The
Great Annexation” (cf. Exodus, 299–304). Already in the story of Cain and Abel we read about
the offering of the firstfruits of the flock (Gen. 4:4). This was a meaningful example that would
later be transformed through detestable imitation into its opposite, and that on a wide scale. The
custom that people sacrificed to their deity the firstfruit, especially the firstborn male, was not a
practice exclusive to Israel, but we find it throughout all of Semitic antiquity. By means of
excavations at Gezer and Mediggo, we find indisputable confirmation of child sacrifice among
the Canaanites. It was certainly by way of imitating a Canaanite religious precept that later the
sacrificing of firstborn children occurred among the Israelites as well (2 Kings 3:27; 16:3; 21:6;
Ezek. 20:25; Mic. 6:7). That was done despite the fact that from the outset God had wanted to
cut off this terrible custom in Israel by substituting the male Levites for the firstborn Israelite
sons. At the same time he was compelling the Israelites, by means of their ransom payment for
each firstborn male, to repeatedly recall the historical foundation that lay beneath the Israelite
institution. They too would recall Israel’s deliverance from Egypt. With very heavy emphasis
God erected this institution within Israel through Moses. Witness the beginning of verse 12:
“And I, behold, I have taken the Levites from among the children of Israel instead of all the firstborn that openeth the womb among the children of Israel” (ASV). He could talk that way
because he was Yahweh, Israel’s Deliverer from Egypt.
If only Israel had paid more attention later to God’s mild Torah, for then they would not have
sacrificed their firstborn sons to the idol gods, nor have made them go through the fire on their
behalf. God had wanted so fervently to spare them from that severe religion. In relation to that,
the yoke and burden of God’s evangelical law was indeed very soft and very light. Nevertheless,
among Israel their eyes were far too often closed to seeing this, and their hearts too often closed
to observing this: the lovingkindness of the Torah. In comparison to that, paganism placed upon
Israel heavy religious demands!
4.4

Counting the number of the three groups of Levites (Num. 3:14–38)
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The reader shouldn’t scrutinize the heading of this section too closely. We have formulated it this
way in order to focus attention on what will follow later. We are going to see with what extreme
accuracy the replacement was carried out of the firstborn Israelite males of one month and older
by the Levites of the same age. By comparing the number of firstborn Israelites with the number
of Levites we see that the former was larger than the latter. There was a difference of 273, which
we will discuss in a moment.
The reader needs to keep in mind that here the main subject is the number, or the counting.
But this does not mean that, in addition to giving us the numbers of the various groups, Numbers
3 is entirely uninterested is supplying other information. It does so, not only in terms of the
Eastern manner of storytelling, which was generous and wide-ranging, but at the same time, also
in terms of the meaning of the Hebrew word used for “counting” or “listing” (p-q-d). As we have
seen, this word can also mean register, enroll, muster, record the service and location of
someone. This explains why in this section we read not only about numbers. So the reader should
not lose the thread of the narrative.
We need not say a lot about this rather large section of Numbers 3. We have already dealt
with the content of these verses by means of the drawing that we supplied above. We will make
only these few comments.
1. The three sons of Levi were Gershon, Kohath, and Merari, arranged here according to their
birth order (Exod. 6:15). Later, in Numbers 4, they will be listed differently: Kohath, Gershon,
and Merari. There the arrangement corresponds with the prominence of their work (cf. Exodus,
251–52).
2. With each son of Levi the generations are also mentioned, along with each of their
descendants.
Gershon
Libni Shimei

Kohath
Amram Izhar Hebron Uzziel

Merari
Mahli Mushi

No further attention is paid to these descendants (perhaps in Num. 4:48).
3. Concerning each of the three groups of Levites, the following is mentioned: a. Number; b.
Location; c. Family head; d. Task.
4. Concerning the Gershonites we read:
a. Number: 7 clans, 500 registered
b. Location: behind the tabernacle, on the west side
c. Family head: Eliasaph
d. Task: they were called primarily to care for the mishkan (tabernacle), i.e., the tent
covering made of “fine twined linen,” which together formed the bottom layer, sewn with three
colors (cf. Exodus, 201, 204–206). In addition, they were responsible for the ’ohel (tent), i.e., the
tent coverings of goat hair, that together formed the second from the bottom layer (cf. Exodus,
201, 207–208). In addition, they were to care for the first and second mikseh of the ’ohel, i.e., the
top two coverings, of which the third from the bottom was made of rams’ skins painted red, and
the fourth one was takhash skins (cf. Exodus, 209). Finally, they were also to care for the outer
curtain of the tabernacle, for the curtain at the entrance of the outer court, for the hangings
around the outer court, and for the cords associated with the hangings.
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5. Concerning the Kohathites we read:
a. Number: 8 clans, 600 registered
b. Location: on the south side of the tabernacle
c. Family head: Elizaphan, the son of Uzziel
d. Task: they had to care for the curtain that enclosed the holy of holies, for the ark, the
table of showbread, the lampstand, the incense altar and altar of burnt offering, along with the
utensils needed for the ministry in connection with the sacred objects mentioned (the ark, etc.).
6. Concerning the Merarites we read:
a. Number: 6 clans, 200 registered
b. Location: on the north side of the tabernacle
c. Family head: Zuriel, the son of Abihail
d. Task: they were to care for the wooden frames of the tabernacle, and for those ropes
associated with them, and for the pegs and the bases.
7. All these three groups of Levites stood under the leadership of Eleazar. The reason that he
is not mentioned at the end of the entire summary of the three groups is that Eleazar descended
from Kohath. For that reason he is named immediately with the Kohathites (v. 32). In our way of
thinking, he should have been mentioned at the very end of the summary, because we would
consider that to be more “logical.” But in Holy Scripture the language of the generations is more
weighty; that language is more logical.
8. The reader will have noticed that the Merarites were assigned the lowliest work, followed
by the Gershonites. But the transport of the sacred vessels was entrusted to the Kohathites, which
was an honor bestowed upon Kohath. Remember that fact for later, since it can happen that
honored people easily become arrogant. Then they want even more (think of Korah!).
9. The locations of the Levites corresponded to their tasks. The Merarites had the least
attractive side, the north side. The Gershonites were on the west side. And the Kohathites were
on the south side, a location of beauty.
10. But the preeminent task, and thus the preeminent location, belonged to Moses, Aaron,
and the priests: the east side.
4.5

The total number of numbered Levites (Num. 3:39)

This verse shows clearly the main idea presented in the preceding chapter amid many other
pieces of information. That main idea involved the total number of Levites. This was twenty-two
elaphim. When you add the numbers found in verses 22, 28, and 34, you end up with a problem.
For twenty-one elaphim + 500 + 600 + 200 = 21 elaphim + 1,300. That is 300 too many, if an
eleph is at least 1,000. For that reason interpreters assume that a copyist made a mistake with
verse 28. He should have written “3” (sh-l-sh), but mistakenly wrote “6” (sh-sh) hundred; the
result would have been a sum of 300 fewer.
4.6

The precise replacement of the Israelite firstborn males by the Levites (Num. 3:40–51)

In this concluding section of Numbers 3, the narrator reaches his destination. For he intended to
show the precision of the replacement of the firstborn in Israel by the tribe of Levi in the time of
Horeb.
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As everyone understands, there was little opportunity during the journey from Egypt to
Horeb and during the stay at Horeb to follow all the ordinances of Yahweh in detail immediately.
Nevertheless, Israel had to learn to deal scrupulously with the rights of Yahweh. For example, in
connection with the instruction about the guilt offering we saw how God strictly prohibited
people from treating those rights lightly. Something similar is happening here.
Because already in Egypt Yahweh had graciously preserved the firstborn males among Israel
in connection with the tenth plague, they actually became a special possession for him.
Nevertheless, the Israelites had continued to keep for themselves this private possession of
Yahweh. Handing them over to Yahweh had not yet occurred, nor did the payment of the ransom
money in lieu of what in fact belonged to Yahweh.
From now on, that had to change. From now on, the firstborn males of the clean animals had
to be sacrificed, those of the unclean animals had to be redeemed, and from now on a ransom
amount of five shekels had to be paid for each male firstborn child.
This regulation was to be followed in the future.
But what was supposed to happened now with all those firstborn male children and animals
that ever since Egypt belonged to Yahweh, but for which no payment had ever been made?
These were not new births but births that happened earlier, all of which taken together
constituted a large debt, a significant backlog.
That is the matter being regulated here.
With regard to the animals, God was not requiring a painfully precise compensation. In the
place of those animals he had counted on the livestock of the Levites, since from this time
forward, they too would automatically belong to God’s private possession, just as the
possessions of a serf were part of the possessions of his owner.
But with regard to the Israelite firstborn male children, God was requiring a precise
compensation. In place of every Israelite firstborn male of one month and older, one Levite of
one month or older had to be the substitute. For that, Moses had to conduct an accurate census
among the people. When it became evident that the number of Israelite firstborn males outside
the tribe of Levi exceeded the number of Levites by 273, Yahweh required that a payment be
made of 273 x 5 sacred shekels, and that this money was to be given to Aaron and his sons. This
was natural, since they had received 273 men too few in connection with caring for the
sanctuary.
And that was the issue involved here at the beginning of Numbers: that sanctuary.
If you were to ask us what we can learn for today from a chapter like Numbers 3, we would not
wish to reply that by means of the replacement of Israel’s firstborn with an equal number of
Levites, Israel was receiving a sermon about Christ’s suffering and dying as the Security in our
place. We dared to state something like this in connection with the blood of animals, whereby
(the nephesh of) the one bringing the sacrifice(s) was covered (Lev. 17:11), but we do not see an
equal number of Levites replacing the Israelites. So we see no basis in Scripture for that modern
application. Christ was, in fact, the One given for the many.
From Numbers 3, however, we can learn something entirely different, namely, how the
Israelites were abundantly supplied at Horeb, and how richly endowed they were as they
departed from Horeb. They were supplied with a visible guarantee of God’s promise that he
would dwell in their midst. Thereby the entire nation was sanctified. For that reason, nothing
could be tolerated in the camp of the twelve tribes around the sanctuary that was not consistent
with the holiness of the dwelling of God. That holiness had to remain preserved. To do that, God
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had appointed an entire tribe in Israel. We will come back to this, in connection with Numbers 5.
But what this means for us Christians now is also clear. Has God not pledged to dwell among us?
With the Spirit of our Lord Jesus Christ? Well then, on the basis of that promise the apostle
commands us to be careful from sliding back into paganism, into defilement, into the defilement
of the flesh and the spirit, and that in this way we perfect our holiness in the fear of God (2 Cor.
6:16–7:1). The difference is that now, God no longer uses a hierarchy, because his church today
has matured beyond toddlerhood.
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CHAPTER 5
ADDITIONAL COUNTING AND TASK DISTRIBUTION AMONG THE MINISTERING LEVITES (NUM. 4)

When reading Numbers 3 and 4 carefully and by comparing them, we observe that Numbers 4 is
not at all treating us to a meal of leftovers. To be sure, it contains clear features similar to
Numbers 3, indeed, even identical features. But there are also differences, which can be observed
in each of the two main sections comprising Numbers 4.
1. Numbers 4:1–33: the task of the ministering Levites, and
2. Numbers 4:34–49: the number of the ministering Levites.
5.1

The tasks of the ministering Levites (Num. 4:1–33)

This heading itself indicates a point of clear difference between Numbers 3 and 4. In the former
chapter, the topic was the number of the Levites. For the firstborn males of the other tribes were
replaced by the tribe of Levi. We saw how precisely that was done. But here in Numbers 4 the
main topic is no longer the number, which arises in the second part of the chapter. Nor is the
number of all the Levites indicated, but simply the number of the ministering Levites. For that
reason, their task is explained first, and only then is their number mentioned. The reverse order is
relevant, since in Numbers 3 the three sons of Levi are mentioned according to their seniority.
But here the order is given according to the loftiness of their task. This explains why the order is
Kohath, Gershon, and then Merari.
Our discussion of the tasks of the three groups of Levites follows this sequence: (1)
introduction; (2) description of the task; (3) mention of the priest called to lead each group.
5.1.1 The Kohathites (4:1–20)
5.1.1.1 Introduction (vv. 1–3)
At the forefront stands Yahweh’s command to count those men among the Kohathites who are
between thirty and fifty years old, “. . . all who can come on duty, to do the work in the tent of
meeting” (v. 3). The Hebrew expression for “come on duty” (tsaba’) refers to waging war, and
our English translations would do well to use the more literal rendering in order to remind the
Bible reader of that other battle to which the non-levitical tribes were called. That battle was
identified in Numbers 1:3 with the same word (tsaba’): “. . . all in Israel who are able to go to
war, . . .” The difference was that the latter had to move out of the camp to wage their battle,
whereas the Levites had to enter the camp to wage theirs, namely, in the outer court of the
tabernacle. And when Israel moved out to travel, the place of the Levites was also in their midst.
But the key is that the work of both groups, the Levites and the non-Levites, was identified with
the same Hebrew word.
The commentator Keil calls the work of the Levites “the militia sacra of Jehovah,” sacred
military duty. Why? Why such a high-sounding name for such lowly work? Later we will see
what this work consisted of—carrying, hauling, transporting. This was the work at any rate on
the journey from Horeb to Canaan. The Levites were not priests. And we must not underestimate
the work of the other men who had to fight against the Canaanites, which was called by the same
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Hebrew term, tsaba’. That, too, was a “militia Christi,” a military service of Christ (cf. our
discussion of Num. 1).
Here again we see what “counting” (p-q-d) means in Numbers: not just mindless counting of
noses, but while they were counting, people were supposed to keep in mind the idea of fulfilling
a sacred task.
Here in Numbers 4, the age of the Levites was set at thirty to fifty years old. Later in
Numbers 8, it was set at twenty-five to fifty years old. The symbolic significance of this age is
obvious. At that age, a man is in his prime. Compare this with the requirements for sacrificial
animals, which were not to be cast-offs. Priests were not allowed to have any physical defects.
And although this requirement did not apply to the Levites, they were nonetheless called to serve
God in connection with the sanctuary in the prime of their lives. The best belongs to God. Our
Savior fulfilled that requirement (Heb. 9:14; 1 Pet. 1:19). He was perfect.
We intentionally wrote that the Levites had to serve God in connection with the sanctuary.
The TNIV translates the Hebrew properly: “. . . who come to serve in the work at the tent of
meeting” (not in the tent of meeting, as most English translations have it). The Levites had
absolutely no right to enter the tabernacle. The same translation is more accurate in verse 31 as
well (cf. NIV and TNIV).
5.1.1.2 The task of the Kohathites (vv. 4–20)
We read in Numbers 3 as well about the work that the Kohathites had to do in connection with
transporting the tabernacle. But here we are shown especially the loftiness of the task of these
Levites, the Kohathites, in comparison to those of the others, the Gershonites and Merarites. For
to the Kohathites was entrusted care “of the most holy things” (v. 4). In view of the later
summary of what they had to carry, including the altar of the burnt offering in the outer court,
which was a most holy object because it had been anointed (Exod. 40:11), we should understand
that phrase “the most holy things” to include not only things associated with the holy of holies.
(Compare in this connection such things as we discussed in Leviticus). The following “most holy
things” are mentioned here.
1. First of all, the ark. The summary begins naturally with the ark of the covenant. “When the
camp is to move, Aaron and his sons are to go in and take down the shielding curtain and cover
the ark of the Testimony with it” (v. 5). Cherubim figures had been worked into this curtain. All
four colors were included: dark blue, purple, scarlet, and white (Exod. 26:1; cf. Exodus, 210–20,
426). Over that went a third covering, whose color was a dark blue (tekeleth). Perhaps it was
necessary for the priests to remove the carrying poles for the ark out of their rings, with a view to
packing up the ark in the three coverings. But even then, they were not to neglect to put these
poles back in the rings, so that the ark could be carried by the Kohathites. However, perhaps this
was because the Kohathite Levites were prohibited not only from looking into the ark, but also
from touching it (Exod. 25:15; Num. 4:15, 20).
2. Next came the table of the bread of Presence (vv. 7–8). The priests were to spread a cloth
of dark blue, on which they were to place the plates and dishes, along with the bread that was to
be placed constantly in God’s presence (cf. Exodus, 229–36). Above all of these things they were
to put a cloth of scarlet, and above that, yet another covering of goatskin, for a total of three
cloths, placed over the ark as well. In this connection, people were reminded of the need to put
the poles back in the rings of the table, surely for the same reason: no unauthorized person was
allowed to come into contact with the most holy things.
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3. After these obviously preeminent pieces of tabernacle furnishing, the ark and the table,
came the lampstand (vv. 9–10). These were first covered with a dark blue cloth, and then packed
together with its lamps in a covering of goatskin and placed on a carrying frame. The topmost
color, once again, was dark blue.
4. Next the priests were to cover the altar of incense with a dark blue cloth, over which they
were to put another cloth, this one a goatskin cloth. When this altar was to be moved from the
holy place in two parts, they were not to forget to place the poles back in the rings (v. 11).
5. Apparently there were still more utensils used in connection with the worship. These are
not identified, but they too were to be placed in a cloth of dark blue, covered with a cloth of
goatskin, and put on the carrying frame (v. 12).
6. Finally, the bronze altar from the outer court had to be cleaned, i.e., the ashes removed.
Then the priests had to spread a purple cloth over it. On this the altar utensils were to be placed,
and after all of this had been packed, the carrying poles for the altar were to be put in the proper
place.
We wish to make a few comments about the symbolism of these colors.
The dominant color was blue. Only twice do we read about a purple-colored cloth, namely, in
connection with the table of the bread of Presence and the altar. But there was a striking
difference between those two cloths. The table of the bread of Presence was stored in a scarlet
cloth, and the altar in a purple cloth. The table of the bread of Presence was something to which
the symbolic language of life was connected (the food sacrifice of sanctification; cf. Exodus,
236), and the altar of burnt offering was something that spoke of blood and death (the blood that
covered the sins, for the justification of sinners).
But during the transporting of the tabernacle, those colors were not visible. For at that point,
everything was covered with blue, including the ark. This was the blue that colored the Eastern
sky, a dark blue, pointing viewers to God’s heavenly dwelling, assuring them that this same God
wanted to maintain his dwelling among Israel, even though the tabernacle was “en route.” This
same dark blue also spoke of the covenant that Yahweh had established with Israel at Horeb (cf.
Exodus, 213–20).
So then, once the most sacred objects mentioned had been wrapped in the cloths of such
colors by the priests, only then were the Kohathite Levites allowed to come near in order to
perform their task as carriers. We would alert the reader to the fact that the other Levites, the
Gerchonites and Merarites, had a number of wagons at their disposal for transporting their sacred
cargo, about which we will say more later. But the Kohathites had no wagons. They had to carry
everything “on their shoulders” (Num. 7:9 NIV).
(Apparently already in antiquity, people were surprised that among the objects that the
Kohathites had to carry, the copper basin was not mentioned. The LXX added something about
that, apparently on its own. Perhaps the copper basin was not mentioned because it was
transported without being wrapped in anything.)
5.1.1.3 Eleazar (v. 16)
Since we will later read that the oversight of the Gershonites and Merarites was entrusted to
Ithamar, the oversight of the Kohathites was given to Eleazar, though we don’t read about that.
But it seems obvious. He was the head of all the Levites (Num. 3:32), and to him especially was
given the care, during the transporting of the tabernacle, of certain ingredients closely connected
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with the objects that the Kohathites had to carry, namely, the oil for the lampstand, the incense
for the golden altar, the daily grain offering for the altar of burnt offering, and the sacred
anointing oil with which everyone and everything was consecrated (Exod. 24:10; Lev. 8:11).
5.1.1.4 Repeated warning (vv. 17–20)
Once more God spoke the warning about ensuring that the Kohathites did not take in hand the
objects entrusted to them before these had been wrapped up by the high priest. Otherwise it
could cost these unfortunate fellows their lives.
5.1.2 The Gershonites (4:21–28)
5.1.2.1 Introduction (vv. 21–22)
In virtually the identical manner as the Kohathites had been instructed, so now the Gershonites
were appointed to fulfill a specific task.
5.1.2.2 The task of the Gershonites (vv. 23–27)
The work of these Levites was clearly ranked under that of the preceding group. For they were
assigned the transport of the large curtains of the tabernacle and outer court. But for that work
they had a couple of wagons at their disposal.
5.1.2.3 Ithamar (v. 28)
The leadership of the Gershonites and their work rested with the priest Ithamar.
5.1.3 The Merarites (4:29–33)
5.1.3.1 Introduction (vv. 29–30)
In a manner identical to that of the Kohathites and Gershonites, the Merarites are assigned their
service.
5.1.3.2 The task of the Merarites (vv. 31–32)
The work of the Merarites was mentioned last for a reason, which is mentioned at the very end.
To them was entrusted the care of the wooden frame of the tabernacle, and of all the pillars and
bases, along with the associated pegs and ropes. This, of course, was the heaviest work, and for
that reason they were to have at their disposal the most wagons: the Gershonites had two wagons
and four oxen, and the Merarites had four wagons and eight oxen.
5.1.3.3 Once more: Ithamar (v. 33)
The leadership of this group of Levites and their work was also given to the youngest son of
Aaron, the priest Ithamar.

35

5.2

The number of the ministering Levites (Num. 4:34–49)

Only here, entirely at the end of Numbers 4, are the ministering Levites counted, using this word
in the most customary sense. First, the number of ministering Kohathites is indicated, then the
number of active Gershonites, and third, the number of Merarites. Finally, these numbers are
added together (v. 48). This last number consisted of 8 elaphim. Once again, we face the
question whether the Hebrew word eleph here means 1,000, or something else, namely, clan or
family group. Perhaps this refers to the 8 family groups or clans mentioned in Numbers 3:18–20,
namely, Libni and Shimei of Gershon (2 clans), Amram, Izhar, Hebron, and Uzziel of Kohath (4
clans), and Mahli and Mushi of Merari (2 clans), for a total of 8 clans, which number only 580
members.
Perhaps it is the case that a chapter like Numbers 4 is less interesting to us Christians than
Numbers 3. This could be because this chapter contains even more details concerning the care of
the dwelling of God while Israel was traveling. Perhaps in our hectic day, these details exhaust
us rather than excite us. That would be too bad, however. For if we have understood the content
of this chapter properly, as God providing the Israelites further confirmations regarding his
promise that he wanted to dwell among them and wanted to travel with them, to the point of
conquering the land of Canaan, then for us today this may be nothing less than the resultant
underscoring of the promise and the demand of the covenant that the God and Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ has entered into with us. We mentioned this at the close of the preceding chapter.
Today the Holy Spirit devotes all kinds of care toward us in order to assure us that we are and
remain God’s children. He does so through Word and baptism and the Lord’s Supper. And just
as God wanted Israel to observe faithfully his Horeb covenant, and especially not to slide back
into unclean paganism, so that is also God’s corresponding desire toward us today, now in terms
of the much better covenant, of which Jesus has become the Surety (more about this in
connection with Num. 5).
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CHAPTER 6
THE MILITARY CAMP OF THE HOLY ONES (NUM. 5:1–4)
“Inhumane! Uncompassionate! Who does that: shove the sick out the door! You can certainly see
that Numbers 5 belongs to the Old Testament. In the New Testament you would never find such
harsh actions and attitudes!”
If we are not careful, such or similar thoughts will enter our own hearts as we read this
portion of the Bible. Even though, if we agree with the Belgic Confession (Art. 9), we would be
condemning a similar view held by Marcion.
In the opening four verses of Numbers 5, we read that God commanded Israel through Moses to
forbid all lepers and everyone with a discharge from lodging in the camp. This extended to
everyone who had defiled himself through contact with a nephesh, a corpse. Now this could
possibly refer to a dead animal or dead person, but here God would surely have had a dead
person in view, as we see from passages like Leviticus 19:28 (Israel was not to mourn in a pagan
manner for a nephesh, a dead person) and Leviticus 21:1 (priests were not to defile themselves
by touching a nephesh other than of a person from their immediate family, referring, again, to a
dead person).
Indeed, those who were lepers, who had a bodily discharge, and who had touched a corpse
were supposed to leave the camp. But you should not consider this command as proving God’s
lack of compassion. Such a construct of an uncompassionate god you find among Gnostics like
Marcion, who cut the Bible into pieces, one part that talked about a wrathful Jewish god, and
another part that talked about the kind Father of Jesus Christ. Who can estimate the terrible
influence this man continues to exercise, even today? Who can count the number of useless
problems he has caused us? Do not allow even the customary division of the Bible into Old and
New Testaments—originally this division was not in Scripture—to become the doorway for a
Marcionite deceitful spirit. Scripture is one. The gospel is one. No neck-breaking, twisted,
exegetical contortions are needed to see that the Torah or the Law is good, holy, S/spiritual, and
especially loving. We see that here as well.
You must remember, first, that God did not command that all the sick be sent out of the
camp. All the sick? Both of those words do not fit. (1) Here we are not reading about sick people,
for the fact that someone who touched a corpse need not thereby have become sick is
understandable even to a child. (2) But even if you wanted to talk of sickness in connection with
the other examples, then in terms of those two cases—leprosy and bodily discharges—you still
cannot turn that into a reference to all the sick, but take careful note that we are dealing here with
only very specific maladies. Not every kind. You will never read in Scripture about rheumatism,
although from excavations we know that among the population of Canaan people must have
suffered at various times from that disease.
We discussed “leprosy” extensively in connection with Leviticus 13–14. This appeared to be
something God used as an illustration of death, in order thereby—along with other means—to
remind Israel of its holy foundation, the Horeb covenant. Whenever Israel slid off that
foundation, it would perish along with the pagans.
We have also discussed the matter of bodily discharges, in connection with Leviticus 15. In
that discussion we saw that not every possible discharge was meant, such as, for example, from
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the mouth or the nose, from wounds or ulcers, but exclusively discharges emanating from human
sexual organs. God was using this, again, as a teaching device in connection with his
predominantly symbolic instruction, whereby he was recalling “the foundation of the world” at
Horeb, the contrast between Israel and the pagans, which pointed to the contrast between life and
death.
You should be thinking about these features as you read the first four verses of Numbers 5.
God’s command to Moses is not about something involving sickness, but about something
involving death. The three groups of persons who were not allowed to stay in Israel’s camp had
in common not a situation of sickness. That is seen very clearly from the third category, those
who had touched a corpse. One did not get sick from that. No, the common element in all three
categories was death.
Once again, by this means God was preaching the gospel to Israel, as we have observed so
often in the Law.
Think of the name Yahweh: Savior from the Egyptian grave, and since then, the Nearby One
who preserved Israel in life.
Think of the garments of the priests. They were not easily torn. Tearing one’s clothes was a
sign of grief on account of death.
Think of the prohibition against the high priests ever marrying a widow.
Think of the colors of the tabernacle. Nowhere was dark black used. Think of the acacia
wood: incorruptible, never rotting.
In all kinds of ways, God imprinted upon Israel his aversion to death, for the purpose of
warning Israel thereby against forsaking his covenant and falling back into paganism and
corruption.
Was that not loving?
Let us note as well the location of these four verses: near the beginning of Numbers—in that
section, therefore, where we read about how God has instructed his people ahead of time before
their journey. But a journey to where? To the land of the Canaanites, pagans of a very perverse
sort, as we have seen.
This explains the “counting” of Numbers 1. For that occurred with a view to waging war. In
that context, death and killing would certainly be involved, as would coming into contact with
dead Canaanites. These were people who already in Abraham’s day had heaped up God’s wrath
(Gen. 15:16). But even that waging of war that God was commanding may not erode Israel’s
sense of aversion toward death. With a view to that, a ransom price had to be paid for every
Israelite twenty years and older.
This explains Numbers 2, 3, and 4, which deal with the arrangement of the entire nation, all
the twelve tribes, in the form of a square with the tabernacle in the middle, and around the
tabernacle a “protective zone” that had to be filled by the “mediatorial” tribe, by Levi. Why? “So
that no wrath would rest upon the assembly of the Israelites.” For Yahweh had erected a
dwelling in the midst of his people.
So you need to take into consideration the special circumstances into which we are being
drawn by Numbers, including Numbers 5:1–4. Israel would be an army on the march! Against
the Canaanites! This explains these special measures, about which we do not read later. In
Canaan, lepers in Israel would have to live separately, but they did not need to leave the holy
land. And we never read again about a duty for those with bodily discharges to live separately.
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No, Numbers 5:1–4 is located where it is for a specific reason. It follows those chapters about
the “counting” of warriors and Levites, and about the arrangement of all Israel with the
tabernacle in their midst, both when it was taken down and carried en route, and when it was set
up in the camp and enjoyed rest.
Finally, you need not view all too tragically the lot of those who had to leave the Israelite
camp. They were not handed over permanently to death and perdition outside the camp in the
wilderness. Not at all. In Leviticus we saw how often leprosy was healed. Those people would
surely have stayed only a short distance from the camp, albeit in separate tents, otherwise the
priests would not have gone out to them to inspect and evaluate their disease. The people had to
be accessible. This was obviously the case with Miriam after her leprosy. The people could
certainly have seen her; they were waiting for Miriam (Num. 12:15).
The question about what lesson this passage contained for Israel, and now for us, we answer in
the same way as the question concerning the application of the preceding chapters.
When Bible interpreters claim that Numbers 1–4 are concerned only with the outward
organization of the twelve tribes, but that Numbers 5 begins to talk about the “spiritual-moral”
organization of the people, we object to such an interpretation. Numbers 5:1–4 is joined to the
preceding chapters in a very remarkable way. It is simply continuing the symbolic instruction of
the immediately preceding chapters. Indeed, it consists of a very normal extension of all of
God’s symbolic teaching that we have already learned from Leviticus and Exodus, though we
can certainly identify development and progress. In Leviticus we also saw that uncleanness and
leprosy were used by God to focus Israel’s attention on the opposition between the Israelite
covenant people and pagans, as though that was equivalent to the opposition between life and
death. In the Law about leprosy there was even mention of the duty of lepers to remain outside
the camp (Lev. 13:46). But in Numbers 5, the obligation to leave the camp was placed also upon
those with bodily discharges and people who had been defiled by a corpse; and this was set in the
context of God’s dwelling in the midst of a holy nation. Concerning this nation, the preceding
material has shown how they were to conduct the last half of the journey from Egypt to Canaan,
and to execute the judgment of God against the Canaanites. Until now the t’s had not been
crossed, or the i’s dotted—but did that not have to be done in preparation for war?
Later the Christian church thought far too pervasively that the world could be conquered
along the path of concessions and synthesis. This explains how so many pagan elements have
entered our thinking and philosophy, our preaching, writing, and speaking. We have mentioned
examples of this, when we discussed the lethal phenomenon of Gnosticism. For that reason we
suffice now with repeating the apostolic statement: “Since we have these promises, beloved, let
us cleanse ourselves from every defilement of body and spirit, bringing holiness to completion in
the fear of God” (2 Cor. 7:1).
We conclude with this comment. Even though by means of God’s command in Numbers 5:1–4
the emphasis on Israel’s duty to guard itself undefiled from the world is intensely strengthened—
in addition to lepers those with discharges and those defiled by a corpse must also leave the
camp—nevertheless the expansion of the command given earlier in terms of lepers did not reach
as far as to include new mothers. After all, we do know what had been stated earlier about her
uncleanness (Lev. 12), as well as what was said about the uncleanness of a menstruating woman
(Lev. 15:19–24). Apparently, the Torah was not so rigorous that here in Numbers 5, its

39

expansion and sharpening of the class of defiled people included these kinds of defilement—and
that for understandable reasons.
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CHAPTER 7
NO VIOLATION OF RIGHTS IN GOD’S CONGREGATION (NUM. 5:5–6:21)
The apostle Paul wrote somewhere: “In passing judgment on another you condemn yourself,
because you, the judge, practice the very same things” (Rom. 2:1). With those words he had in
mind particular Jews who in his time looked down on the Gentiles on account of sins of which
they themselves were guilty.
Do the sections of Numbers that we will now study also feature a number of warnings? Do
they warn later Israel against self-righteousness? Did the man who is addressing Israel, whoever
that might have been, whether Moses or someone else, have an intention similar to that of Paul?
Do these sections date specifically from the twenty days of preparation and possess from the
outset the intention of pointing a nation that would execute punishment upon Canaan to their
duty to conduct themselves in terms of their exalted nobility, since it had encamped and was
fighting with the dwelling of Yahweh in their midst? That may well be. God bound his Law upon
the heart of his Israelite church in various ways. For that, he often used symbolism, but not
always—occasionally symbolic instruction (such as Leviticus 19) followed immediately his nonsymbolic teaching (such as Leviticus 18).
We have something like that here. The preceding four verses of Numbers 5 have an
abundance of symbolism, but the subsequent verses do not.
7.1

No violation of rights by Israelites defrauding each other (Num. 5:5–10)

Numbers 5:5–10 deals with violating rights, particularly verses 5–8 (we will discuss verses 9–10
separately).
Here we are dealing with the violation of someone’s property rights. We have already
learned that anyone guilty of this had to bring a guilt offering. In addition to paying back the
original amount, he had to pay an additional amount of one-fifth, and offer a ram as a sacrifice of
atonement. Perhaps you recall this from our discussion of the sacrifice Torah.
In the Torah, every form of rights violation is called a ma‘al against Yahweh, whether
perpetrated directly against Yahweh—for example, one might neglect to pay him the tithe—or
against a fellow Israelite. In the latter case, a ma‘al (violation of rights) had occurred against
Yahweh as well, though not directly but indirectly, against one of his covenant partners.
Our current passage has in view a violation committed along the latter route, by one Israelite
against another. This happens easily in every society, including that of Israel. For example,
someone borrowed an item from his neighbor, but did not return it to him, or found something
that belonged to another person but did not return it to him.
Imagine for a moment that such an offender later became remorseful. He could then go to the
priest, confess his sin, and repair the situation as far as possible by restitution + a fine + a guilt
offering. Then everything would be good again.
But what if the victim was no longer alive? Then the offender had to give his restitution +
fine to the goel of the deceased, i.e., the person who steps in to look after the rights and
obligations of the deceased.
But what if the goel could not be found? Then the culprit could pay Yahweh, who would
allow the priest to have it.
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As you can see, the sin of violating another’s rights was definitely not ignored by God. Even
if this involved merely honoring the property rights of an ordinary Israelite, it was still called a
ma‘al against Yahweh. This identification was certainly based on the Horeb covenant, whereby
each Israelite had been elevated to the status of a vassal of the Great King Yahweh. On the basis
of that covenant, Yahweh defended the cause of every oppressed person among his people Israel.
The evil done to a fellow Israelite he considered to have been done against himself. Obviously
God took very seriously any violation of rights among Israel.
Perhaps God had wanted to give this supplemental command regarding the guilt offering in
the case of the violation of property rights especially during those twenty days of preparation,
such that this record is found here in the text. All the more reason, then, to understand the intent
of this passage in the same way as that of the immediately preceding verses (vv. 1–4). In any
case, God reminded his people of the great privilege of being his covenant people, whom he
would later employ for punishing the Canaanites. But then these people themselves would have
to voluntarily observe his covenant, and may not injure each other through the violation of rights.
Otherwise he could not employ them, just as one cannot use a blunt knife.
Naturally a passage like this continues to have significance for us today. When we present
ourselves as the church of Christ, as those who pray and work for the recognition of God’s
kingdom, but our relationships with each other are flawed, then our relationship with God our
Father is also flawed, and we cannot expect any victories, but rather only defeats and
embarrassment and ridicule. If there is one thing that Christ and his apostles have commanded us
to observe, it is that we maintain harmonious unity (John 13:14; 15:17; Phil. 2:2; Col. 3:13–14).
After the Holy Spirit was poured out, the Christians in Jerusalem cared for one another very
generously (Acts 4:34). Initially the Galatian Christians did the same for Paul, when he lay sick
among them (Gal. 4:13). But when later they listened to the evil spirit of fanatic Judaizers, who
presented themselves as genuine Pharisees called to conquer the world for God (Matt. 23:15; 2
Cor. 11:13–14), they became quarrelsome toward one another, so that the apostle had to warn
them: if you bite and devour each other, then take care that you are not consumed by one another
(Gal. 5:15). The peace and mercy of God must surely depart from such a church (Gal. 6:16),
because they are chasing away Christ’s Spirit.
At the close of this pericope you can see clearly the practical manner in which the laws of the
Torah were drafted. In the preceding verses, mention was made at a given moment of a priest.
Well, that provided the occasion for a kind of supplement in verses 9–10. In those verses we read
that when the Israelites came with their gifts (corbanim) to the sanctuary, a portion of those gifts
was always designated for the ministering priest. In view here were the so-called “holy things”.
Part of such a gift was a “donation” for the priest. That donation (teruma) was elevated by the
priest for a moment as a testimony that he had received it from God’s hand. This portion was for
the priest (v. 9), but the Israelite who brought the gift was allowed to enjoy the rest (v. 10). We
recall that this customarily happened in connection with the peace offering. If the one who was
bringing the sacrifice wanted to donate even more of his gift to the priest, that was permissible,
of course. But the priest did not have a right to that extra. This was the misdeed committed by
Hophni and Phinehas through their servants, namely, they took items from the portions
belonging to the Israelites bringing their offering, which was nothing less than robbing from the
people (1 Sam. 2:13–14).
You can sense what the reason may have been for placing this appendix to our pericope at
precisely this point. Here, too, just as in the preceding, what is involved is justice, justice in the
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church. From the history of Hophni and Phinehas we know what can happen in God’s church
when the rights of Yahweh and his people are scandalously disregarded.
When we as Christians read this appendix in its context—Israel is about to undertake the
battle against the Canaanites, with the ark in their midst—we might well ask ourselves the
question: In all our battles being waged against this and that, have we perhaps forgotten to
preserve those genuine Christian relationships among ourselves? Otherwise our powder gets wet
and our sword becomes blunt. At that point, we may well imagine that our equipment is shiny
and well-oiled, but from the outset already, it is doomed to fail us.
7.2

No violation of rights by an Israelite wife defrauding her husband (Num. 5:11–31)

This Scripture passage involves a violation of rights as well. The Hebrew word ma‘al is found in
verses 12 and 27, which could have led to putting this unit of verses 11–31 here, after the
preceding unit about a different kind of ma‘al. But it does not strike us as implausible that this
was done for another reason. In this Scripture passage we are reading about the possible
unfaithfulness of a wife to the marriage covenant made with her husband, just as Yahweh had
established a covenant with Israel at Horeb. By what follows here, Yahweh probably wanted to
bind upon the hearts of Israel shortly before their departure from Horeb the obligation of
faithfulness in marriage, with the intention thereby of encouraging Israel to be faithful to the
Horeb covenant, and vice versa. It happens to be the case that a church that easily ignores a
violation of rights among people runs the risk of similar neglect of God’s rights with respect to
his covenant people. You cannot love God and injure your brother or sister.
We are directing the reader’s attention immediately to this scope of the Scripture passage
under discussion, indicated already by the location of these verses. Otherwise the reader runs the
risk of reading it merely as though it were similar to an interesting paragraph in the code of
Hammurabi or one of the Assyrian laws. We can see just how unstable the position of a married
woman was in the ancient Near East from the fact that at the first sign of an accusation of
adultery against her, she could be compelled to submit to a trial by ordeal. Both in Babylon and
Assyria, the guilt or innocence of the wife was established by means of a water-ordeal. This trial
by ordeal was applied only in cases in which the guilt or innocence could not be determined by
any other ordinary means. It is not known precisely how the procedure was conducted.
The term ordeal refers to something practiced also in Christianity during the dark Middle
Ages. When people thought it was impossible to determine the guilt or innocence of the accused
along the usual route of witness testimony and the like, they would call upon God’s assistance
and would consider the outcome of a duel or an ordeal by water to be a direct divine decision.
This form of paganism survived under the guise of religion the longest with the famous witch
trials. This happened, regrettably, among the Reformed in the Netherlands as well. To prove her
innocence, a wife suspected of witchcraft occasionally had to undergo an ordeal by water. If she
sank, she was innocent, but if she floated, she was guilty.
In a word, this was nothing but tempting God!
We believe that by means of the institution of Numbers 5:11–31, the Holy Spirit was not
wanting to teach either ancient Israel or us today not to tempt God. On the contrary, God
definitely gave Israel the institution described here to protect Israel against such pagan practices
occurring among the other nations. Israel would probably have heard of such practices. Perhaps
Israel was well acquainted with them, and for that reason, God had possibly derived certain
elements from those practices, not in order to shock Israel with strange notions but to address her
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in the language of familiar customs and symbols. This was similar to what God had done in other
cases, even to the extent that we could talk earlier about “the Great Annexation” at Horeb (cf.
Exodus, 299–304). But if you keep in mind the relevance to this Scripture passage of what we
have already learned from the sacrificial Torah, you will take careful note of the characteristic
difference between pagan superstition and divine revelation, a contrast that is being presented to
us once again. That difference springs into view immediately for anyone who is paying attention
to the covenantal character of our pericope.
The wife being brought on stage here was not caught when she was committing adultery. In
that case, both the adulteress and the adulterer would simply be put to death (Lev. 20:10; Deut.
22:22). No, but her husband nonetheless thought he had good reason to suspect her of
unfaithfulness, as can happen in life. This is true especially with regard to adultery, which by
nature is an extremely secretive sin. So the husband cannot prosecute this in court. The
government cannot defend his rights, on account of the lack of evidence. So he had one
remaining refuge: the tabernacle. He had the right—and no one may accuse him of sin for
employing this right, v. 31!—to bring his wife to the priest.
For that purpose the husband was to give his wife a sacrifice offering of one-tenth of an
ephah of barley flour without any additional oil and frankincense.
The text speaks of this offering as though it were being brought by the husband, but from
everything we read, it seems that the wife was the one who gave the offering. Although her
husband would have borne the cost, she brought it with her own hands (v. 18). The sacrifice did
not have to be brought in compliance with the stipulation that no one could appear before
Yahweh empty handed. It was apparently a grain offering, and when we discussed the meaning
of Israel’s grain offering, we saw that it was not atonement but Israel’s (good) works that were
being symbolized by the offering.
The grain offering with which the wife, who had given her husband reason to suspect her of
marital unfaithfulness, had to appear before Yahweh was not to consist, however, of ordinary
wheat flour, but of barley flour. Naturally this was because barley meal was less valuable grain
(Hos. 3:2). For the same reason, no oil was added, which was a symbol of the Spirit, and no
frankincense was added, which was a symbol of prayer, because it was highly doubtful that her
life was one that was being governed by God’s Spirit and one that had little room for upright
prayer.
What the priest was supposed to do with the wife’s head pointed in the same direction. In
ancient times, people thought that it belonged to the conduct of a chaste and modest woman that
she kept her head covered, at least in the presence of strangers. But because this woman had
occasioned on the part of her husband the rise of very serious suspicions about her manner of
life, the priest had to place her in the presence of Yahweh, i.e., at the entrance of the tabernacle
or in front of the bronze altar, with an uncovered head. There she stood, with the barley sacrifice
of jealousy in both hands.
Beforehand the priest had retrieved “an earthen vessel.” We should not think here of a water
barrel like we might use, but simply an object from which one could drink water, something like
a cup, but then one made of ordinary clay, the kind so common among Israel and so fragile. A
worthless utensil.
The priest had to put “holy water” in such an ordinary, unglazed little cup. He would have
taken it from the copper basin. For what purpose? Because into this water he had to sprinkle dirt
that he had taken from the floor of the tabernacle. That was not a wooden floor, which they
apparently did not have in the tabernacle. But even though this was nothing more than dirt from
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the ground, it was nonetheless dirt whereby Yahweh, from whose holy dwelling this dirt had
come, was declaring in a symbolic manner his antipathy for the sin of which the wife was being
accused. For understanding the symbolic intention of this action we are properly directed to
Scripture passages that mention the licking or eating of dirt (dust) like a serpent (Gen. 3:14),
which was a despicable punishment for vanquished enemies (Ps. 72:9; Mic. 7:17; Isa. 49:23).
Indeed, we would ask, does not the punishment to which Moses once condemned the Israelites at
Horeb on account of their covenant breaking, namely, drinking water sprinkled with dirt (Exod.
32:20), perhaps help us understand more clearly the symbolic significance here in Numbers 5 of
this drinking of water and dirt by the wife suspected of adultery? Is there not an allusion in this
test to the possibility of the wife having broken her (marriage) covenant?
While the priest was holding in his hand the dirt from God’s sanctuary, he had to pronounce
an oath over the wife in which he declared God’s curse upon her, albeit conditionally. For just as
her husband, he too was uncertain of the evil that she was being suspected of having committed.
In fact, was not God, our heavenly Father, giving us a peek here into his grace? Would there
surely not have been impossible husbands among Israel then as well?
The content of the conditional curse that the priest pronounced over the wife was grippingly
serious for more than one reason.
First, the priest said: “If no man has lain with you, and if you have not turned aside to
uncleanness while you were under your husband’s authority, be free from this water of bitterness
that brings the curse” (v. 19). We must not allow ourselves to be tempted by the italicized words
to think that the water as such brought God’s curse upon the woman, in a kind of automatic,
magical way. By means of the symbolic drink of water and dust it was being represented in a
visible way and certified to the person in question what had already been pledged to her by
means of words. The divine threat was thereby simply being represented and certified once again
in a visible manner.
Second, when we read next that it was wished for the wife, if she was indeed guilty, that
Yahweh would “make you a curse and an oath among your people,” we can understand this as
the opposite of the salutary wish spoken to Boaz at the gate of Bethlehem when he took Ruth to
be his wife: “May your house be like the house of Perez, whom Tamar bore to Judah, because of
the offspring that the LORD will give you by this young woman” (Ruth 4:12). The opposite of
this would be: May you perish like so and so, and the people would curse the name of this
woman if it were to appear later that she had indeed been guilty.
Third, when we read further, “when he causes your thigh to waste away and your abdomen to
swell” (v. 20 NIV), we should think in that connection of what is called a symbolic punishment or
a mirror punishment. Earlier we pointed to the remarkable character of God’s method of
punishment (cf. Genesis, 174). Therein we find something that makes us think of “teaching upon
teaching.” Here as well. In connection with adultery, the wife’s sin would have been committed
especially by means of her thighs or hips and with her abdomen. Well, given the rule of “an eye
for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,” she was being threatened with a punishment that affected
precisely those body parts, a threat that would additionally have made a deep impression on the
soul of an Israelite woman. For the wasting away of the thigh and the swelling of the abdomen
are otherwise proofs that for a woman the time of old age has arrived, when she is no longer able
to bring children into the world.
Fourth, after hearing the curse, the woman must say, “Amen, Amen.” The meaning of these
words is familiar: “So let it be.” But we could also translate it by our (less ceremonious)
response: “Okay” or “It’s a deal!” For the woman was accepting emphatically (twice she said
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“Amen”) a particular agreement with Yahweh. “Amen” here was the brief summary of the
conditional self-maledictory oath with which the world beyond Israel of that time would have
responded to the public reading of a treaty document, not only by vassals of a king, but also by
ordinary people like soldiers. We encounter such an “Amen,” spoken by the entire people of
Israel, in Deuteronomy 27, and there too it has the obvious significance of our “Okay.”
So much for the content of the curse as that was initially pronounced. But next it was written by
the priest on a page of a book, that would then be washed off in the dirty water. And this water is
what the woman would have to drink.
We need to make two comments. In the first place, we note that it is rather paraphrastic to
speak of a page of a book, for the word used is sepher, translated by the LXX as biblion, meaning
a book or document. But that translation could certainly lead the Bible reader to an idea that
would be clearly mistaken. For climatological reasons we know little about Israel’s writing
material. Among the nations surrounding Israel, people wrote on leather, papyrus, wood, clay
tablets, and shards, but the kind of material being referred to in Numbers 5 is not clearly stated.
Perhaps specificity was not the intention, since it was not very relevant. But then we might once
again warn against the danger here of thinking of magic, or sorcery, or another form of
paganism. As we find so often in the Torah, here too we are dealing with sacred symbolism. The
intention of the spoken word was simply being clarified by means of visible instruction. There
was nothing more going on.
What happened after all of this was also a symbolic action that spoke for itself.
When we discussed the grain offering, we also talked about the so-called azkarah, i.e., the
rather small portion of a grain offering that ended up on the altar of burnt offering. This was the
azkarah, the memorial offering, that was given to Yahweh as part for the whole, sacrificed in the
fire, only after the whole offering had been waved before the LORD by the priest (tenuphah). This
action occurred now as well. The quantity of barley flour—one-tenth of an ephah—which was
put in the hands of the woman, was taken by the priest and waved before Yahweh. Then a
handful of that flour was taken as burned on the altar as azkarah, as a memorial gift. In this
connection we should recall especially what had just been said about the meaning of the grain
offering. This symbolized the fruit of Israel’s labor, Israel’s works. For that reason, God is now
being asked to take note of the work, the conduct, especially the marital conduct of this woman.
Finally, the wife had to drink the water just mentioned. What does Scripture say next? Does
it announce a sensational miracle? No. By means of this protocol, the legal matter of the
husband, who thought to have reason to fear that he had been defrauded by his wife, was being
placed in the hand of him who, according to Israel’s confession, tests “the minds and hearts” (Ps.
7:9, lit. “the hearts and kidneys”; 26:2, lit. “my kidneys and my heart”). At this point, they had to
leave the future confidently in his hands, the hand of Yahweh who had this pericope about “the
grain offering of jealousy” end with the promise that he would punish such a woman with
barrenness in the event that she really had been unfaithful. But an innocent wife would not need
to fear any evil. We read nothing less, and nothing more.
As you can see, this Scripture passage does not at all talk about an immediately visible direct
intervention of God as people formerly used to believe in connection with the so-called divine
ordeals. Yahweh had never given that institution of the grain offering of jealousy for that
purpose. He simply desired that no ma‘al would occur in Israel, that people would not violate
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one another’s rights, not as Israelites toward each other, and certainly not as a wife who might be
secretly guilty of breaking covenant with her lawful husband. The extensiveness of the Scripture
passage dealing with this leads us always to see how highly the evil of forsaking the covenant
registers with God. This is certainly something to think about seriously in our own day.
We repeat once more, that the institution of the grain offering of jealousy could very well
have been given by God to Israel during the last twenty days of their stay at Horeb, shortly
before setting out against Canaan. Perhaps this was given intentionally on that occasion. For a
church that marches forth against pagans must herself not be guilty of violating justice and
breaking her word. Otherwise it is equivalent to a blunt sword.
7.3

No violation of rights by male or female Nazirites defrauding Yahweh (Num. 6:1–21)

This portion of Scripture deals with the Nazirite commitment, a topic that until now we have
discussed only in passing (cf. Exodus, 217, 249–50). This pericope can easily be divided into
three sections:
7.3.1 The obligations of a Nazirite (vv. 1–7)
7.3.2 The temporary interruption of the Nazirite commitment (vv. 8–12)
7.3.3 The normal termination of the Nazirite commitment (vv. 13–21)
7.3.1 The obligations of a Nazirite (vv. 1–7)
As we know, from among all the tribes of Israel, God had chosen that of Levi to be specially
consecrated to him and to serve him in connection with the sanctuary. We simply need to recall
what was said earlier about “the hierarchical pyramid.” The base of that pyramid was comprised
of the entire Israelite nation. The next level was that of the Levites. Above that was the level of
the priests. And the top level was comprised of the high priest (see Exodus, 249).
So the ordinary people were excluded from the priesthood. At that time it really was a
situation of “clergy and laity.” Who could say, however, just how many upright godly people had
looked at the priests with a certain measure of jealousy? Those men performed their daily work
in connection with, and within, the sanctuary of Yahweh. They “lived” there (Ps. 65:4; 84:4),
from generation to generation, That was not the portion assigned to a “layman”!
At least—and we pointed this out earlier—in those days of shadows the priesthood was
viewed by God as something on behalf of all Israel. The calling had gone forth at Horeb directly
to all Israelites to be “a priestly kingdom” (Exod. 19:6). This divine wish was not fulfilled at that
time, and was in fact preserved for our time, when priests are no longer needed to mediate
between us and God. Peter wrote in his day to the church from among the Gentiles, that all
believers together constituted “a holy priesthood” (1 Pet. 2:5).
But whenever someone in Israel, whether man or woman, wanted to devote him- or herself
specially to the service of Yahweh, for example, in connection with his sanctuary, that was
indeed possible. This could occur for various reasons, such as gratitude for a benefit received, or
in fulfillment of a vow that had been made. This latter reason was why Samuel had been
connected throughout his entire life to the ministry of the tabernacle (1 Sam. 1:11). Or this
devotion could result from a direct divine command, as in the case of Samson (Judg. 13:4–5).
That was the Nazirite commitment, with which Numbers 6 is dealing. Except here it involves
the voluntary undertaking of the Nazirite commitment as a temporary situation.
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We must make one additional comment.
As you read Numbers 6, you must be careful not to view a Nazirite as a monk or a nun. There
is no mention here of celibacy or abstaining from marriage. In fact, we Christians have taken
over monastic practices from (Eastern) paganism. The rosary comes from Tibet. And Nazirites
were not the kind of pitiable people we find among the Canaanites, among whom the Israelites
would come to dwell—people who as children were handed over by their parents to a sanctuary
where they had to serve as male and female prostitutes. Those unfortunate children were called
“consecrated ones,” but that was a pretty name for an abominable reality. On the contrary, it is
not impossible that precisely for this reason God wanted to regulate the Nazirite commitment
carefully and especially at Horeb, because he had in mind the land into which Israel would
shortly enter. Making vows was not unknown to Israel, of course. Father Jacob had made a vow,
that he would give a tenth of all his possessions to the God who had appeared to him at Bethel, if
this God would preserve him on his travels (Gen. 28:20). And God held him to that vow (Gen.
31:13; 35:1). Along this route, Jacob came gradually to know the true God. Making vows is also
reported on the part of pagan mariners on board the ship on which Jonah was sailing (Jonah
1:16). Roman Catholics still speak of a votive gift, when they have in view the gifts given to
monasteries or churches as a result of a vow (a votum). On their votive tablets the Gentiles have
also recorded who had given a gift to this or that sanctuary. You can still read of such things in
Roman Catholic cathedrals, for example, in a baptistery.
But you should definitely not connect Israel’s Nazirite commitment with such paganism. On
the contrary, God regulated it in such a way that among Israel the Nazirite commitment showed
great similarity to the Israelite priesthood.
Two things are stated here about a Nazirite. First, such a person was a separated person, and
second, such a person was a holy person (6:2, 8). You could view these two words as virtually
synonymous, but strictly speaking, the former has more of a negative significance and the second
more of a positive significance. If both of these words are translated with the English word holy,
then we do well to distinguish between people being (1) sanctified from, and (2) sanctified to.
1. A nazir or nezira was not at all a monk or nun. Nazirites were also not hermits or ascetics
or people walking around in sackcloth. Not at all. They needed only to abstain from using wine.
But this single prohibition involved a symbolism that had to make as clear a declaration as
possible. They needed to abstain not only from wine and other fermented drink, but even from
dried grapes, from which people made raisin cakes, which were also prohibited for Nazirites.
Even the skins and seeds of the grapes were prohibited. This included the tips of the vine
branches, which children enjoyed picking and eating, which had a tart taste. This strictness
served, of course, to ensure that the symbolism communicated a clear message.
The intention of all this is immediately understood, if you remember that in this Nazirite
custom God wanted to provide a kind of substitute to the laity for the priesthood that had been
reserved exclusively for the Levites. For we have seen that in connection with the institution of
the Aaronic priesthood, God had implemented the prohibition of using wine during the time they
were serving (Lev. 10:8–11). For what purpose? Because the priests had to give an example in
connection with distinguishing between clean and unclean, holy and unholy—in fact, they
themselves had to illustrate the lesson. If a person wanted to be a Nazirite, he or she had to
submit to an even more strict prohibition of wine, namely, for the duration of their Nazirite
commitment. And what was the intention of this prohibition? Alcohol muddles a person’s
thinking and vision. Therefore, all use of alcohol was forbidden for Nazirites, so that they could
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be illustrious examples of observing the statutes and ordinances of Yahweh, and so Israel would
learn to remember: the one who does them will live by them (Lev. 18:5).
2. The second symbolic obligation of the Nazirites was related to this living. Even though
that obligation consisted of two parts, it was actually one. For during the time of the Nazirite
commitment, (a) by letting the hair on one’s head grow, and (b) by avoiding all contact with
death, the Nazirite was supposed to make himself and all Israel mindful of the secure foundation
of the Horeb covenant, upon which they had been placed by Yahweh, who wanted to preserve
them from paganism and death.
(a) The command to allow the hair on one’s head to grow without being cut leads us to think
directly not only of the generally familiar connection between hair growth and health, but also of
the pagan custom in days of mourning to afflict oneself, in among other ways by shaving oneself
bald (Lev. 19:27–28; Deut. 14:1). In Israel it was also a great shame for a woman to have a bald
head (Isa. 3:17, 24), as it was for a man to lose his beard (2 Sam. 10:4, 6; Isa. 7:20). In
opposition to that, the unshaven head full of hair belonging to a Nazirite is called in Numbers 6
his nezer, a word translated as “consecration,” but a word that could not but have made the
Israelites think at the same time of the nezer which served as the crown or diadem of high priests
(and kings) (Exod. 39:30; Lev. 8:9; cf. Ps. 132:18; see Exodus, 217, 285, 296).
(b) Just as the Nazirite was under a more strict prohibition than the priests with regard to
caring for his head—the priests simply had to ensure that their head would not be uncovered by
their cap falling off (Exodus, 262), whereas the Nazirite was not to have his hair cut during the
time of the vow—so too the requirement that a Nazirite was not allowed to be defiled by contact
with death, not even if this involved father, mother, brother, or sister, was also more strict than
the regulation governing the priests (on this, see Lev. 21:1–2). The Nazirite regulation was just
as strict as that applying to the high priest, who was not allowed to be defiled by contact with any
death whatsoever (Lev. 21:11).
In this way, the Nazirite was preaching to Israel the gospel of the Horeb covenant by means
of his appearance, namely, that if Israel observed this covenant by continuing to observe the
ordinances of the Torah, God would in turn bless Israel with life, and would preserve Israel from
the terrible death of the pagans, in particular, of the Canaanites.
7.3.2 The temporary interruption of the Nazirite commitment (vv. 8–12)
If Israel would observe the Torah of the Horeb covenant, she would live. That was promised.
The priests were supposed to provide instruction about that. To that, the symbolism of the
Nazirite commitment also had to point. Nazirites had to be examples of living in peace with
Yahweh. To this their peace offering testified. But so did especially their hair and the obligation
to avoid any contact with death.
But what happened to all of this if, on occasion, the Nazirite failed against his will to observe
these precepts? This could happen, for example, if someone from his family suddenly died.
If a Nazirite became defiled by death in this way, his Nazirite commitment was thereby
interrupted. Or better: the entire preceding time did not count, and the clock had to be reset.
Moreover, on the day of purification, that is, after seven days (surely counted from the day of
defilement, Num. 19:11), his hair was shaved and a threefold sacrifice was brought. Thereafter
the head of the Nazirite was again holy.
Naturally a Nazirite had to submit to the purification regulations that applied to every
Israelite in such a situation, and about which we will need to comment in connection with
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Numbers 19 and 31, but which in Numbers 6 were passed over in silence because they would
have been obvious to the original hearers and readers.
The day of purification was called the eighth day, which leads us to think again of the
number 7, the number of covenant and holiness (cf. Exodus, 198–99). In this connection our
attention is caught by the fact that Samson’s hair consisted of 7 braids (Judg. 16:13).
On this occasion, the three sacrifices were, first, a sin offering, and second, a burnt offering.
For this purpose two turtledoves or two pigeons were required. So that was not a burdensome
requirement, but corresponded to the sin offering of the poor (Lev. 5:7; of the poor mother of a
newborn or a poor leper, Lev. 12:8, 14:22; and of those who had been healed from bodily
discharges, Lev. 15:14, 29). The third sacrifice was a guilt offering, and that too was not
particularly burdensome. Otherwise a ram was usually required for a guilt offering, but in cases
like this, in which a ma‘al or violation of justice had occurred toward God, though definitely
unintentionally, a sheep would suffice. We discussed this mildness of the Law elsewhere.
Nevertheless, in this last sacrificial animal we should perhaps see an indication of the deepest
reason why it happened during the twenty days of preparation for departure from Horeb that God
gave this set of regulations governing the Nazirite commitment. Or why, if they were given
either earlier or later, someone decided that they fit best here in Numbers 6.
We have good reason, of course, to think here of a warning against Canaanitism, for
example, when we take note of the wine. We can say in general: “wine is a mocker” (Prov. 20:1).
Through intoxication one loses a firm grasp of God’s Horeb covenant. In particular, misuse of
alcohol was a typical Canaanite form of wickedness, to which the results of excavations seem to
point. Especially in locales where Philistines once lived, people have found many wine vats and
beer jugs. From the widespread appearance of these wine vats and beer jugs we can deduce that
the Philistines were heavy drinkers. In this respect archeology agrees entirely with the biblical
tradition, as we see in the story of Samson, where we read repeatedly of drinking parties in
connection with the Philistines, while it is explicitly said that Samson did not drink any wine and
beer.
With a view to such a future danger, there was every reason to remind the Israelites of God’s
promise that he wanted to dwell among them in his tabernacle, if they would walk with open
eyes before his Horeb covenant. It should strike us that in all the passages of Numbers that we
have discussed up to this point, sanctuary and priesthood play such an important role. And that
will continue for a while longer. A people that had been so highly blessed ought later to guard
very fervently against various pagan practices.
But how deep that fervor had to be is held before Israel emphatically in this passage about the
Nazirite. As you read this material, you should recall the common scope of the preceding two
chapters. In them God was warning against ma‘al, the violation of rights, first, of Israelite men
toward one another, and second, of Israelite wives toward their husbands. Well, when someone
in Israel had a desire to make a Nazirite vow, whenever someone wished to stand up as a living
symbolic protest against covenant unfaithfulness, and whenever someone wanted to teach the
people, like a priest, indeed, like a high priest, so pure and holy, about happiness and life that
would be granted if people only observed God’s Horeb covenant, then this is how to do it. God
took great pleasure in this and he created a beautiful system of regulations that showed how
highly he valued such Nazirites. He saw them in a certain sense as high priests. But then when
such a Nazirite commitment was being honored, such honoring had to happen very scrupulously.
For covenants must be observed. To place emphasis on that feature, God required in connection
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with the violation of the Nazirite status by means of the sudden death of this or that person from
one’s life, which defilement was entirely unintentional, the sacrifice stipulated for instances of
ma‘al, namely, the guilt offering.
7.3.3 The normal termination of the Nazirite commitment (vv. 13–21)
No one was obligated to undertake a Nazirite vow. It was entirely voluntary. But once
undertaken, then one was obligated to keep his word (Num. 30:2; Deut. 23:21–23).
Regarding the duration of the Nazirite commitment, that of Samson and Samuel was
apparently lifelong, but in the Law, we do not read about a lifelong Nazirite commitment. From
this we can learn modesty, since by means of the Law we know a lot, but by no means
everything, about the life of ancient Israel. Later supplemental decisions were considered by
Moses to be a possibility (Deut. 17:8–13). According to Jewish literature, a Nazirite commitment
without a specified duration usually lasted at least thirty days.
When the term specified by a person’s vow had ended, he was to appear in the outer court of
the tabernacle with specified sacrificial gifts for Yahweh. These were not minimal. This may
well explain why wealthy people assisted a Nazirite in paying the costs incurred by the
commitment. In view of Acts 18:18, the apostle Paul had also undertaken a vow, one that was
related to his hair, and according to Acts 21:20–26 he paid in Jerusalem the costs for the Nazirite
sacrifices not only for himself, but also for four other Jewish men. He did that likely for the sake
of peace.
If you look carefully at these sacrifices, you will see a striking resemblance to the four kinds
of sacrifices brought in connection with the consecration and appointment to office of Aaron and
his sons, namely, (1) a burnt sacrifice, (2) a sin offering, (3) a peace offering (in addition to the
grain offerings to which the burnt and peace offerings always had to be joined), and (4) an extra
grain offering (Lev. 8:2–3; 9:3–4, 15). According to this order the sacrifices for the Nazirites are
arranged in Numbers 6:14–15. At that point, on account of its value the burnt offering is surely
mentioned before the sin offering. But when these sacrifices are described individually in verses
16–17 according to the order in which they were brought, then just as with the consecration of
the priests, the sin offering leads the way. Surely this was in view of the atonement for the sins
that had been unwittingly committed during the Nazirite period. Since a Nazirite was a member
of the congregation, such a sin offering then consisted of a year-old female sheep. Next, a burnt
offering of a sheep had to be brought, this time obviously a male sheep, according to the law
governing the burnt sacrifice. By this means, a Nazirite could be assured that his life as one
dedicated to God was accepted. Next, a peace offering of a ram had to be brought. In other cases,
a peace offering did not have such a strict prescription, neither with respect to the kind of animal,
whether livestock or sheep, nor with respect to the gender (Lev. 3:1, 6). But for a peace offering
of a Nazirite, a ram was prescribed, which leads us once again to think of the parallelism
between the Nazirite and the priest, because the consecration of Aaron and his sons also involved
a ram as a peace offering. Finally, we recall that the extra grain offering for the Nazirite
resembles the same sacrifice connected with entering service on the part of Aaron and his sons.
So the institution of the Nazirite commitment, as you can see, was a comforting precursor
experience, enjoyed by the church of the shadows, of the freedom we enjoy today, obtained by
Christ, in which there is no longer any difference between “clergy and laity,” indeed, no
difference between Jew and Greek, circumcised and uncircumcised, for Christ is all and in all
(Col. 3:11) He has made all of us to be a kingdom of priests for his God and Father (Rev. 1:6).
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Today all of us may be “Nazirites,” in fact, all of us are priests, and for that reason we should no
longer talk about any kind of “spiritual class” of Christians.
Finally, two other matters had to occur.
1. The Nazirite’s hair, which during the time of his vow had grown unusually long, was to be
shaved off and thrown into the fire of beneath the peace offering, on the altar of burnt offering.
Why beneath the peace offering? Because he was under a vow (neder, Num. 6:2). And why did
his hair have to be burned? Be careful not to search for something pagan or superstitious behind
this practice. The justification was simply this: the hair had served as a symbol of such a sacred
purpose, and thus was being disposed of in the most appropriate manner (cf. Lev. 7:17; 8:32). Be
careful as well not to interpret this as though the Nazirite had to shave his head bald. We have
seen that this was a pagan mourning custom. Rather, the intention was simply that the hair
length, which during the just completed period of Nazirite commitment had become remarkably
long, was being restored to its normal length.
2. For the rest, that portion of the peace offering consisting of the breast and the thigh that
was waved before the LORD, went to the priest. But from the ram that had to be brought as a
peace offering after the conclusion of the consecration period by a Nazirite, the shoulder was
waved and assigned to the ministering priest. Hereby our attention is being directed with extra
emphasis to the characteristic feature of this sacrifice. It was a sacrifice that in many respects
resembled the consecration sacrifice that was brought in connection with the inauguration of
Aaron and his sons. And just as at that time the wave offering was placed in the hands of these
men in advance, together with a portion of the grain offering, so too here, in connection with the
peace offering, the shoulder and a loaf of unleavened bread were put in the hands of the Nazirite.
The parallelism between the Nazirite commitment and the priesthood was thereby being
emphasized afresh.
Saying that we are Christians, kings and priests, in this world is very nice. But then we must
really be such people, and really be such people not on our own terms, but as scrupulously as
God teaches us in his Word. For, and this we repeat, he will not be mocked (Gal. 6:7).

52

CHAPTER 8
BLESSED EN ROUTE (NUM. 6:22–27)

In this passage we are told that Yahweh gave a command through Moses to Aaron and his sons
to bless the Israelites this way:
Yahweh bless you—and keep you.
Yahweh make his face to shine upon you—and be gracious to you.
Yahweh lift up his countenance upon you—and give you peace.
When was this mandate given? We do not read about that.
In our discussion of Leviticus, when we learned about the “confirmation” and “inauguration”
of Aaron and his sons, we read that in connection with this occasion for the first time Aaron
stretched forth his hands over Israel and blessed them. But the words that he spoke on that
occasion are not reported (Lev. 9:22). We may well imagine that he acted and spoke according to
a mandate that God had given him earlier through Moses. How many subjects, including matters
relating to Aaron and his sons, did God discuss with Moses during their first conversation on
Horeb regarding the building of the tabernacle (Exod. 25–31)? But we could also imagine that
for this first time, Aaron may have sufficed with a symbolic gesture, or if he did speak, that he
may have spoken from the spontaneous overflow of his heart. Naturally God would not have
wanted to prohibit this subsequently. The priests could not wish his people too much happiness.
But perhaps God wanted to assure both the people and the priests about this with extra measure,
and for that reason he placed upon the priestly lips such an unsurpassed rich benediction for his
people as we find here. For just as all symbolic actions that were commanded at Horeb for the
people and the priests had the purpose of fortifying the faith of everyone in their good God,
Yahweh, so too with the command about which this passage is speaking. The priests would be
allowed to bless God’s congregation in this way. The pronoun “you” that appears six times in
this blessing is singular. All of Israel was being addressed together, as a unit.
If it happened somewhat later, however, that Yahweh made known this beautiful benediction,
which has the form of a poem, through Moses to the priests, then that may well have occurred
during the twenty days of preparation leading to the departure from Horeb. That would explain
its present location, in volume 1 of Numbers, i.e., Numbers 1:1–10:10. But that cannot be
proved. Nevertheless, the consideration of a number of factors can help us understand the fact
that someone or other placed the priestly benediction exactly at this location. After all, this
location was particularly appropriate! Israel traveled from Horeb as a blessed nation, as a people
blessed with God’s commission, and was so blessed not only with gestures but with such fine
words.
As the reader has seen, in this case, near the beginning of this chapter we printed the
benediction in the form of poetic lines, in order to focus attention on the fact that each line
consists of two parts. In each line, that second part supplies a particular explanation of the
preceding (first) part.
So when we read in the first line, “Yahweh bless you,” that is further illuminated by the
words “and keep you.” Many people would have been praying for this protection on the
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imminent journey. Well, that protection was now being promised and guaranteed with emphatic
words from God. Israel would travel safely through the deserts between Horeb and Canaan.
Both of the other lines are to be understood in a similar way. All three lines have a parallel
structure.
If Israel were to encounter difficulties and were to call to Yahweh, they would certainly
enjoy his friendly face. Yahweh would show compassion toward his people in every need.
And Yahweh would not turn away from his people in wrath. Nothing is more frightening
than that, for then the people would be terrified by hunger and thirst, enemies and wild animals,
and who knows what else. But the opposite of that was shalom, peace.
Almost superfluously, God added that this blessing must be pronounced specifically by the
priests. Of course, the Israelites were allowed to bless each other, and we do read of this
happening. When Boaz came to the field where Ruth was busy gathering grain, he greeted his
harvesters with the words, “Yahweh be with you,” and the men returned his greeting with
“Yahweh bless you” (Ruth 2:4). King David also blessed his people (2 Sam. 6:18), as did
Solomon (1 Kings 8:55). There was no objection, but only encouragement for doing this.
Nevertheless, we know that the situation was completely different with the priests of
Yahweh. Those men were not simply allowed to bless God’s congregation, the more abundantly
the better, but they were supposed to do that. Pronouncing blessing, especially upon Israel,
belonged to their task (Deut. 10:8; 21:5). That is why they were priests; that was their calling.
They were to do this by using the words prescribed and formulated by God himself. What a
security that provided!
God not only bound himself to travel in the midst of Israel in a tent, but also in advance he
wanted to assure Israel that he would provide all kinds of desired assistance and support on the
journey, and give this assurance through men whom he had assigned to and instructed about that
task. He guaranteed to his congregation (by means of their mouth) the unleashing of his power,
embodied in his name (cf. Exodus, 46–47).
The Hebrew language had a word for such enormous and inexpressible happiness: shalom.
It may well be superfluous to mention that this shalom would not rest upon Israel mechanically,
but in a manner corresponding entirely to the Horeb covenant, as we discussed in connection
with Leviticus 26. Of course, God’s covenant was supposed to be observed. But if it was not, the
history of the captivity teaches us what could happen.
Nevertheless, later God had his prophets issue yet another appeal to the peace-giving
character of his old covenant, when he promised the returning captives shalom once again (Isa.
54:10; Ezek. 34:25; 37:26). People would live in safety in the hills and sleep in the woods,
without being assaulted by wild animals. If only Israel would not turn back again to folly (Ps.
85:8).
In the new covenant, whose Surety is Jesus, a lot has changed. Today God no longer makes use
of any symbolic gesture accompanied by a benediction pronounced by separate persons like
priests. But the connection between peace (shalom) and righteousness has continued. In the
kingdom of the Messiah the rule applies as well: no peace apart from righteousness. The
kingdom of God consists in righteousness, peace, and joy through the Holy Spirit (Rom. 14:17; 1
Thess. 5:23; Heb. 13:20). The outpouring of the Spirit from on high makes new people. The fruit
of righteousness will be peace (Isa. 32:15, 17). It is a “kingdom notion” that Christians will have
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peace with God through Christ (Isa. 53:5; Rom. 5:1; Eph. 2:14), however, not apart from peace
with each other (Eph. 4:2; Phil. 4:7; Col. 3:15).
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CHAPTER 9
NECESSITIES FOR THE JOURNEY (NUM. 7:1–9)

Numbers 7 is a surprisingly long chapter, numbering 89 verses. Nevertheless, the content of this
large chapter can be summarized quickly. The following three matters are discussed.
9.1

Wagons and oxen for the journey (Num. 7:1–9)

As everyone understands, transporting a sanctuary like the tabernacle with everything belonging
to it was very involved. Earlier we learned what had to be done by the priests before departure.
They had to pack up most holy objects like the ark and the table of the bread of presence. Only
then could these objects be transported by the most prominent of the three groups of Levites, i.e.,
the Kohathites. Those Levites had to carry the most holy objects by hand.
But there remained a lot of other equipment that had to be taken along. The coverings of the
tabernacle, the boards, etc. The transporting of these, however, was also carefully regulated. This
was assigned to the other two groups of Levites, the Gershonites and the Merarites. These men
were supposed to perform their labor under the leadership of Ithamar the priest.
This work must have been rather burdensome for these men. For that reason, their task was
made easier by the use of oxcarts.
That was as far as we got in our previous discussion regarding the transporting of the
tabernacle.
Here, then, we learn where the wagons for the sanctuary came from. They were given to the
sanctuary, by the twelve tribal heads, about whom we spoke earlier. Each tribal head gave an ox,
for a total of twelve oxen. Each pair of tribal heads donated a wagon, for a total of six wagons.
Of these, the Gershonites had use of two wagons, drawn by four oxen; but the Merarites had the
use of twice as many, four wagons and eight oxen, because their work of transport was the most
burdensome.
9.2

Supplies for the offerings (Num. 7:10–88)

Strictly speaking, the chapter title, “Necessities for the Journey,” does not fit the part of Numbers
7 that we are now discussing. Nonetheless we are letting it stand, in order to draw attention
thereby to the very practical and entirely non-formalistic manner in which some Scripture
passages have been arranged. We saw this once already in connection with some laws in
Leviticus 10:8–11 and 24:10–23. Here we are dealing more with a narrative.
The same tribal heads just mentioned gave more, namely, plates and bowls and various
offerings connected with them. Of course, these were not necessities for the journey. But they
were gifts (corbanim) just like the oxcarts, each with a yoke of oxen. Both these and the
previously mentioned gifts were made by the twelve tribal chiefs. They appeared with both kinds
of gifts before the same altar of burnt offering in the outer court (vv. 1, 3, 10, 84, 88). No wonder
that this diversity of detail is included in one narrative section. Nor is it any wonder that this
narrative is located here in the book of Numbers, since we are being told here what preparations
were made for the journey to Canaan.
The gifts now in view were the following. Each ruler gave:
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(a) One silver plate, weighing 130 shekels; this plate was filled with fine flour, mixed with
oil for a grain offering.
(b) One silver basin of 70 shekels, also filled with the grain offering mentioned.
(c) One golden dish, weighing 10 shekels, filled with incense.
(d) One young bull, one ram, and one yearling sheep, for a burnt offering.
(e) One male goat for a sin offering.
(f) Two oxen, five rams, five male goats, and five yearling sheep, for a peace offering.
The question naturally arises as to whether these gifts made by each of the twelve tribal heads
were personal gifts or had come from each of the twelve tribes now being represented by their
rulers.
Although we cannot answer this question with complete certainty, we are inclined to the
latter view. First, because such a donation like the one we are reading about represented a
sizeable gift for one man. Second, our attention is caught by the fact that the last twelve gifts
were not all presented simultaneously, on one day, but individually, during twelve days, one
ruler presenting the gift of his tribe on each day. This was regulated by God’s own command to
Moses (v. 11). Now, the sequence in which those gifts were given on these twelve days is not the
sequence of the twelve tribal heads that we find in Numbers 1, but the sequence of the twelve
tribes that we find in Numbers 2. Third, we are struck by the size of the peace offering (see [f]
above). As we know, the largest part of the peace offering was consumed by those who brought
it. But two oxen, five rams, five goats, and five sheep were far too much for one person, even for
an entire family of one person, but not for an entire tribe. If commentator B. Holwerda is correct
that the tribes did not consist of tens of thousands, but only of several hundred men, then such a
large peace offering was not too small for so many mouths.
Another question is when these two kinds of gifts, identified by (a) and (b), would have been
given.
This question as well cannot be answered with certainty. That could appear otherwise when
we note that the chapter begins: “On the day when Moses had finished setting up the tabernacle
and had anointed and consecrated it with all its furnishings and had anointed and consecrated the
altar with all its utensils, the chiefs of Israel, . . . .” If we interpret the opening expression, “On
the day when” very strictly, then the donation must have occurred immediately after the seven
days when the tabernacle was anointed and consecrated (Lev. 8–10). And if this happened
immediately after the erecting of the tabernacle, on the first day of the first month of the second
year, then the donations must have occurred from the eighth day (1+7) of the first month of the
second year, during the next twelve days, or, if the donation of the wagons happened beforehand
on a separate day, during the period of thirteen days thereafter. There would have been time
enough for this before the departure of the Israelites from Horeb, for this occurred on the
twentieth day of the second month of the second year. But . . . we cannot take the Hebrew
expression for “on the day when” that strictly. Often this expression means nothing more than
“then” or “when,” in a very general and vague sense. But here that is certainly not possible, in
view of the unmistakable unity of the chapter, and taking into consideration the fact that the
twelve identical donations were definitely not all given on one day (v. 10 compared with v. 11).
So we should interpret (and translate) the Hebrew expression for “on the day when” as “after.”
But when did this happen? That cannot be identified any more accurately than: between Year 2,
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Month 1, Day 8, and Year 2, Month 2, Day 20. It happened in any case before their departure
from Horeb.
Someone has claimed that the summary of the gifts found in Numbers 7 is one of monotonous
exactitude. Indeed, the verses do give us that impression, we who live in the hectic West, in an
age of efficiency. But aside from the fact that in the ancient East, people thought differently
about repetition than we do, God’s Spirit could have had the special purpose of focusing
attention emphatically on the central place of the sanctuary in the midst of all of Israel’s twelve
tribes as they left Horeb, and on Israel’s intense satisfaction with that. That sanctuary was cared
for and protected, as well as transported, by the tribe of Levi. We are not told that this tribe gave
any donations. The registration of this tribe was not included with that of the twelve tribes. This
was no oversight, of course. Levi had already given enough. This tribe had placed itself at God’s
disposal, as we have seen and will see yet again. But what did the others do? Very heavy
emphasis is being placed here on the high value that the Israelites attached to the promise that
Yahweh desired to dwell in their midst and to march with them against Canaan. The tabernacle
and everything connected with it served as a sign and seal in connection with this promise. This
was valued very highly. No single tribe lagged behind another in this esteem.
Regrettably, we as Christians have not always demonstrated such unanimity after the initial
good days described in the book of Acts. Nevertheless, in Christ God desires to dwell among us,
working in our gatherings with his blessing through his Word and Spirit, and marching along
with us to the future inheritance, i.e., the new earth, the house of the Father with its many rooms.
When we consider the gifts promised and given to us in the new covenant, far greater than
those promised and given to Israel in the old covenant, then we have no reason for selfexaltation.
9.3

Moses, who gave divine answers (Num. 7:89)

How did Moses know all of this so well?
Perhaps this question has surfaced more than once for Bible readers when they noticed how
many commands were given by Moses to Israel. You see, in the books of Exodus, Leviticus, and
Numbers, we frequently read statements like: “Then Yahweh said to Moses.” In this chapter
alone, we read this in verses 4 and 11. But perhaps you would like to know how that came about,
how it was that God spoke to Moses.
Our question is answered in the last verse of Numbers 7: “And when Moses went into the
tent of meeting to speak with the LORD, he heard the voice speaking to him from above the
mercy seat that was on the ark of the testimony, from between the two cherubim; and it spoke to
him.”
This information does not surprise us. It is simply informing us of the fulfillment of the
promise that God had given to Moses, when he gave him the initial mandates with regard to
building the tabernacle (Exod. 25:21–22). Moses was to have an ark constructed, place on it a
mercy seat, and deposit inside the ark the covenant certificate (the Ten Words, the testimony),
and then God would meet him there and from that mercy seat, from between the two cherubim,
“I will speak with you about all that I will give you in commandment for the people of Israel”
(Exod. 25:22).
So God spoke often with Moses from that mercy seat, after the tabernacle was finished, of
course. Before then, this had happened in other ways and places, such as the burning bush, on
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Mount Sinai, and in the tent (of meeting) that stood temporarily outside the camp, after Israel’s
sin with the golden calf (Exod. 3:4; 19:3; 33:7–11). God would also have spoken more times to
Moses when Israel was still in Egypt, in connection with the ten plagues. This would have been
similar to how he later spoke to the prophets, by means of immediate address. But from the time
when the tabernacle was placed in service, the holy place of the tabernacle was the usual place
where Moses could simply approach God with his problems and questions, in order to obtain
answer and assistance through conversation similar to that between two friends. You can find
examples of this in Leviticus 24:13 (what punishment the Egyptian who had blasphemed the
name of Yahweh was to receive), Numbers 9:8 (how to deal with men who could not celebrate
the Passover because they were unclean), Numbers 15:34 (what had to be done with the man
who had gathered sticks on the Sabbath), and Numbers 27:5 (the inheritance issue involving the
daughters of Zelophehad). In addition, we draw your attention to all those laws preserved for us
in the book of Leviticus, given to Israel by Moses thanks to the revelation that he had received
from God in the tabernacle in the span of one month (Lev. 1:1).
We should not assume that Moses repeatedly entered the holy of holies, where the ark of God
was situated. He could stand in the holy place, before the ark. The curtain between the holy of
holies and the holy place is said to have hung in front of the ark (Exod. 30:6). Even so, we read
that the golden altar for incense stood in front of the ark of the testimony (Exod. 40:5), although
we do know that this altar was located in the holy place (cf. Exodus, 241; this should be kept in
mind when reading Heb. 9:4). Moses would have heard God speaking from the ark in the holy of
holies while he himself was standing in the holy place.
But must we now be heaping such lavish praise on Moses?
It is true that no person in the old covenant was as highly privileged as Moses, who spoke
with God on earth (Heb. 12:25). See how God himself defended him in the episode of Miriam’s
leprosy (Num. 12).
But this exalted privilege was not due to anything in Moses. We read nothing of the sort. No,
Moses was merely a tool whom God wanted to use to bless his ancient covenant people. Let us
not forget that many things needed to be regulated before the foundation of the (Israelite) world
had taken shape. Everything happened with a view to that event. Let us take note of the place
from which Yahweh spoke, i.e., from the mercy seat, from between the cherubim. Indeed,
remember that that mercy seat was above “the testimony,” the covenant certificate in duplicate.
All that God said to Moses he spoke as a result of his covenant, and he spoke for the benefit of
his covenant people Israel (see Exod. 25:22). The ark was called alternately the ark of the
testimony or the ark of the covenant (cf. Exodus, 157).
With what intense interest the people must have come to know everything that God had told
Moses. Now and then groups of men must have been standing near the tabernacle, as Numbers
9:8 suggests, and certainly groups of women as well (Exod. 38:8; cf. Exodus, 248).
Nothing further is told us about the voice that Moses heard from the mercy seat, about which
we perhaps would have liked to know more, other than that it was “a voice.” Moses heard that
voice many times.
Given the central place occupied by the tabernacle in the first part of Numbers, the
information given us here in verse 89 is certainly relevant. Whether others who happened to be
in the sanctuary, such as one of the priests, also heard that voice, we are not told, but that was
highly unlikely. The Israelites were supposed to believe in Yahweh via Moses (Exod. 14:31),
just as we, even more so, must believe in our heavenly Father via Christ (Heb. 12:25).
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Finally, it remains for us to answer the question why this report about Moses has received a place
here. For that, we point to the following.
Looking back, we observe that the communications regarding the prescriptions given at
Horeb by God to Moses for Israel are coming to a close. The departure from Horeb will soon
follow (Num. 10). Certainly an explanation concerning the place and manner in which all those
communications had been received at Horeb was, already for that reason, appropriate here,
somewhere between Numbers 1 and 10.
But that explanation would have been placed specifically here because in the preceding
chapters, matters had repeatedly been discussed that were more or less closely related to the
imminent departure. We recall the registration of warriors and Levites, the removal of unclean
persons from the camp, and the donation of the oxcarts. Everything, in other words, with a view
to the journey. Was it not appropriate to insert immediately after this material the report about
the safe passage about which the Israelites could receive special assurance for their imminent
journey? In the midst of the people was the dwelling of Yahweh, Israel’s most mighty king,
before whom Moses simply needed to place the cares and difficulties of his people
and . . . concerning which God’s audible voice supplied advice. People should not make light of
this. That was the reason why we kept as our title for this chapter, which discusses all of
Numbers 7—“Necessities for the Journey”—even though it sounds somewhat homey.
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CHAPTER 10
APPRECIATION FOR THE CONSECRATION OF EACH TRIBE, INCLUDING THE TRIBE OF LEVI (NUM. 8)

This chapter of Numbers can easily be divided into three parts:
1. The honor of Aaron (Num. 8:1–4)
2. The honor of the Levites (Num. 8:5–22)
3. The ministry term of the Levites (Num. 8:23–26)
10.1

The honor of Aaron (Num. 8:1–4)

Our comments on this first section can be brief. It is dealing with Aaron’s task with respect to the
golden lampstand. He must places its lamps, which could be removed, in such a way that their
light could shine brightly throughout the holy place. We discussed this in our commentary on
Exodus (Exodus, 236–41).
In addition, we are told once more how and with what materials this candlestick or
candelabra was to be made. This was a repetition that would not at all strike an ancient Easterner
as strange. Nor would the conclusion, telling us that Moses made the candlestick according to the
design that Yahweh had shown him on the mountain. Moreover, this pointed clearly to the
weightiness of the matter.
We have spoken about this candelabra a couple of times, in connection with Exodus and
Leviticus. And now, here again we have a section included about the candelabra. Understandably
people have wondered what the reason for this may have been. Assuming that such a repetition
occurred for no reason at all is not a claim we should accept quickly. Let us look more carefully.
In three books of the Pentateuch the golden lampstand is mentioned. The first book is
Exodus, where we are told about the mandate God gave for making the tabernacle and its
accessories (Exod. 25–31), and later, how people fulfilled that mandate (Exod. 35–40). In each
of those two sections of Exodus, the golden lampstand is mentioned several times (cf. Exodus,
236–41). The second book is Leviticus, where the lampstand is discussed in chapter 24, in the
middle of two chapters about the Israelite Sabbaths, genuine covenant feasts, instruments that
Yahweh used to imprint upon Israel his Horeb covenant. And the third book is Numbers,
specifically, 8:1–4. Why here?
Not, of course, because the person who placed this section here was negligent and ignorant of
the fact that information about the lampstand had been given earlier. We should not suspect any
biblical author of such thoughtlessness.
So then, why here?
It is always unpleasant in a social gathering when a joke is told that appears not to be
understood, so that it needs to be explained—at that point, the humor is gone. Similarly, in
Numbers 8, this is the reason why suddenly and for the umpteenth time we are hearing about the
golden lampstand, and specifically about Aaron’s task in connection with this very holy
furnishing of the tabernacle, though it is not stated explicitly. We ourselves must delicately test
that reason. Was it not this?
In Numbers 1–10 the subject of the sanctuary as the central point within Israel is constantly
in view. Everything turns on that.
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Now in Numbers 7 we are specifically told what gifts were given on behalf of that sanctuary.
Oxcarts, twelve in number, plates, bowls, etc., also twelve in number. But gifts from whom?
From the twelve tribal heads of those registered for military service. Obviously, these functioned
as representatives of the twelve tribes. We know them from Numbers 1.
All the tribes thus gave gifts. All of them?
No, Levi did not. We already pointed this out by way of an aside.
This course of events and this report of those events would automatically have raised
questions. What about Levi? Where was Levi?
It is as though Numbers 8 is giving us the answer. From this chapter it becomes clear to us
how intimately the entire tribe of Levi was connected with the sanctuary. Levi lived around the
tabernacle (Num. 1:47–54). This tribe formed, so to speak, part of the sanctuary. This explains
why Levi did not come forward with gifts. Do people give themselves gifts?
The entirety of Numbers 8 is about the privilege of the Levites, but it is introduced by a
section about the lampstand. To be sure, it is a section that clearly recalls the special privilege of
the one who was the head of all of Levi, i.e., Aaron. And thus the head of all the priests. Was not
the lampstand, this illuminating almond tree, a symbol pointing to the privileged position of the
priests (see Exodus, 240–41, regarding the almond blossom as the priestly symbol par
excellence)?
At the same time, we have the opportunity here to point out that the ministry of atonement
between Yahweh and the people was assigned to the tribe of Levi (Num. 1:47–54), but we must
not view this ministry as consisting only of slaughtering and sacrificing. To this ministry
belonged also the task of teaching Israel about God’s Horeb covenant (Deut. 27:14; 33:10; 2
Chron. 15:3; Mal. 2:6–7). More than once in Scripture, the verb “to illuminate” is another term
for “to instruct.”
10.2

The honor of the Levites (Num. 8:5–22)

Earlier, in chapter 4, we agreed to distinguish between various classes of Levites. To one class
belonged Aaron and his sons, together with their helpers. These helpers really belonged to
another class of Levites, and they are in view here in these verses. Regarding these men we have
already learned that they were given as assistants to the priests as substitutes for Israel’s firstborn
sons (Num. 3). Here we learn further the manner whereby they performed their work.
The commissioning of the Levites occurred in the following four stages.
1. The purifying of the Levites
First, they were sprinkled with “the water of purification.” Thereby the symbolic meaning is
clear. These men would later be serving in connection with the tabernacle. Therefore, it was
signified and certified to them that despite all their sins, indeed, through the forgiveness of their
sins, Yahweh wished to accept them as his special servants. We would point out that they did not
need to be washed by Moses, unlike the priests some time earlier (Lev. 8:6), but only
“sprinkled.” Next, they had to shave their entire body with a razor. Here we need not think of
removing all hair, including on the head, beard, and eyebrows, both because this is not stated, as
it had been in the case of the healed leper (Lev. 14:9), and because it is literally talking about
their “flesh.” Perhaps we need only see this as referring to pubic hair (cf. Lev. 15:2). Removing
someone’s hair from his head or his beard was an insult (2 Sam. 10:4; 2 Kings 2:23; Isa. 3:17,
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24). It may well have been prescribed for priests in Egypt, that they had to be shaved from head
to toe, a practice that, given its pagan character, would certainly not have been instituted by
Yahweh in Israel (cf. Lev. 21:5). We did not believe this was the case for Nazirites, either. For
one who understands Leviticus 15, the symbolic meaning of shaving pubic hair is obvious. For
these men would come to serve in connection with the tabernacle of Yahweh, the God of life!
Third, they had to wash their clothes. This had not been required for the priests. The latter
received garments of office (Lev. 8), but the Levites did not. They could suffice with the kind of
washing of their clothes that we find discussed in Leviticus 15, in the case of defilement.
Obviously there could be no defilement in connection with these future helpers of the priests.
2. The sacrifices for the Levites
The second stage of the purification of the Levites consisted of this, that three sacrifices were
brought for them, i.e., a bull as a burnt offering and a grain offering, and a bull as a sin offering.
We need not discuss the grain offering, as sacred as it was, for this served to accompany the
burnt offering. The burnt offering as well, no matter that it extended atonement, but even more
was an expression of the consecration to Yahweh of the one bringing the sacrifice, was not yet
the special sacrifice for this occasion, but was in turn an accompanying sacrifice to the sin
offering. This latter was the characteristic sacrifice for this occasion. Before these men were
admitted into the ministry of the sanctuary of Yahweh, assurance was given them of the
forgiveness of sins that they had perhaps unintentionally committed. The Levites had to place
their hand ahead of time on the burnt offering and the sin offering. The significance of these
details we have discussed elsewhere, in our commentary on Leviticus, in connection with the
sacrifice Torah.
3. The sacrifices of the Levites
Next came the third stage, in which the Levites in turn were symbolically sacrificed—
referring of course to a wave offering. We have discussed elsewhere how this wave offering is to
be understood. In this instance, it was likely that the Levites who by now had been
(symbolically) purified were led by the priests, by Aaron and his sons, first in front of the altar
for burnt offerings (“before the LORD,” v. 10), then several steps in the direction of the
tabernacle (once again, “before the LORD,” v. 11). Next, they were then led back, all of this
signifying that these men had been taken and chosen from among the Israelites and thus were
being offered to God, because by right they belonged to him, since they had replaced the
firstborn sons among Israel (Num. 3), but had been appropriated by the priests for themselves, as
this customarily occurred in connection with (some parts of) the peace offering.
4. The serving by the Levites
When these things had happened, the Levites entered their work of service. You could
translate verse 22a this way: “After this, the Levites went inside to perform their service in the
tent of meeting before Aaron and his sons”. But misunderstanding could arise from this
rendering, as though the Levites got their work assignments in the tabernacle. Their “entering”
was not related to receiving their assignments, but to their different performances of their
assignments. That is what they are undertaking at this point (cf. Num. 4:3). That is what they
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were accepting. In connection with the tabernacle. That is the historical moment being described
at this point. What those work activities were, how the one group of Levites (the Kohathites)
were under the supervision of Eleazar and the other two (the Gershonites and the Merarites) were
under that of Ithamar, we saw earlier, in connection with Numbers 4. For the rest, we could think
of providing wood and water for those bringing sacrifices, of the laver, and of the assistance
needed for slaughtering the often numerous sacrificial animals, etc.
As an aside we commented on the symbolic significance of various details. But it would be
good to add the following, so that the reader would not lose sight of the honor of the work of the
Levites.
To be sure, they were not priests. They had not been washed or anointed as the priests were
(cf. v. 15). Nor were they given any garments associated with their service. They were not
consecrated as the priests were, but merely purified.
But we may not ignore the fact that these Levites shared in the honor, albeit in their own
manner, that was ascribed to the entire tribe of Levi. This was in fulfillment of the word that
Moses spoke one time when the faithfulness of Levi to Yahweh became evident in the episode of
the golden calf (Exod. 32:39). Levi was situated in a “framework,” like a protective belt or zone
between the sanctuary and the people. It rendered a service similar to that of an electricity
transformer. Our attention is being focused once again here in Numbers 8:14–19 to that honor
belonging to the entire tribe of Levi. This is true especially of verse 19: “. . . to make atonement
for the people of Israel, that there may be no plague among the people of Israel when the people
of Israel come near the sanctuary.” (We discussed this above in connection with Numbers 1:47–
54.)
This, then, pertained to all the Levites.
But what about those special Levites given by Yahweh as assistants to the priests, the
nethunim? They were given as assistants, but not to perform various menial chores, in the house
or in the yard, in the fields and meadows. Not at all. To perform those tasks, they would not have
needed to undergo any purification ritual, no matter how somber that may have been. No, just as
all the other members of the tribe Levi, they too were accepted by Yahweh as his special
possession and placed in service to his sanctuary (Num. 8:14). They had been accepted as
substitutes for Israel’s firstborn males who had been spared in Egypt (we discussed this above in
connection with Num. 3). But this substitution for the firstborn males is repeated emphatically
here in Numbers 8:14–19, so that Israel would never forget what had happened in Egypt. They
must not forget how God had there begun his great work of deliverance, to which Holy Scripture
would later point so frequently, and for which it even used a technical expression: “the
foundation of the world.”
How often Israel was reminded by God of that deliverance from Egypt! The Passover was
instituted already in Egypt, so that each year again the gospel of the exodus would be preached
and confirmed before their eyes. God had taken his starting point in that gospel of deliverance
already at Horeb in connection with the announcement of his Ten Words. “I am Yahweh your
God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Exod. 20:2).
There we see also God’s intention with the sanctification of all the Levites. Every Levite,
whether high priest, ordinary priest, or humble Levite, was a page taken from a walking history
book, written by God himself, constantly kept up to date and held before his people.
To be sure, in that book were uppercase letters and lowercase letters. The members of
Aaron’s clan were made to function as uppercase letters. But the appearance of the lowliest
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Levite signified for Israel a God-glorifying reminder of the beginning of “Horeb,” i.e., the
liberation from Egypt.
Here, then, behold the honor of the Levites.
They are not being humiliated by their service in connection with the sanctuary, but deemed
worthy. You can see that in their purification. You can see that in the hands of the Israelites
stretched out over them (v. 10), though that probably refers to only the elders of the
congregation. They are the ones who would later substitute for all Israel, specifically all Israelite
firstborn boys. For actually, really, all Israel was supposed to be a nation of priests (Exod. 19:6).
Actually, Yahweh possessed the right to have the oldest son from each Israelite family, if he was
a firstborn, serve him in or near his tabernacle, as priest or Levite.
The appointing of the Levites did not happen in secret. The entire gathering of the Israelites
had to be called together for this (v. 9), so that later each one would know very well what honor
had been bestowed on these men. Although they were near the sanctuary, they were under the
priests. They were also to be content in the future with that assigned place. What is reported later
in Numbers will teach us that such contentment was not shared by everyone. Rebellion erupted
precisely among those Levites who belonged to that group commissioned for the most honorable
labors of all three groups, the Kohathites (Num. 16). This is a lesson for us as well. It has not
usually been the simple church folk who become dissatisfied with their place in the churches of
Christ, driven by greed. Rebellion against our Lord Jesus Christ, the Priest-King, can also be
perpetrated and is most often perpetrated by those who either were esteemed to occupy a
somewhat higher status than the entire body of the church, or had usurped a status that seemed
higher. And this despite the warning of the apostle in 1 Peter 5:1–4.
10.3

The ministry term of the Levites (Num. 8:23–26)

The Levites discussed in the preceding sections began their service simultaneously. The situation
with them was similar to that of the men from the other tribes who had become eligible for
military service. Those men were also registered simultaneously en masse (see Num. 1), whereas
the entrance into service of others at a later time was simply an individual matter, i.e., a matter of
someone turning twenty years old. Naturally, then, the ministry term of many Levites at Horeb
began simultaneously, where the ministry term of each one coming after them would begin
simply when they reached the stipulated age. In verse 24 nothing more is said about the
simultaneous entrance into service of many Levites, but rather we learn something about each
Levite individually, one for one. (Our analogy with the military is legitimate; here too the
Hebrew word tsaba’ is used in connection with the entrance of each individual Levite, a word we
met in Num. 1.)
Two matters require further comment.
(a) Apparently with a view first of all to the age of entrance at a later, future time, God set
before Moses the regulation in the command reported here. In due course, the Levites would
have to enter their service earlier, sooner, and younger, not for the first time when they turned
thirty, but when they turned twenty-five (v. 24).
(b) They would have to serve until they turned fifty, after which they would be free. If it was
desirable, they would be allowed to continue their service after turning fifty, but they would no
longer be required to perform that labor.
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Regarding (a): Regrettably, people have talked about the difference between the age of
entrance mentioned in Numbers 4 (thirty years old) and that mentioned here in Numbers 8
(twenty-five years old) as though they have caught an error in Holy Scripture. Or people have
pointed to these two very different numbers as irrefutable proof that at least two different authors
or compilers supplied these two passages.
In opposition to these notions, please note the following. Let us assume for a moment, that
Numbers 4 and Numbers 8 did not come from the same author and time, then the person who
included both regulations would have recalled Numbers 4 as he wrote Numbers 8. We should not
assume too quickly that he was stupid. Nevertheless, this compiler apparently thought that it was
completely unnecessary to fix this so-called contradiction, let alone to explain it or erase it. It
would be seen as quite explainable.
Is this not a much simpler explanation? The person who placed Numbers 8 here, after
Numbers 4, whoever he may have been, whether Moses himself or someone else, had no reason
to suppose this was a contradiction, because he expected that his readers would be wise enough
to understand that the regulation appearing at the conclusion of Numbers 8 was looking ahead to
the future. What future? The time when Israel would have arrived in Canaan. We should be
thinking of that future event in connection with so many other Scripture passages in this context.
All you need to do is look up Leviticus 23:10; 25:2, 23; Numbers 9:10; and 15:2. There as well,
Israel is being pointed to its future life in Canaan. “Why would they not have thought of such a
reference here as well?” we would ask.
We have good reason for this argument, derived from Scripture itself. From 1 Chronicles
23:24–33 we know that the age of entrance into service for the Levites, later during the time of
King David, was lowered even more, from twenty-five to twenty years old. We are told in
addition why David implemented that lower age: “For David said, ‘The LORD, the God of Israel,
has given rest to his people, and he dwells in Jerusalem forever. And so the Levites no longer
need to carry the tabernacle or any of the things for its service.’” We can easily understand that
in such an unstable period as the time of the wilderness journey, fewer periodic sacrifices were
offered than in a time when Israel had become settled, had acquired peace, and was enjoying
prosperity. At that time the work of the priests and Levites would have become more busy.
Those increased activities of the Levites are listed in 1 Chronicles 23: purifying the sacred
objects after their use, preparing the showbread and the grain offering, helping with the burnt
offerings to Yahweh on the Sabbath and other feast days. And let us not forget: “[T]hey were to
stand every morning, thanking and praising the LORD, and likewise at evening” (1 Chron. 23:30).
For that reason, in David’s time, with a view to those expanded activities, the minimum age
for ministering Levites was lowered from twenty-five to twenty years old. (Incidentally, that
regulation remained in force after that time, 2 Chron. 31:17; Ezra 3:8. Elsewhere we drew
attention to this fact, in order to prove that among ancient Israel, people did not view the Torah
as legalistically as happened later, and they did not view it fearfully as a never-to-be-changed
fixed entity, but did not at all hesitate in connection with altered circumstances to allow practical
demands to lend decisive input [cf. Exodus, 4–5].)
So then, on this basis we may maintain that what we have already assumed is correct, i.e.,
that God’s command to Moses regarding the lowering of the age for entering levitical service
from Numbers 8 was given with an eye to Israel’s future in Canaan. Everyone will surely
acknowledge this if they take to heart the hint we have repeatedly supplied, that God’s
commands given at Horeb appear constantly to proceed from the fact that Israel’s inheriting of
the promised land would happen within a short time. That this was not the case was surely not
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God’s fault (Heb. 3). The Levites would automatically become far more busy later in Canaan, as
was to be expected, and then they would need to begin their work at twenty-five years of age.
Regarding (b): the age when the Levites were no longer required to serve in connection with
the sanctuary was set at fifty. Thus, at Horeb and after Horeb, they were supposed to serve from
thirty to fifty. Once they arrived in Canaan, they had to serve from twenty-five until fifty. Later,
in David’s time and thereafter, they were to serve from their twentieth to their fiftieth year.
By why did they have to serve specifically during those years of their lives?
We answered this earlier by saying that at this age, a young man is no longer a tender boy,
and during these years he is at his strength. Such helpers fit well in connection with the temple,
the place that “testified” of life. The symbolic meaning of this is obvious. Our Savior completely
fulfilled that requirement of perfection toward God.
We do not read that Levites with physical deformities were excluded from ministering in
connection with the sanctuary, as was the case with priests (Lev. 21:16–24). Was this far less
relevant for Levites? Or was everyone expected to understand that this was something natural
and obvious? The Pentateuch does not tell us everything. For example, we are not told at what
age the priests were to enter their ministry. Once in a while something that was known to Moses
was communicated only later on the occasion of this or that situation. Had that not occurred, we
would not have known.
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CHAPTER 11
FINAL MENTION OF SOME SUGGESTIONS, WHICH WERE GIVEN AT HOREB WITH A VIEW TO THE
FUTURE (NUM. 9:1–10:10)

The section ending Numbers 8—regarding the ministry term of the Levites—forms a suitable
transition, as long as it is understood in the way we have suggested, to Numbers 9. For here as
well we are being pointed ahead to the future, as is also the case later in Numbers 10:1–10. Here
is the outline:
(a) On what day, now and later in Canaan, Passover was to be celebrated by those who were
hindered in doing so at the usual time (Num. 9:1–14).
(b) Breaking camp and setting up camp for the Israelites was determined by the rise and
descent of the pillar of cloud, and how closely they followed that guidance (Num. 9:15–23).
(c) What signals the priests had to give with the silver trumpets, now and later in Canaan
(Num. 10:1–10).
11.1

Celebrating Passover by those hindered at the usual time (Num. 9:1–14)

The conclusion of Part 1 of the book of Numbers is approaching. You can see that from the
headings we just provided, one of which talks about breaking camp, and the signals that the
priests would give with the silver trumpets, both of which were somewhat relevant to that
departure.
Nonetheless we should not infer that the instructions discussed in these current verses for that
reason were given in the very last days of Israel’s stay at Horeb. This is most certainly not the
case with the first section, regarding the supplemental Passover. That instruction begins: “And
the LORD spoke to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai, in the first month of the second year after
they had come out of the land of Egypt.” This is followed with a reminder from Yahweh about
the Passover that was supposed to be celebrated in that month. When? From Leviticus we recall
that the Passover was always celebrated on the fourteenth day of the first month of the year. So
God was talking about certain dates in the first month of the second year: “Remember the
Passover, in Year 2, Month, 1, Day 14.”
These instructions definitely do not put us at a time shortly before Israel’s departure from
Horeb. For that happened in Year 2, Month 2, Day 20. And the divine reminder had in view
celebrating Passover on Year 2, Month 1, Day 14. The lambs to be slaughtered for the Passover
on the 14th had to be separated from the flock four days before, or on the 10th. So God’s
suggestion had been given before then. For that reason, the beginning of our current section
places us around the first 10 days of the 1st month of the 2nd year.
A lot would have happened in those 10 days. It is almost certain that the anointing and
consecration of the tabernacle and its utensils, and of Aaron and his sons, would have occurred
immediately after the completion of the tabernacle (on Year 2, Month 1, Day 1). That took 7
days. The following day probably saw the purification and appointment of the Levites as
assistants to the priests. The priests could then have used the help of the Levites immediately in
connection with slaughtering the Passover lambs on the evening of Year 2, Month 1, Day 14. For
we read in verse 5 that the celebration of the Passover in that year did in fact occur.

68

The following occurred during those days. “[T]here were certain men who were unclean
through touching a dead body, so that they could not keep the Passover on that day, and they
came before Moses and Aaron on that day. And those men said to him, ‘We are unclean through
touching a dead body. Why are we kept from bringing the LORD’s offering at its appointed time
among the people of Israel?’ And Moses said to them, ‘Wait, that I may hear what the LORD will
command concerning you’” (vv. 6–8).
Here we have a clear case in connection with which Moses went to the holy place of the
tabernacle to ask about, and set before Yahweh, the challenges facing the people of Israel, to
which God gave immediate answer with an audible voice (see Num. 7:89, and our discussion
above).
In his answer Yahweh stipulated that those who had been legitimately hindered from
celebrating Passover at the usual time, on the 14th day of the 1st month, would be allowed to do
that on the 14th day of the 2nd month. But such a hindrance had to be valid. Anyone who for
other reasons neglected the usual Passover celebration was to be punished. Even the sympathetic
sojourner would have to be subject to this regulation.
With this, these people whose question had been set before Yahweh, were answered. For
now.
But as we have seen earlier, God also took into account the time when Israel would later be
settled in Canaan. That would surely happen, wouldn’t it? Well, with an eye to that certainty,
God said that this regulation would apply not only for now, but also for their descendants (v. 10),
that is, for Israel in Canaan. For example, if someone had traveled on a distant journey—a
situation that at this time would not have arisen at Horeb. That God was looking to the future is
evident also from the fact that in order to warn against inappropriate neglect of the Passover
celebration, he said: “You shall have one statute, both for the sojourner and for the native.” By
means of the Hebrew word denoting the latter class, ’ezrach, people’s minds were being oriented
now already to the time when Israel would have inherited the promised land, for the word means:
the Israelite born in Canaan.
Moreover, from this section we also learn once again how God was bent on the constant
remembrance of Israel’s deliverance from Egypt. This was true, despite the fact that naturally the
people could not yet have celebrated the Passover in Year 2 entirely according to the
requirements. The offering of the firstfruit grain could not have occurred, of course.
Nevertheless, the deliverance from Egypt had to be commemorated. Similarly, Christ
emphatically bound upon the hearts of his disciples and us the commemoration of his death by
means of the celebration of the Lord’s Supper. We are not less obligated to do that, but more so
(Heb. 10:29).
11.2

Breaking and setting up camp (Num. 9:15–23)

Considered in isolation, this second part of Numbers 9 is not discussing something future, nor
dealing with specific commands that God gave at Horeb with a view to the imminent journey to
Canaan. Strictly speaking, this part is not pointing forward but narrates things that had happened
later on this journey. It is certainly providing us with an eyewitness report, after the fact.
Nevertheless this report was obviously inserted at this point in Numbers in order to prepare the
reader for the narrative about departure and journey that is coming next.
Everything was regulated thoroughly by God, by means of his pillar of cloud.
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We read about this pillar of cloud, or as it says here in Hebrew simply this “cloud,” for the
first time in Exodus 13:20–21. Israel had just left Egypt. Then we perceive that Yahweh himself
assumed the leadership of the journey: “And the LORD went before them by day in a pillar of
cloud to lead them along the way, and by night in a pillar of fire to give them light, that they
might travel by day and by night.”
This same pillar of cloud was also referred to at the conclusion of Exodus, when we read that
the tabernacle was set up and was accepted by Yahweh: “Then the cloud covered the tent of
meeting, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle. And Moses was not able to enter the
tent of meeting because the cloud settled on it, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle.
Throughout all their journeys, whenever the cloud was taken up from over the tabernacle, the
people of Israel would set out. But if the cloud was not taken up, then they did not set out till the
day that it was taken up. For the cloud of the LORD was on the tabernacle by day, and fire was in
it by night, in the sight of all the house of Israel throughout all their journeys” (Exod. 40:34–38).
That is now being quoted in Numbers 9, as something familiar.
In fact, we do not find anything entirely new here. If there is anything new, it is that the cloud
“covered the tabernacle, the tent of testimony” (ha‘eduth; v. 15; we have discussed this
elsewhere, in Exodus, 157, 226, 306). This was a word denoting God’s covenant as that had been
given to Israel in black and white, on the stone tablets, that had been deposited in the ark of the
covenant. The name of that ark—ark of the testimony—came to be applied to the entire
tabernacle. Thereby Scripture is focusing attention on the fact that Yahweh was immediately
keeping his Horeb covenant after the departure of Israel from Sinai. He himself served as Israel’s
guide to the promised land.
There is nothing more here that is new.
We are struck by the expansiveness of the description of the glorious manner in which
Yahweh accompanied Israel. Always with his cloud above the ark and tabernacle, where his
covenant certificate had been deposited. At night there was something that looked like fire. And
that phenomenon continued in this way, constantly, faithfully (vv. 15–16).
On the other hand, the Israelites followed Moses’ leadership and in everything they observed
the commands from their divine Guide as those had been given to them by means of the
movements of the pillars of cloud and fire. They did not depart from a place nor did they stop at
a place except by this divine prescription.
We appreciate that the Hebrew word mishmereth, which appears twice, in verses 19 and 23,
was translated as charge (of the LORD): Israel “kept the charge of the LORD.” We should not
suppose that Scripture intends to tell us how zealously the Israelites continued the tabernacle
ministry during the journey whenever possible. We are not claiming that such was not the case,
but neither that it was the case. The word mishmereth is not pointing to the prescribed worship,
but the prescribed manner of camping and breaking camp. For it may well be the case that in the
Pentateuch this Hebrew word serves many times, indeed, most times to indicate the work of the
priests and Levites. But it is also used in another sense, already in Genesis 26:5, to tell us that
Abraham kept God’s mishmereth (charge) in everything. Furthermore, the same Hebrew word is
being used indisputably in Leviticus 18:30, with a view to a time when the tabernacle existed,
with a very general meaning of “precept,” which then had to be observed not merely by priests
and Levites, but by all Israelites. In that second sense, then, that is, not limited to the worship
connected with the tabernacle, this word should be understood here in Numbers 9:9 and 23, since
these verses are not reporting that special priests and Levites kept God’s mishmereth, but that all
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the Israelites did. What mishmereth or precept (charge) was this? God’s regulation concerning
Israel’s setting up and breaking camp.
Our attention is focused on this in detail, although these details are not supplied in a boring,
verbose manner. You can discern this if you study how these verses have been constructed. You
will discover, then, that what at first glance looks like verbal repetition is in reality not that at all.
We have the same words, but in a different sequence. Consider the following.
After first citing in verses 15–16 the report that is already known from Exodus 40 regarding
the cloud covering the tabernacle, our attention in verses 17–18 is next drawn to the fact that the
Israelites allowed no one other than Yahweh himself to stipulate by means of the cloud the time
and place of their departure and stopping. We will discuss this in two parts: (a) setting up camp
(vv. 18–20), and (b) breaking camp (vv. 21–23).
(a) Setting up camp
Verse 18a ended with the words: “they camped.” In that connection, this camping is elaborated
in the following way.
Verse 18b: By way of introduction, as long as the cloud was resting at a place, the Israelites
remained there as well. (They did not presume to shorten such a stay on their own initiative.)
This is developed further in verses 19–20.
Verse 19: If the cloud extended Israel’s stay somewhere for many days, then they observed
the precept, the guidance of Yahweh, very carefully.
Verse 20: If the cloud remained for only a few days, then too, the Israelites obeyed. They
broke camp only at God’s command.
Verse 20 ended at that point with the words: “they set out.” In connection with these words,
verses 21–23 expand on that.
(b) Breaking camp
Verse 21 provides no introduction, which had been given in verse 20.
Verse 21a: If the cloud stayed in a place over night, then, even though they were perhaps
enjoying their location, the Israelites nonetheless followed the cloud obediently.
Verse 21b: If the cloud would set out during the day or during the night (this latter would
have caused some discomfort), then the Israelites followed it willingly.
Verse 22: If the cloud extended its stay somewhere, say, for two days, or a month, or longer,
then the Israelites did not break camp, even though the location did not seem suitable. No, only
when the cloud departed did the Israelites break camp.
Verse 23: Summary: using the same words as we find in verse 18a (but in reverse order), and
in the same words that we find in verse 20 (in the same order, since v. 23 concludes vv. 20–22!).
Verse 23b: Repetition of the theme, known from verse 19: in both instances, setting up camp
as well as breaking camp, the Israelites observed the prescription of Yahweh very scrupulously.
For that is what he had communicated to them through the mediation of Moses: Remain under
the cloud!
Although today God’s Spirit is leading us to the land of promised rest (Heb. 4:9), which means
to the new earth, no longer by means of a cloud but by means of his gospel of fulfillment, we are
obliged to render obedience that is at least as scrupulous. Indeed, the higher we have been
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exalted, the more severe the fall (Heb. 12:25). Despite this warning, Christianity has by no
means remained faithful and unified “under the cloud” of the Mediator of the new covenant (cf.
1 Cor. 10:1–5).
11.3

The priests and the silver trumpets (Num. 10:1–5)

Although the signal to break camp was given to Israel by Yahweh himself, by means of the
cloud, people understood that there were other things that required regulating, such as when the
first of the four segments had to break camp, and the second, etc. In fact, even during their stops,
meetings had to be held to consider matters of differing importance.
With a view to such matters and others like them, God mandated Moses to provide for the
manufacture of two silver trumpets. Why only two? Surely in the first place on account of the
work they needed to perform. But perhaps also on account of the fact that those silver trumpets
were to be blown only by priests. After the death of Nadab and Abihu (Lev. 10), only two priests
remained. Perhaps this explains the two trumpets. That these trumpets had to be made not of gold
but of silver would have related to their use outside the innermost part of the sanctuary (cf.
Exodus, 200–204).
Once again, it is pleasing to see how meticulously that blowing of the trumpets was regulated
and how that is described here. The was a distinction between two kinds of trumpet blasts, one
on behalf of God to the people (11.3.1), and another on behalf of the people to God (11.3.2).
That is the arrangement of our discussion below.
11.3.1 Trumpet blasts on behalf of God to the people (vv. 3–8)
The trumpet sound could be made in two ways. One way was by blowing for a longer or shorter
time, which was called in Hebrew taqa’, which refers simply to blowing the trumpet (in contrast
to making a short trumpet blast). But the trumpet could also be blown in such a way that a
blaring or piercing sound was made. That was called in Hebrew taqa’ teru’ah, blow an alarm, a
particularly strong, loud, possibly jubilant sound. The first sound would have resembled an
extended toooooooot, and the second a stoccato toot toot toot toot. Verses 3–4 discuss the
former, and verses 5–6 discuss the latter.
(a) Ordinary blasts (for meetings)
Verse 3: If both trumpets were blown, the entire assembly had to come to the entrance of the
tent of meeting. This referred, however, to the elders (cf. Exodus, 89–90). Apparently the two
trumpets did not make an identical sound, so that people could detect that not one, but two
trumpets were being blown.
Verse 4: If only one trumpet were blown, then the rulers, the heads of clans, were to come
forward. These were the heads of the twelve tribes mentioned in Numbers 1:4–16. There already
we read about their being summoned (v. 16). (You can find an instance of a combined meeting
of elders and overseers in Deut. 31:28.)
(b) Teru’ah blasts (for breaking camp)
Verses 5–6: A second kind of trumpet sound, a stronger blast, was used when the Israelite
camp was to break and march out. As the reader will recall, this had to happen according to a
regulated protocol (see Num. 2). First, the camp on the east side of the tabernacle had to break.
This happened at the first signal. When the teru’ah sounded for a second time, it was the turn for
the camp on the south of the tabernacle. (The Hebrew text does not go further with the
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summary.) Everyone understands that thereafter, the tribe of Levi came with the tabernacle, after
which the western camp, and after the fifth trumpet signal, the northern camp, that of Dan. The
LXX translators added the last two, surely out of a fear of incompleteness, which they suffered
from on more occasions.
Two other matters follow.
Verse 7: Here is our translation: “But to call together the assembly, you shall sound the usual
blast, not the teru’ah blast.” Here for the “assembly,” a broader word is used than was used in
verse 3. The latter has ‘edah, referring to the elders, but here we have qahal, which sometimes
refers to absolutely everybody, men, women, and children (as in Lev. 4:21; 16:17, 33; etc.). Here
in verse 7 the purpose is to draw attention to the difference between blowing the trumpets for
breaking camp, which had been in view earlier in verse 5–6, and blowing the trumpet for the
assembling together, whether of elders, or tribal heads, representatives of the entire qahal, the
entire nation, mentioned first in verses 3–4. We could render the meaning of verse 7
paraphrastically this way: “When camp must be broken, then you shall blow a teru’ah, but not
for holding meetings, i.e., of (the representatives of) the qahal. For that, blow the customary
blast.” (The combined meeting of elders and tribal heads mentioned in Deut. 31:28 is called in
Deut. 31:30 “all the qahal.”)
Verse 8 assigns the authority for blowing the trumpets exclusively to the priests. These were
“mediators” between Yahweh and Israel. Apparently, the people had to realize very clearly that
with the sound of these trumpets they were hearing the voice of no one less than Yahweh, their
God, who was speaking to his covenant people. This is said later explicitly, in the conclusion of
verse 10: “I am Yahweh your God.” Obedience to the instrumental music of the priestly trumpets
was obedience to the Horeb covenant given by God.
At the same time, both this covenant together with its priests and their trumpets have fallen
away, along with this obliged obedience, for the church of the new covenant. Today, God’s
Spirit leads the church by means of the gospel of Jesus Christ, together with the seals attached to
it, baptism and the Lord’s Supper. God has considered these to be sufficient for us on our
journey to the rest of the new earth. To this no one should add any other commands, no matter
their source.
11.3.2 Trumpet blasts on behalf of the people to God (vv. 9–10)
Yahweh instructed his congregation at Horeb in different ways with a view to their journey to
Canaan. Interspersed among these instructions he also gave commands relating to the time when
Israel would have reached Canaan and would have settled there. We have encountered that a
number of times already. Here in verse 9, we read how later the trumpet would have to be blown
in a time of war, and in verse 10, in connection with specific offerings.
(a) Teru’ah blasts (in time of war)
We translate verse 9 this way: “And suppose that in your land you enter into war against your
adversary, who oppresses you, then you shall blow teru’ah on the trumpets and Yahweh your
God will hear you and remember you, and you will be delivered from your enemies.”
In a time of war, the priests were to blow the trumpets strongly and loudly. We read the
Hebrew word hare‘, which points not to the usual blast but to the teru’ah kind of blast. At the
outbreak of the conflict the priests were to make an urgent appeal to Yahweh on behalf of Israel
by means of the sacred trumpets. Indeed, the same was true when it came to the fighting of the
war. We encounter an example of this in the Pentateuch in Numbers 31:6. In the conflict against
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the Midianites, Phinehas the priest had the chatstserot in hand, the same Hebrew word used here
in Numbers 10 for the silver trumpets. These were trumpets, we read, for blowing the teru’ah
blasts, teru’ah to God while Israel was busy fighting. This was like an urgent prayer for help.
Elsewhere we have a warning against looking down on this manner of prayer as though it were
disrespectful. We don’t do that with the precious stones in Aaron’s breastpiece, or with the
prayer of Zachariah by means of the grains of incense in the temple, do we?
(b) Ordinary blasts (in connection with certain offerings)
In the sacrifice Torah (Lev. 1–7) we have not yet read anything about this, but here we learn
that occasionally the trumpets were blown in connection with the offerings, at least for some,
though not all. Not with the sin and guilt offerings, but with the burnt and peace offerings. In
view of the different character of the first pair of sacrifices and the second pair, this is
understandable. But also in view of the beginning of verse 10 of our passage here: “On the day
of your gladness also, and at your appointed feasts and at the beginnings of your months, you
shall blow the trumpets [taqa‘] over your burnt offerings and over the sacrifices of your peace
offerings. They shall be a reminder of you before your God: I am the LORD your God.”
From the Hebrew word used (taqa‘) it seems that this occasion involved the ordinary trumpet
blasts. There was nothing special, no reason for intense blowing of the trumpets, in connection
with the burnt and peace offerings. For the burnt offering assured the Israelite that God accepted
his consecration of his whole heart; and the peace offering was brought when matters were good
between God and the one bringing the sacrifice.
Such sacrifices could be brought individually. Perhaps the first statement is related to that:
“the day of your gladness.” At that time the blowing of the trumpets was appropriate in
connection with the sacrifices mentioned if the day was not specifically a feast day for everyone.
But they could also be brought for the entire nation, which occurred at the feasts of Passover,
Pentecost, etc. The fact that in addition to the feasts, the new moon days are mentioned
separately indicates that on all the new moon days special sacrifices were brought (Num. 28:11–
15), but not every new moon fell on a Sabbath and was thus a feast for everyone.
God wanted to attach a promise to the ordinary trumpet blasts connected with the sacrifices
mentioned: “They shall be a reminder of you before your God.” Just as the priests were allowed
to make urgent appeals to God on behalf of the Israelites in times of oppression by means of
teru‘ah blasts, so too in times of joy they were allowed to draw the attention of the God of Israel
to the sacrificial gifts of his people.
That God would faithfully keep his covenant with the Israelites is vindicated in the closing
words: “I am Yahweh your God.” Hereby God focuses Israel’s attention once again to himself as
the Guarantor, the Surety, of the entire Horeb covenant, something that we saw earlier.
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CHAPTER 12
ISRAEL’S DEPARTURE FROM HOREB DID NOT YET MEAN THE END OF “THE FOUNDATION OF THE
WORLD”

With this, we have reached the end of our discussion of the instruction given to the Israelites
with a view to the continuation of their journey to Canaan. In our next chapter, we will comment
on their departure from Horeb.
Before turning to that, however, it may perhaps be helpful to warn against a
misunderstanding that views Israel’s departure from Horeb as being simultaneously the end of
that period in which all the statutes and ordinances were given to Israel that would from this time
forward regulate its entire life. The departure from Horeb definitely did not mean the end of “the
foundation of the world.”
Our view of what this phrase means was presented elsewhere (cf. Exodus, 304–311). The
expression “the foundation of the world” points to Horeb, not to the creation, as people have
supposed for a long time. The occasion for connecting this phrase with creation could have
arisen quite soon. The building of the tabernacle at Horeb was once likened by a certain rabbi to
the creation of the world and of the human race, and Israel’s stay at Horeb was compared by
another rabbi to a birth. This latter notion was not unbiblical (Exod. 9:18, 24; Judg. 19:30). But
we should not turn a comparison into an identification. In Scripture, “the foundation of the
world” is a fixed expression referring to the coming into existence not of heaven and earth, but of
Israel as the people of the Sinai covenant. This “foundation of the world” occurred when at
Horeb God proclaimed himself as King over a people of priests and kings, and placed that
people, together with everything they had and did, upon the foundation of that Horeb covenant,
along with the warning never to slip off that foundation, indeed, never to make a wrong move
against that foundation. More than once we have defended fervently the claim that the phrase
“the foundation of the world” must be used properly. How else will we do justice to the doctrine
of the sin offering, so fundamentally important for our Christian faith regarding the atonement of
our sins through Christ’s shedding of blood, as well as the innumerable symbols of the Law
connected with that doctrine?
Once this misunderstanding is alleviated, we must next warn against committing another
mistake, and we have reached the point where that warning is most appropriate. Even if people
talk about “the foundation of the world” from this point forward in the correct sense, i.e., in
connection with the establishment of the Horeb covenant, then we must not in turn remove any
parts from the full significance of this expression and in so doing, narrow and reduce it.
We could make two mistakes.
If by the phrase “the foundation of the world,” we are willing to understand nothing besides
exactly what happened during the time of Israel’s stay at Horeb—from Year 1, Month 3, Day 15
until Year 2, Month 2, Day 26—we would not be doing justice to Scripture. For Scripture leads
us to see that some things must be included in the Law and the Sinai covenant that strictly
speaking occurred not during, but either before or after, Israel’s stay at Horeb.
We have discussed the former elsewhere (Exodus, 304–311).
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Circumcision had been given to Abraham (Gen. 17:10). The Passover was instituted in Egypt
already (Exod. 12). And although the command to celebrate a Sabbath in every seven days was
given first at Horeb, Israel had been prepared for that Sabbath observance already before Horeb.
Nevertheless, all three of these institutions—circumcision, Passover, and Sabbath day—were
reckoned equally by the apostle Paul as belonging to the Law given by God to Israel at Horeb,
and was placed on the same line with “months, fixed times, and years,” by which he must have
been referring to the first days of the month, annually recurring feasts (Passover, etc.), and
periodically recurring years like the sabbatical year and the year of jubilee. In other words, he
must have been referring to institutions, some of which could definitely not have originated in
any other period than the time of Israel’s stay at Horeb (Gal. 4:10; Col. 2:16–17). However, he
makes no distinction and declares the Judaizing fanaticism about each of them to be religion
based on the Law.
From this we must learn not to use the phrase “the foundation of the world” narrowly.
Although it must lead us to think primarily of God’s law-giving work through Moses at Horeb,
preserved in Exodus and Leviticus, we need not restrict its meaning in an accountant-like fashion
to that. Why should we not be allowed to use it just as flexibly as we just heard Paul talk about
the Law—the same man who otherwise took great pains to distinguish between the time of
Abraham and the time of the Law (Gal. 3:17)—and the same manner as Christ did when he said:
Moses gave you circumcision (John 7:22), whereas someone might wish to observe that “strictly
speaking” that is not correct.
Just so, in connection with the expression “the foundation of the world,” if we do not think,
or do not think exclusively, of the creation of heaven and earth, but of the coming into existence
of Israel as the people of Yahweh, who were placed by him on the life-foundation and in the lifesphere of the Horeb covenant, then we will also do well, next, to remember that this “birth”
happened just like every other birth. Israel did not drop out of the sky at Horeb, since already in
Abraham’s time, God had placed her on this foundation. So the phrase, “before the foundation of
the world” means: already in the time of the patriarchs.
Just as little, however, as we may pare back the phrase “the foundation of the world” with
respect to its starting point, neither may we whittle it away with respect to its ending point.
Our discussion of the rest of the book of Numbers will give the reader sufficient opportunity
to observe that the Law-giving did not at all come to an end simultaneously with Israel’s
departure from Horeb. Certainly, a number of the following chapters in the book of Numbers
have a narrative character. But other chapters definitely have a legislative character: Numbers
15, 18, 19, 28–29, 30, and 34–35. Do not think that these chapters were added later. The opposite
is true. Due precisely to the light that these later chapters shed, elsewhere we have been able to
better understand some parts of Exodus and Leviticus, both of which surely and definitely deal
with things arising in the year of Israel’s stay at Horeb. Here is but one example. When we
discussed the colors of the tabernacle—and that tabernacle was certainly constructed during that
year at Horeb—we made use of Numbers 15 (vv. 37–41, about the dark blue thread in the
buttons on the four corners of the Israelite garment). In connection with our discussion elsewhere
of Leviticus 23 and 25, about Israel’s sabbaths—and their institution surely dates from that year
at Horeb—how much insight do we not owe to Numbers 28–29? In these chapters we read of the
mandates for the offerings that Israel as a congregation were obliged to give to Yahweh later,
after the soon-to-be-accomplished incursion into the promised land.

76

No, Israel’s departure from Horeb certainly did not signify the end of the Law-giving. We
have not even mentioned Deuteronomy, a book whose content surely places us in a time almost
forty years after Horeb.
Since the entirety of that Law constitutes the religious-social-ethical foundation on which
Yahweh has placed the Israelite world, for that reason we may not view the period identified by
the expression “the foundation of the world” as coming to an end on the day Israel departed from
Horeb.
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PART 2
THE PEOPLE OF THE GOD OF LIFE BEGIN THEIR JOURNEY

CHAPTER 13
THE BEAUTIFUL DEPARTURE FROM HOREB (NUM. 10:11–36)
“All beginnings are difficult.” That may be a familiar proverb. But here we find an exception,
nonetheless. In this passage of Scripture, everything proceeds wonderfully and smoothly.
13.1

God’s initial route (Num. 10:11–12)

When we consult our list of dates provided earlier, we see that the Israelites arrived at Horeb on
Day 15 of Month 3 of Year 1. Here we read that they left Horeb on Day 20 of Month 2 of Year
2. From this it follows that they had not camped at Horeb for a full year. And oh, what had
happened there during that stay!
If the claim is correct that the Israelites originally used a solar calendar with fixed feast days,
then the day of departure fell on a Saturday. Think about that. What a difference from a later
development, when the rabbis exhausted the people of God with the completely superfluous
problem about how far a person may walk on the Sabbath. (On the basis of Num. 35:5 they
thought the correct distance was 2,000 cubits.) It is probable that Israel had set out on their
journey from Horeb to Canaan specifically on a Sabbath day, and did so at God’s command. Was
any more suitable day conceivable? On the day of rest the first steps were taken on the route that
would lead to the land of rest, where God would rest from all his great works that he had
performed in Egypt and thereafter (Ps. 95:11; compare this with v. 9; Heb. 4:3). That land could
now be reached in a very short time.
Notice as well that the departure from Horeb occurred in the Spring. This was at about the
same time as the departure from Egypt had occurred a year earlier. At that time Israel had walked
among the flowers. Leaving Horeb would also have had that joyful character as well.
We should not imagine, moreover, that Israel’s stay at Horeb was a daily horror. The climate
of this region had not been described unfavorably by people who had been there. To be sure,
when Israel left Egypt, their route initially took them through the southern part of the wilderness
of Sur, which in turn formed the northwestern part of the Sinai peninsula. During the
summertime, that region is hot. But as we said, in his wisdom God had his people travel through
that area during the first two months of the year. After that, Israel spent the remaining early
months of the year in the mountainous region of Horeb, where one can enjoy a mild Alp-like
climate, where a pure, cool wind blows. Clean water brooks flowed down from the mountain—
Moses himself tells us that a brook flowed down from Sinai (Deut. 9:21)—and enabled lush
vegetation in the valleys. Date palms, acacia trees, and scrub plants of tamarisk, hawthorn, and
blackberry, strong-smelling herbs and fresh green sprouts everywhere where the bare rock is not
devoid of all earth. The valleys, so rich with growth, were so narrowly enclosed by bare, craggy
rocks. But all the more majestic is the sight of these mighty, angular rock formations. In these
mountains you will find many wild and winged creatures, antelope, deer, quail, pigeons,
partridges, etc.

78

That was Horeb.
Far less attractive was the region toward which the route was now leading, namely, the
wilderness of Paran. Where was this? Here is a general description. A good Bible atlas will
provide you with very helpful maps.
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The form of the Sinai peninsula is approximately that of a triangle. On the west lies Egypt,
east of which lies the Wilderness of Shur, which formed the northwestern part of the peninsula.
Traveling through the southern part, the Israelites came to Horeb, from which they traveled to
Paran.
The wilderness of Paran also formed a large and expansive region, and although it had fewer
inhospitable places than the wilderness of Sin—which formed the northern part of the
peninsula—it was generally the kind of region that Moses later called “that great and terrifying
wilderness” (Deut. 1:19). Its western and eastern regions were divided by the so-called wadi El
Arish, called in Scripture “the Brook of Egypt” (cf. Isa. 27:12), which emptied into the
Mediterranean Sea.
Israel’s route went through the eastern half. This is more mountainous than the western half.
The region of Paran is not completely arid. In the rainy season the wadis are filled by the water
flowing down from the mountains, and beyond that it has a number of steady water sources. But
it was not very mountainous, being more suitable for people who for one reason or another
needed to hide out. Ishmael lived there (Gen. 21:21); it was a place of refuge for David when he
had to leave the land of Canaan on account of Saul (1 Sam. 25:1); and the Edomite prince Hadad
escaped the patrols of Joab, and hid out temporarily there (1 Kings 11:18).
East of Paran lay Mount Seir. The Edomites lived there. Their locale was far less attractive
than Paran.
But the region in which Kadesh Barnea was located, Sin, northeast of Paran, was a wetland
compared to Paran. Here the so-called Negeb begins, mentioned in Psalm 126:4, a hilly region
which has the reputation of a barren and arid land, which it often was, but which was, during
various centuries, made fertile by means of irrigation, and had many inhabitants dwelling in
numerous cities and villages. It extended all the way to Hebron. If you draw a line from Kadesh
Barnea about 47 miles (75 kilometers), you come to Beersheba, and if you extend that line by
half, you reach Hebron. This region between Hebron and Kadesh Barnea is now the Negeb.
When Israel left Horeb and commenced the journey to Canaan, God immediately led them by
means of his cloud on a route that was the shortest. He did not take them on a detour, as he did
with the exodus from Egypt (Exod. 13:17). For at that time God had other plans (Exod. 3:12),
namely, Horeb. But the shortest route from Horeb to Canaan went via Paran to Kadesh Barnea,
and from there via Beersheba to Hebron. That was a rather straight and direct route.
The route from Horeb to Kadesh was a journey of eleven days, according to Deuteronomy
1:2. But this route was not traveled by the Israelite army in that short a time. With their small
children and their livestock, it took longer. Nevertheless, in that direction of the shortest route,
Israel departed from Horeb. In the direction of Paran, Kadesh, Beersheba, and Hebron.
Apparently, the plan was to travel straight ahead and enter the southern part of Canaan. Why
not? God himself was leading them!
From this beginning, we learn to know the seriousness and integrity of God’s promises (v.
12).
After having traveled for several days, the Israelites enjoyed their first rest stop in the region
that we now know as Paran.
During those early days, a number of things occurred that will have to be discussed further.
But not at this point. Now we are focusing simply on the direction taken at Israel’s departure.
This was the direction of the shortest route to Canaan via Paran. For at Horeb God was serious
about beginning to fulfill his promise. He was right on target with his plan. That is what we learn
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from that course of travel, identified by the initial trajectory of Horeb–Paran, led by the cloud
itself. God’s initial trajectory led in a straight line to the promised land.
God is upright, honest, always faithful. His promise is seriously given. We trust it implicitly.
13.2

According to God’s order (Num. 10:13–28)

How did the procession get underway?
The story is told with obvious pride.
If we followed the example of Numbers 10, we could replicate the list of twelve tribes with
their tribal heads that we printed above. But we won’t do that. Our readers would not appreciate
that repetition. But if you belonged to the Israelite nation, you would have known to which tribe
you belonged, as Paul knew (Phil. 3:5). Then you would enjoy reading the list, and you would
follow with interest the order of departure in terms of the four segments of the camp. First, Judah
with Issachar and Zebulun. Second, Reuben with Simeon and Gad. Third, Ephraim with
Manasseh and Benjamin. And fourth, Dan with Asher and Naphtali.
“They set out for the first time at the command of Yahweh by Moses.”
And the most important was still to come. For what happened with the tabernacle? Levi took
care of that, once again, exactly as God had prescribed. The tabernacle was in the middle of the
procession.
Please don’t take this with a kind of childish exactitude, but take note of the practical
requirements. Several additional details are now reported, about which we could not speak
earlier. First Judah broke camp. The second, however, did not follow immediately, but the
tabernacle was first packed up, so that the curtains, the wooden furnishings, and all the heavy
items could be transported by Gershon and Merari, on their wagons (see Num. 4 and 7). Only
then did Reuben break camp, as the second group. Then followed the Levites who belonged to
Kohath, assigned to carry by hand such sacred objects as the ark and table of showbread. Then
came Ephraim and Dan, each with their people.
This is how things went for the first time, and that is how things would proceed customarily
thereafter, not only at departures, but also at the rest stops along the way, when the various
camps were arranged around the tabernacle. Then the tabernacle had already been assembled by
the Levites of Gershon and Merari before the Kohathites arrived with their sacred cargo. “The
tabernacle was set up before their arrival” (v. 21).
Everything went according to God’s order. For Israel was moving out against Canaan like an
army, for the purpose of engaging the inhabitants of that land in battle. But the people constituted
a very special army. For it had a divine commission to perform, namely, to punish the Canaanites
for their enormous immorality. They were the sword of Yahweh.
13.3

“You will serve as eyes for us” (Num. 10:29–32)

In the preceding we discussed the flora and fauna of the Sinai peninsula. It certainly did not lack
for plants and animals. But neither did it lack people. After the exodus, Israel would have
followed a route through the southern part of the Wilderness of Sur, which according to scholars
had been used for centuries by the Egyptians for copper mining in the region of Sinai. From
Scripture itself we know, for example, what a battle the Israelites had to wage during the part of
their journey against the Amalekites (Exod. 17). We also know that Moses was visited in that
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same region by his father-in-law, Jethro the priest of Midian (Exod. 18:1). The Sinai peninsula
was definitely inhabited.
Jethro is also mentioned here in Numbers 10, but then with the name Reuel, as in Exodus
2:18. We may assume that one of his two names was an official name. He probably belonged to a
distinct group of Midianites, i.e., the Kenites (Judg. 1:16; 4:11). These Kenites reappear
repeatedly in the subsequent history of Israel (Num. 24:21; Judg. 1:16; 4:11, 17; 1 Sam. 15:6;
27:10; 30:29). They would have been a nomadic tribe that at one time encamped closer to Horeb,
for example, during the time of Moses, and then closer to the actual land of Palestine, but always
to the south. In any case, they were genuine desert nomads, and thus very familiar with the ways
of the wilderness.
That becomes evident in this section of Numbers 10.
We learn here that Moses had made a proposal to Hobab, the son of Jethro, or his own
brother-in-law, that the latter would accompany Israel to Canaan. “We will do good to you, for
Yahweh has promised good to Israel” (v. 29).
But Hobab did not accede to this request. “I will not go. I will depart to my own land and to
my kindred.” We must infer from this response that this conversation between Moses and Hobab
had not occurred at the time when the direction in which the people would travel had been
indicated by the cloud. Directly to Canaan! Perhaps Hobab had made a farewell visit to Moses at
Horeb. Together with his father Jethro, he may well have lived not too far from Horeb, and from
there had observed that Israel’s departure was imminent. For the assumption seems contrived
that after the departure he and his father Jethro had joined up with the Israelites and traveled with
them. Hobab appears to have been quite devoted to his own people (v. 30). Perhaps Moses had
met him on the day of Israel’s departure. In any case, Hobab had in view Israel’s route to
Canaan, the shortest route. But that would have taken him much too far away from the
neighborhood of Midian and his tribesmen. For that reason, he declined the invitation.
At that point Moses pressed him once again. “Please do not leave us, for you know where we
should camp in the wilderness, and you will serve as eyes for us.”
Some have thought that in view of this repeated request to Hobab, Moses fell short in his
faith, which in itself would not be impossible. But was Moses here really showing a diminished
trust in God, who was showing Israel the route by means of the cloud, and doing that through his
attempt to secure for himself the skilled services of a wilderness expert like Hobab en route to
Canaan?
Earlier we objected against people viewing Israel, having just escaped from Egypt, as
entirely or semi-experienced nomads in Leviticus. At most it was only Moses who, thanks to his
stay in Midian, possessed some measure of wilderness expertise, even though his birth had been
in a far more comfortable Egypt and his youth spent in a luxurious Egyptian palace, rather than
having been equipped from his youth to survive the hardships of the wilderness. But there is
something else. Even though Israel knew in which direction they had to travel, they did not
thereby know everything that lay ahead of them, and what kind of challenges of terrain and
travel they would encounter as they made their way. One scholar who has traveled extensively
throughout the Sinai peninsula has talked about the need to be shown where the wadis were
located, as well as the brooks, the wells, the paths, and the contours of the land.
If we view this request of Moses to Hobab, which was simply a testimony to sober prudence,
as proof of unbelief, then why not say the same thing about his sending out in advance the twelve
spies to Canaan? That occurred, as we will see, by God’s explicit wish.
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No, does not our brief history rather speak in Moses’ favor? For he had seen with what
seriousness God had made his promise, and he had trusted so firmly in God’s promise that Israel
would enter Canaan, that he suggested that Hobab should travel along with Israel. In fact, he
further stressed that Hobab would enjoy a portion of the inheritance, as a reward for his service,
that Yahweh was going to give his people. We can easily follow Moses’ example, For no one
who shows kindness to a disciple of Christ, even if it be only a cup of cold water, will lose out on
Jesus’ royal reward (Matt. 10:42).
Whether Hobab was finally persuaded by Moses cannot be determined with full certainty.
We think not, however. As we mentioned, Israel had contact later with the Kenites. But that can
be explained in terms of the nomadic existence of these people. They traveled all over. That the
contact was usually of a friendly nature can be explained in terms of kinship. Moses’ wife,
Zipporah, was a daughter of Jethro. Later, however, the Kenites were on good terms with the
Amalekites, and those people were mortal enemies of Israel, from the earliest time in the
wilderness (Exod. 17:16). The fact that no change in plans on the part of Hobab is mentioned
argues against the assumption that he finally went along with Israel. Is that not clear from verses
33–34? We turn to those verses now.
13.4

The ark of the covenant leads the way to Paran (Num. 10:33–34)

When we spoke a moment ago about the order according to which the army of Israel departed
from Horeb (vv. 13–28), we supplied by way of comparison the information from Numbers 3,
especially information about the place of the tabernacle and about the sacred objects carried by
the Kohathites. Among those objects was the ark. What then was the arrangement? Those sacred
objects were carried between the army unit of Reuben and that of Ephraim. Not at the head of the
entire army, but in the middle of the army. Apparently, that was the usual arrangement.
But now immediately after the story we read suddenly about Hobab that during the first three
travel days from Horeb, the ark was not in the middle of the army, but had gone before the army.
We read: “And the ark of the covenant of Yahweh went before them three days’ journey, to seek
out a resting place for them.” We could also translate this to read “But they broke camp” or
Nevertheless they broke camp.” We assume that the second rendering is better than the first. This
is so, first, because here we seem to have a tangible contrast with the usual order mentioned a
short time earlier (vv. 13–28). Second, because here we also probably have a tangible contrast
with the less enjoyable experience that we had with Hobab. For we should probably be inclined
to accept the fact that Hobab was not prepared to accompany Israel and serve them with his
knowledge of the wilderness. But Yahweh was prepared to do that. Was that why the ark went
ahead, at least during the first three days of the trip? That is: during the decisive days when the
new itinerary, consisting of the most direct and shortest route to Canaan, was embarked upon?
Was that why the ark is called by its full name: “the ark of the covenant of Yahweh”? That is, of
him who is now engaged faithfully in bringing his promise to fulfillment? Was that why we are
told about the ark that it went out before Israel “to seek out a resting place for them”? This was
something Hobab would have done, had he gone with them. But now all of this was being done
by Yahweh, indicating the direction of travel and the time to rest and the suitable place for
setting up camp. For of course it was not the ark that did this, but God. Moses later testified
explicitly about this (Deut. 1:33).
We think there is good reason to read verse 33 as a comfort. All beginnings are difficult,
persistently so. But especially when we lack the desired assistance from friends. Embarking upon
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the shortest route from Horeb to Canaan was an act of faith. But apparently that was not made
any easier for Israel by other people. At least, we read nothing about any assistance, but quite the
opposite. But Israel was assisted by God. When Hobab and his people refused to lend their
wilderness expertise to the Israelites, God intervened and this time he sent out his ark ahead to
seek out a resting place for his people in the unattractive region of Paran.
We believe that verse 34 has a similar scope. Once the ark had left Israel’s midst, during the
entire day that they traveled—at night, the ark would have been in the center of the camp—
hearty courage did not need to vanish from the army of the Israelites. God’s cloud was above
them. Yahweh was indeed leading them, but at the same time, he continued to be Yahweh, the
Active One who was nearby.
Whether the ark went out ahead of them only during these first three days, or continued to do
so thereafter, cannot be determined with certainty. We believe that here we are dealing with an
exception, similar to the crossing of the Jordan (Josh. 3). Why else do we receive this separate
narrative about it here?
13.5

Moses’ jubilation at the departure and arrival (Num. 10:35–36)

So these were special days, those first three days after leaving Horeb. The Israelites were on their
way to Canaan. Their requested human assistance, as we saw, was presumably not provided. In
that case we understand all the more Moses’ need to express with jubilation his joyful confidence
in God. For we read: “And whenever the ark set out, Moses said, ‘Arise, O LORD, and let your
enemies be scattered, and let those who hate you flee before you.’ And when it rested, he said,
‘Return, O LORD, to the ten thousand thousands of Israel’” (vv. 35–36).
Some think that these words were expressed by Moses not only during the three days being
discussed in this chapter, but repeatedly thereafter. Constantly. We wish neither to adopt nor to
reject this claim. For we haven’t yet read anything about the time following these three days, nor
will we in Numbers 11.
It is definitely true that on other occasions, Moses showed that he was placing great
confidence in Yahweh, as we can see here from the opening lines of his poem, and that he also
saw Israel as the most blessed of all the nations in the world, as we read in the next lines. We
need think only of Deuteronomy 33:29, “Happy are you, O Israel! Who is like you . . . .”
But for the moment, we’d like to remain with the situation of Numbers 10. The poem gives
us every reason to do so. For Israel now had the rather tranquil stay at Horeb behind them. But
now the battle against the Canaanites lay on the horizon. They had to be vanquished. That would
soon be Israel’s primary task, namely, to execute God’s sentence against the Canaanites. This
explains why specifically during the early days after their departure from Horeb, Moses would
have needed to declare his trust in Israel’s God, Yahweh, who would scatter his and Israel’s
enemies, namely, in the land to which decisive steps were now being taken.
Clearly Moses was praying and asking Yahweh to dwell during this period of resting in the
midst of the people who had expanded by his hand to innumerable thousands, but who without
the help of his hand could accomplish nothing against the Canaanites who numbered even more.
Christians reading this chapter would do well to sing with the Psalms: Blessed is the people
whose God is the One whom we may know as the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, in whom
eternal life has been promised to us. This is fundamentally the very same promise as that made to
Israel, that people of Yahweh, the people of life. But we know him who himself has become the
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Way, the Truth, and the eternal Life. What wonderful things Moses would have said about us!
Blessed Christians!
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CHAPTER 14
THE FIRST DISAPPOINTMENTS (NUM. 11:1–12:16)
Numbers is a real travel book. It is a clear continuation of the narrative in Exodus, which began
with the exodus from Egypt and ended with the arrival at Sinai (Exod. 13–19). No wonder that
the narrative of Exodus, dealing with Israel’s journey through the Wilderness of Shur to Horeb,
shows features remarkably similar to the part of Numbers beginning here. Here, too, we will read
about the lack of water, and about being fed with quail. The murmuring we met back then we
meet here as well. Remarkable similarities.
But there is also significant difference. We said this elsewhere (cf. Exodus, 84), and here we
must pick up this theme. As patient as God was with Israel’s earlier murmuring, he will no
longer tolerate it. Little children grow into big ones. We will see that in the episodes at (1)
Taberah (Num. 11:1–3); (2) Kibroth-hattaavah (Num. 11:4–35); and (3) Hazeroth (Num. 12).
14.1

The episode at Taberah. Fire in the camp (Num. 11:1–3)

The location of Taberah is unknown. It was not mentioned later in the list of stopping places in
Numbers 33, though it is mentioned in Deuteronomy 9:22. In that latter passage, Moses accused
the Israelites of having angered Yahweh already at Taberah, and he mentions Taberah before
Kibroth-hattaavah, just as we find here in Numbers 11. For that reason, the sequence here is
chronological, and the event at Taberah occurred shortly after the departure from Horeb.
We would translate verse 1 this way: “Then the people behaved as though they had some evil
to complain about before the ears of Yahweh, and when Yahweh heard this, his anger was
aroused, and fire was ignited among them from Yahweh. It reduced one part of the camp to
ashes.”
Note well that the people had no reason to complain, but they acted as though they did.
About what? We are not told, but keeping in mind the comfortable stay at Horeb in contrast to
the exhausting trek in the direction of the inhospitable region of Paran, the people would have
probably succumbed to self-pity. People were complaining as though they had it bad, as though
they were enduring an evil that God was perpetrating against his people. They did this “before
the ears of Yahweh,” which probably means that they talked—notice this—while being
assembled together near the tabernacle. For we learn that the tabernacle has been set up between
Horeb and Paran later in Numbers 11:24 (cf. 11:20, “before his face”).
In any case, God’s anger was kindled, and “a fire of Yahweh burned among them.” We don’t
know exactly what this entailed. Did fire shoot forth from the cloud of Yahweh? Or was there
lightning? Some descriptions by travelers in that region have indicated that this does happen. Or
was someone careless with fire in one of the tents? That would not be surprising in such a dry
environment. What could be worse than fire in a camp of tents in the desert? Even if it had begun
somewhere on the outskirts of the camp.
At this point, the people wailed to Moses, and Moses prayed to Yahweh. In response, the fire
died out. For that reason people named the place Taberah, surely because the word b-‘-r means
“to burn.” The supplemental explanation of verse 3 indicates the same thing: “. . . because the
fire of Yahweh burned among them.”
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Various things catch our attention in connection with this opening scene of Numbers 11. The
first one we identified earlier, when we spoke about the murmurings like that at Marah (Exod.
15, before the beginning of the showers of manna, Exod. 16) and at Rephidim, where the people
cried for water (Exod. 17). Already before Horeb Yahweh had instructed and assured his
congregation about the certainty of his promise that he would bring them into the promised land.
But when in those days people doubted God’s faithfulness—they were even asking, “Is Yahweh
in our midst or not?”—at that point God did not punish that wrongdoing but patiently bore with
it (cf. Exodus, 83–84).
It had been different at Horeb. At that time, God had not yet given Israel the entire tabernacle
ministry with its priests, sacrifices, etc., about which Leviticus is speaking, but he had
established a covenant with them by the announcement of the Ten Words. When the people
became guilty of the sin with the golden calf, that evil was punished severely with the death of
various Israelites (Exod. 32:28). Although at that time God reconsidered his initial word that he
would travel with Israel to Canaan while dwelling in the tabernacle, above the ark, he
nonetheless did say: “Nevertheless, in the day when I visit, I will visit their sin upon them”
(Exod. 32:34). So God would once again regard his people, but if such things occurred more
often, then he would take into account the earlier transgression in connection with what had just
happened. Israel would have had every reason since Horeb, especially since the episode of the
golden calf, to be on guard that they did not anger God again. For Israel had it good. Since that
time Israel had not been permitted to wear any jewelry (Exodus, 139–40). Yahweh was still
always more or less angry about that golden calf. Later God said, in the episode of the spies: This
is now the tenth time that I am being tested (Num. 14:22). By way of comparison, we think of
the nurture of children by wise parents. They do not punish every sin immediately and surely not
with equal severity, and they take into consideration especially the age of their offspring. They
first warn and instruct. But if these approaches do not succeed, then they bring the past into
consideration: “At such and such a time in the past you were also disobedient.” For the
responsibility of older children is greater than that of the younger ones. Such older children are
certainly punished more severely according to the degree that their transgressions are of a more
serious nature.
We must remember this when we read about the wrong things that happened among the
Israelites, when the journey continued after Horeb, about which we read in Numbers 11 and
following.
Notice, then, the progression of the evil and the progress in the punishments (cf. Lev. 26).
Let us review the events that followed immediately.
(a) Numbers 11:1–3: People complained as though they had it bad: “Man, it sure is hot.” Or:
“Man, that sure is far.” Or: “What in the world have we undertaken?” Or: “Why is so much
being demanded from us?” At that point, God punished with a small, short-lived fire.
(b) Numbers 11:4–35: People were homesick for meat and fish, cucumbers and melons, the
onions and the garlic of Egypt. “Give us meat.” So they got meat, so much meat that they choked
on it.
(c) Numbers 12: Miriam rebelled against Moses. She dragged Aaron along. This is the third
step up the stairs. Now things are getting very serious. Moses’ own sister! She is punished with
leprosy, a picture of death.
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(d) Numbers 13–14: This is the episode of the ten spies, who made Israel doubt God’s power
to fulfill his promise that he would bring them into Canaan. Now many people die, during many
years.
There you see four steps of one staircase. They form a series.
For us who look back on these events, the progression is clear. It occurs more often. Then,
for example, we see how the irrational whining of a young woman on her honeymoon about
heavy demands supposedly being placed on her could result in divorce. Love and faithfulness
were absent already from the very start, we say, as we look back.
That is the significance, looking back, of the event at Taberah. That event constituted the first
episode of an entire series.
The introductory nature of this narrative comes to expression also in the fact that this time, in
response to Moses’ intercession, God was willing to forgive the evil and was willing to continue
further with Israel, just as after the sin with the golden calf. Something similar will occur later.
But this divine willingness would not last forever. It is a dangerous misunderstanding to think
that God’s patience is inexhaustible. This wilderness history teaches something different.
So does Israel’s later history. What a great difference there is, for example, between the time
of Isaiah and that of Jeremiah. The first was allowed to preach that Zion would still be delivered
if it would simply honor God’s rights, along the route of practicing righteousness (1:27). But to
Jeremiah God repeatedly said: Do not pray for this people (Jer. 7:16; 11:14; 14:11). This was
entirely according to the rule of Leviticus 26: a progression in sin is met by a progression in
punishment.
People can indeed sin so greatly that God is no longer willing to forgive (2 Kings 24:4). The
church of the new covenant should certainly remember this, because her privileged position is so
much higher and her accountability is correspondingly so much greater (Heb. 10:29; 12:25). It is
a great privilege to be a baptized Christian. But it is not without danger.
14.2

The episode at Kibroth-hattaavah. Punished with quail meat (Num. 11:4–35)

This passage of Scripture is not easy to outline. Some matters whose explanation we would
expect immediately are discussed later. Moreover, several matters that are subordinate receive
extensive attention. For that reason, we would itemize the following matters, in order simply to
be able to proceed in an orderly way, but doing so with some reservation.
14.2.1a The people’s sin (vv. 4–9)
14.2.2a Moses’ weakness (vv. 10–15)
14.2.2b Moses’ weakness spared (vv. 16–30)
14.2.3 The people’s sin punished (vv. 31–35)
14.2.1 The people’s sin (vv. 4–9)
The preceding episode, and this one at Kibroth-hattaavah, must have occurred close together,
sometime between Horeb and Paran. Perhaps they occurred at the same place or nearby. The list
of stopping places in Numbers 33 mentions, between Sinai and Hazeroth (about which we will
read next in Num. 12), only one stopping place, namely, Kibroth-hattaavah. We are not told in
verses 1–3 about breaking camp at Taberah. Perhaps the name Taberah refers to a part of the
larger region of Kibroth-hattaavah.
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But no matter how shortly before this episode the warning of Taberah had been received, it
appeared to have been quickly forgotten. We see this from the occasion of the drama: murmuring
for meat.
Soon after their deliverance from Egypt, Israel had murmured and whined with homesickness
about missing the “fleshpots” of Egypt, and about “bread to the full” they had enjoyed there. In
response, God had fed them miraculously with those two menu items, with meat and bread. He
fed them bread each day with a shower of manna, and one time with meat, by sending quail one
evening (see the episode narrated in Exod. 16; Exodus, chapter 4). This was remarkable. We read
nothing about murmuring about lack of meat thereafter, during Israel’s stay at Horeb. People
could catch wild and winged animals in abundance.
But people had hardly left Horeb and they began complaining once again about the great
difference between earlier and now. They were referring to their time in Egypt, as though Israel
had only been enjoying delicious food at that time, forgetting the beatings they had received
from their bosses as they made bricks. “Who will give us meat to eat? We remember . . . .”
To be sure, the ungrateful complaining had begun among “the rabble” (v. 4). This word is
referring to Egyptian people who had left together with Israel. The situation was such that these
fellows could not help but find a sensitive sounding board for their complaint, whereby they
called to mind the memory of various culinary delights in Egypt. Belonging to the Israelites were
some who had Egyptian blood. The two sons of Joseph, Manasseh and Ephraim, were children of
Asenath, the daughter of Potiphera, the priest of On (Heliopolis; Gen. 41:50). A grandson of
Aaron was called Phinehas, meaning “The Negro.” In Egypt, some Israelites had lived among
Egyptian neighbors, and even together with them under the same roof (Exod. 3:22). People
naturally had not forgotten such an Egyptian past. Israel’s language must also have been
influenced by this. Before Horeb, God had recalled specific Egyptian diseases (Exod. 15:26), and
at Horeb had warned against specific Egyptian sins (Lev. 18:3, 23). Naturally they had by no
means forgotten the proverbially prosperous fishing industry associated with the Nile, praised by
ancient and recent writers. Nor had they forgotten the numerous kinds of juicy fruits grown in
the well-irrigated Egyptian gardens, such as cucumbers and melons. A papyrus document has
been found, written by a student to his teacher, in which the schoolboy says, “I have come to PiRamses-the Beloved of Amun and find it wonderful. A splendid city without rival. . . . The
countryside provides a wealth of good things. Every day they get fresh provisions and meat.
Their pools are full of fish, their lagoons are thick with birds, their meadows are covered with
green grass, the fruit from their el-tilled fields has the taste of honey. Their storehouses are full
of barley and corn and tower up to the sky. There are onions and chives to season the food, . . .”
(Werner Keller, The Bible as History, p. 104).
When we read, “And the people of Israel also wept again,” that could be referring back to the
immediately preceding episode at Taberah, but could also be referring to the episode of Exodus
16, to the whining for bread and meat shortly before the trek through the Red Sea. The ancient
sin committed before Horeb was continued after Horeb.
We need not suppose that the phrase “the Israelites” is referring to every Israelite without
exception. The same goes for the statement that, after the conclusion of the drama, Yahweh
struck “the people” with a severe blow (v. 33). The next verse explains that only “the people who
had the craving” were put to death and were buried.
Nevertheless, the anger of the pack must have incited many others. For Moses could walk
past hardly any tent, but that he heard the crying: “Who will give us meat to eat?” No family
escaped the infection of ingratitude. They even cried out: “Why did we come out of Egypt?” (v.
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20). This was said in the neighborhood of the tabernacle, which must have been very grievous to
Yahweh. It happened “before his face,” as people stood around in groups talking and giving
voice to their discontentment.
That is how people “rejected” Yahweh, not only by minimizing his miraculous gift of manna,
which descended like dew every night on the Israelite camp, but also about all the earlier
miraculous deeds of God, including his opening the door of the tomb known as Egypt. We would
be doing the same thing if we were to minimize Jesus’ cross and resurrection, whereby for us
access had been opened to the one great congregation that is being saved (Eph. 2:16). For then
we too would be sawing off the branch on which we were sitting, and we would be plunged back
into the death of paganism.
As an aside, we draw the reader’s attention to the various renderings of verse 6a: “But now our
soul is dried away” (KJV); “but now our whole being is dried up” (NKJV); “But now we have lost
our appetite” (NIV); and “But now our strength is dried up” (ESV). Note well that the complaint
being voiced here does not involve a psychological meagerness of spirit. Rather, we encounter
once again one of the many ways in which Scripture uses the word “soul”, ways that regrettably
have not been incorporated into our Christian vocabulary. Even older translations of the Bible
taught us about the eating and drinking soul (Heb. nephesh, Gr. psychē). Recall the proverb:
“Men do not despise a thief, if he steals to satisfy his soul when he is hungry” (Prov. 6:30 KJV).
Our Savior warned literally: Do not be concerned for your life (Gr. psychē). Our Lord’s use of
the words “soul” and “body” do not fit very well with the traditional “Christian” usage. (See also
Exod. 15:9; Num. 21:5; Deut. 14:26; 23:24; Ps. 23:3a; 63:5; 78:18; Prov. 13:4; 13:25; 16:26;
27:7; Eccl. 2:24; 4:8; 6:3; 6:7—many of these are neglected Scripture passages!)
14.2.2a Moses’ weakness (vv. 10–15)
We would not need to shy away, if necessary, from talking about “sin” in connection with
Moses. After all, Moses was not our Savior. But here that is not necessary at all.
Obviously all that complaining had been enervating for Moses, all the more so when he
recalled how Yahweh had condemned and punished such sins by the Israelites on former
occasions. Moses likely expected nothing good, and he was right. While the people were holding
their complaint sessions outside the tabernacle, he was inside (v. 24). Surely this was for the
usual purpose of seeking advice from Yahweh. But at that point he saw that God’s wrath had by
now become very intense.
At this point Moses probably felt like someone who needed to avoid being crushed between
two boulders. On the beautiful, short route that was now being traveled from Horeb to Canaan,
he had seen no opening for leading such an obstinate people to Canaan. He did not possess the
requisite wisdom. That was clear to him, in the face of all that whining for meat, meat! Was he
standing completely alone?
Moses brought the complaint before God in a remarkable way. But if the metaphors that he
used for doing that—did I, like a woman, conceive and give birth to this people?—strike us as
graphic, we may well ask whether that evaluation springs from our modern prudishness. If we
think his talk was very bold, then that may be due to our pervasive lack of boldness. Moses was
not being impolite, nor was he presenting to God anything that was untrue. The man was
showing good faith toward God, something the complainers were not doing,
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In any case, until this point we do not read that Moses had made any accusation. And what
now follows makes us think of Psalm 18:27: “[T]o the pure you show yourself pure, but to the
crooked you show yourself shrewd.”
14.2.2b Moses’ weakness spared (vv. 16–30)
The Israelites got the meat for which they had been pushing like whiny children. But that
happened the following day, though Moses had announced it to them on this day. For they would
have to “sanctify” themselves in preparation (v. 18), just as they had to prepare themselves for
the announcement of the Ten Words of the Horeb covenant (Exod. 19; cf. Exodus, 92). This was
so they would receive in a suitable manner the benefit that God was intending for them. We will
see later that all of this was met with only meager success.
But on the same day God answered the complaint of Moses that he could not manage this
alone. Moses was supposed to compile a list of seventy men whom he knew as “elders and
officers” (v. 16). These two words are pointing to entirely different men than those who, on the
advice of Jethro, had been appointed to assist Moses by rendering judgments in less weighty
quarrels between Israelites (Exod. 18). Those men had a judicial task. But with these two words,
“elders and officials,” God had others in view, a category of men to whom a certain respect was
given because of their age and/or because they were shoterim. This Hebrew word literally meant
“writers.” We find it, for example, in Exodus 5:14, referring to Israelites who had to do the same
work as the Egyptian bosses that you so often see represented as standing behind their perspiring
laborers, with paper and pencil in hand. Having been carried over into Israelite society, although
identified with the age-old term (“writer”), that function would have acquired a leadership
quality, so that here the “writers” could be mentioned in the same breath as the elders, and were
probably close to what we might call “overseers.” Moses had to prepare a list of Israelites who
now already had a kind of authority as old and wise men. These men he was then supposed to
have come to the tabernacle, after which God would descend in the cloud, and in their presence
would speak to Moses—whereby the position of Moses would be strengthened significantly—
and then God would place a portion of the same Spirit who rested upon Moses on those men, so
that they would be equipped from now on to support Moses in word and deed.
So we do not hear God speak an angry word to Moses, at least about this. He certainly spoke
angrily about the people, though, because the complaint had come from the people: “Why did we
ever leave Egypt?” That was pure unbelief.
Nevertheless, God did give Moses at most a slight rebuke on account of his small faith. For
Moses had said: “This people numbers six hundred clans of men on foot”—Moses was speaking
here in a generalization, as was done also in the narrative about the exodus (Exod. 12:37); now
as well the women and children were not being included in the number, as in Numbers 1—“and
you have said, ‘I will give them meat, that they may eat a whole month!’ Shall flocks and herds
be slaughtered for them, and be enough for them? Or shall all the fish of the sea be gathered
together for them, and be enough for them? (vv. 21–22). In this chapter, the word “meat” can
include what for us is meat (of animals) and fish (v. 4c).
Moses is using sober language. Later in Scripture, Philip resembled him (John 6:7). At that
time, God’s Son had also performed a great miracle, and had revealed a similar glory as his own
Father had done earlier (John 1:4).
At that point it was perhaps a mild correction for Moses when Yahweh replied to his
astonishing request. “Is Yahweh’s hand shortened?” We might respond carefully: “Perhaps.” For
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God had announced a very great miracle. Moses was supposed to say to the Israelites: “Yahweh
will give you meat, and you shall eat. You shall not eat just one day, or two days, or five days, or
ten days, or twenty days, but a whole month, until it comes out at your nostrils and becomes
loathsome to you . . .” (vv. 18–20).
It is not improbable that here we encounter one of the many instances in Scripture that makes
us think of the saying of the Lord Jesus: “[W]ith the judgment you pronounce you will be
judged, and with the measure you use it will be measured to you” (Matt. 7:2). It has been said
contemptuously: We are getting nothing but manna (v. 6). Later we read that people had loathed
the manna (Num. 21:5). That possibly occurred in this episode already, and for that reason God
said: You will eat meat until it comes out of your nose, and you choke on it (v. 20). Just as God
had punished the pharaoh with the death of his son, because the king had laid his hands on God’s
son, Israel (Exod. 4:23; 12:29). Just as David’s adultery was followed by the misdeed of
Absalom against ten concubines of David (2 Sam. 16:22). Just as God surrendered to bestiality
the pagans who had degraded him to an animal (Rom. 1). For God’s rule is this: “[T]hose who
honor me I will honor, but those who despise me shall be lightly esteemed” (1 Sam. 2:30). Such
Scripture passages teach us to know God’s manner of action. In a very poignant way, he knows
how to repay in kind. He is indeed good, but he is not infinitely patient.
It would not have been accidental that Yahweh gave Moses the right to nominate exactly
seventy men. For 70 = 7 x10. The number seven made people think of the covenant, and the
number ten made them think of perfection or completeness (cf. Exodus, 196, 198–99). The
number seventy was very precious to Yahweh. For when two of these seventy men did not attend
the meeting, we don’t know why; their names were on the list; perhaps they were overlooked in
connection with convening the meeting in haste, since everything happened on the same day—at
that point God did not forget those two but saw to it that they too were given a moment of
prophetic enrichment through the Spirit, just like the sixty-eight who had gathered with Moses at
the tabernacle. God was that preoccupied with the number seventy, so much that none were to be
omitted. This was in fact also a symbolic number, expressing the desirability that the complete (=
10) congregation of God’s covenant (= 7) might prophesy. But it has not yet come to that point.
Something like that happened for the first time in Jerusalem, on the great Day of Pentecost. On
that day, not only the apostles but also other people, young men, women, and young maidens,
prophesied (Acts 2). Moses understood very well the symbolic language of the number seventy.
For when a lad came hurriedly to report to him excitedly about that prophesying by Eldad and
Medad, and in his youthful zeal Joshua thought to protect the leading and honor of Moses his
master, Moses expressed the wish that the complete (= 10) people of Yahweh (= 7) might be
filled with the Spirit of prophecy. Moses would have expressed this wish as he looked back on
the murmuring of the congregation. That latter response was not a fruit of the Spirit.
The proof that these seventy men had received a portion of the same Spirit who was on
Moses had been supplied in a manner visible to everyone. For the men suddenly began to talk
about the greatness of God with a loud voice, probably also with animated gestures, giving
evidence of receiving the Spirit, who had brought them to such ecstasy. But at that time, this
speaking in prophetic ecstasy could also cease. It had performed its task. Naturally God’s Spirit
did not at the same time cease equipping those men for giving the people discerning instruction
and wise leadership. It is very significant that the men went together with Moses from the
tabernacle into the camp (v. 30). That is where their work lay. For they had to collaborate with
Moses, not merely as wise counselors for him, but also as men who knew how to explain with
wisdom the Word of God and to narrate God’s mighty deeds for the congregation of that time. It
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is not impossible that later, Isaiah 63:10–14 had in view these “shepherds” of Yahweh’s flock, in
whose heart God had put his Spirit in the days of Moses. But at that time Israel had sorely
grieved that Spirit, as we see immediately thereafter.
14.2.3 The people’s sin punished (vv. 31–35)
The meat that God supplied the people on the next day consisted of quail. The quail was a
migratory bird, a kind of small partridge. In springtime they fly from Africa and Arabia
northward, passing over Europe and the Middle East, and in the fall they return to the south.
Because it was spring during both episodes of Numbers 11 and of Exodus 16, in both instances
we are dealing with birds that were on their springtime migration. Apparently as a result of a
southeasterly wind (Ps. 78:26) out of Arabia and the Gulf of Aqabah they had come down on and
around the camp of Israel. Because these were such fat birds, which flew rather low to the
ground, even today they are hunted both easily and in large number. Near El Arish, where the
Brook of Egypt flows into the Mediterranean Sea, between one and two million birds are caught
annually in high nets.
Some have explained the sudden death among the Israelites as a result of eating quail meat as
due to natural causes. For especially when these birds were making their springtime migration
especially from Africa, these birds were bringing many poisonous seeds that they had eaten, such
as the hemlock seed; and at such times they are often unsuitable for eating. This is brought to
mind all the more because, according to an ancient story, the Egyptians were accustomed to
eating these birds raw, salted, and dried, like fish. We assume that the Israelites had copied this
practice from the Egyptians, which explains why many died while the meat was still between
their teeth.
We need not consider it impossible that in this episode, God made use of such natural causes
as a southeasterly wind and some poisonous birds. But of course, the main point is his intention
with all of this. We are told what that is. God revealed his wrath on account of that grievous
complaining about the past, when he had delivered Israel from Egypt in such a miraculous way.
The locale where this drama played out was from now on called Kibroth-hattaavah, that is,
Graves of Craving, “because there they buried the people who had the craving” (v. 34). Here we
see that the word “people” need not be taken to refer to all Israelites, head for head, even though
the entire congregation must have been affected by the event, just as we too would be affected as
an entire church. According to Hebrews 10 the warning applies even more to us: The Lord will
judge “his people” (if necessary). Our heavenly Father is not to be despised, though he is good.
14.3

The episode at Hazeroth. Miriam punished with leprosy (Num. 12)

Evil contains its own punishment. Naturally, due to the events at Taberah and Kibroth-hattaavah,
Israel’s travel tempo had been slowed. Putting out a fire slows thing down. So do funerals.
But due to what happened at Hazeroth, Israel was stopped for at least seven days. In that
situation, this was not at all caused by real death, but by the symbolic death of leprosy. The
actual sister of Moses, Miriam, was punished with leprosy.
This chapter begins by narrating the occasion. That consisted in the fact that Moses had taken
for himself an Ethiopian wife. That was the rendering of the Hebrew word by the KJV, while the
ESV leaves the word untranslated: “a Cushite woman.” Moses had married a woman descended
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from Cush. Earlier we understood this term to refer not only to people who lived to the south of
Egypt, Ethiopians, but also to people who lived on the other side of the Red Sea, in Arabia
(Genesis, 187). Taking note of this, we could argue that the woman about whom Miriam was so
angry with Moses was none other than Zipporah. For she had come from Midian. This is
supported by the fact that in Habakkuk 3:7, Midian is considered to belong to Cush. But if others
counter this by saying that it was very late, on the journey to Canaan, to criticize Moses years
later for having married Zipporah, we are sympathetic to that argument. Why is it not possible
that Zipporah had died by this time, and Moses had married another woman who, for one or
another reason, could be identified as a Cushite? Due to the absence of more information,
nothing more certain can be claimed.
But no one needs to regret that, for the chatter of Miriam and Aaron—they are mentioned
first, they are later punished the most severely—was nothing but an outlet for a particular
irritation that lay much deeper. Miriam was jealous of Moses’ exalted privilege given by God,
and she would have discussed this with her brother Aaron, who in the episode of the golden calf
had shown how easily he could be taken in. This is surely how it happened that the complaint
was seen as coming from Miriam and Aaron together: “Has the LORD indeed spoken only
through Moses? Has he not spoken through us also?” (Num. 12:2). To be sure, in Exodus 15:20
we read of “Miriam the prophetess,” and to be sure, in Egypt Aaron had played an important role
in connection with communicating God’s words to Israel, though as the “mouth” of Moses
(Exod. 4:15). But jealousy is like greed. Poor people have the least trouble with it, whereas
someone who is rich often wants to be richer than the next person. Gifted artists often find it
difficult to see the work of a colleague as being more excellent than their own. There are
exceptions, of course. Moses was one. We read: “Now the man Moses was very meek, more than
all people who were on the face of the earth” (v. 3). Instead of “meek” one could use the word
“humble.” Even though now and then, Moses could be astonishingly angry, he did not have an
exalted sense of his own worth (see Exod. 4:10, 13). The same thing appears from this episode,
for we do not read that Moses said a word in his own defense. Apparently, he bore in silence this
unfair accusation of his brother and sister.
But Yahweh did not tolerate it. He intervened immediately. This shows that God considered
the situation dangerous. Highly placed people can also be guilty of revolution. In fact, it is in
these circles that most revolutions find their origin. The rebellious talk of Miriam and Aaron
against Moses had likely been expressed on the esteemed eastern side of the tabernacle. For that
was the location of this trio, as the comment “And Yahweh heard it” probably indicates. They
were not ashamed to talk this way near the entrance of the tabernacle!
All three of them, Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, had to come immediately to the tent of
meeting. There Yahweh descended in the pillar of cloud near the entrance of the tabernacle, and
commanded Aaron and Miriam to draw near. And then Yahweh had them see the great
difference between them and Moses. They were simply ordinary prophets, to whom God spoke
using various means, like visions during the day and dreams at night. But Moses stood close to
God in his ministry, much like Eleazer in the house of Abraham, and like Joseph in the house of
Potiphar (Gen. 15:2; 24:2; 39:4–6). These people were trusted by their masters, like a chief
servant who managed all the affairs of his patron. Moses was praised in this way even in the
New Testament (Heb. 3:5). Moreover, Yahweh spoke to Moses “mouth to mouth.” When we
discussed Numbers 7:89, we saw what this means. Whenever it was necessary for the
congregation, Moses was allowed simply to enter the tabernacle to seek Yahweh’s advice, and he
received that advice immediately, clearly, and completely. Elsewhere we have discussed what it
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meant that Moses could see God’s “form” (cf. Genesis, 164; Exodus, 142–43). All of this was
known by Aaron and Miriam. “Why then were you not afraid to speak against my servant
Moses?” (12:8).
In this way, Yahweh showed his fierce displeasure and went away. The cloud withdrew from
above the tent. And then Aaron saw Miriam. A leper! You can read elsewhere in the commentary
on Leviticus what we have written about leprosy, in connection with our discussion of Leviticus
13–14, and in particular about the leprosy of Miriam. Leprosy was identified and appointed by
God to be a symbol of death.
Obviously shocked, Aaron acknowledged how foolishly both of them had spoken.
Immediately he rendered to Moses great honor: “Oh, my lord . . . .”
Moses showed who he was by immediately praying for his disobedient sister: “O God, please
heal her—please.”
Perhaps God provided him with the most beautiful rehabilitation by listening to this prayer.
At least, we may assume that the leprosy of Miriam lasted only a short while, as in the case of
Moses’ hand, when he was called at Horeb to lead Israel out of Egypt. First his hand was
leprous, but when he thrust it again into his bosom and drew it out, it had been healed and was
like the rest of his body (Exod. 4:7). In this way, at Moses’ petition, Miriam was also healed
immediately. So, we should not view Miriam’s leprosy as an ordinary instance of leprosy on
account of which people were temporarily excluded from the camp. Nonetheless, she and her
brother Aaron—the high priest, no less, who was not allowed to be defiled by a corpse—were
warned very emphatically, by means of this poignant punishment. Did Aaron and Miriam want
to occupy a place of honor in Israel, but by getting around their younger brother whom God
himself had called? That was impossible and impermissible. The symbolic death of Miriam
proclaimed the message: “Whoever detracts from my servant Moses detracts from the entirety of
the great work of life-renewal that I have begun for Israel at Horeb (the foundation of the
world!), and will irrevocably face death.” People had to believe in Yahweh and in Moses as his
servant (Exod. 14:31; 19:9). Nor can people later belong to the Christian church, which will
dwell on the new earth, without now already bowing under the gospel of the historic Jesus
Christ, no matter how unpretentious that Man was. No Christianity without that Christ. We will
have to accept the fact that believing in God today consists in submitting to his Servant, Jesus
Christ, and to all the other means that God wishes to use today in order to justify and sanctify us,
and later to lead us into eternal rest (Heb. 4:9), namely, his means of grace: the Word, baptism,
and the Lord’s Supper, and his means of our (often unlettered) parents and seniors. Otherwise we
can expect to face death on account of our pride. Is it not remarkable that later, when King
Uzziah was dissatisfied with his place in God’s congregation and tried to set aside the priesthood
as regulated by the Law of Horeb, that he too was punished with leprosy (2 Chron. 26:16–21)?
To spit in someone’s face signified a profound insult to that person. That happened to our
Savior. When older children are punished by Father or Mother, they remain quiet for a few days.
With this purpose in mind, God spoke to Moses about Miriam: “If her father had but spit in her
face, should she not be shamed seven days? Let her be shut outside the camp seven days, and
after that she may be brought in again.” In response to that, Miriam was excluded from the camp
for seven days, not because she was still a leper, nor because the usual purification protocol of
Leviticus 14 had to occur. One who had been declared clean by God himself did not have to be
declared clean by a priest. Rather, this was because it was necessary that all Israel should
understand how it angers God when his arrangement of salvation that was then in force was
being overturned. At that point, no one was exempt (Deut. 24:8). Not even Moses’ own elderly
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sister, Miriam. She was a woman approaching ninety years old. From the number of the days of
her exclusion, seven, everyone could know that she had sinned not only against Moses, but
against Yahweh, who had placed Israel under the arrangement of the Horeb covenant, and who
was reminding Israel of this by means of his sacred covenant number seven.
This was Numbers 12.
The Bible reader should take a moment to look back in review. In the opening chapter of
Numbers, the people of Israel were portrayed as a people of life. Think of the kopher for the
nephesh of all the military men. Of the arrangement of Levi surrounding the tabernacle, so that
God’s wrath would not break out against the assembly. And of the sending out of the camp
everyone who was unclean by virtue of leprosy, discharges, etc. This is how Israel was to march
against the Canaanites: as a people of life. But the journey from Horeb to Canaan had barely
begun, and disappointments arose and God had to punish his people with death and leprosy,
punishments reaching all the way to Moses and Aaron.
It would get worse. For the warnings did not help.
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PART 3
THE PEOPLE OF THE GOD OF LIFE PUNISHED WITH DEATH ON THEIR JOURNEY

We do not need many words to introduce our discussion of this part of Numbers. The title says
enough. The episode of the ten spies is familiar, as are the terrible consequences: thousands of
corpses buried in the wilderness (Heb. 3:17), outside the land of promise. This was because
people had despised the promise (Num. 14:31), by unbelief in God’s promise (Heb. 3:19; 4:2).
That was not all. Not only was God’s Word rejected, but God’s men were also despised:
Moses, Aaron, and the entire tribe of Levi.
Nevertheless, despite all these miserable events from the human side, there was no absence
of testimonies of God’s faithfulness to his promise given long ago.
We will arrange our discussion of this third part of Numbers as follows:
1. Chapter 15: God’s promise despised by Israel, but maintained by Yahweh (Num. 13:1–
15:41)
2. Chapter 16: God’s servants reviled by Israel, but honored by Yahweh (Num. 16–19)
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CHAPTER 15
GOD’S PROMISE DESPISED BY ISRAEL, BUT MAINTAINED BY YAHWEH (NUM. 13:1–15:41)
We preface our discussion with a few comments about the place where and the time when the
history narrated in this chapter occurred.
The last episode that we read about involved what happened at Hazeroth, with Miriam. After
stopping there, Israel eventually broke camp and set up camp at Kadesh (also called Kadeshbarnea; we don’t know what the name “Barnea” means). This area was rich in resources, located
in the wilderness of Paran, but near the northern edge, which is sometimes called the wilderness
of Sin. A route from there leads via the Negeb (the southland) to Beersheba, and after that enters
a very high elevation, the bluffs and mountainous region that would later belong to the area of
the tribe of Judah. We mentioned earlier that the distance between Kadesh and Beersheba was
about forty-seven miles (seventy-five kilometers). The distance was somewhat less between
Beersheba and Hebron.
Israel must have reached Kadesh in the first half of Year 2. For they had left Horeb on Day
20 of Month 2 of Year 2. The distance from Horeb to Kadesh was an “eleven days’ journey”
(Deut. 1:2), but before this, Israel had naturally spent more than eleven days en route, given the
slow pace of their flocks and having stopped at more than one location. We observed earlier that
the miracle of the quail fit completely with springtime. And in the episode of Numbers 13 we
perceive that the spies brought with them, among other things, a large cluster of grapes from the
region of Hebron. Some have estimated that this occurred during what for us would be the end of
July or the beginning of August (Num. 13:20). God had led Israel on the journey from Horeb to
Kadesh during the favorable time of the year, just as almost exactly one year earlier he had
guided them from Egypt to Horeb. This is something noteworthy.
15.1

The designation of the number and task of the spies (Num. 13:1–20)

The arrival at Kadesh must have been an impressive event. For finally, the southern border of the
promised land came into view.
We are told about this historic moment not only in Numbers, but also in Deuteronomy 1, and
when we combine the information from both narratives, we get the following picture of the
course of events. The idea of sending out men who would spy out the land in advance came from
the people. Moses set this idea before Yahweh. Yahweh did not disapprove of every detail, but
he did stipulate that it had to be twelve men, one from each tribe, and that those men had to be
“chiefs.”
From this we learn that the so-called spies were not the choicest possible candidates. These
were not the same men who, in view of Numbers 1, were provided by God himself to Moses and
Aaron in order to assist with registering all the men who were twenty years and older. But each
was nevertheless highly esteemed among his tribe, and was probably no longer very young
(Caleb was at least forty years old, Josh. 14:7).
Let us next take note that the number of spies had to be exactly twelve. Thereby God himself
was reminding Israel that it was not a nation like that of the pagans, and its army was no run-ofthe-mill army, but it was God’s army, his ecclesiastical army. So it would not be waging war in a
carnal manner, trusting not in the strength of weapons, but in the mighty arm of Yahweh. So
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then, the work of the spies also had to be a faith-work. In Scripture, twelve is the number of the
church (cf. Exodus, 194–95).
We will discuss later, the fact that no spy was sent from the tribe of Levi.
The Israelites were probably being directed to the only basis for their faith by the alteration
that Moses made to the name of one of the twelve spies. That was the name of Moses’ servant,
Joshua. Until now he was apparently called Hoshea (Hosea), but Moses turned that into
Jehoshua, or Joshua (v. 16). The former name Hoshea had within it the note of “rescue,”
“liberation,” and “deliverance,” but by means of a small alteration Moses emphasized the note
that Israel’s deliverance was to be expected exclusively from Yahweh. That name change would
most likely have occurred in connection with the sending of the twelve spies. Why else would it
have been mentioned precisely at this point, when the name “Joshua” had appeared earlier (in a
proleptic manner, just as the name Yahweh appeared proleptically in the book of Genesis; cf.
Exodus, 62–63). As you probably know, this new name of Joshua is the same as that of our
Savior. In its translation of this verse, the Septuagint calls Joshua Iēsous, or Jesus. It is very
moving that here already we encounter that name “Jesus” (Heb. 4:8).
From the outset the dispatching of the spies was presented to the Israelites as a matter of
faith. This was presented thus by God, in terms of the number twelve, and by Moses, in terms of
the new name of Joshua—the only name of all twelve spies that was composed with the name of
Yahweh.
The mandate that Moses gave the twelve spies did not contradict that it was a matter of faith.
On the contrary. To be sure, they would be traveling through the nearby Negeb and then ascend
the route to the mountainous hills. Moses could now point with his hand to those two regions on
the horizon, the Negeb and the mountains. The men would also have to survey the fare with their
own eyes, when they came into contact with the population of Canaan. The language would not
have been an impediment. Nor would the people betray them, living as they did in a land like
Canaan, with its mixture of peoples and dialects. But they were not to take note exclusively of
people, their number and strength, their cities and fortresses, but also of the quality of the land,
the ground, in terms of what was growing there. Moses would have been recalling the promise
that God had given especially to him at the burning bush, namely, that Yahweh would deliver the
Israelites from the power of the Egyptians and “bring them up out of that land to a good and
broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey” (Exod. 3:8; cf. Deut. 6:3, and our comments
below on Num. 13:27). This explains Moses’ interest in the condition of the land. The men
would have to employ not only their ears and eyes, but also their hands, and in this way they
would have to get a thorough taste of the fruit of the land already at this point, and bring some of
that fruit with them back to the Israelites at Kadesh. Moses was not thereby encouraging them to
steal. At this point Canaan was being taken from the pagans and given to Israel!
Both the number and the commission of the spies spoke of God’s promise that he would
bring Israel, his covenant people, into the beautiful land of Canaan.
15.2

The expedition and report of the spies (Num. 13:21–33)

The spies had gone out and come back in forty days. They had traversed the entire promised
land, from south to north. Presumably, however, they had devoted most of their attention to the
mountains. That would be natural, since later Israel would have to enter the land through this
region. They had in view, then, especially Hebron. The narrator makes two comments about this
city, one about its population and one about its age. About the population he says that in Hebron
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were living “Ahiman, Sheshai, and Talmai, the descendants of Anak.” Presumably the phrase
“the descendants of Anak” or Anakim referred to a remnant of the pre-Canaanite population, to
whom belonged very tall people (Deut. 2:10, 21). Anak apparently meant “long necked” and
thus: tall. The word “children” or “descendants” of “the tall” would simply refer to big, tall
people. This need not mean that once there was a man named Anak, And the names “Ahiman,
Sheshai, and Talmai would have designated groups or clan of such remarkably tall people. To
this day, descendants of Canaan’s earliest inhabitants still live in the city of their ancestors,
Hebron. Already back then, it was very old, seven years older than Zoan. This latter is the name
of an Egyptian city, called Tanis in Greek, which people believe to have been the same city as
Avaris, the capital of the Hyksos, who ruled Egypt, later called Pi-Ramsses, situated not far from
the land of Goshen, where the Israelites had lived. We can explain the comment in Numbers 13
very easily if we assume that it was made by an Israelite who was familiar with Zoan, perhaps
because he had once lived in Goshen, and was now focusing attention on the fact that Hebron
was even older than this famous city. This points to an eyewitness account.
Still today, Hebron and its environs are known for their delicious grapes. People in Palestine
talk of clusters weighing eleven or twelve pounds, with grapes as large as plums. Mindful of
Moses’ request, the spies brought back one of these clusters. In order not to injure the fruit they
carried it on a pole with two men. On account of this cluster of grapes, people called the valley
from which the cluster was taken, later called the Valley of Eshcol, the Valley of Grape Clusters.
They also brought some pomegranates and figs. The pomegranate fruit was red and rather large.
It consists of a thick leathery shell, whose inside is divided into many segments containing seeds
the size of wheat grain, surrounded by clear red sweet or occasionally sour tasting pulp. The fig
tree bore fruit three time a year in Palestine: in April (the tiny figs); in the early summer, the end
of May and beginning of June (the early figs); and in August (the late figs); the latter are the best
tasting.
Having returned to the camp of Israel at Kadesh, the men joined Moses and Aaron and
appeared before the entire congregation of the Israelites. There they made a report and displayed
the fruits they had brought back. In connection with this, they talked first about the land that they
had visited, and acknowledged that it was indeed a very desirable land, “overflowing with milk
and honey.” We encounter this expression many times in Scripture. At this time when Israel was
at Kadesh, it was apparently a common phrase (Num. 16:13), which suited Palestine perfectly.
To our thinking, this land was not all that fruitful, but it certainly was for people who had known
in Egypt only two small strips of clay along the Nile, surrounded by boundless deserts, who on
their journey from Egypt via Horeb to Kadesh had encountered only a few refreshing valleys and
oases. The phrase would have been related to the relatively abundant water of Palestine. It rained
there, and that rain brought with it the possibility of lush pasture that could support livestock, as
well as of vegetation, a wealth of plants and flowers. This explains why Scripture so often speaks
about honey from bees in Canaan, in connection, for example, with Samson, Jonathan, and John
the Baptist. We mentioned earlier that the description of Canaan as a land flowing with milk and
honey is provided to us in Scripture for the first time as a description given by God, namely,
when he appeared to Moses at the burning bush (Exod. 3:8). Moses had probably recalled that
description when he dispatched the men, and their report brought that to mind once more. In
verse 27 we read: “Then they told him [Moses], and said: ‘We went to the land where you
[singular; = Moses] sent us. It truly flows with milk and honey, and this is its fruit’” (NKJV). That
word “truly” was poignant. Indeed, God had described the land, and Moses had recalled that
description, and now these men wanted to affirm the correctness of that description.
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But . . . .
Then came their report about the inhabitants of Canaan. How strong they were! How fortified
and large their cities were! “We even saw there the Anakim.” Perhaps this word “Anakim” was
known to Israel when they lived in Egypt, thanks to centuries-long contact between Egypt and
Canaan. Or otherwise the spies may have heard the term first in Canaan itself. They also talked
about other formidable nations. These included the Amalekites, with whom Israel had already
become acquainted en route between Egypt and Horeb (Exod. 17). Also included were the
Hittites, a remnant of the mighty people who had a long-lasting empire in Asia Minor, equivalent
to the Egyptian empire (Exodus, 95–96). They also talked about the Jebusites, who survived in
Jerusalem until the time of David. Finally, they spoke of the Amorites, another name of ancient
powerful inhabitants of Canaan, although they were later driven back to the mountains by the
Canaanites, who now lived near the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan.
These names are impressive, for sure, the effect of which was not overlooked. The assembly
began to accuse Moses. Once again, for this had happened before. We remember how seriously
God had taken that (see the previous chapter). But at this moment that had been completely
forgotten. Even though Caleb had tried to sound a different note, the note of faith: “Let us go up
at once and occupy it, for we are well able to overcome it” (v. 30). After all, he had seen the
same land of Canaan that the others had seen.
But his comment did not persuade them. On the contrary, the opposing side set their report
directly against that of Caleb. “We are not able to go up against the people, for they are stronger
than we are.”
Now those people had begun to say ugly things about the very same land that had just been
praised, and they scattered those impressions among the Israelites. First, they said: “The land,
through which we have gone to spy it out, is a land that devours its inhabitants, . . . .” With this
they were alluding to the geographical location of Canaan, lying precisely between the
superpowers of the Near East, Egypt in the south and the empires of the Hittites, Assyrians, and
Babylonians in the north, so that the armies of those nations, if they were ever to engage one
another, would engage each other in battle specifically in Canaan’s territory. Was the prospect of
ending up living in the middle of an international battlefield all that attractive? Second, they
began exaggerating by arguing that not merely some, but all, the inhabitants of Canaan were
such impressive men. Finally, the spies repeated once more that they had seen the Anikim in
Canaan. But because they had just described all the inhabitants of Canaan as large, tall people,
they now had to describe the Anikim as giants, in order to claim that they had felt like
grasshoppers in comparison, and they had gotten the impression that the Anakim in turn had
looked down on them as dispassionately as one would look down on a grasshopper.
Sadly, the good words with which Moses had dispatched the spies were completely reversed.
Nobody thought anything good about that good land, and all the attention was concentrated on
the population, against whom the Israelites would not be able to stand for a moment. Not a word
was breathed about God and his promise. In fact, that promise was being considered unable to be
fulfilled, and was being shoved aside.
15.3

The congregation’s murmuring punished with death (Num. 14)

The poisonous seed sown by the majority of the spies germinated quickly. When we combine
both stories offered to us in Numbers 14:1–4 and Deuteronomy 1:27–33 about the results of their
preached unbelief, we come up with the following course of events. The twelve men were
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received immediately by the people, on the same day as they returned. When we read of the
people’s wailing, we should think of the loud Eastern form of wailing, and in this case it was
sounded into the night. First in the tents, to be sure, to which the people had returned. But the
following morning there was increased order in what had initially been their somewhat chaotic
murmuring. At that point, you see, definite accusations were being formulated, though this was
communicated in the tone of complaining. “Would that we had died in the land of Egypt! Or
would that we had died in this wilderness! Why is the LORD bringing us into this land, to fall by
the sword? Our wives and our little ones will become a prey.” Finally, the idea was put forth:
“Would it not be better for us to go back to Egypt?” In fact, a plan was even put together to
attempt implementing that accusatory desire. “Let us choose a leader and go back to Egypt.”
That would initially have been discussed throughout the evening and night hours in their
tents (Deut. 1:26), and the next morning, in their cliques and groups, and during the course of the
day, in one large hostile gathering.
Of course, in that same night and on the following day, other voices could be heard. We
don’t read about them in Numbers, but from Deuteronomy 1:30–31 we learn that Moses spoke
an entirely different language to the people who sat or lay in their tents murmuring. “Do not be
in dread or afraid of them [the Canaanites]. The LORD your God who goes before you will
himself fight for you, just as he did for you in Egypt before your eyes, and in the wilderness,
where you have seen how the LORD your God carried you, as a man carries his son, all the way
that you went until you came to this place.”
When throughout the course of the day it escalated to this outcome and came to expression in
these rebellious words, Moses and Aaron would have understood that a terrible punishment
would be the inevitable result of such an attitude, shared by so many. At this point, they thought,
as far as God was concerned, the measure would surely be full. Later it would become evident
that they were not mistaken (cf. v. 22, “these ten times”). Let us not forget what a frightening
progression of their sin had occurred. For that reason, both of these men did not know what else
to do than to fall prostrate on the ground. They did so not before the people or before the raging
mob, of course, but before God, in the direction of the tabernacle (cf. 12:13; 16:22; 17:10; 20:6).
In fact, this would have transpired right next to (the entrance of) the forecourt of the tabernacle.
There, on the south side, the tents of Moses and Aaron were located. The screaming multitude
would have made their way to that location.
But Joshua and Caleb acted differently.
When old men no longer dare to cherish any hope of improving the insight among their
opponents, at that point younger men are often full of courage. They don’t yet know that the
strongest arguments cannot penetrate a heart that has become closed, just as the cleanest water
cannot reach the inside of an overturned cup from which it has been poured.
Joshua and Caleb had not yet reached the point either of silence or of praying. They were
deeply bothered. They tore their clothes. But at that point they still ventured to declare the truth
over against falsehood, the truth about both of those subjects mentioned in the report, about the
land and the inhabitants of Canaan. They had also explored and seen that land, after all, and
testified that it was a beautiful land. So if Yahweh would be pleased to give Israel that beautiful,
fruitful land, “a land that flows with milk and honey,” who would be able to hinder him?
Therefore the Israelites should not stupidly rebel against Yahweh, for then they would forfeit his
pleasure, of course. If they did not do that, however, if they obediently followed Yahweh’s
leading and trusted in him, then they would not need to fear any people, and they would discover
that the populace of Canaan was simply a “tiny morsel” before them. “For,” said Joshua and
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Caleb, “their protection [lit., shadow] is removed from them, and the LORD is with us; do not fear
them” (14:9). This is genuinely Eastern language. In warm climates it is refreshing, during the
midday heat, to take refuge in the shadow of a tree or rock. Otherwise one could easily succumb
to heatstroke. With these words, Joshua and Caleb would have been thinking of the promise that
God had given at Horeb in connection with establishing the covenant, the pledge that with
Israel’s entrance into Canaan he would send out ahead of them a paralyzing terror and a spirit of
hopelessness (see the conclusion of the book of the covenant, Exod. 23:27–28; cf. Exodus, 117–
18). That promise was indeed fulfilled later. Rahab told the two spies later: “I know that the
LORD has given you the land, and that the fear of you has fallen upon us, and that all the
inhabitants of the land melt away before you” (Josh. 2:9).
The fulfillment of God’s promise did happen—later. But not in the episode of Numbers 14.
The believing talk of Joshua and Caleb about what God had already pledged as something on
which people could rely on appeared to have made the assembled multitude even more angry.
They picked up stones with which to stone the two faithful believers.
Something similar has happened more frequently in church history. Every so often it reached
the point of really stoning, killing people, who had spoken the truth honestly to God’s church.
Toward God a pleader is never powerless, but he is powerless with respect to closed human
hearts.
Happily, that killing did not occur here. In one way or another God showed his glory so
remarkably—we don’t know how; was it by fire, as in Lev. 9:6, 23–24?—that the attackers
retreated in terror. Something similar had occurred earlier (Exod. 16:10). In any case, Joshua and
Caleb came out alive.
But the drama did not end with this. It had actually just begun.
In the conversation between Yahweh and Moses that followed, in the tabernacle for sure, God in
his anger first gave voice to a frightening threat: “How long will this people despise me? And
how long will they not believe in me, in spite of all the signs that I have done among them? I will
strike them with the pestilence and disinherit them, and I will make of you a nation greater and
mightier than they” (Num. 14:11–12).
God’s promise that the whole earth would be blessed through Abraham and his descendants
did not at all require for its fulfillment these recalcitrant Israelites (Gen. 12:3; Rom. 4:13). He
could raise up children for Abraham out of stones (Luke 3:8), to say nothing of making a great
people from a man like Moses, although he was already old.
We cannot read without emotion the intercession that Moses made for the Israelites (vv. 13–
18). Moses did not devote a single word to God’s offer to him, which testified so powerfully of
God’s sovereignty and almighty power, just as Moses did after the sin with the golden calf
(Exod. 32), but he did appeal to Yahweh in terms of two aspects: first, in terms of what the
people said, and second, of what Yahweh himself said.
First, what would the pagans say to each other, especially the Egyptians to the Canaanites?
They would not attribute such a national catastrophe to your wrath, but to your impotence. (In
almost the same way Joshua later identified the injury of such a disaster for God’s great name,
[Josh. 7:9; cf. Pss. 74, 79].)
Second, Moses appealed to what Yahweh had once told him about himself, after the sin with
the golden calf (Exod. 34:6; cf. Exodus, 144). At that time Moses was given to see that Yahweh
was “slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for
thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the
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guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children’s children, to the third
and the fourth generation” (Exod. 34:6–7). This now served as the foundation of Moses’ petition
that God would be gracious toward his people this time as well. On the journey from Egypt to
Kadesh, Yahweh had bestowed forgiveness more often, had he not?
From various Scripture passages we learn that such praying, in which we confidently remind our
heavenly Father of his own words and works, is acceptable to him. For example, Gideon
discovered this (Judg. 6:13–14), as did Daniel (Dan. 9:20–23).
Moses did too. God granted him an answer that fit precisely with the words of Yahweh
himself to which Moses had appealed: “as you asked” (v. 20 NIV).
God granted forgiveness. Nothing became of the sudden mass extermination that had been
threatened. But the evil that had been committed would not go unpunished. God’s glory would
not allow that. God was truly far too great for such deep and frequent insults—ten times already.
We need not be skimpy in our counting here: murmuring in Egypt, at Marah, at Rephidim, etc.,
and for the tenth time at Kadesh. Here we should think of the number ten simply as the symbolic
number of fullness (v. 22; cf. Exodus, 196–97). The measure was full. A great God like Yahweh,
whose glory was visible throughout the earth, if only people would notice it, could no longer
allow this to happen with the Israelites, for whom he had performed such great miracles.
Something had to be done. Yahweh swore: “Truly, as I live.” One could compare this with the
anger of a father who has been provoked to the limit by his children, and finally declares: “Now
that’s it, as truly as my name is Father.” And then he punishes, though with moderation, for he
remains the father.
In this way, God provided a sensitive lesson. He had not radiated his glory for nothing in that
entire series of miracles since Egypt. No man who had seen that series of miracles and had
nevertheless despised Yahweh would reach the promised land. None of them. This was not a
case of God not fulfilling his promise; God’s oath to the fathers was the surety of that promise
(Gen. 15:19–21; 26:3–4; 28:13). But the promise would not be fulfilled for these men.
It would be fulfilled for Caleb, though. “But my servant Caleb, because he has a different
spirit and has followed me fully, I will bring into the land into which he went, and his
descendants shall possess it” (v. 24). The text continues: “Now, since the Amalekites and the
Canaanites dwell in the valleys, turn tomorrow and set out for the wilderness by the way to the
Red Sea.” The enemies of Israel could be more successful against them in the open field,
especially if they had chariots at their disposal. Indeed, if God wanted to fulfill his promise,
nothing would stand in his way. However, the verse could also be understood as saying that the
Amalekites and Canaanites lived in the region north of Kadesh; the Israelites were not to attack
these enemies from that direction, but instead had to turn around and go back again into the
wilderness of Paran, heading southwest, in the direction of the Red Sea. If this latter
interpretation is correct, we will see that the Israelites did not listen to this command, to their
great hurt. Apparently because God wanted to prevent this, he had commanded that “tomorrow”
they were to reverse course. In view of subsequent facts, this latter interpretation seems the best,
and we will follow it.
Because in verses 20–25, only the main issue was being communicated—there will not be any
immediate mass extermination of the people, but the men who have despised me will not see
Canaan, and therefore, do not enter by way of the south of Canaan, but turn around!—at this
point further details now follow in verses 26–38.
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Although God did not kill all the rebels on the spot, they were not to suppose that God was
permitting them to mock him.
First he would mock them. “What you have said in my hearing I will do to you.” The
Israelites had complained: “Would that we had died in this wilderness” (v. 2). “Well then,” God
said, “your dead bodies shall fall in this wilderness.” This is what we earlier discussed in terms
of God’s repaying in kind.
Next, only the men of war would be affected by this punishment. “All your number, listed in
the census from twenty years old and upward.” This is referring to the men whose names had
been recorded with a view to the conquering of Canaan (see Num. 1). They would not be
esteemed worthy of that conquering. Although God desires to use people for implementing his
plans of redemption, strictly speaking he does not need them. In this as well, we taste God’s
mockery. He is here dealing with those registered for military service (Num. 26:64). We read this
stated emphatically in Deuteronomy 2:14 and Joshua 5:6: “the men of war” died in the
wilderness.
Obviously, Yahweh made an exception for Joshua and Caleb, according to the rule: those
who honor me I will honor.
With emphasis he foretold that the children of these registrants, concerning whom these
people had complained that “they [the children] will become prey,” would indeed be brought
into the promised land. Once again, we taste divine mockery. Let us never cast into doubt God’s
faithfulness to his promise. We see here how angry he became about that in the wilderness, even
though he showed pity to the little children of their disobedient fathers. And he announced this in
advance, to the shame of those unbelieving parents.
The life of those children would also be affected by the punishment of their fathers. For it
would take forty years before God’s promise for them would be fulfilled. “According to the
number of the days in which you spied out the land, forty days, a year for each day, you shall
bear your iniquity forty years, and you shall know my displeasure” (v. 34). Here we think of the
first words that God spoke in response to Moses’ petition: “I have forgiven them, as you asked”
(v. 20 NIV). In that petition Moses had recalled God’s manner of punishing. He “punishes the
children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.” When his people behaved in
an “adulterous” manner (v. 33, the children would “bear your whoredoms” KJV), in violation of
the Second Word of the Horeb covenant, and thereby made Yahweh jealous like a husband
would be angry with his wife, if these people supposed for a moment that he does not take
seriously their marriage covenant, when as a matter of fact he provides faithfully for his wife,
then God would visit such a national sin upon the entire people as they were standing before him
there—parents, children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren—then the fathers would die and
then their descendants could see what God thought of that supposition, as though he would not
deal with integrity in terms of his Horeb covenant. This must be a lesson. “So that you know
what it means when I turn away.”
Just as obviously as Joshua and Caleb—remarkable, isn’t it, that Caleb is sometimes mentioned
alone, and if both are mentioned, then he is mentioned first; was he perhaps the older of the
two?—so too it was obvious that the Levites were not punished. They did not belong to the
army, among the registrants, but belonged with the sanctuary. Not only had they not been
registered for military service, but their tribe was also not represented among the twelve men
dispatched on the expedition. This explains why the eldest son of Aaron, Eleazer, would later
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still be alive when Israel took possession of the inheritance (Josh. 24:33). An explanation of this
is entirely absent; it was superfluous for anyone who knows the content of the book of Numbers.
Someone might think it is equally obvious that the Israelite women were not punished. We
would not dare to suggest that this is wrong. They too were not among the registrants. But
because Scripture does not speak explicitly about this, we would do better to leave this matter
undecided. Should someone think that the dying of Miriam before the entrance into Canaan, and
the end of the stay in the region of Kadesh (Num. 20:1) proves that the Israelite women older
than twenty years also fell under judgment, then we would not be persuaded by this proof. When
Miriam died, seeing that she was Moses’ older sister, she had reached the advanced age of
around one hundred twenty years. Moreover, unless she had married someone from another tribe,
Miriam belonged to the tribe of Levi, a tribe that was not punished.
Speaking of Miriam, when some time earlier, not only she herself but also Aaron had
rebelled against Moses, she had come out of that alive. She was punished merely, and briefly,
with the symbolic death of leprosy (Num. 12). But things went altogether differently for the ten
unbelieving spies on account of a similar sin. For we are told about these men that they had
caused others, in fact, the entire assembly, to murmur against Moses, by means of their slander
against (the content of) God’s promise, i.e., the good land of Canaan (v. 36). For this, these men
are not spared, but punished immediately with death. We do not know the manner of their death,
but read only that they “died by plague before Yahweh.” Perhaps they had even continued to
contradict Moses when he had come from the tabernacle and told the people what Yahweh had
just said to him, and for that reason precisely near the entrance of the tabernacle (“before the
LORD”) they suddenly fell down dead.
As the reader is aware, we have assumed that during the first segment of his conversation
with Moses, God had given the command that the Israelites would not attempt any incursion into
Canaan, where the Amalekites and Canaanites lived (v. 25). Moses could have had this in view
when, on the next day, he spoke to a group of Israelites who were nonetheless planning just such
an incursion. They were deeply affected by the sentence God had pronounced. Die in the
wilderness? Not set foot in the promised land? No, that was not for them. They acknowledged
that they had sinned, and they were now offering themselves to go immediately “to the place that
Yahweh has promised.” But Moses told them that this would violate God’s command, and
therefore “that would not succeed” (v. 41). Do not go, for Yahweh is not in your midst, so that
you do not suffer defeat from your enemies. For “the Amalekites and the Canaanites are facing
you, and you shall fall by the sword” (v. 43). As we can see, Moses was warning on this day
about the same enemies that Yahweh had warned about yesterday.
Nevertheless, they went their own way. They went to the mountains. The reader will recall
that the city of Hebron with its beautiful surroundings was here. For someone who was en route
from Kadesh-barnea northward, they encountered the menacing walls of the mountains of
Hebron. This upward climb alone was a severe undertaking. It was definitely a bold venture
instead of an act of faith, when this disobedient group acted against God’s command and without
the guarantee of his presence and help by means of the ark of the covenant. Moreover, the
enemies did not wait for them atop the mountains but descended beforehand, which gave them
an advantage with respect to those making the ascent.
For the overconfident Israelites the outcome was a crushing defeat. They were driven back to
a place to which people in Israel later—when this opprobrium had been obliterated (cf. Judg.
1:17)—gave the name Hormah.
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15.4

Review of Numbers 13–14 for today

Was the sin of the ten spies and their contemporaries ever repeated thereafter?
Not exactly in this form. Once Israel lived in Canaan, this sin could not recur, of course. But
from Psalm 95 we learn that people could well have arrived in Canaan in full splendor, and lived
there, and still run the risk of suffering the disease of Kadesh and Hormah: refusing to take
possession of the promised salvation along the only commanded route. This disease could be
described as an inordinate quest for autonomy. We read about this in Psalm 95.
This psalm consists of two parts; it contains antiphonal singing.
In the first section, verses 1–7b, we see and hear a multitude of pilgrims going with
excitement to the sanctuary of Yahweh. En route, they beheld his grandeur in the natural features
of their beautiful land. Palestine is geographically unique. Nowhere else in the world will you
encounter such sharp contrasts between deep valleys and high mountains. No river descends as
sharply as the Jordan. The Jordan riverbed descends precipitously, coming from Lebanon down
to the Dead Sea, which lies about 1,400 feet (400 meters) below the level of the Mediterranean
Sea (“the sea,” Ps. 95:5). Jericho lies 820 feet (250 meters) below sea level, and is the lowest city
on earth. En route the festival travelers had seen that Yahweh was the King of the whole earth.
“In his hand are the depths of the earth; the heights of the mountains are his also” (v. 4). When
they reached his sanctuary, they had called out to one another: “Oh come, let us worship [fall
prostrate, with forehead touching the ground] and bow down [bow repeatedly] let us [having
stood up, on our knees] kneel before Yahweh our Maker! For he is our God, and we are the
people of his pasture, and the sheep of his hand” (vv. 6–7).
It was indeed an honor to be the people of such a King of the earth. He wanted to be the
Shepherd of Israel. They had every reason to rejoice.
But then comes the second half of Psalm 95, beginning in verse 7c, as a response to the first
half. This latter part was surely spoken or sung by one or more members of the temple personnel,
who begins in a minor key: “Today, if you hear his voice!” This is followed by a recollection of
the wilderness history, of the words of God at Kadesh: Go back! Wait! Forty years in the
wilderness!
Forty years?
Careful study will show that after Kadesh Israel had to wait about thirty-eight years (Deut.
2:14). Does that actually fit?
Oh, it fits! God counted the preceding periods, from Egypt to Horeb and from Horeb to
Kadesh, along with the thirty-eight years, yielding about forty years. For God is not forgetful. He
had led Israel out of Egypt on Year 1, Month 1, Day 15. At that time, it was one big flower
garden, around the time of Passover. And two months later the Israelites were at Horeb, enjoying
a rather favorable climate. But already during those two months, they had repeatedly murmured.
In the wilderness of Shur (Marah, Exod. 16), and in the wilderness of Sin (not to be confused
with the wilderness of Zin, which lies in the northern part of Paran). There at Rephidim, poor
Moses was almost stoned to death because they had no water, and that locale received a double
name: Massah (testing, challenging, taunting) and Meribah (quarreling) (Exod. 17:1–7). This is
what Psalm 95 is recalling: something that occurred during the first two months. For people had
provoked Yahweh repeatedly thereafter. Although he had Israel depart from Horeb in Year 2
once again during the favorable springtime, on Year 2, Month 2, Day 20. En route he had
provided for them. But repeatedly the people expressed distrust, that refusal to abandon
themselves wholly to God’s promise that he would bring them into Canaan. Finally, with the
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episode of the ten spies, Yahweh complained: “How long will this people despise me? And how
long will they not believe in me, in spite of all the signs that I have done among them?” (Num.
14:11; think of the water from the rock, the manna from heaven, the cloud above them, the
tabernacle in the midst of Israel). Yahweh said: they “have put me to the test these ten times”
(Num. 14:22). The number ten is the symbolic number of completeness. The measure was full.
The punishment administered at Kadesh did not drop out of thin air. God added up the facts of
the first two years, for God remembers and counts, as Psalm 95 teaches us. Would the situation
continue where he simply showed his benefits while his people acted as though they had
received nothing? Eventually that would stop.
Psalm 95 is recalling that. Note well: it is talking about when Israel had been living in
Canaan for a long time. Psalm 95 is in the collection of psalms named after David, says Hebrews
4:7. It is warning Israelites in Canaan. That was necessary. A schoolboy may well come
skipping into the classroom, with the quietest conscience in the world, whereas his teacher must
nevertheless tell him: “Johnny, it would be better if you did what I said.” Such a cold shower can
be needed. There were Israelites living in Canaan later who did not possess the land in faith. Saul
was very zealous for Yahweh, so he thought (1 Sam.28:9; 2 Sam. 21:1–2). During the time of
Herod, the scribes knew like the back of their hand the Scripture passage in Micah (5:1) about
the birth of the Messiah in Bethlehem Ephrathah (Matt. 2:4–6). The Pharisees were more
scrupulous about tithing than Yahweh himself in the Torah (Matt. 23:23). But when God’s Son
appeared in Canaan as Messiah, many people had come to think, talk, and live from an entirely
different perspective than what the Bible teaches, so that he was a stranger to them—in his own
church!—and they rejected him. One could be living in Canaan, in the land of promise, and still
have absolutely no share in the content of that promise—which today we may know as Jesus
Christ and all his redemptive benefits: justification, sanctification, and glorification in him. One
can belong to the church and still be a stranger to the Head of the church. Psalm 95 is cited often
in Hebrews 3 and 4, and held up before . . . Christians.
Few Scripture passages are referred to later as often as Numbers 13 and 14. Check out these:
Numbers 32:8–12, Deuteronomy 1 and 9, Joshua 14:8, Psalm 95:10–11, Psalm 106:24–26,
Ezekiel 20:10–26, 1 Corinthians 10:1–5, Hebrews 3 and 4, and Jude 6. This is proof that God’s
Spirit considered this episode highly instructive for subsequent generations.
Church members like the ten spies and those who listened to them are, according to the
judgment of the flesh and the world, hardly stupid people. Modern excavations show that in
Canaan during that period, there must have been cities that were certainly heavily fortified. In
opposition to them, Israel with its inexperienced army signified no threat, from a military point
of view. Moreover, Moses himself acknowledged that Israel was smaller than any other nations
that lived in Canaan at the time (Deut. 7:7).
In response to them, Moses and Aaron, and Joshua and Caleb, could lean on God’s promise
that he would bring Israel into that land “flowing with milk and honey,” but that lay in the future.
A prudent person likes to stand with both feet on the ground and reason: “First have it in hand.
First have it in your hands where you can hold it. Better a bird in the hand than two in the bush.”
Spiritual discernment is needed to see that those people were in fact stupid and shortsighted,
and that God was fully within his right to complain that they had rejected their God himself by
not having trusted in his promise. Moses was surely no dreamer when already as a young man in
Egypt he preferred to be mistreated along with the people of God than to enjoy sin for a time
(Heb. 11:25), nor later when he was talking to the twelve spies about the land of Canaan, full of
trust in the promise that God had given him at the burning bush (Exod. 3:8). In so doing, he
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continued in the line of his believing ancestors who in the same way had possessed the land of
Canaan in the faith that God had bestowed upon them in his promise. We wrote elsewhere about
this giving-in-promise, and said that this must not be confused with giving-in-possession (cf.
Genesis, 236, Exodus, 74–75). There could have been quite a time difference between the one
and the other (Gen. 28:4; Num. 33:53; Deut. 9:23). When Abraham lived in Canaan, this land
was certainly set aside for him, but it was not yet his. He still had to buy a tomb for Sarah. In that
land he was only a guest and a pilgrim (Heb. 11:13).
We also pointed out that this promissory speaking of God was rediscovered in the century of
the church’s reformation. The promissory character of salvation was understood once again (cf.
Exodus, 75). The confessional documents of the Reformed Churches provide manifold glimpses
of this. But the eyes and hearts have become far too closed to this in subsequent years, with all
sorts of misunderstanding as a result. For example, when this author spoke once during the 1930s
at an elders’ conference about the promise of salvation, as this is sealed by baptism and the
Lord’s Supper (cf. Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 66, 69, and 75), during the discussion he had to
hear that the Israelites who died in the wilderness had by virtue of this fact had actually received
no promise of entering Canaan, otherwise God would have broken his word. Here people were
confusing God’s promise or pledge with God’s prediction or forecast. God’s prediction or
forecast is always fulfilled, even though no one believes it. Consider the prediction that the
Messiah would be born in Bethlehem. It was fulfilled, even though the scribes were not at all
waiting in faith for its fulfillment (Matt. 2:4–6). In this way God also predicted by naming names
that Joshua and Caleb would enter the land of Canaan. If this had not occurred, God would
indeed have broken his word. But to all the Israelites God had given the land of Canaan in the
promise or pledge, and this was not fulfilled at that point in the way of faith (Heb. 3:19; 4:2).
God did not do anyone an injustice, neither the ten spies nor those who followed them. They had
refused, as we read explicitly: “[T]hey discouraged [margin: restrained] the sons of Israel so that
they did not go into the land which the LORD had given them” (Num. 32:9 NASB). They
intentionally left the path of God, becoming guilty of improper autonomy and emancipation.
All church members thus received the same abundant promise.
[At this point, the original contains an explanation of a doctrinal controversy within
Dutch church history relating to the promise, the promised good, and our experience of
these. This material (page 160, last line, through page 182, 18 lines from bottom) has
been omitted with a view to our English-reading audience.]
Often, extremes meet.
First, the Israelites listened to the doubt-based preaching of the ten spies, and refused to enter
Canaan along the route of faith in their promising God (Kadesh). Immediately thereafter they
changed their mind like a leaf in the wind and suddenly wanted to enter, but now again in selfwilled autonomy, without trusting in God and without the ark, this seal of God’s promise
(Hormah). Emancipation and expectation meet here, at Kadesh and Hormah!
So too, later there have been some who, along the path of the New Covenant, into which they
were born, along the path of faith in God’s gospel, to which he had added baptism and the Lord’s
Supper as seals, have refused to enter and at that point created the path of a logical conclusion: if
I find in myself a seed or germ or cell or principle of eternal life—occasionally called, entirely
mistakenly, regeneration or capacity for faith or initial fulfillment of the promise or something
else—then things will end up fine for me. Emancipation and unbelieving expectation!
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That was just as wrong back then. Self-willed religion, carnal religion, religious expectation,
even though it was covered with the bandages of terms that sounded so Christian.
15.5

The promise and demand of the covenant maintained (Num. 15)

It was thus a twofold sin that was committed there at the southern border of Canaan. People were
unwilling to believe what God had promised, but willing to do what God had forbidden. When
we now come to discussing Numbers 15, the reader must be wondering whether this chapter
could have been placed here precisely in connection with that twofold evil. For this chapter can
be divided into two parts:
1. God keeps his promise of Canaan (Num. 15:1–21).
2. God keeps his covenant of Horeb (Num. 15:22–41)
1.

God keeps his promise of Canaan (Num. 15:1–21)

For our readers who have read what we wrote about the sacrifice Torah of Leviticus 1–7, this
Scripture passage contains nothing remarkably new. Its content comes down to the following two
matters.
First, the food and drink offerings (vv. 1–16)
We recall that a food and drink offering was never to be omitted in connection with a burnt
sacrifice and a peace offering. The details about all of this were prescribed with precision.
Second, the loaves (vv. 17–21)
Here again, we recall that Israel’s grain harvest always began with gathering the barley. In
Palestine, that was ripe first, before the wheat. This explains why the sheaf brought on Passover
to Yahweh consisted of barley. Only at Pentecost were the two loaves of wheat brought.
All of this occurred near the sanctuary.
But before the Israelites began in their own dwellings to use their initial fresh barley grain,
they first had to bring the very first part to Yahweh, in the form of a loaf. How other details were
regulated we cannot determine from Scripture. Some think of dough, part of which contemporary
Jews must burn in the fire. Indeed, the apostle Paul talks in Romans 11:1 about “dough.” But
according to others, he would have done that as he followed the LXX, whereas actually Numbers
15 would have had in mind meal made from the first quantity of shucked and ground barley, with
which a loaf was baked for Yahweh. This makes no difference for our understanding of Paul’s
intention. The intention behind the institution itself, namely, that people had to bring the first
loaves to Yahweh (which they gave to the priests), is also clear. Yahweh would be Israel’s
landlord. The land of Canaan remained his (Lev. 25:23).
So much for the content.
Remarkable, however, is the way in which each of these two segments begins. Both times we
read something relating to the future entrance into Canaan. First we read: “When you come into
the land you are to inhabit, which I am giving you, . . .” (v. 2); later we read: “When you come
into the land to which I bring you . . .” (v. 18).
That gives us pause.
In addition, the command to couple the burnt sacrifice and peace offering with the food and
drink offerings is explicitly laid on Israel’s heart as something that applies both to “every native
Israelite” and the “stranger sojourning with you” (vv. 13–14). We know the classes of people
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these terms are referring to (Num. 9:14). Especially by means of the first term (’ezrach, the
Israelite born in the land), the people’s thoughts were again being directed to the promised land.
The same thing happened by means of the expression “the bread of the land” (v. 19). This
points to the grain that Israel would later be harvesting in Canaan.
What does all of this mean?
We are not claiming with certainty that God instituted both ordinances mentioned here—
first, the food offerings in connection with the burnt sacrifice and peace offering, and second, the
firstfruit loaves—immediately after the event at Kadesh, for the text does not say that, although
this is not entirely excluded. But it is also possible that God was in no hurry. Earlier we
expressed the suggestion that the commandments regarding food and drink offerings brought into
and near the sanctuary during Israel’s travels before reaching Canaan were not followed as they
ought to have been. During that time, Israel did not have access to bread and wine (Deut. 29:6).
But somewhere along the route during those thirty-eight years, these words must have been
spoken by Yahweh to Moses. And the fact that they are being communicated specifically here—
after the story about the great catastrophe at Kadesh—would not have been without a purpose.
Possibly in response to so much unbelief in his promise that he would one day cause Israel to
inherit the land of Canaan, God wanted with much ado to show that the word he had given would
certainly be fulfilled.
2.

God keeps his covenant of Horeb (Num. 15:22–41)

The promise that in God’s time Israel would inherit the land of Canaan was a covenant promise.
It had been given to the fathers, to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and repeated to the children of
Israel at Horeb.
Yahweh kept those promises of Horeb. He would surely fulfill them.
But his demand, his commandments of Horeb, he also kept. We see this in the second half of
Numbers 15, and in three segments. The first contains a warning against intentional violation of
the covenant (vv. 22–31). The second narrates the episode of the wood gatherer on the Sabbath
(vv. 32–36). And the third communicates the institution of the dark blue cord on the tassel on the
four corners of the garments (vv. 37–41).
1.

The warning against intentional violation of the covenant (vv. 22–31)

In this segment, various things are mentioned that we have already discussed extensively
elsewhere. One example is the difference between intentional sins (also called “sinning with a
high hand,” v. 30) and unintentional sins. Another example is that in general, sins that were
committed intentionally (or with premeditation) were not able to be atoned. But again, this is
only in general, for this is not at all to say that every thief—and people always steal intentionally,
of course—had to be put to death. Distinctions were made. For sins that violated and destroyed
the foundation of the covenant, such as idolatry, adultery, Sabbath violation, and murder, no
offering was instituted for atonement of these sins. For other sins, however, even though they
were committed intentionally, there was atonement (see Lev. 5:1–13).
We also saw elsewhere that certain sins that were committed unintentionally (and we
identified various examples: leprosy, giving birth, disrupted Nazirite commitment, discharges,
etc.) had to be atoned immediately. Leviticus 4 provided detailed regulations for this, as you can
see from the list we provided indicating the information for the sin offering (the persons for
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whom this was instituted, the animals that had to be sacrificed, and the places where the blood
had to be brought).
The pericope under discussion now is constructed in such a way that after a rather long
introduction a rather short command is given.
In that introduction (vv. 22–29), God said a few things about the latter kind of sins that we
mentioned: unintentional sins. Note well: he says only a few things. It was obviously not his
purpose to be exhaustive. For this reason, of all the cases that he mentioned for whom a
particular sin offering was needed, he mentions only two, namely, for the entire congregation
and for one member of the congregation.
But this was merely introductory, albeit necessary, in order first to remind clearly how
sensitive Yahweh was regarding sins that affected his Horeb covenant, the foundation on which
he had set Israel. For that is what was involved in the case of unintentional sin, for which a sin
offering was needed.
Next came the actual purpose, in verses 30–31, where we read: “But the person who does
anything with a high hand, whether he is native or a sojourner, reviles the LORD, and that person
shall be cut off from among his people. Because he has despised the word of the LORD and has
broken his commandment, that person shall be utterly cut off; his iniquity shall be on him.”
Anyone reading these verses will likely be looking ahead and thinking about the two
pericopes coming up, involving the Sabbath violator and the blue cord on the tassels of the
Israelite garment. Those would be alluding to God’s covenant.
But let’s also look back. What had happened at Kadesh? Did not the people mockingly
despise God’s Word that he had given, his promise of Canaan? “That is impossible.” And did not
the people march out against the Canaanites against God’s explicit command? Did they not do
this in a way that thoroughly displeased him, namely, by violating his ordinance assigning the
ark, rather than the warriors, the place of preeminence in Israel’s army?
When you consider all of this, you will not think it accidental that this pericope was placed
precisely at this point in the book of Numbers. We do not know with certainty whether God gave
this warning against intentionally violating the covenant upon which he had placed Israel at
Horeb immediately after the drama at Kadesh, or sometime during the course of the thirty-eight
years. But that it certainly had some connection with it seems far from impossible.
2.

The episode of the wood-gatherer on the Sabbath (vv. 32–36)

This pericope indisputably follows the preceding one very closely, especially the conclusion, the
heart of the matter, namely, the warning against intentionally forsaking the covenant. There was
no sacrifice of atonement for that, as we mentioned.
This episode of the Sabbath wood-gatherer provides a clear example of that sin. For what
was God’s purpose with the institution at Horeb of the weekly Sabbath day? By means of that
institution, God had supplied an extra divine imprint on the table of his Ten Words as Israel’s
God of the covenant. He is the God of the number seven. By means of that weekly Sabbath day
Israel was regularly reminded of the unique position in which God had placed her, something
that had not been granted to any other nation.
Nevertheless, that man had grossly neglected this explicit institution of Yahweh. He had
mocked it, and thereby despised Yahweh.
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3.

The institution of the dark blue cord on the tassel on the four corners of the garments (vv.
37–41)

As we saw repeatedly when we read Leviticus, Yahweh made use of a virtually infinite number
of means for reminding the Israelites of the ordinances of the Horeb covenant that he had
established with them after their deliverance from Egypt. Using these means, he followed them
day and night, as it were, in order to warn them about the tempting seduction of paganism, and to
make them to be what he was as God, namely, holy, staying far away from the abominable
impurities of the pagans. How completely different Yahweh was from the idols, about whom all
kinds of filthy obscenities were told. The problem was that the pagans themselves did not see it
this way at all, in the days when Israel was en route to Canaan. Such practices were later ascribed
by the Greeks and the Romans to their gods. This explains why the early Christians, who were
slandered and accused of all kinds of immoral and scandalous things, replied: “How can you
suspect us of such wicked things, for our God is not like this at all. But your gods are.” All you
need to do is read how apologetes like Aristides and Athenagoras open the book about the
misconduct of Zeus, for example, that roguish womanizer and pedophile. They fully ascribed to
their emperors their immorality that was drawn from their mythology as its source. In fact, in
their polemical writings they could use material that had been produced by the Jews against the
wicked teaching of the gods. The early Christians continued in that line of argument.
The reader knows that it was against this background that we elsewhere situated and
explained God’s warnings against every form of pollution with paganism in the commentary on
Leviticus.
This section of Scripture, about the tassels that the Israelites had to wear on the four corners
of their apparently four-sided outer garment (Deut. 22:12), makes us think back to those
warnings given earlier. First, recall the admonition against immorally following one’s heart and
eye (v. 39). Compare this with what we wrote about the prohibition given to the Israelites en
route to Canaan, against becoming guilty of certain immoral religious actions in connection with
slaughtering animals (Lev. 17:7a). From other Scripture passages we know that Israel’s conduct
already before entering Canaan supplied reason enough for that prohibition. Verse 39 seems to
point to that as well: “And it shall be a tassel for you to look at and remember all the
commandments of the LORD, to do them, not to follow after your own heart and your own eyes,
which you are inclined to whore after.” According to this verse, God was evidently fighting
against a religious-moral evil already present at that time.
The next verses (vv. 40–41) also make us think of the warnings in Leviticus that Israel was to
be holy. For that very purpose God had led Israel out of the unclean nation of Egypt. And for that
purpose God had also warned the Israelites about the filthy practices of Canaan (Lev. 18:1–5).
We recall especially that constant refrain in the book of Leviticus: “Be holy, for I, Yahweh your
God, am holy.” We find it repeated here.
Elsewhere we have discussed those tassels (cf. Exodus, 214). It is questionable whether the
translation of “tassel” is the best. That term leads us to think of the four dangling parts of an
outer garment, an elongated, square sheet. But about the tsitsit we read that these had to be made
on the four corners, and Deuteronomy 22:14 talks about twisted strands. In Ezekiel 8:3, the
Hebrew word tsitsit refers to a lock of hair, and it leads us to think of the word tsits, used for the
high priestly diadem or wreath (cf. Exodus, 491–92). When we compared a number of these
features, we surmised that with the duty to wear such tassels on their clothes, God wanted to
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remind the Israelites that for them life would be blessed if they kept covenant with Yahweh. Our
current passage confirms that.
The color of the thread or cord that was worked into the tassel or button had to be tekeleth,
which we prefer to render as “sapphire” (cf. Exodus, 210, 214). Symbolically this color would
have pointed the Israelites to Yahweh, who is enthroned in the heavens . . . and in his tabernacle
in their midst (cf. Exodus, 213–14).
The Septuagint renders the Hebrew word tsitsit with kraspeda, the plural of kraspedon. The
word was taken over in the New Testament. The woman who suffered from a flow of blood for
twelve years had grabbed hold from behind of this kind of kraspedon of the Lord Jesus (Matt.
9:20; cf. 14:36). So our Savior also was obedient in wearing those kraspeda, in fulfillment of the
Law. But he accused the scribes and Pharisees that they had their kraspeda made extra large, in
order to be seen by others as Law-keepers (Matt. 23:5). In this way a button or tassel, a flower
blossom figure, which was intended as a symbol of life lived in the sphere of and according to
the teaching of the Horeb covenant, was reduced to a mark of mortal pride and arrogance. In
fact, whoever reads the entire Law that God gave his Israelite congregation through Moses,
through pharisaically distorted spectacles turns that entire gospel-breathing part of Scripture into
a dismal, gloomy book. May God graciously preserve us from that error.
To this day, it remains a duty of each adult Jew to recite the Shema every morning and
evening. This consists of Deuteronomy 6:4–9, 11:13–21, and . . . Numbers 15:37–41.
When we, at this point, review this chapter, Numbers 15, the impression remains that what is
being communicated in both segments, and in all the subordinate parts of this chapter, places us
in a period of time that not only immediately followed the sad event at Kadesh, in the thirtyeighth year, but would follow shortly thereafter. Though we must admit that this cannot be
proven, strictly speaking. You need to grasp this by intuition. We cannot compel someone to see
a causal connection between the episode of the Kadesh-drama in Numbers 13–14, and placing
immediately thereafter what we are now reading in Numbers 15.
We ourselves do sense that connection. Would Scripture return in numerous passages to the
episodes of Numbers 13–14, and in this section of Numbers silence further reflection on them?
In the following chapters of Numbers, we will alert readers to the connection being made to
these events not explicitly but nonetheless perceptibly.
This explains the heading above our discussion of Numbers 15. With that heading we
intended to summarize the lesson of our chapter. God was obviously (1) keeping the gospel
promise of that period, that he would lead Israel to inherit the land of Canaan (Num. 15:1–21);
and (2) requiring the requisite respect for the covenant of that period, which had been established
at Horeb (Num. 15:22–41). He thought both of these were needed. For wherever the promise of
the covenant is despised today, tomorrow the demand of the covenant will be trampled
underfoot. This rule, as we see from the epistle to the Hebrews, applies to the New Covenant as
well. For when the writer of the epistle initially warned his readers not to despise the gospel that
still applied to them (Heb. 3:10–18), he then goes on to bind upon their hearts the warning not to
forget the sanctification of their living (Heb. 10:19–31; 12:14, 16).
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CHAPTER 16
GOD’S SERVANTS REVILED BY ISRAEL, BUT HONORED BY YAHWEH (NUM. 16–19)
Just as the chapters of Numbers 13–15 formed a unit, so too the chapters of Numbers 16–19.
This is true, even though it is our judgment that the episode narrated here would have occurred at
Kadesh, probably shortly after Israel’s arrival there. This involves primarily the rebellion of
Korah, Dathan, and Abiram in Numbers 16.
Why is this our conclusion?
First, at that point Israel had stopped for a period of time at Kadesh. That was not entirely
according to God’s will. For we read that Yahweh said: “[T]urn tomorrow and set out for the
wilderness by the way to the Red Sea” (Num. 14:25). That did not happen immediately,
however. The same Israelites who initially had not dared to trust God’s pledge now suddenly
wanted to rise up in reckless self-confidence against the inhabitants of Canaan. Later Moses
himself explained: “So you remained at Kadesh many days” (Deut. 1:46). Second, we read
nothing telling us that Israel had set out from Kadesh before the episode of Korah’s rebellion.
Third, in Numbers 16 we learn again of a double accusation, known to us from the preceding
chapters, namely, that Israel had to wander in the wilderness instead of in a land overflowing
with milk and honey (16:14), and that people felt they were being tyrannized by Moses and
Aaron (16:3). Whereas the first-mentioned accusation will be heard later, after the passing of
thirty-eight years, the accusation of abusing power does not resurface. So that latter accusation
seems to have fit more in the beginning of that period.
So much for Numbers 16. In addition, we need to see that Numbers 17, about Aaron’s
budding staff, is indisputably connected with Numbers 16. “[B]ehold, the staff of Aaron for the
house of Levi had sprouted and put forth buds and produced blossoms, and it bore ripe almonds”
(Num. 17:8). Whereas Numbers 18 and 19 each clearly show that they are appendices to the
immediately preceding. Numbers 18 talks about the income that people owed to the tribe of Levi.
And after the repeated reports about the number of dead who fell as a result of the rebellions,
Numbers 19 appropriately discusses the removal of uncleanness acquired through contact with
corpses. It seems obvious that the ordinances involved were provided in a time period directly
connected to these facts.
With this, we come to an outline whose focus is Korah’s rebellion.
1. Korah’s rebellion (Num. 16:1–15)
2. The punishment of Korah’s rebellion (Num. 16:16–50)
3. The consequences of Korah’s rebellion (Num. 17–19)
16.1

Korah’s rebellion (Num. 16:1–15)

Speaking of “Korah’s rebellion” is intentional. Everything points to him having been the
ringleader, beginning already with the mention of his name in verse 1 and the singular form of
the verb “took.” That’s how the story begins. “Korah took men.” Later, when a decision was to
be made, Moses talked to Korah (v. 16), and addressed him in the singular as “you” (vv. 16–17).
But Korah had a large following.
First, he had the following of some other Levites. Recall that these were divided among the
Kohathites, the Gersonites, and the Merarites, among whom the Kohathites were highest in rank
with respect to their assigned task. This rank also involved the location of their camp around the
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tabernacle that had been assigned to them. Moses and the priests were encamped on the eastern
or most attractive side. These men belonged to the Kohathites as well. But the remaining
Kohathites were assigned to the southern side of the tabernacle. Perhaps that had irritated a
person like Korah, even though God himself had arranged it this way (Num. 3).
Second, Korah had followers from among the Reubenites; Dathan and Abiram are explicitly
mentioned. (One time a certain fellow named On is also mentioned, about whom we read
nothing further. Perhaps he repented in time. But in view of the structure of verse 1, it is not
impossible that a slip of the pen occurred, and only two Reubenites are mentioned by name, i.e.,
Dathan and Abiram.) If you recall our earlier sketch of the Israelite camp (p. ??), you will see
that Korah and the other Kohathites were accustomed to setting up camp on the same side of the
tabernacle as the tribe of Reuben. They were neighbors. It is not impossible that this provided
opportunity for less edifying conversations. Kohathites and Reubenites perhaps “found” each
other in their shared jealousy. The former, because as descendants of Jacob’s eldest son, they
might have thought it would have been more suitable if the leadership had rested with them. That
was quite possible. Evil conversations corrupt good morals.
In addition, however, Korah appeared to have had followers from among the other tribes.
Our chapter begins with mentioning that Korah, Dathan, and Abiram appeared before Moses and
Aaron with a crowd of two hundred fifty “chiefs of the congregation, chosen from the assembly,
well-known men” (v. 2). Even if the multitude consisted primarily of Levites, the words used
prevent us from thinking the crowd was made up exclusively of Levites. For his appeal to rebel
against the leadership of Moses, Korah would have found a sounding board among the
Reubenites. The same was true for his demand that the priesthood be assigned to others beside
Aaron and his sons, especially to the Levites; he was demanding that it be exercised by nonLevites as well, and not by just certain people. The priesthood should be given out to others. “For
all in the congregation are holy, every one of them, and the LORD is among them. Why then do
you exalt yourselves above the assembly of the LORD?” (v. 3).
How very pious that sounded. It virtually echoed the words God himself had spoken once at
Horeb (Exod. 19:6). But Israel itself had requested the mediating function of Moses, and God
had provided the priesthood of Aaron and his sons (Exodus, 102–104, 249–56).
Self-directed piety likes to use familiar sounds. Jeroboam enlisted the ancient tradition at
Bethel and Dan. The Judaizers appealed, against Paul, to the good old Law of Moses.
Revolution usually begins not among the lesser, but among the greater. This occurs in God’s
church as well. It begins on “the south side,” among “chiefs” and “men of position.” They are
Christ’s greatest competitors for the position and honor belonging to him alone, who is our only
Bishop.
Korah’s rebellion did not originate within a single day. It emerged after preparation. It had
been preceded by conversations. Moses would surely have sensed the increasingly heavy
atmosphere among the people. Something was brewing. Recall the earlier event at Kibrothhattaavah, and what happened with Miriam. This explains the intense emotion. He knew how
deeply Yahweh was to be feared. This is why he fell down in prayer before Yahweh (v. 4). This
accounts for his resolute response to Korah and his companions. Indeed, this had to be dealt
with. That would happen tomorrow, when the two hundred fifty were to appear, each with his
censer, and each putting his fire on the altar of burnt offering and incense on that fire. God would
decide who were the holy ones and who had to approach him as priests (for more on this notion
of “approaching Yahweh,” see Exodus, 252–53).
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We have one more reason for seeing a time of preparation behind Korah’s rebellion. This
involves not only preparation for rebellion, but also warnings against it from Moses. What
person with understanding fails to take measures when he observes that a storm is at hand?
After verses 1–7, we read that Moses had two conversations, one with Korah and other
Levites (vv. 8–11), and one with Dathan and Abiram (vv. 12–15).
When did these occur?
The ESV renders the beginning of verse 8 this way: “And Moses said to Korah, . . .”; we
could also translate it to read: “And Moses had said to Korah, . . . .” This conversation would
have occurred earlier, on another occasion.
The same applies to the second conversation, between Moses and the Reubenites, Dathan and
Abiram (vv. 12–15). We could render verse 12 this way: “Now Moses had sent to call Dathan
and Abiram . . . .”
If all of this is valid, then the sequence of events is this:
1. When Moses observed something brewing among the Levites, and that Korah was the
gang leader, he warned him and them. Be content with the beautiful ministry that is functioning
between Yahweh and Israel. Do you want something more? Do you also want to be priests?
Know very well that you are not sinning against other people, since Aaron is but a man, but you
are rebelling against God. Do you want to rebel against the arrangement of Yahweh (vv. 8–11)?
2. During this same period, when Moses caught a whiff of the smoke of danger, he also tried
to have a conversation with Dathan and Abiram. But that attempt was unsuccessful. Moses did
send someone to call them, but the messenger received not only a denial, but also crass insults
addressed to Moses. As if it had not been good enough that Moses had dragged them out of
Egypt—a land flowing with milk and honey (can you savor here the allusion to the promised
land?)—to have them perish in the wilderness? Now Moses wanted to rule over them as well,
like an ancient Eastern tyrant who thought that everything his subjects possessed was his! If
Moses was thinking that he could trick and placate the men who had recently sounded the same
complaints as these fellows were now making, well, we won’t fall for it. Tell him we are not
going to come.
The mild-mannered Moses complained to God about his situation. You need to remember
that Moses was the judge, someone who could even fall for a bribe and even be corrupted!
Moses prayed: Yahweh, do not listen to them if they come to you with offerings. I have not taken
one donkey from them (vv. 12–14).
3. This was followed by the day we have already discussed, the day when the rebellion burst
forth, the tumult against Moses (vv. 1–7).
4. But we recall that at that time, Moses spoke especially against those who were aspiring to
the priesthood. Korah is mentioned specifically (v. 5). So the narrative about the punishment for
the rebellion that comes next is introduced with a somewhat broader report about what Moses
had said at that point (beginning with v. 16).
16.2

The punishment of Korah’s rebellion (Num. 16:16–50)

Moses had said to Korah, “Be present, you [singular] and all your company, before Yahweh, you
and they,” to which he added that Aaron must come as well (v. 16).
And that is what happened. The next day, they came, the two hundred fifty.
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It is understandable that everyone wanted to be there, which is what Korah accomplished.
Korah assembled the entire congregation, which makes it immediately clear why the glory of
Yahweh appeared to all those who were present—just as earlier (Num. 14:10)—and why
Yahweh said to Moses and Aaron: “Separate yourselves from among this congregation, that I
may consume them in a moment” (v. 21).
Here we see the congregation of Israel assembling once again at a critical moment in the
history of its existence. Once again, the sin that is being committed here against God had been
committed so often. And not by just anybody. It had been committed even by Miriam and Aaron.
Even though this time not everyone participated in the rebellion (of Korah; e.g., the man from
Manasseh, Zelophehad, did not participate [Num. 27:3]), nevertheless the evil in question,
dissatisfaction with Yahweh’s arrangement, had been manifested already on so many occasions
that God had every reason now to proceed with a terrible threat, namely, of mass extermination.
Even then, God would have remained powerful enough to implement his promise (of entrance
into the promised land), even if through the single person spared, Moses (Num. 14:12). He was
also powerful enough to bring about his prediction to Joshua and Caleb (Num. 14:6, 24, 38).
But for the umpteenth time we read that Moses prostrated himself before God, this time
together with Aaron, beseeching him for mercy: “O God, the God of the spirits of all flesh, shall
one man [this time: Korah the ringleader] sin, and will you be angry with all the congregation?”
(v. 22).
This prayer was answered immediately, albeit with a particular qualification. All the
Israelites who had gathered would have to move away from the area where Korah, Dathan, and
Abiram lived. When we read about “the dwelling of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram,” then that word
“dwelling” referred not to a tent (the three men did not live in one tent), but to a residential area.
For as we mentioned earlier, the Kohathites lay on the south side of the tabernacle, and beyond
them lay the Reubenites. But the tent of the Kohathite Korah and those of the Reubenites Dathan
and Abiram appear to have been near each other. This explains a lot.
Things would have proceeded this way. While Korah and his two hundred fifty followers
were gathering near the entrance of the tabernacle in order to prove to Aaron that the priesthood
could just as properly be assigned to them, Moses was going at God’s command in the company
of the elders to Dathan and Abiram to appeal to those living in their neighborhood to go away
from both of these wicked men. Regrettably, not everyone listened to this summons. First, the
families of Dathan and Abiram did not listen; for just as rudely as their neighbors, Dathan and
Abiram, they too went to stand near the entrance of his tent, whereas he should have been
standing alone in that spot. For the sons of Korah did not share in the terrible judgment that burst
forth upon him, together with Dathan and Abiram—they were swallowed by the earth, as was
Korah (Num. 26:10). They listened to Moses, fled, and were spared from the terrible punishment
of being buried alive. Incidentally, there were more such Israelites (v. 34).
While this was happening in the area where the tents of the Kohathites and Reubenites were
pitched near one another, not far away the punishment was being meted out on the two hundred
fifty who were standing near the entrance of the tabernacle waving incense. The difference was
that they perished through fire. For had they not mocked God and Aaron with the use of fire?
Well then, God can also mock. Recall the manner in which he killed Nadab and Abihu (Lev.
10:1–2; cf. Num. 11:19–20). He repaid them in the same currency.
In order that the Israelites would not ponder long the lesson of these terrible events—i.e., so
that they might not resist God’s leadership by simply appointing themselves to be priests—
Yahweh commanded that the two hundred fifty censers were to be melted down and used as a
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“coating” for the altar of burnt offering. This would not have been so extensive that we need to
debate the issue of where exactly this was applied. The censers must have been ordinary utensils.
Just think of how small were the lamps that people used at that time, scarcely one inch long and
one-half inch high and wide. Similarly, the censers were probably small bowls used for scooping
up fire. Every tent had one, and they naturally would have been made of metal, likely copper,
since at that time Israel used iron seldom if at all. We could probably better understand that these
were made of bronze.
People would have put fire in these censers, which would be used to burn the spices and
unlock their aroma. Eleazer could easily have made a string out of these fire-bowls, which was
placed as a memorial and as a deterrent in a visible spot around the copper altar of burnt offering.
We are not surprised that these censers ended up at such a sacred location, for they were
sanctified by contact with God’s fire and therefore had to remain continually separated from
ordinary daily use and devoted to his service in the sanctuary. For the same reason they had to
deal carefully with what was in the fire-bowls, the fire itself. It had to be scattered around. Nor
should we be surprised that the execution of God’s command regarding the censers and the fire
falling upon the two hundred fifty men was assigned to the priest Eleazer. That mandate would
have been beneath the dignity of Aaron, who as high priest was supposed to stay far away from
death (Lev. 10:6; 21:10–15), but it was too important to assign to someone other than a priest.
This is why Aaron’s eldest son was nominated. Did this not at the same time testify to a
restoration of honor for his father whom God himself had placed in the high priest’s office?
It is virtually unfathomable that through all these things, all the Israelites were not deeply
impressed by the majesty of God, such that after Korah’s rebellion, yet another rebellion arose.
On the next day, no less. We read that “all the congregation of the people of Israel grumbled
against Moses and against Aaron, saying, ‘You have killed the people of Yahweh.’” (v. 41).
Once again a large crowd of people rose up against Moses and Aaron.
Fundamentally this grumbling was directed against Yahweh as well. So he too was deeply
affected by it. Once again his glory appeared (see v. 19), and when Moses and Aaron reached the
tabernacle, they received the warning to move away from the mob, for Yahweh wanted to
destroy all of them in one fell swoop. Although both men prostrated themselves once again
before God, beseeching him for mercy, nonetheless many people had already died. The plague
had begun to claim its victims. This is why Moses commanded Aaron immediately to take fire,
put incense on it, and cover the assembly with this incense offering. There stood that maligned
man, Aaron, between the dead and the living. We recall here the intercession for Israel by means
of the kind of God-ordained instruments like the silver trumpets of the priests that were sounded
in times of distress (Num. 10:9). God desires that we honor and use the means that he is pleased
to give us, when we desire something from him. Today, that consists of appealing to the
intercession of his beloved Son, Jesus Christ.
At the same time, what a remarkable rehabilitation God granted to Aaron in this manner.
Korah and his followers encountered death through an incense offering. Aaron brought
deliverance through an incense offering. We may well view the two rebellions as united by the
same internal dynamic! Now it was clearly evident whom God had appointed as high priest
(Heb. 5:4). Along the path of this appeal to God’s own institution, it became evident that God did
not want people tinkering with his sovereign arrangements. He had granted exclusively to the
tribe of Levi the privilege of approaching him with sacrifice and at the altar. Only Aaron and his
sons were the ones to whom he had sovereignly vouchsafed the priesthood and the high
priesthood. Later, he would supply still more proof of that (Num. 17).

120

The number of dead resulting from this plague—we don’t know what kind of plague it was,
but given its sudden effect, people surmise that it was something like a bubonic plague—
presumably surpassed the number of those associated with all the preceding catastrophes. This
explains why we have such an accurate report of that number in this instance. We read: “Now
those who died in the plague were 14,700, besides those who died in the affair of Korah” (v. 49).
But once again we face the question about the meaning of the Hebrew word ’eleph. If we
understand it in the way proposed by Professor B. Holwerda, then we have fourteen ’eleph,
which taken together constitute the considerable total of seven hundred. This does not include
the number of those who died on the preceding day in connection with Korah’s rebellion. That
number was two hundred fifty plus Korah, plus the entire families of Dathan and Abiram. We
recall the first wave, at Horeb, after the sin with the golden calf. At that time about three
’elaphim perished (Exod. 32:28), and Yahweh had said: then I will see what I will do to you
(Exod. 33:5). Afterward the obstinacy became more grievous and the punishments became more
severe, according to the principle of progression, to which we have pointed earlier. Truly, God is
a consuming fire. That applies to his enemies, but also to his covenant people (Deut. 4:24; Heb.
10:30; 12:29). The deserts of the Sinai peninsula can testify to that. God will not be mocked. Let
the parents make this known to their households. His covenant makes not only us accountable,
but also our descendants. In the ancient East, that was stipulated explicitly in connection with
establishing a covenant.
16.3

The consequences of Korah’s rebellion (Num. 17–19)

Nevertheless, Korah’s rebellion was accompanied not only with the sad aftermath of an even
larger rebellion and an even more severe punishment, which we have just discussed. The
contents of the next three chapters have a palpable connection to that rebellion. This involves:
16.3.1 Numbers 17: An accolade for Aaron
16.3.2 Numbers 18: Honor and honorarium for priests and Levites
16.3.3 Numbers 19: Purification water for those defiled by a corpse
16.3.1 An accolade for Aaron (Num. 17:1–11)
Aaron’s staff! People have made a lot from that! According to the church father Ambrosius, it
proved the unlosable character of the priesthood, for he was free enough to fantasize an
additional miracle, namely, that Aaron’s staff later kept its buds, leaves, and fruit. According to
others, this staff, which had first been dead but then came to life, was a type of Jesus Christ, who
died and rose to life. Bernard of Clairvaux saw this as a type of Mary, who was a shoot from the
severed trunk of Jesse and nonetheless brought forth the Christ. Origen compared Aaron’s staff
to the wooden cross of Christ, which has brought forth salvation for so many.
Such interpretations and applications of Numbers 17 almost become irreverent. We should
not go in that direction.
We were surprised that the Israelites were not persuaded by the terrible punishments
administered to Dathan and Abiram, as well as to Korah and the two hundred fifty men, and that
they even gathered in large number against Moses and Aaron with the rebellious cry: “You have
killed the people of Yahweh!” But there are more surprises. For an even more severe blow
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followed next. Afterward God himself thought it necessary to make the following twofold
declaration: first, to which tribe he had committed the ministry in and near the tabernacle, i.e.,
the tribe of Levi; and second, which Levite he had assigned to the priesthood, to be the high
priest, i.e., Aaron.
That grumbling had to come to an end. God called it grumbling against himself; notice the
wording of Numbers 16:5: “I will make to cease from me the grumblings of the people of Israel,
which they grumble against you [Moses and Aaron].” This is said more explicitly in verse 10:
“their grumblings against me.”
Interpreters disagree about whether Moses placed twelve or thirteen staffs in the tabernacle.
Some believe that Joseph stood for two tribes, Ephraim and Manasseh, just as in Numbers 1 and
2. Others point to Numbers 17:6: “And the staff of Aaron was among their staffs.” We believe
that this argument cannot be settled. Of greater interest is that the staff used by a man of any
prominence in the ancient East was a sign of his dignity. Think of a king’s scepter.
God silenced all the pretensions of the other tribes and people by making Aaron’s staff
blossom. Earlier we pointed out that you could see from the garment worn by Israel’s priests
how intensely Yahweh wanted to be the God of life for his people. That garment could not tear
easily (cf. Exodus, 261). That garment included a girdle, which had the same four colors found in
the tabernacle, including light red, the color of blood and life (Exodus, 214–15, 258–59, 263–64).
The high priest wore the same items of apparel as all the other priests, but in addition he wore
another four pieces of clothing, of which the turban with the crown (tsits) was the most glorious,
and to the Israelites it proclaimed the clearest sermon about the life with which they had been
blessed by Yahweh (Exodus, 265, 284–86, 296–98).
God was so patient as to confirm once more his choice for the priesthood that had from the
outset fallen upon Aaron and his sons, and which he later had confirmed by means of a public
appointment (Exod. 28 and Lev. 8–10). In that connection, however, he employed a very
meaningful miracle. For when he made Aaron’s staff blossom, he continued on his earlier
trajectory. For the blossom was the emblem of Israel as God’s priestly people of life in general
(Num. 15:37–41), but of Israel’s priesthood in particular, and most especially, the high
priesthood (Exodus, 218, 284–86). After all, one can hardly read the phrase “[it] put forth buds
and produced blossoms” (wayyatsets tsits) in Numbers 17:8 without thinking of the tsits that
Aaron was already wearing on his head. That God caused to appear on Aaron’s staff the bud,
blossom, and fruit of the almond tree was no less poignantly symbolic. As we know, the golden
lampstand in Israel’s sanctuary resembled a light-giving almond tree (Exodus, 236–41). Well, the
care of this lampstand had been explicitly assigned to Aaron (Lev. 24:1–4; Num. 8:1–4). The bud
and blossom pointed to the priesthood, the almond bud and almond blossom to the high
priesthood. Anyone with eyes to see and a heart to perceive could understand immediately God’s
intention with these various details. The rule remained the same: the gifts of grace and God’s
calling of Aaron were irrevocable (Rom. 11:29; Heb. 5:4).
This was an eloquent miracle, made more eloquent by the almond fruit.
Through this, Israel was being reminded of the blessing they received through the ministry of
the Levites under the leadership of Aaron. That ministry could be captured in a single word: life.
Read for yourself the beautiful words of benediction that the high priest and his sons were
allowed to pronounce upon Israel, by God’s own explicit command (Num. 6:22–27). Notice as
well the blessed role that God had assigned to all of Levi, to their instruction, but also to their
additional ministry like carrying the ark, but especially to the priests with respect to
administering justice in difficult cases (Deut. 10:8; 17:9; 21:5; 27:14; 33:10; 2 Chron. 15:3; Mal.
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2:6–7). For this, David had his eyes wide open. He visited the tabernacle often (1 Sam. 21;
22:15), desired to build a temple for Yahweh (2 Sam. 7), and he provided for the Levites (1
Chron. 23). Look how Psalm 132 sings about the blessed life that God wanted to bestow upon
Israel through the ark and the priesthood.
Today, believers no longer need to honor priests as mediators between them and God. If we
were to do this today, the entire letter of Hebrews would condemn us. God has given us his own
Son as a Mediator, whose once-for-all sacrifice is sufficient for all time. In addition, this High
Priest intervenes for us with the Father above, in heaven, as our Advocate, at the throne.
Nevertheless, precisely for that reason the warning of Numbers 17 is not less for us, but
greater (Heb. 10:29; 12:25). Do not push aside any of God’s servants! Anyone who does that
cuts into the life of the church.
Mediators may not appoint themselves. Just like Aaron, so too Christ was called and
appointed by the Father (Heb. 5:5–6). He is the Servant of Yahweh.
But for that reason you certainly may not push this Mediator aside from his place. How often
has that not occurred? We will come back to this.
16.3.2 Honor and honorarium for priests and Levites (Num. 17:12–18:32)
The traditional arrangement of this chapter cannot be deemed helpful. Numbers 17:1 was clearly
a concluding verse: “Thus did Moses; as the LORD commanded him, so he did.” By now, we
have encountered such concluding verses often (e.g., see Lev. 8:36; 24:33; Num. 1:54; 2:34; 5:4;
8:22).
With this verse, the story about Aaron’s budding staff had come to an obvious close. Moses
was supposed to bring that staff to the tabernacle. There it would be placed “before the
testimony,” which means: before the ark, in which the covenant certificate in duplicate (which
was the testimony) had been deposited. The location “before the testimony” does not mean in the
holy of holies. Aaron’s staff would certainly be kept in the so-called holy place, otherwise it
would not have been seen regularly by the priests as proof of their calling to the priesthood. And
that, after all, was the intention.
The two verses following Numbers 17:11, verses 12–13, belong to chapter 18. The rendering
of the NASB begins: “Then the sons of Israel spoke to Moses.” This expresses more clearly the
restlessness that had overcome the Israelites after everything that had happened.
At this point they embarked upon a different path. They had seen how things had gone with
Korah and his gang, who had tried to intrude into the priesthood. And they had learned the
wonderful manner in which Aaron’s unique privilege had been upheld by Yahweh. Now their
hearts became still more terrified as they thought of the tabernacle. At no price would they have
dared to come near the tabernacle again, let alone act as though they could undertake the work of
the priests and Levites. They said to Moses: “Behold, we perish, we are undone, we are all
undone. Everyone who comes near, who comes near to the tabernacle of the LORD, shall die. Are
we all to perish?” (vv. 12–13).
Short, punctuated cries! Betraying fright. Obviously, it was with an eye to calming them that
Yahweh provided stipulations—or rather, repeated them, for we discussed some of them
earlier—stipulations that we find summarized in Numbers 18. It is significant that they were
given by God to Aaron (v. 1), all four of them, one after the other. For if you read through the
entire chapter, you notice immediately that Numbers 18 consists of four parts (simply look at
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verses 1, 8, 20, and 25). Only the last one begins with the words: “Yahweh spoke to Moses” (v.
25). But there is a special reason for that.
All four parts are dealing with the theme of honor and honorarium, an exalted, honorable
task, and a correspondingly honorable reward. These are the four sections:
1. The glorious task of the priests (Num. 18:1–7)
2. The glorious wages for the priests (Num. 18:8–19)
3. The glorious task and wages of the Levites (Num. 18:20–24)
4. Instructions for the Levites about how they could eat their bread in peace (Num. 18:25–
32)
1.

The glorious task of the priests (Num. 18:1–7)

The Israelites did not need to be afraid. God’s wrath would no longer need to erupt against
anybody, not even against the Levites. But on one condition: everyone would need to remain in
his place, the status assigned to him by Yahweh.
Surely it was impressive that Yahweh wanted to dwell in the midst of the Israelites. But
accidents could happen because of that. This is why the tribe of Levi was situated around the
tabernacle, like a belt of isolation, so to speak (see the sketch on page ??). As we have read in
Numbers 1:53: “[S]o that there may be no wrath on the congregation of the people of Israel.” But
people had not respected that, which yielded the well-known sad results of . . . Korah, etc.
Here we get yet another reminder about this, though it is not exhaustive. We should not
expect to read here a complete list of the activities assigned to priests and Levites. Rather, one or
another task is underscored, with the greatest emphasis being placed on the special role of Aaron,
as high priest, and of his sons, as priests. Only after mentioning these men do the remaining
members of the tribe of Levi come into view.
Since Horeb, the service of Yahweh in connection with the sanctuary was regulated in such a
way that not just anybody was permitted to approach the altar with his offerings or to enter the
tabernacle. Yahweh had come to live far too intimately with Israel for that to happen, and far too
many unrighteous qualities were still attached to even the best of gifts that the Israelites brought
to him (Exod. 28:38). This is why God had placed the priests between himself and his people, to
function as mediators, as “approachers” (Exodus, 252–53).
In fact, when we discussed the great Day of Atonement (Lev. 16), we saw that even the
priests, and the high priest as well, also needed atonement for their personal and official sins
(Lev. 16:6).
That is what we read in verse 1: “So the LORD said to Aaron, ‘You and your sons and your
father’s house with you shall bear iniquity connected with the sanctuary, and you and your sons
with you shall bear iniquity connected with your priesthood.’” As you can see, the Levites were
also mentioned in this verse (with the phrase “and your sons”). Something more will be given
about them in a moment. These Levites did not need to maintain as great a distance from the
tabernacle as the other Israelites, those who were unauthorized to come close. We have read
about their task in Numbers 1–4. In connection with the work of the priests, the Levites were
allowed to perform quite a number of tasks. But they were not allowed to perform the priests’
work, in connection with the altars and the rest of the sacred utensils. This restriction was given
on punishment of death, for the Levites themselves and for the priest who would have permitted
such a violation (vv. 2–4).
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If the priestly task was fulfilled strictly by the priests alone and by no one else, God’s wrath
would no longer need to erupt, as it did in the case of Korah, a Levite, who exceeded his
authority (v. 5).
Next, God gave a repetition for the purpose of removing all uncertainty (vv. 6–7).
So then, let the Levites approach the sanctuary safety, in order to help the priests. That is the
purpose for which I have given them to you (cf. Num. 8:5–22). But take note: they must stay in
their place. Only to you, Aaron, and to your sons have I assigned the priestly office, which
functions from the altar in the forecourt all the way to the mercy seat on the ark, which is located
behind the (second) curtain. With respect to that work, the Levites in turn were just as
unauthorized as all the other Israelites were with respect to the work of the Levites. No Israelite
may take the place of a Levite (unauthorized, v. 4), but also no Levite may take the place of a
priest (unauthorized, v. 7).
2.

The glorious wages for the priests (Num. 18:8–19)

At the time when Aaron was appointed by God as high priest, and his sons as priests, that was
accompanied with particular, distinctive ceremonies associated with establishing a covenant
(Lev. 8:14–36). Here is verse 8, we should recall that covenant of God with the priestly tribe. For
in the immediately preceding context, God had explained with careful strictness precisely what
Aaron was supposed to provide. Now, he indicates what he himself, as the other covenant
partner, would provide. We read in verse 8a: “Then the LORD spoke to Aaron, ‘Behold, I have
given you charge of the contributions made to me, all the consecrated things of the people of
Israel.’” The word “contributions” does not have merely the restricted meaning of the portion of
the offering waved before God, but includes all of the sacred gifts that the Israelites came to offer
to Yahweh. These portions Yahweh in turn gave to Aaron and his sons. Verse 8b clarifies this
further: “I have given them to you as a portion and to your sons as a perpetual due.”
This pericope not only begins with God’s covenant with Aaron, but it also ends with that. We
read in verse 19: “All the holy contributions that the people of Israel present to the LORD I give
to you, and to your sons and daughters with you, as a perpetual due. It is a covenant of salt
forever before the LORD for you and for your offspring with you.”
As we know, the word “holy” has a different meaning in Scripture than what has come to
pervade Christian usage. From Hebrews 7:11 we know that the priesthood of Aaron constituted a
fundamental portion of the Horeb covenant.
God is a faithful covenant partner, and generous, too, as we see from the following list of
sacred gifts given to him by the Israelites. These gifts Yahweh handed over to the priests. That
list is not complete, as we will see.
1. According to the custom of the Torah, the most prominent comes first (vv. 9–10). For the
priests the most prominent would be the grain, sin, and guilt offerings, taking into account all the
familiar regulations we can read about in Leviticus 1–7. Here the simple reminder is being given
that only the high priest and the priests were allowed to eat portions of these offerings. For what
was assigned to the priests from these kinds of offerings was most holy. (As you can see, the
showbread is not mentioned at all, even though this too belonged to the most holy [Lev. 24:9].
Nor was the hide of the animals used for burnt offerings [Lev. 7:8]. These were burned up
entirely. The hides were for the priests.)
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2. Regardless of the text’s editorial arrangement, we should note that verse 11 begins an
entirely new series, namely, of gifts that were not most holy, but simply holy, which were
permitted to be used by the wives and daughters of the priests, always with the proviso that one
was not to be unclean for one reason or another. We would identify this series in verses 11–18 as
follows.
2.1 The entire family of the priest was allowed to eat the wave offering and the contributions
from the peace offering.
2.2 Already at Horeb, the Israelites had received, in the book of the covenant, a command
that later, they were to bring annually to Yahweh the firstfruits of the harvest from Canaan’s
fields (Exod. 22:29; 23:19; cf. 34:26). It doesn’t tell us the quantity required, which would thus
have been left up to the generosity of each person’s heart. But Yahweh had to be acknowledged.
Such commands were repeated later. So, for example, we read that for three years, Israel was not
allowed to eat of the fruit of newly planted trees, that instead they were to consecrate to Yahweh
the fruit grown in the fourth year; and in the fifth year were they allowed to enjoy the fruit
themselves for the first time (Lev. 19:23–25; see also Num. 15:17–21, regarding the first loaves;
and Deut. 18:4, about the firstfruits of grain, wine, and oil, and the first fleece of their sheep; cf.
Deut. 26:1–11). All of this is here not being completely enumerated, but in verse 12, only “the
best” (literally, the “fat”) of the oil (from the olive trees), of wine (unfermented grape juice,
“fresh from the press”), and of grain was presented first as the most important. Then, in verse 13,
by way of conclusion, all the firstfruits of the land are mentioned in general once more. These
firstfruits were supposed to be given by the Israelites to Yahweh. He was their Landlord. But
Yahweh was now stipulating: I am giving that to you. They are yours”—i.e., the priests. Their
entire families were allowed to enjoy them, as long as they were ceremonially clean. For these
were holy gifts.
2.3 Everything devoted would also be for the priests (v. 14).
2.4 Finally, all firstborn male children and animals would belong to Yahweh, and he in turn
was giving them to the priests (vv. 15–18). With the understanding, however, that the firstborn
male children had to be redeemed as soon as they were one month old. The redemption price
would be five shekels, and would naturally belong to the priests. They were also to redeem the
firstborn male unclean animals (cf. Lev. 27:27). But the firstborn male clean animals—the
offspring of cows, sheep, and goats—could not be redeemed. They were to be slaughtered. Their
blood and fat would have to be placed on the altar, and all the members of the priests’ families
were allowed to eat the meat, in the same manner as they could eat of the wave offering and
contributions from the peace offering.
Here is an overview of Numbers 18:9–18:
Most Holy
Grain offerings
Sin offerings
Guilt offerings (vv. 9–10)

3.

Holy
(a) The two portions of the peace offering (v. 11)
(b) The firstfruits of the ground (vv. 12–13)
(c) The devoted things (v. 14)
(d) The firstfruits of people and animals (vv. 15–18)

The glorious task and wages of the Levites (Num. 18:20–24)
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Once again, please bear in mind that verses 20–24 constitute a discrete section. For the third
time, we read: “And Yahweh said to Aaron,” pointing to something new, just as in verses 1 and
8.
It is understandable why people might think that verse 20 belongs with the preceding (vv. 8–
19), such that verse 21 is seen as starting a new section. Surely this comes from the fact that
verse 21 clearly appears to broach a brand new subject, namely, the Levites and their pay. This
appears to be something completely different from the preceding discussion of Aaron and the
priests. True enough. But nevertheless, people could better not have taken away the close
connection between verse 20 and the rest of this new pericope of verses 20–24, even though this
happened with the best of intentions.
For verse 20 was directed to Aaron, of course. We read: “And the LORD said to Aaron, ‘You
[singular] shall have no inheritance in their land [i.e., the land of the Israelites], neither shall you
have any portion among them [i.e., later in connection with dividing Canaan]. I am [will be] your
portion and your inheritance among the people of Israel.’”
But is the connection with verse 21 all that awkward? We read: “To the Levites I have given
every tithe in Israel for an inheritance, in return for their service that they do, their service in the
tent of meeting, . . .”
Someone might say: Indeed, but here in verse 21, does not that phrase “the children of Levi”
(KJV) refer not to the Levite priests, but to the ordinary Levites. This is not accurate enough to
suit us. If this were read in the light of the next pericope (vv. 25–32), then to be sure, verses 21–
24 seem directed to the ordinary Levites. But in response, notice first that we are not yet at that
point. That last pericope is still coming. In addition, after the name of Aaron is mentioned
explicitly in verse 20, and he is addressed in the singular, there is no reason at all to think that
what follows (vv. 21–24), dealing with “the sons of Levi,” would bypass Aaron altogether. Was
not this material addressed to him as well? Why not? Was he not the representative of the entire
tribe of Levi in the episode of Numbers 17 (the budding staff)? Why not here as well?
There is more.
In verses 22–24 we read that God once again declared his disapproval of the ambition on the
part of ordinary Israelites to “come near the tent of meeting.” That reminds us of Numbers 1:53
(the tribe of Levi as a zone of isolation between the tabernacle and the people). We also hear in
this section Yahweh speaking again about a “perpetual statute” (v. 23), just as a short time earlier
he had spoken of “a perpetual due” (v. 19). These are clear echoes of the covenant, which in fact
resound throughout this entire pericope. Listen to verse 20: “I [with emphasis, as in v. 8] am your
portion and your inheritance.” It is as though we are hearing God speak to Abraham (“I—
declared with emphasis—am your shield, your reward shall be very great,” Gen. 15:1). Take
note, in verse 21, of the reward, the payment. That, too, points to a relationship of agreement.
Initially at Horeb Yahweh had entered into a covenant with all Israel. But then he had
condescended to enter an extra covenant, selecting from among those Israelites Aaron and his
sons (Lev. 8–10). This is why this declaration of God to Aaron, “I am your portion,” is one that
in various passages of Scripture is extended to the entire tribe of Levi (Deut. 10:9; 18:1; Josh.
13:33; 14:3). No wonder. When God established his covenant with Abraham, his entire
household, including his servants, was included (Gen. 17:23). So too now, in God’s covenant
with Aaron and his sons, the priests and the non-priestly Levites, the helpers, receive a place and
are subsequently called “the portion” of all the sons of Levi. This is a beautiful declaration that
should not be understood in a vulgar fashion, as though Yahweh was little more than Levi’s
firstfruits and tithes. No, what every Israelite was given to confess by virtue of the Horeb
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covenant, and that did indeed occur (Ps. 16:5; 73:26; Lam. 3:24), was granted to each Levite in
particular, both priest and non-priest, to confess on the basis of God’s covenant with Aaron.
“Yahweh is my portion, my inheritance.” He had the special right to do this by means of that
covenant, of which the Horeb covenant constituted a fundamental part. The latter covenant rested
upon the former (Heb. 7:11), not only thanks to the priesthood, but also thanks to the instruction
regarding the covenant and the Torah that had been assigned to all the sons of Levi.
There we see the honor and the reward for the Levites.
Later we will learn more about that reward, when we discuss the tithes of the Levites.
Regarding those tithes, someone has observed that here we encounter a very ancient custom, held
in honor not only within Israel but also among other nations of antiquity. Giving the tithe is not
only a sign of respect toward a superior (Gen. 14:22), but also seen as a gift to the deity (Gen.
28:22), indeed, a gift of “everything,” from livestock and field. In this respect, we should recall
“the Great Annexation” of Horeb (cf. Exodus, 299–304). But at the same time, what an
enormous difference that we see. We know about the Egyptian priests that they were powerful
landowners (cf. Gen. 47:22). One-third of all income and produce in India belonged to the
priestly caste. Some pagodas owned extensive property, where the Brahmins lived together. The
same was true of Babylonian priests and magicians. But the tribe of Levi heard already in the
wilderness that they would not have even a square foot of property in the promised land.
Christianity, which has shod the feet of its ecclesiastical life too much according to some aspects
of the Old Testament, and had held on to priests, for example, has not followed the Torah
especially and particularly on this point.
4.

Instructions for the Levites about how they could eat their bread in peace (Num. 18:25–
32)

Suddenly the fourth section of Numbers 18 begins with the words: “And Yahweh spoke to
Moses.” Not to Aaron, but to Moses. Why? Because in this pericope something additional is
being commanded regarding particular incomes of the priests that the Levites had to provide to
them. Wisely Yahweh gave the Levites a mandate relating to that, not through Aaron, but
through Moses.
Later, the Israelites would have to give to the Levites a tenth of everything produced by field,
land, and livestock. You can read about this in other passages of Scripture, such as Deuteronomy
14:22–29. There we read, in short, that the Israelites were supposed to bring annually the tithe of
the harvest to the sanctuary, surely on the occasion of the Feast of Booths. They were to do this
with joy and festivity. From the tithes that were brought and given to the Levites, they
themselves would be permitted to enjoy a delicious feast before going home. This involved only
a small portion of all that they had brought. Naturally people did not eat such a quantity in one
day, such that the entire tithe of the annual harvest would have been used. If the required holy
place was too far away, people could convert their tithe of produce into money and bring with
them only the money. People were allowed first to celebrate a feast themselves. For Yahweh had
to be served joyfully. The only qualification was that once every three years, that joyful feast was
to be suspended and everything was to be given to the Levites, and they were also to remember
the widow, the orphan, and the sojourner. Naturally, in the sabbatical year no tithes were
brought, at least not of the produce of the ground and the trees, for in that year, everyone was
allowed to enjoy everything themselves.
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We read about these tithes in Leviticus 27:30–33 as well. There this task was definitely
viewed as extending to the maintenance of the sanctuary and the worship.
In this final pericope on Numbers 18 we encounter the remarkable command, directed to the
Levites, that from all the tithes that they would receive from the Israelites, they themselves were
supposed to give a tithe to the priests. Just as the ordinary Israelites gave the tithes from field and
farm, orchard and livestock, to the Levites, so in turn the Levites would give a tithe, and from the
best, of course, to the priests. Once they had done that, they together with their entire family
could freely enjoy what was left. At that point, they would not need to fear death on account of
sacrilege.
Today, when we inquire about the meaning of Numbers 18 for the modern church of God, we
may certainly rely on the lesson that Paul connects with such Scripture passages. We read, for
example, in 1 Corinthians 9:13–14: “ Do you not know that those who are employed in the
temple service get their food from the temple, and those who serve at the altar share in the
sacrificial offerings? In the same way, the Lord commanded that those who proclaim the gospel
should get their living by the gospel.” With the title “Lord,” the apostle is referring to the Lord
Jesus. He would have had in view a similar declaration of our Savior to his disciples: “[T]he
laborer deserves his food [or wage]” (Matt. 10:10; Luke 10:7). Paul applied this rule not only to
himself, but also to the elders in the churches (1 Tim. 5:17). This would have been obvious. We
may follow that trajectory further. When we read that priests and Levites had as their task not
only to provide for the cultus, the worship, in connection with the tabernacle, but also to give
instruction in God’s laws, then today we have every reason to think of the command: “Let the
one who is taught the word share all good things with the one who teaches” (Gal. 6:6).
But with this, we have not yet touched on the uniqueness of Numbers 18. After all, for such
admonitions that people should provide the necessary support for those who labor in the Word,
the apostle could refer to more than one passage in the Law (for example, to Lev. 27:30–33 and
Deut. 14:22–29).
But given the location of Numbers 18 in the obviously coherent unit of Numbers 16–19, the
unique application of Numbers 18 seems to us to be this: that by means of the content of this
chapter God wants us to know good and well that everyone in Israel had to be content with the
place that he had assigned him in his congregation. Priests, Levites, and Israelites each had a
place, for it was still the time of “the hierarchical pyramid” (see Exodus, 249–56). That time has
passed. Today, we may not distinguish between priests and non-priests, Levites and helpers,
clergy and laity. But the distinction that Christ and his apostles have taught us to make within the
churches must today be respected just as in former times. But we will return to this.
16.3.3 Water of cleansing for those defiled by a corpse (Num. 19)
When we began our discussion of Numbers 17, about Aaron’s staff, we complained about the
number of interpretations people have given to that phenomenon throughout history. We could
almost utter the same sigh here, in connection with the cleansing water of Numbers 19.
People have supplied such a variety of interpretations. The early Christian, rather antiJewish, writer of the so-called Epistle of Barnabas states serenely in chapter 7: “The heifer is
Jesus, and the sinful men who brings it as an offering are those who led him to the slaughter.”
Because this cleansing water was used in cases of defilement by a corpse, Philo of Alexandria,
an older contemporary of our Savior, declared that this served to teach a person self-knowledge,
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i.e., to remind him that he is but dust and ashes. Our erudite Dutch thinker, Hugo de Groot,
adopted this view. That young heifer had to have had red hair, according to the prescription.
Well, red is the color of blood, and hair was a representation of the blood of Christ, so Augustine
thought.
But we do not dare to push aside all these “applications” altogether, not even the last one. For
we read in Hebrews 9:13–14: “For if the blood of goats and bulls, and the sprinkling of defiled
persons with the ashes of a heifer, sanctify for the purification of the flesh, how much more will
the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God,
purify our conscience from dead works to serve the living God.” We do not read something
similar about Aaron’s staff (Heb. 9:4).
In fact, there is more to be said about that red heifer of Numbers 19, in the light of the
sacrifice Torah of Leviticus 1–7. For that reason, we shall first comment on the content of
Numbers 19, then look for the explanation of this chapter, and finally, take note of the location
of this chapter in the book of Numbers.
1.

The content of Numbers 19

In addition to an introductory verse (“Now Yahweh spoke to Moses and to Aaron”), this chapter
consists of two parts, the first of which talks about the preparation for, and the second, the use of,
the cleansing water.
a. The preparation of the water of cleansing (Num. 19:2–10)
Obviously, with more than his usual emphasis, God instituted the following, and commanded
that it be taught (v. 2). The expression “this is the statute of the law” only appears in one other
place (Num. 31:21), and in a related context. We encounter the word for “statute” also in
Leviticus 18:4 (chuqqah). It means “prescription,” something prescribed either verbally or in
writing. And the word “Torah” always refers first to teaching, instruction. Priests and Levites
would later have to teach the following matter to the people. It is probably with that in view that
Aaron is also mentioned at this point (v. 1), since he was the head of the tribe responsible for
giving instruction, the tribe of Levi.
Moses had to command the Israelites to bring a perfect red heifer, one without blemish or
defect. We read that the Israelites were to do this. In light of the reference in verse 9 to the
congregation, it is the entire people that is meant, even though they would be represented by the
elders. Apparently, these representatives had to function as the ones bringing the calf for an
offering. Regarding the calf, it had to be red. Later Jews interpreted the words used here to mean
“entirely red,” and rejected every calf that had even a few hairs that were not red. That is how
literalists and word-splitters operate. The intention, of course, was that no black or black and
white, preferably also not a red and white, calf, but a strikingly red cow. But most importantly:
perfect, unblemished, just like every other sacrificial animal. That requirement was underscored
further with the addition of the words “without defect, in which there is no blemish.” Moreover,
this cow was not permitted to have worn a yoke. Thus, it had to be an animal with full vitality
and strength. Was this to have been a heifer, a cow that never had a calf? The LXX uses the word
damalis, which the writer of Hebrews 9:13 adopted, and every English translation renders as
“heifer.” But it is not clear that Yahweh was stipulating that it be a heifer.
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They were to put this cow in the hands of Eleazer, Aaron’s eldest son, the same one who had
received the mandate regarding the two hundred fifty censers (Num. 16:37). They—referring to
the elders—had to lead the cow outside the camp and slaughter it there. This was an unusual
location, different from the forecourt of the tabernacle. But this had to occur “before him” (i.e.,
Eleazar), which made it similar to slaughtering the animal in the forecourt in the presence of the
priest. Next, the priest would perform a physical function, as Eleazar took some of the animal’s
blood with his finger and sprinkled it seven times in the direction of the front of the tabernacle.
As though he were saying: actually I am supposed to bring this blood on the altar of burnt
sacrifice, indeed, because this is happening on behalf of the congregation, it should be placed on
the horns of the incense altar, but that cannot be done now and therefore I am sprinkling it seven
times in the direction of the entrance of the tabernacle. We recall such sprinkling “in the
direction of” as something that happened customarily in the case of a sin offering for the (high)
priest or the people. This had a surrogate function.
Next, in the priest’s sight they had to burn the cow completely, literally, with hide and hair.
This would have included the animal’s fat. On other occasions, the fat of all the animals
sacrificed as a sin offering came on the altar, including of those animals slaughtered for the
(high) priest or people and which were to be burned outside the camp. Here, the entire cow is
burned, including the remaining blood.
Next, the priest would take the same three ingredients that we recall from the purification
ritual for lepers, namely, cedarwood, hyssop, and piece of scarlet yarn. The cedarwood and
hyssop have a refreshing aroma, and scarlet is a color of light red. At this point, the task of the
priest, together with that of the man who had provided for the burning of various things, was
concluded. They had only to wash their clothes and body, and would be ceremonially clean at
nightfall. The same applied to the man who gathered the ashes of the cow, so that these ashes
would be preserved outside the camp in a purified location, certainly in a jar or something
similar.
This, then, was how the ashes were prepared, to be of service to the assembly of the
Israelites, for use in preparing the water of cleansing.
b. The use of the water of cleansing (Num. 19:11–22)
We could better understand the second part of Numbers 19 to begin with verse 10b: “And this
shall be a perpetual statute for the people of Israel, and for the stranger who sojourns among
them.” Next follow two sections, the first of which contains general regulations, and the second
of which provides their application in special situations.
(1) General regulations (vv. 11–13)
We recall the large section of Leviticus where various possibilities of defilement were discussed
(Lev. 11–15, especially Lev. 11). Be careful of dead animals. By touching them, one became
unclean for one day. But here in Numbers 19 we read that by touching the corpse of a person,
one became unclean for seven days. Such a person had to be cleansed on the third and seventh
day by means of the water of cleansing being discussed here. Why? Otherwise, the tabernacle of
Yahweh would be defiled. Anyone not submitting to this command was to be cut off from Israel.
(2) The application in special cases (vv. 14–22)
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People could be defiled by a corpse in a variety of ways. For example, if someone died in one’s
tent, then everyone in that tent or entering that tent, and everything in the tent in a container or as
a utensil, that was not covered well, with a sheet as a covering or wrapped tightly, was unclean
for seven days. In the field as well, one could come into contact with someone who had been
killed in battle, or with a corpse lying there for another reason, or with the bones of a dead
person, or with a grave. Often burial occurred very hurriedly. In all these cases, one was unclean
for seven days (vv. 14–16).
At that point, one had to be cleansed, on punishment of being cut off from the congregation,
because otherwise one would defile Yahweh’s sanctuary.
That cleansing occurred this way. First, one would put some ashes from the burnt red cow in
a container, and pour “living water” on it, i.e., water from a brook or stream, not stagnant or
standing water. Next, someone who was clean—thus, one who himself had not come into contact
with death, through a discharge or something similar (Lev. 11–15)—takes a bundle of hyssop,
immerse it in the water of cleansing, and sprinkle this on the unclean person on the third and
seventh days, and possibly the entire tent in which the deceased was lying, along with everyone
who was in the tent and everything that had been in the tent. Then on the seventh day one would
be cleansed. But the clean person who had sprinkled the unclean person and things would have
to wash his clothes. Indeed, any person who had come into contact with the water of cleansing
would be ceremonially clean at nightfall.
2.

The explanation of Numbers 19

For the correct understanding of this chapter, the first requirement—to say nothing yet about the
location in Scripture where this chapter is found—is that we are to realize that we are dealing
here with the sin offering. This is so, despite the fact that this involves a sin offering brought for
a very special purpose. This explains certain variations from the usual course of events
connected with a sin offering, known to us from Leviticus 4 and 5:1–13.
These variations have resulted in differing interpretations. Bähr observed that some rabbis
argued, and were followed by certain Christian scholars, that the cow that had to be burned was
not a sin offering, because it was not slaughtered in the sanctuary, nor its blood sprinkled on the
altar or toward the curtain, nor were its parts burned on the altar. But in response he suggests that
the text explains the process rather straightforwardly and somewhat repetitiously in terms of a
sacrifice, and we should suffice with that. If the ritual was not the usual one used with a sin
offering, then we can conclude merely that this sacrifice was unusual and brought in a special
manner with a view to a special purpose.
In verses 9 and 17, the text speaks of chatta’th, the term that we saw being used regularly in
Leviticus for a sin offering. The sevenfold sprinkling of blood by the priest makes us think not
only of a sacrifice—by a priest!—but specifically of a sin offering. This kind of sevenfold
sprinkling occurred exclusively in connection with sin offerings.
If this is established first, then we can ignore various arguments made in connection with this
chapter as being irrelevant. This is true, even though with Philo and Hugo the Great we bow
humbly before the judgment: You are dust and to dust you will return (Gen. 3:19), even though
we listen out of grateful piety (mixed with some concern, cf. Genesis, xviii) to Bähr when he
adds the comment: “Death and dissolution are the most complete expression and manifestation
of the finite and mutable, over against the true being of God, which is absolute life and holiness.”
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We do agree, however, with Kurtz that all corruption is causally connected to human sin, and
truth whose basis he finds in Genesis 3:17 and Romans 8:19—those claims are no less valid than
pointing to original sin to explain the sin offering for a new mother.
No, the teaching about the sin offering has made it clear to us that the issue involved in
connection with this kind of sacrifice was very specifically the Horeb covenant. At Sinai God
placed the Israelite people on a foundation that we may surely call a marriage between Yahweh
and Israel. But this explains, then, the unforgivableness of such covenant-breaking sins as
idolatry, Sabbath desecration, murder, and adultery. Indeed, this even explains the need to bring
a sin offering in cases where we might be inclined to wonder: “What really was the evil that was
perpetrated here?” We will continue wondering until we see the intention of each and every one
of those means, symbolic and non-symbolic, with which God pursued Israel day and night in
order to remind them of the context of the life in which he had placed them by means of his
Horeb covenant. Israel was not allowed to take even one step toward, let alone cross, the line
between Israel and paganism, between life and death. Red flags were flying everywhere. Just as a
husband cannot actually tolerate it when his wife does something impulsive with other men, and
just as a mother who actually does not want to see her little boy let go of her hand to walk on the
edge of the street and puts up her warning finger, so too by means of the sin offering, God as it
were put up his warning finger to caution his people: If you forsake me and fall off the elevated
platform of the covenant made with me, then what awaits you is paganism and death! God’s
kabod (glory) sanctified Israel (Exod. 29:43; Exodus, 184–85).
In the light of this teaching about the sin offering in Leviticus 4–5, we then receive an
explanation of the sin offering for the new mother (Lev. 12), lepers (Lev. 14), those suffering
from abnormal discharges (Lev. 15). More could be mentioned, such as the sin offering for
people and priesthood in Leviticus 8–10 and Leviticus 16, and for the Nazirite of Numbers 6.
We should explain the sin offering of Numbers 19 in the same way. God wanted to make use
of every case of death, even involving a grave, to remind Israel of its noble status, of its unique
privilege, of being allowed to be the people of Yahweh, the God of life.
We will study the symbolic language a bit more.
The cow had to be brought by the Israelites and would be a sin offering for the congregation
(vv. 2, 9). This by itself points to something special, for the usual animal used for a sin offering
was a bull. If we wonder what was intended with this change, then we are inclined, in connection
with the constant use of the water of cleansing for only a part of the congregation, to explain the
substitution of a cow for a bull, and in view of the following noteworthy features of this
sacrificial animal, to presume that everyone had to think immediately of life. How many calves
would such a young cow have brought into the world if it had continued to live? This was a
beautiful, whole, unblemished young animal, one that had never worn a yoke. It had not yet
faced the stress of being broken in for work. Moreover, it had to be an entirely red cow, and red
is the color of blood and of life (Exodus, 214–15).
This animal was then to be slaughtered outside the camp, which again was something
unusual. This is to be explained by what comes next. Within the camp stood the tabernacle of
Yahweh. There he lived as the God of life in the midst of Israel. For that very purpose he had
rescued Israel from the grave of Egypt (Exod. 29:45–46). For that reason, Israel had to see in the
phenomenon of death a deterring symbol of paganism and corruption. For that reason, everyone
who was unclean by virtue of contact with a corpse had to go out of the camp (Num. 5:2).
Otherwise even through their mere presence within that camp, God’s sanctuary would be defiled
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(vv. 13, 20; Lev. 11:44; 15:31; 16:16; 20:3; Num. 1:53). Therefore, this animal had to be brought
outside the camp.
By this it becomes clear at the same time why the blood of this animal was not allowed to be
sprinkled by the high priest, by Aaron: because a high priest was not permitted to be involved
with anything that had even the faintest association with death (Lev. 21). Such association would
have occurred, of course, with this cow. For its ashes would later be used in connection with
cases involving death. Therefore, no high priest could be near it. Even his eldest son, Eleazar,
would later have to wash his clothes and his body, because the ceremony was so closely
connected with death.
We have already talked about the sevenfold sprinkling. Recall the number seven in
connection with the covering of the “sins” of leprosy and discharges (Lev. 14, 15, and the
number seven in the Sabbath cycle, Lev. 23–25). This was the number of the covenant.
Notice as well that the entire cow was burned. The point now involved this burning, in view
of the Hebrew word used (saraph, as in Lev. 4:12, 21; not hiqtir, from qatar, as in Lev. 2:2).
Merely seven drops of its blood had formed a dotted line to the sanctuary of Yahweh. But the
rest of the blood, together with the fat and dung, had to be burned. That had been a beautiful
young red animal, which just a few moments had earlier represented life. The intention of this
would have been to make people understand that the ashes of this animal, in addition to being a
means of atonement, would need to seen also as a symbol of life.
That interpretation is confirmed by the command that the priest was to throw on the burning
cow the familiar three ingredients—some cedarwood and hyssop, which were probably held
together with a scarlet, i.e., bright red, blood red, thread—the same three ingredients that we find
in Leviticus 14, in connection with the ceremony of receiving back a leper who had been healed.
Once again, we have a symbol of life.
The ashes that were obtained in this manner were to be kept outside the camp. This was not
because these ashes were unclean. None of the ashes of a sacrificial animal were unclean, not
even those of animals used for the sin offering. They had to be kept in a ceremonially clean
location (v. 9). Nevertheless, the man who had collected them had to wash his clothes (and
probably his body, too), and would be ceremonially clean only at nightfall (v. 10). This was for
the same reason that the others—the priest and the man who had burned the cow—had to cleanse
themselves, which was that both the ceremony and its result, the ashes, were for the purpose of
being used later for people, Israelites and participating sojourners, who had come into contact
with a corpse. The mere thought in that direction defiled a person.
About that usage we would note only the following before moving on.
First, this comment regarding the period of seven days during which one was unclean, at
least in connection with coming into contact with a corpse. In connection with coming into
contact with a dead animal, that uncleanness lasted for only one day (Lev. 11), but in this case,
for seven days. Surely this was because Israel’s sense of being God’s covenant people and the
people of life had to be activated not only in the case of coming into contact with a dead animal,
but also, and this was far more powerful, in the case of coming into contact with a dead person.
This was due to the fact that a human being is of more value than an animal, since the former can
enter into a covenant relationship with God. Seven was the number of the covenant. For the same
reason in connection with defilement by a corpse mere water was insufficient, as it was in
connection with defilement by a dead animal, but water needed to be supplemented with the
ashes of this sin offering. The sprinkling of the unclean person by a “layman” was sufficient, and
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this did not have to be done by a priest. A priest had already been involved in connection with
the sprinkling of the blood and the burning of the animal.
That the period of seven days was divided into two was not remarkable. The time of
uncleanness for a new mother and a leper was also divided into two (Lev. 12, 14). By means of
the process of cleansing in two stages, people’s attention to God’s instruction by means of the
seven-day uncleanness would be kept active. That this cleansing was specified for the third day,
and again four days later on the seventh day, so that the seven were divided into three and four
rather than two and five, could be related to the emphasis God wanted to put on the twelve tribes
of Israel as his covenant congregation, in whose midst his dwelling stood (3 x 4 = 12; cf. Exodus,
195–96).
The means for cleansing consisted ultimately of a kind of lye, consisting of the ashes of the
red heifer mixed with water. This had to be “living water.” It had to be sprinkled along with
hyssop, which was a symbol of life. Everything spoke the symbolic language of life for Israel as
the people of God’s Horeb covenant. This is why everyone who neglected the obligation of
cleansing on the third and seventh days forfeited his place in the covenant congregation and had
to be cut off from Israel. The tabernacle was a seal of God’s promise that he wanted to continue
living among Israel. Anyone who demonstrated lack of appreciation for this promise by simply
acting like a pagan with respect to death was despising God, his covenant, his promise, and its
seal. Such a person was worthy of death, and had to be punished “in kind.”
Regarding the meaning for us Christians today of the statute requiring the water of cleansing
for people who had been defiled through a corpse, we certainly do not need to expand upon what
we wrote elsewhere concerning the significance of the sin offering. Such means that God used
formerly he no longer uses today to warn against forsaking the (new) covenant, in which he had
included us today. As the church of the New Testament, we are now seen as mature and in a
position to apply this to ourselves. The yoke of the Law was indeed well-intentioned, but often
somewhat difficult. There was indeed something to see when someone died. It took up so much
time that our Savior once gave a command to leave this work if possible to others, because the
matter of his kingdom was urgent (Luke 9:60). Later, the Jews painted their graves white, so that
people would avoid them (Matt. 23:27).
But even though discerning parents grant their adult children more freedom than younger
children, the responsibility of the older ones is then greater than that of the younger ones. For the
same reason, new covenant deserters are warned about more severe punishments than old
covenant despisers (Heb. 10:29; 12:25). “How much more!” says the epistle to the Hebrews.
This is also true when you compare sanctification through the blood of a cow with that
accomplished through the blood of Christ (Heb. 9:13; cf. 10:29).
3.

The location of Numbers 19

No one will be surprised that the statute for the water of cleansing was placed here at this
location in the book of Numbers. This chapter devotes all its attention to corpses, or as it says
literally: the dead souls of people. Well, in the preceding episodes, dead people were mentioned
in very remarkable ways: the announcement of the forty-year-punishment on account of
following the unbelief of the ten spies (Num. 13–14), and Korah’s rebellion, followed by the
large rebellion on the following day (Num. 16).
Many Bible interpreters recognize this.
But there is more.
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For in view of the content of Numbers 19—dealing with the water of cleansing needed for
defilement through contact with a corpse—we can ask why, when someone in a subsequent
century was looking for a suitable location for this chapter, they did not put it after Leviticus 11–
15, or at least after Leviticus 11, where we also read about defilement through death, i.e., the
death of animals. This chapter about defilement through contact with dead people would hardly
have been out of place there. Or else they could have put it after Numbers 5:1–4, where we also
read explicitly about contact with dead people.
But that is not where it was placed, and this makes it highly probable that the statute in
Numbers 19 was given on the occasion of the events described in the preceding context, and for
that reason Numbers 19 is located here.
If we accept that this is how it came to land here, we are not at all in conflict with the custom
of Scripture in general, nor with that of the Torah in particular. Often Scripture has the character
of one massive history book, which we will not permit being cut apart into pieces, although
people have certainly tried to do that. How often we see that the laws of the Torah were
contained within a historical context. See, for example, the episode of the blasphemer (Lev.
24:10–23), the prescription for separating unclean people from the camp (Num. 5:1–4), the
instruction for the priests with respect to the trumpets (Num. 10:1–10), and the punishment of the
Sabbath violator (Num. 15:32–36). We cannot deny that, with its mention of the camp (vv. 3, 7,
9), of tents (vv. 14, 18), and of the tabernacle in Israel’s midst (vv. 4, 13, 20), the statute
contained in Numbers 19 certainly bears a date of having been given in the wilderness period,
after Horeb and before Canaan. What, then, prevents us from determining with greater precision
the origin of this statute in terms of its direct connection with the unremitting deaths among the
Israelites after their arrival at Kadesh? There were some cases after that arrival, occasionally
involving large numbers, occasionally involving individuals. We would almost say: “This fits
very well.”
If we are seeing this properly, then Numbers 19 contains a sermon of shame and comfort. Of
shame, because by means of the statute of the water of cleansing for those defiled through
contact with a corpse, Israel was being reminded for centuries thereafter of the two great sins at
Kadesh, i.e., unbelief with respect to God’s promise and disobedience with respect to God’s
servants.
But there is comfort at the same time. The water of cleansing owed its existence to very
special ashes. Those ashes were the ashes of a sin offering. Each sin offering recalled the
institution of the Horeb covenant, whereby Yahweh had placed the Israelites alongside himself
within a force-field of life. No matter how many people succumbed to punishment during those
forty years on account of their unbelief and disobedience, thanks to God’s faithfulness the
continued existence of Israel as the people of the covenant with Yahweh, the God of life,
remained certain.
Finally, to whom did God entrust through Moses this emphatic instruction about this water of
cleansing? He gave this specifically to Aaron, and in him, to the tribe of Levi. Once again, we
have something that makes us think especially of rehabilitation. One can burn his hands badly by
lifting them against God’s office-bearers.
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16.4

Slaves on horses, and princes walking: a review of Numbers 16–19

As we look back, we are not exaggerating, but merely noting the facts, when we say that Israel,
as blessed a people as they were, through the mighty exodus from Egypt and a beautiful
foundation of the world at Horeb, nonetheless sinned grievously at Kadesh.
First, the people despised God’s promise, his Horeb covenant (Num. 13–15). Second, they
reviled God’s servants (Num. 16–10). They committed heretical and hierarchical revolution.
We saw how God punished the first evil, and what lesson can be drawn from that for us as
the church of the new covenant.
Now we still need to say something about the second evil, rebellion against God’s servants,
the hierarchical rebellion.
We have already noted the remarkable coherence within Numbers 16–19. One would have to
be blind not to see this. And deaf, if one did not hear God’s condemnation: Keep your hands off
my servants!
Scripture subsequently refers to this wickedness more than once. In Numbers 26, in
connection with the second census of Israel’s military men, we note that Dathan and Abiram and
their sons are missing (vv. 9–11). Later, the daughters of Zelophehad count it as important that
their father had not died “in the company of Korah” (Num. 27:3). Shortly thereafter, Moses
reminded the Israelites, as they stood once again before the gateway to Canaan, of what God had
done with Dathan and Abiram (Deut. 11:6). In Psalm 106 Israel was reminded of the redemptive
deeds of Yahweh, but at the same time of their own ingratitude. “[T]hey soon forgot his works”
(v. 13a). And: “When men in the camp were jealous of Moses and Aaron, the holy one of the
LORD, the earth opened and swallowed up Dathan, and covered the company of Abiram. Fire
also broke out in their company; the flame burned up the wicked” (vv. 16–18). When the apostle
Jude spoke about disobedient Christians, who “reject authority, and blaspheme the glorious
ones,” (v. 8b), he characterizes their sins by referring to Cain, Balaam, and . . . Korah: “For they
walked in the way of Cain and abandoned themselves for the sake of gain to Balaam’s error and
perished in Korah’s rebellion” (v. 11).
By means of these warnings, the sin of Korah became legendary.
Well then, has the church of the new covenant perhaps taken to heart the warning against this
wickedness—rebellion against God’s servants?
Not at all.
Tempted by the desire of the flesh and of the eyes, and by the grandeur of life, the church too
has all too often allowed the real servants of God to be pushed aside by quasi-servants.
Everyone knows, after all, that through his apostles, Christ did not entrust such a priestly
office as the one Aaron held to Christ’s Christian followers. That Horeb institution was past. But
everyone can easily read in the New Testament that the churches that are being gathered here and
elsewhere should be led and taught by elders or overseers. With this Christ is not laying a harsh
yoke on those churches. That form of organization was extremely simple and obvious. No one
with a discerning head would allow teenagers to govern a number of people of very disparate
ages, from infants to the elderly. This task belongs to men who are somewhat older. Something
similar had happened already in the Jewish church. Moreover, all exercise of domination was
emphatically prohibited for these older men, who had been tasked with the oversight of this or
that Christian church (1 Pet. 5:3). Even lawful office-bearers were not permitted to dominate.
But regrettably, as firmly as Christ desired this simple organization for his church, and
nothing more that was “superior” or “higher” or “greater,” so certainly, shortly after the death of
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the apostles, did the terrible evil of hierarchicalism slip into Christianity. Of the two Greek words
that refer to the men who were supposed to give leadership in the church—the words presbyteros
and episcopos—the first was transformed into . . . priest. This, note well, despite the fact that its
ordinary meaning was “old man” or “elder.” The second word was transformed into . . . bishop, a
word we still use today—it means simply: overseer—were it not for the fact that the words have
acquired their meanings through usage. Today it is impossible to think of a bishop as someone
wearing ordinary clothes while he greets you during the day as a grocer or a farmer, and then
comes to visit you during the evening as an elder (presbyter) or overseer (bishop). That won’t
work anymore. That is how miserably that good term of “bishop” has been abused. It has become
a term for church princes, men in flowing gowns wearing miters. And the measure of power that
one of those so-called bishops wields over his colleagues is just as well-known. Equally wellknown are what Scripture passages had to serve, after the fact, to legitimate the position of this
mighty chieftain, and what concept of a Christ who already now was ruling over everything, as
though he were the pope in heaven, was invented for that purpose, together with what kind of
totalitarian notion of a church-state was invented for that purpose. All this, when the reality is
that the Father of all things rules, although today he rules over nothing apart from Christ.
We who are “children of the Reformation” have refused to be entirely delivered from this
yoke, because we have not allowed the Holy Spirit to work sufficiently in our hearts through his
divine Word that teaches wisdom to the foolish. We have not wanted to do without our small and
large Saul-figures who walk about before us. As a result, we too have received back our popes
and cardinals, our bishops and archbishops, though they are dressed in different garments. The
Christian churches that were reborn through the blessed Reformation have again been
institutionalized and are again swarming with great bodies and great men. It is truly remarkable
that even today, we adorn our assemblies and functionaries with Latinized titles borrowed from
ancient and modern conciliar language. This is peculiarly remarkable.
Calvin restored the beautiful office of elder. During the fifteen centuries before him, the
office had gone off the rails. Its titles of presbyter and overseer had been surrendered to others.
But the office flourished for only a short time, in the days of the faithful martyr-elder Jaques de
Lo. But apparently it had been functioning for too long according to Satan’s wishes. Otherwise
he would not have gone after that office so fiercely in connection with its recovery, for as time
went on, these servants of God were once again pushed aside in various ways. They were pushed
aside by ministers who were put on a pedestal, and by ecclesiastical assemblies, half of whose
members had to be preachers. They were pushed aside by functionaries and town leaders, later
church princes, who had the ministers in their back pockets, to say nothing of having elders
beholden to them. And they were pushed aside by church people, ordinary church members, who
did not fail to notice their systematic disparagement. Bad leading yields bad following.
If the author of Ecclesiastes 10:7 could have opened his eyes once per century in our land, he
could have uttered his lament each time anew after the reformation, as he saw the relationships in
and among the churches: “I have seen slaves on horseback, while princes go on foot like slaves.”
Time and again, it happened that classes (this word is the plural of “classis,” a meeting of
delegates from ten or twelve congregations, originally called to meet together for the purpose of
helping each other) adopted an arrogant attitude toward their delegating consistories (this word is
the plural of “consistory,” the Reformed equivalent to a Presbyterian “session,” both of them
consisting of elders in a congregation), as though they were mistresses. It has happened that
synods (a synod is a gathering of delegates from a number of classes) in turn acted the same way
toward the sending classes. In this way, the roles were boldly reversed. For not only does Holy
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Scripture not say a word about such classes and synods, so that the authority that is supposedly
granted to them by Christ was a pure fiction, but these classes and synods also existed purely by
the grace of the local churches, in particular, of the elders of these churches. Nevertheless, the
foolishness has occurred that such delegates came to rule over those who delegated them,
extending as far as pronouncing sentences of excommunication against them. Foolishness was
crowing when such “servants” accused their “masters,” when the latter resisted their tyranny,
of . . . revolution. At that point the same thing was happening that occurred in Luther’s time. For
when Luther was used by God to purify his impoverished, neglected vineyard, the pope
complained to God and man, and did so, mind you, with words borrowed from Psalm 80:14b–15,
claiming that God’s vineyard was being uprooted by a wild boar. Here was a prime example of a
brazen reversal of roles. The guilty party functioned as the accuser. The thief cried out, “Stop
that thief!” But in the same way, subsequent “high-ranking” ecclesiastical assemblies, when they
were called to account by the consistories through their delegates due to the misconduct of the
assemblies, accused the consistories (their superiors!) of . . . the sin of Korah, Dathan, and
Abiram. This, note well, was the very wickedness they themselves were committing.
Who, then, was actually the wild boar: the one called by God—Aaron—or the interloper,
Korah?
And who were time and again the wild boars: the popes and papal synods and classes, or
those called according to the institution of Christ and his apostles to be overseers-elders in
various locales?
At Kadesh, the revolution was initiated not by the “laity”—a word that would have been
appropriate at that time in history—but by the men who were the big shots. Korah was a big shot,
not just a Levite, but a Levite from the Kohathites, a group to which Moses and Aaron also
belonged. And the other rabble-rousers, Dathan and Abiram, were descendants of Reuben,
Jacob’s oldest son. His tribe received a place in the camp on the south side of the tabernacle.
The headwaters of revolution do not spring from the lower elevations of simple workshops
and humble dwellings, but from academic offices and drawing rooms.
That was precisely the sin of Korah: exactly what the pope did and what subsequent
ecclesiastical dignitaries imitated, when they elevated themselves to the rank of prelate, and
came to look down their noses at the real servants of God, the elders-overseers, as though the
latter were plebians, and pushed them aside. They were the wild boars who have uprooted God’s
impoverished vineyard. They did so repeatedly. And virtually everyone supported them in the
wickedness of their imagination. Only when they had spoken, has the “church” spoken—which
is what people think today. As though the Head of the Christian church had not spoken already
for centuries in the Scriptures.
Understandably, Christ’s lawful elders, felt inferior over against such megalomania, as lowly
in rank as most of them were, and seeing themselves as having limited knowledge and less
expertise. To this very day, with their so-called democracy, they permit others to prescribe for
them by means of declarations, pronouncements, guidelines, and mandates, both advice and
guidance from “those on high.” With respect to everything from liturgy to songs and hymns and
prayers, Christ’s churches and their elders allow themselves to be governed by others.
But through their all too docile attitude, Christ’s lawful church leaders (i.e., elders) have in
fact helped to dethrone our only Master (Matt. 23:9), the only One with the right to walk among
the candlesticks and to inspect them (Rev. 1:3). In doing this, people have even promoted the
circumstances and relationships that lead back to the house of bondage. People have become so
accustomed to their chains and have become so accustomed to their gilded cuffs that God may
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indeed complain once again: “And my people love it this way. But what will you do in the end?”
(Jer. 5:31).
To dethrone Christ, to patronize his church, and to push its overseers from their position—
these seem little more than ongoing, permanent Christian peccadillos. They cannot end without a
change of heart among the leaders, the great dignitaries (words that in this context are actually
somewhat laughable). And that will be quite something, helping to break down their own
thrones, to eliminate the institutionalizing of the churches of Christ and their life, to scrap
imposing ecclesiastical dictates made by people perched high above and looking down from their
elevated roost on the lowly “church folk.”
Jesus Christ is the only king of Zion, a Zion that for now will remain little more than lowly.
Jesus Christ is the only Superior above his little congregations. Jesus Christ is our federation
(denomination). For that reason, let no one say, not even with the best of intentions, that Jesus
Christ has shed his blood for “the federation” (or the “denomination”). “The” federation? The
denomination that consists of classes and synods is merely a secondary matter. But “the”
federation is Christ himself. And surely he has not suffered for himself, has he? Does not the
Head keep the body together (Eph. 4:11–16)? Surely, the Head has not given himself for his own
self, but for his body, to rescue and save his body (Eph. 5:22).
Alas, outside of Jesus Christ, our only Head, our one and only church federation, there is
only rebellion, even though this is dressed every so religiously, as with the pious words of the
gang of Korah (Num. 16:3).
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PART 4
THE PEOPLE OF THE GOD OF LIFE REDUCED UNTIL THE END OF THEIR JOURNEY

Now comes a section of Numbers that is entirely different from the preceding. In the earlier
section, the somber echo of death sounded repeatedly. But when you read Numbers 20–25, you
need to think often of the well-known words of Psalm 103, about Yahweh: “He made known his
ways [of dealing with Israel] to Moses, his acts to the people of Israel. Yahweh is merciful and
gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. He will not always chide, nor will he
keep his anger forever” (vv.7–9). The end of the forty years is approaching. Year 40 has arrived!
This fourth part of Numbers consists of an introduction (20:1–13), followed by two sections
that deal with the following:
1. Israel’s journey to the fields of Moab (20:14–22:1)
2. Israel’s preservation from defeat in the fields of Moab (22:2–25:18)

OVERVIEW: HE WILL NOT ALWAYS CHASTISE HIS PEOPLE (NUM. 20:1–13)
The question arises spontaneously: How did things go with Israel during those years of
punishment in the wilderness? The news about this period is not encouraging. We read in Joshua
5:5, 7 that the command for circumcision was not obeyed during those years. From Ezekiel
20:13–17 we learn that people did not observe “the Sabbaths,” but their hearts went after the
idols. This last passage, along with Amos 5:25–26, makes us think of the warning against
idolatrous practices connected with slaughtering animals, given already in Leviticus 17:7.
Nevertheless, at the end of the journey, Moses declared confidently that Yahweh had provided
for this people in a miraculous way during all those years, among other things, by means of the
steady shower of manna (Deut. 8:2–4). God did not reject his church as quickly as later
sectarians did, who turned their back on the church for any trifle at all.
This last observation corresponds with the preaching provided by the pericope now under
discussion. This pericope puts us in Year 40 after the exodus, the year of Miriam’s death. When
we compare the information from Scripture, we see that the triad of Miriam, Aaron, and Moses
all passed from the scene within one year, from the oldest to the youngest. First, Miriam, in or
after the first month of Year 40 (Num. 20:1). Then Aaron, on the first day of the fifth month of
Year 40 (Num. 33:39). And finally Moses (Deut. 1:3; 34:5).
Nevertheless, we should not read the opening verse of our chapter like an obituary. We read:
“And the people of Israel, the whole congregation, came into the wilderness of Zin in the first
month, and the people stayed in Kadesh. And Miriam died there and was buried there.”
Obviously, it is not the purpose of this verse to tell us about the deep sadness among the
Israelites caused by the death of this special woman. For we are not told that people spent a
number of days grieving for her, although this would certainly have occurred. But Miriam’s
death is not told us here for that purpose. It was used simply as a method of dating events, just as
we would say: “It happened just before or after the death or burial of so and so.” We are thereby
dating a particular episode according to a very familiar event. So everyone in Israel apparently
knew that Miriam had died as the first of the three, and this death occurred after the gathering
together once again of the Israelites at Kadesh in the wilderness of Zin. The other two of this
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famous triad were Aaron and Moses, and every last person knew that they died in the final year
of punishment, in Year 40. It would have been by means of this general familiarity that the
author of Numbers 20:1 omitted mention of this year. For everyone knew which events were
being introduced by this verse, namely, the events of Year 40.
We said above that the Israelites had gathered together in the first month of Year 40 once
again. We put it this way to prevent confusion. The reader will recall that the Israelites arrived in
Kadesh for the first time in Year 2, after their departure from Horeb. At that point, the drama of
the ten spies unfolded, the results of which we know. In the long period of punishment that
ensued, naturally the Israelites could not have stayed continually in one location. Their livestock
was too numerous to be sustained in one location. Although the core of the army remained
together with the tabernacle in their midst, under the leadership of Moses and Aaron, the rest of
the Israelites would have needed to spread out, at least eventually (Deut. 1:46). This would have
contributed to the objectionable practices that we mentioned above. Even the main army would
have had to move from time to time. The locations that this main army found during that period,
according to some scholars, are those mentioned in Numbers 33:21–36. We will come back to
this in due time. But when Year 40 was approaching, Israel’s leaders would have sent out the call
to assemble. Where? At the place from which they had dispersed, at Kadesh, in the wilderness of
Zin. With noticeable emphasis we read that “the whole congregation” came into the wilderness
of Zin and that “the people” then stayed in Kadesh (Num. 20:1).
Things were rather good in Kadesh. We have explained that Kadesh is the ancient name for
quite a wetland oasis. Even today it serves as a gathering place for caravans. It lies among a
number of oases, with sources of water on every side, cut off from the outside world by
mountains. Even so, it is located in the famous Negeb; someone (Nelson Glueck) has expressed
pity for all those who had to travel through this expansive region, eastward to Edom, or
southward to Arabia or Egypt, or northward to Palestine or Syria. He observes that in the
daytime, during the hours where no shadows fall due to the uncurbed sunlight, it looks like an
underworld. The heavy, oppressive midday heat is intensified in open areas lacking any
protection during the silent fury of a stifling Sirocco (a multi-day, sultry dust-blowing wind).
As you read this, recall that the Israelites were not seasoned wilderness travelers. They came
from Egypt, a land that was at least as warm as the Negeb, but where they had never lacked
water, to say nothing of its invigorating fruit and refreshing vegetables produced from the
regularly flooded soil of that land. So they were accustomed to those features, and Bible readers
are not helped when the Israelites are described as though they lived the life of nomads during
their trek to Canaan, people who for generations had been accustomed to wilderness living and
hardened for it. As we mentioned in connection with the Feast of Booths, we should not imagine
their plain little huts to have resembled the ornate tents of modern Arabic “sons of the desert”.
The Israelites’ tents would have looked far more like those of modern Bedouins: goatskins
stretched over a couple of poles.
These people in Kadesh now suffered the mishap of having no water, or at least insufficient
water. This was caused either by the large number of people and animals needing water, or by
something else. The episode of Ahab and Elijah teaches us that even the northern region of
Palestine had suffered the natural catastrophe of a drought. For that reason we are firmly
convinced that the upcoming episode of Israel’s murmuring and the sin of Moses and Aaron
should be located in Kadesh. For it is narrated between two verses, 20:1 and 20:14, both of
which lead the reader’s thinking to Kadesh. In fact, Numbers 27:14 and Deuteronomy 32:51
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remove all doubt. Moses had to die, as Yahweh declared later, “because you broke faith with me
in the midst of the people of Israel at the waters of Meribah-kadesh, in the wilderness of Zin.”
In this very place, where otherwise there was abundant water, there was now no water.
In that connection, if you can sympathize with the heart of an animal lover, think of Israel’s
animals as their primary property. Surely people would spring into action for that reason alone.
During the 1960 drought in South Africa, people moved millions of sheep by rail, motivated
understandably by their own self-interest.
Finally, consider as well the factor of the time, the date, when this catastrophe overcame the
Israelites: in Year 40! This, after so very many years, during which the complaint and petition
must have been sounded: “For we are brought to an end by your anger; by your wrath we are
dismayed. . . . Return, O LORD! How long?” (Ps. 90:7, 13).
It must have been doubly disappointing for the ship to sink with the harbor in sight!
Of course, at that point the yearning Israelites sinned, in the old way of former times. After
almost forty years they acted once again just like their deceased parents and grandparents had
acted, who also had complained with such vitriol against Moses and Aaron. They first recalled
delectable Egypt, and contrasted that with the barren, arid wilderness. This new generation in
fact praised the preceding generation as fortunate. Note well: they did not praise their kinfolk as
blessed, those who had died during the thirty-eight years, but those who died suddenly in
connection with the rebellion led by Korah, and with that of the following day (“before
Yahweh,” v. 3); they considered these more blessed than they were, since they themselves were
consigned to dying a slow death.
Truly this was quarreling against God, and that with piercing refinement, admittedly.
We also believe that we can grasp why Moses and Aaron turned their backs on the
murmuring mob and went to the entrance of the tabernacle, where by they fell to the ground on
their faces. They would have done this not only because they feared a new eruption of God’s
wrath after such wicked language (cf. Num. 11:2; 12:10; 14:5, 11; 16:21, 22, 35, 45), but also
because they felt threatened (20:2). The glory of Yahweh appeared to them, apparently for their
protection, just as it did on earlier occasions.
Nonetheless, there was not any such divine eruption of wrath at all. On the contrary, Yahweh
commanded Moses to take his staff and together with Aaron assemble the congregation. Next
Moses was supposed to speak to the rock “in their presence,” so that the rock would provide
water to the assembly. Then both people and animals could drink.
With this, God was letting them know clearly what he intended. Not a word this time about
punishment. Only a revelation of his goodness, specifically, of his faithfulness. Faithfulness to
his promise that the period of punishment would come to an end. Apparently, the time had come
for that promise to be fulfilled.
This mild and patient response of Yahweh toward the Israelites was underscored by a couple
of details.
First, Moses was supposed to take “the staff” (v. 8). Scripture interpreters insist on
understanding this to refer to Aaron’s staff, because we read later that Moses took the staff “from
before Yahweh” (v. 9). This surely means: from the tabernacle. And it is true that Aaron’s staff
was being preserved there, as proof of the legitimacy of Aaron’s priesthood (Num. 17). But was
that the issue here? Not at all. The issue was about Yahweh, as to whether he intended to let the
Israelites perish in the wilderness after all. But he definitely was not intending that. For he was
Israel’s Deliverer, and had always been that, from the time of Egypt. That is why Moses had to
take “the staff.” We agree with the Scripture interpreters who see this as referring to the staff of
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Moses. This is stated explicitly later: “And Moses lifted up his hand and struck the rock with his
staff twice” (v. 11). This was the staff with which Moses had struck the Nile so that the river
turned into blood (Exod. 7:20), and which he had to lift up in connection with the dividing of the
Red Sea (Exod. 14:16). Later at Rephidim, God had commanded Moses to take the same staff
“with which you struck the Nile” and strike the rock (Exod. 17:5–6). Understandably, this staff
had obtained a place of honor in the tabernacle. And now, approximately forty years later, this
staff had to accompany Moses at Kadesh, when God gave him the mandate to command the rock
to quench the thirst of his people. Would not God have wanted to show that staff to Moses and
Israel as a “telling” symbol of his good intentions with his people?
Next we will devote some attention to the fact that Moses received a command not to strike
the rock with that staff, but taking in his hand the staff that would have evoked such a wealth of
memories about God’s power and goodness, merely to speak to the rock. Not to strike it, but to
speak to it. Not even the rock, let alone God’s people, would be struck. This people would not
need to be addressed. God does not want us to talk to people who are parched with thirst or
groaning with hunger or shaking with cold, at least not in the first place, but God wants us to
help them with water, with food, or with clothes (Matt. 10:42; James 2:14–17). Moses was
supposed to speak, not to the people, but to the rock. He was to do so on behalf of Yahweh, who
was not only Israel’s faithful covenant God, but also the almighty Creator of heaven and earth,
who spoke and it came into being. He commanded, and it came to be (Ps. 33:9). Had not Moses
himself reminded Korah, Dathan, and Abiram of that omnipotence of the Creator (Num. 16:30)?
We would also point out that Moses and Aaron were supposed to speak to the rock “before
their eyes” (v. 8). This was to be a meeting that would occur entirely in terms of God’s covenant.
On the one side would stand Moses and Aaron. They both were to speak to the rock. The KJV
helps us see this: “. . . and speak ye unto the rock . . .” (using the plural “ye”). In the persons of
Moses and Aaron, Yahweh would stand on the one side (cf. Exod. 17:6). They were Yahweh’s
two witnesses (Deut. 17:6; 19:15). But on the other side would be standing the Israelites. This is
what the phrase “before their eyes” means (cf. Exod. 17:6 for the phrase). It is striking that God
repeatedly commanded that miracles for which he gave a mandate had to occur in such a way
that they were seen by Israel, or at least by Israel’s elders. We would say: “seen by witnesses”
(Exod. 14:13, 31; 17:16; Deut. 34:12). Why? So that later God could appeal to those miracles,
something that happened repeatedly (Exod. 19:4; Deut. 10:21; 11:7; 29:1; Josh. 24:5). This
points to a covenant practice, to God’s covenantal interaction with Israel.
Everything points to God being full of good intentions, that he did not at all intend to chastise
his people again, as he had during the almost forty years just ending. On the contrary, a new time
was dawning. Yahweh was going to allow his people to continue their journey to the land of
promise.
Regrettably, however, at Kadesh Moses gave reign to his temper to such an extent that he
completely forgot to point the Israelites to God’s power and goodness, and especially to his
faithfulness, by simply doing what Yahweh had commanded him, namely, by giving a single
command to open the rock and to quench their thirst. That fact alone would have said volumes.
How ashamed the Israelites would have been, because not even one word would have been
addressed to them, let alone any accusation. Words are not always necessary. God wants our
tongue to be used unto his praise and honor, but he doesn’t need it, strictly speaking. Sometimes
he does without it. Think of the Lord’s Supper, in connection with which we do well to talk as
little as possible, but look and taste as much as possible.
But things went differently. Very differently.
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Moses fell short not only in terms of showing patience. As a result, without being mandated
to do so, he reproached the Israelites for their rebellion, their grumbling (cf. Num. 17:10). That
was not his only sin, namely, speaking to the people rather than to the rock. Nor was his only sin
that he struck the rock twice, rather than speaking to it. Later, all of this would not be leveled
against him by God. He would be criticized for not trusting in Yahweh, believing that his manner
of dealing with the Israelites was the best, and that in so doing, Moses had not sanctified Yahweh
“before the eyes” of the Israelites. There again we have the same words used earlier. In the
quarrel between Yahweh as covenant God, and Israel as covenant people, Moses and Aaron had
lost completely from view their position of service, of representation, of messengers, of
spectators. Thereby they had lost sight of the cause of Yahweh. By means of their manner of
conduct as (noteworthy) church rulers they had not directed attention to Yahweh, their Sender,
with his matchless omnipotence and incomparable faithfulness and forgiving attitude, but for
themselves. Moses cried out: “Hear now [whereas this time, the congregation had not been called
together by God to hear, but to see and to drink] hear now, you rebels: shall we bring water for
you out of this rock?” (v. 10).
If only Aaron had protested against that use of “we.” But he too forgot where he was
supposed to stand at that moment. Thus, there was no room left for God. When the water flowed
before their feet, the Israelites must have thought: “What great leaders we have. If those fellows,
Moses and Aaron, could only travel with us, then we will surely reach Canaan.”
By contrast, is it not moving that our good God nonetheless opened the rock and supplied
water to those who were thirsty? Including Moses and Aaron! For they too were but people who
needed to drink. Nevertheless, they had not done what they had been commanded. They had not
brought God’s command before many witnesses, but had silenced it. They had not believed God
according to his word, had not “trusted” in him, as that had been written about Abraham (Gen.
15:6; cf. Genesis, 217). They had also pushed God from his place and not given him the
opportunity to show himself in his entirely unique manner to be the Faithful One and the
Almighty One, the Wholly Other God who was completely unlike the gods of the pagans, the
God who alone was Holy (in contrast to the idols, all of whom were as unfaithful, harsh, and
mean as their worshipers, their inventors). They had not sanctified Yahweh. We will return to
this when we discuss Deuteronomy 4.
Sadly, we cannot write or read these words without sorrow of heart, nor without fear and
trembling, for this history was written also for our instruction and warning (Rom. 15:4; 1 Cor.
10:11). Let him who thinks he stands . . . .
But truth is truth. Yahweh himself said to Moses and Aaron: Since you have not trusted me
and have not sanctified me in the eyes of the Israelites, therefore you will not bring this
congregation into the land that I am giving them (v. 12). This was a painful punishment, one for
which the Israelites shared the blame because of their murmuring. They supplied the occasions.
Moses rightly reminded them of this later (Deut. 1:37). However, although God did not punish
the people, he did indeed punish Moses and Aaron. Their sin was not small. At bottom, Moses
and Aaron had committed the same sin that the others did, those who on account of their unbelief
in God’s promise had to die in the wilderness and who were not allowed to enter Canaan.
Viewed in this way, this episode constituted not simply an introduction to the narrative about the
many joyful events that would happen later in Year 40. But the description of the period of a
year-long dominion of death was extended in order only later, after Moses’ swan song in the
fields of Moab—see the book of Joshua—to serve as a definitive conclusion.
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This complicated history was brought up more than once later in Scripture. It was referred to
several times as Meribah, a term used with reference to the much earlier episode at Rephidim in
Year 1. But the double phrase “Massah and Meribah” was used, meaning Temptation and
Quarrel (Exod. 17:7). However, the “Meribah” (Quarrel) that occurred almost forty years later
(Num. 20) is further identified with the name Kadesh. The Israelite ear heard in this term a
reminder of the sin of Moses and Aaron, and their severe punishment. For because Yahweh had
to tell them: “You did not sanctify me” (v.12; lehaqdisheni), he had to distance himself from
their wrong conduct and had to sanctify himself (v. 13; wayyiqadesh). The name of the place
where this had occurred was Kadesh (cf. v. 14; qadesh). As the reader can see, the three terms
share the same root consonants of q-d-sh, and provide a delicate allusion, for the Hebrew word
q-d-sh meant “holy.”
Did Paul have our Scripture passage in mind when he wrote 1 Corinthians 10:4? There we
read: “[A]nd all drank the same spiritual drink. For they drank from the spiritual Rock that
followed them, and the Rock was Christ.”
The first question is what the apostle may have intended with the words (about the rock):
“that followed them.” Some rabbis claimed that in the wilderness Israel was always accompanied
by a rock that provided abundant water. This is pure fantasy, of course, but according to some
commentators, Paul would have been alluding to that view. Even though these rabbis lived after
Paul, their fantastic claims could have been known in Paul’s day, but that has not been proven,
nor has the suggestion that he may have been alluding to it. The apostle could simply have meant
that God regularly saw to it that Israel journeyed through regions where streams could be found,
so that he needed to intervene only seldom, at times that during the forty years would have been
very impressive. That interpretation fits best, in our judgment, with the context of 1 Corinthians
10:4. There Paul is warning the Corinthians, who prided themselves in the spiritual gifts among
them. He is pointing out that the Israelite congregation in the wilderness had also received many
spiritual gifts. The manna from heaven and the water from the rock were gifts given to them as
redemptive gifts by the same Spirit whom Christ had now given to the Corinthians in the gospel
(cf. Exodus, 82). The same Spirit who quenched Israel’s thirst brought to the Corinthians the
gospel for the salvation of sinners. Thanks to this same Spirit, and thanks to his identical
purpose, viz., to bestow salvation upon God’s church, Paul could write that “the rock was
Christ.” No one would think in this connection of transubstantiation. But nor should we call the
rock a “type” of Christ. Anyone who has a sense of the richly figurative manner of expression
often employed in Scripture will understand immediately that in 1 Corinthians 10:4, the apostle
was using a metonymic, figurative mode of speech. You will find that Calvin and Beza, in
agreement with many before them, were of the same opinion.
If the scope of Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 10:1–5 is to be summarized in this manner,
and we are then asked whether in verse 4 the apostle would have had in view the water miracle at
Kadesh (Massah and Meribah) or the one connected with Meribah at Kadesh, then the choice is
not difficult. Many members of the congregation who quenched their thirst in a miraculous way
the first time never entered Canaan. But such a punishment was not declared specifically upon
the congregation that was saved from thirst forty years later, but only upon Moses and Aaron.
The congregation as such went on to meet a wonderful future. In Year 40, the congregation was
not chastised for the sin at Kadesh. Something like that can really occur with God as well! He
does not always chastise (Isa. 28:23–29). How often should his judgment not have fallen upon
us? This is true even though Israel was later reminded of “Kadesh” more than once.
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CHAPTER 17
ISRAEL’S JOURNEY TO THE FIELDS OF MOAB (NUM. 20:1–13)

God is so good. Israel was permitted to continue their journey when the forty years had not yet
fully ended. Therefore, they did not enter Canaan immediately when they left Kadesh. This was
not because such an outcome was impossible for God, but because the time of entering had not
yet arrived. God had other plans. So we should not say: “Because Moses had seen that he could
bring the Israelites to the southern border of Canaan, he attempted to enter on the eastern
border.” Such reasoning conflicts with the chronology.
Earlier we discussed the terrain in which Israel’s experiences occurred during the trek from
Kadesh to the fields of Moab. If you draw an imaginary line from the Dead Sea to the Gulf of
Aqaba, that line transects what people called the Arabah. We know that Mount Seir lay between
this Arabah and the wilderness of Paran. So then, the Edomites lived in this mountainous region.
The Moabites lived to the north of this region. The northern border of the region of the Moabites
was formed by the Arnon River, which flowed from the east into the Dead Sea at the mid-point
of the eastern coast. The third nation Israel encountered lay north of the Moabites, the nation of
Sihon, the king of the Amorites. Finally, the territory of Og, the king of Bashan, extended north
of Sihon’s territory.
17.1

The request to travel through Edom is rejected (Num. 20:14–21)

The Edomites lived south of the Dead Sea, called “the sea of the plain” in Joshua 3:16 (KJV),
referring to an elevated plain, called in Hebrew the Sea of the Arabah. The Edomites lived on
both sides, but primarily to the west.
Their region had not been as fertile as the land that was later given to Israel, the land of
Canaan. But life was not bad on the higher plains of Edom. Scholars and archaeologists familiar
with the region have said that in no section of Syria had they seen so few sick people. Winters
were cold, with significant snowfall and frost lasting sometimes until mid-March. But they found
orchards that produced apples, apricots, figs, olives, and peaches. In addition, in some areas there
were excellent pastures.
The land and people of the Edomites are mentioned repeatedly in Scripture. We recall from
the books of the prophets the names of Edomite cities like Teman and Bozrah. According to
Genesis 36 kings were reigning in Edom before Israel had kings of their own. King Saul fought
against the Edomites (1 Sam. 14), but David was the first one to completely defeat and subjugate
them (2 Sam. 8). Later, however, they again rose to power. Solomon encountered an Edomite
adversary of the royal line (1 Kings 11:14); under Jehoram of Judah the Edomites cast off the
yoke (2 Kings 8:20); but they were subjugated by Amaziah and Sela (or Petra) was captured (2
Kings 14:7). The relations between Israel and Edom remained strained until both nations were
conquered by Ashur and Babylon. After the defeat of the kingdom of the Edomites, some of
them emigrated to a region south of Judea, where they received the name Idumeans. The
Herodians belonged to them. Those who stayed behind were later conquered in their own land by
the invading Nabateans, a peace-loving people, probably of Arab descent, who were able to turn
the Edomite region into a fertile place, and extended their power from the elevated Petra all the
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way to Damascus. One of their kings was mentioned by Paul in his report about his flight in a
basket let down over the wall in Damascus (2 Cor. 11:32–33).
Several times Edom is called “Seir” (Isa. 21:11; Ezek. 25:8), but that was a poetic device. For
Seir was the name of the mountain in Edom. The western side of this mountain was very
treacherous. Only a few narrow passes led through the steeply rising mountainside, and they
could easily be defended against possible attack. But on the eastern side, the Seir mountains
sloped gradually down to the Arabah, the climate was far more mild, but the countryside was far
more open and vulnerable.
On a particular day, there was a knock at the gate of this violent people in this prosperous
land, by another nation that by worldly standards was hardly as wealthy. But this people had an
immediate introduction to Edom, for the poor brother was knocking of the door of their rich
brother, Edom. That custom was very important in the ancient Near East. The messengers whom
Moses sent out from Kadesh to the king of Edom has to say: “Thus says your brother Israel . . . .”
The messengers also received the command to mention and talk briefly about Israel’s tribulation
in Egypt. Briefly, for Moses could have expected that people in Edom had known about this for a
long time. “You know all the hardship that we have met: how our fathers went down to Egypt,
and we lived in Egypt a long time. And the Egyptians dealt harshly with us and our fathers. And
when we cried to the LORD, he heard our voice and sent an angel and brought us out of Egypt.
And here we are in Kadesh, a city on the edge of your territory. Please let us pass through your
land. We will not pass through field or vineyard, or drink water from a well. We will go along
the King’s Highway. We will not turn aside to the right hand or to the left until we have passed
through your territory” (vv. 14–17).
One can be sure that such a recalling of what had happened in Egypt would have been
meaningful to the Edomites. They had surely heard about it, including about Israel’s miraculous
redemption from Egypt. Rahab, the prostitute in Jericho (Josh. 2:10), would soon be testifying
about that, and a couple of centuries later, the Philistines would still be bearing witness to that (1
Sam. 4:8). The daily news may well have spread more slowly in that day than today, but it
definitely reached Edom along “the royal way,” presumably a great caravan route or merchant
route that ran straight through the land of Edom, from north to south.
Parenthetically, Israel made such a request to pass through to Moab as well, as we know from
Judges 11:17–18. But both “fraternal nations” (i.e., nations related to Israel by blood) refused to
grant passage, or at least a straight passage from east to west. In a moment, we will come back to
discuss another passage, from south to north.
Israel made their request in a brotherly fashion. After the first refusal, they promised to pay
for every drop of water they drank. But Edom refused to change their mind, insisting, “You shall
not pass through.” Just to be certain, they mustered a strong army, undoubtedly to guard the
narrow mountain passes, which was not all that difficult.
Here we learn the reason why Israel had to make such a long detour, going southward to the
Arabah, near Ezion-Geber. Israel came near the Red Sea once again, heading in the direction
God had sent them as punishment after the episode of the ten spies (Num. 14:25). Everything
happened so precisely.
We will recount the result quickly.
After first having journeyed around the southern border of Edom’s territory, Israel could
definitely have taken the route to enter the land of Canaan, alongside the eastern border of Edom.
As we mentioned, this side was Edom’s vulnerable side; Edom was not interested in undertaking
hostile action against Israel on that side, in that far more level area. Moreover, God had
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forbidden Israel from doing anything that appeared like a challenge against Edom. At that point,
the Edomites were afraid (Deut. 2:4). They would undoubtedly have stood watching the
enormous feat of such a people traveling with thousands of men, women, and children through
the entire Arabah, and suddenly appearing in the eastern region of Edom. That was unheard of
for the Edomites. They did not know Yahweh like Israel knew him. At that point, they changed
their tune and this time they were ready to give food and water in exchange for money.
From an episode like this, we can learn to be careful about asking why God sends this or that
adversity our way. We may well have deserved it, like Israel did at Kadesh. The forty years were
not yet entirely completed. The fortieth year was one of remarkable transition. Israel themselves,
who had not trusted God, were in turn not trusted.
Moreover, in this episode God was likely giving Israel a foretaste of the relationships they
would soon encounter when arriving in Canaan, relationships in which they would have to
preserve their character as a covenant people. This was a matter of such great danger from which
Yahweh had preserved his people. Think of the episode of their immoral idolatry with Baal of
Peor, into which various Israelites had allowed themselves to be seduced later through their
contact with the Moabites, who were also a nation related to Israel by blood (Num. 25). In the
same way, God can desire to make us persevere by means of adversity, in connection with the
service of Christ (Ps. 119:71, 75).
Let us not forget, either, that God does not torment people. “For he does not afflict from his
heart or grieve the children of men” (Lam. 3:33). The Edomites were also just people, beautiful
creatures of God, just like the Canaanites, with whom the Israelites would later come into contact
and whom they would have to destroy at that time—but not before God’s day for that
punishment had dawned. First the measure of their unrighteousness had to be full (cf. Gen.
15:16). We should ask to what extent this motif plays a role in God’s pursuit of humanity in our
own time.
But, finally, let us also not forget that in addition, the Edomites were descendants of Esau.
Esau was a son of Isaac, a grandson of Abraham. The Edomites were certainly of mixed blood
along with Hittites (Gen. 26:34), and perhaps also along with the Horites, who lived in Seir
before them but were conquered by them (Deut. 2:12, 22). (Just as the Hittites in Palestine were
an offshoot of the Hittites of Asia Minor, the Horites were an offshoot of the Horites or Chorites,
a mountain people north of Mesopotamia, who had formed the Mitanni kingdom.) Nevertheless,
Moses later commanded the Israelites not to despise “an Edomite, for he is your brother” (Deut.
23:7). When they later traveled northward according to God’s own command, Israel was
supposed to respect the Edomites as their “brothers” (Deut. 2:4–8). The Edomites did not always
reciprocate with that kind of attitude toward Israel, but later took malicious pleasure in Judah’s
defeat (Obad. 12). But would not God, who for the sake of Abraham had once blessed Ishmael
and his descendants, the Arabs (Gen. 17:20), for the same reason have wanted to spare Edom as
long as possible? If in this we have properly seen something of God’s manner of dealing with
people, then does this not in some way explain for us the great patience that God is exercising
today toward the West? Who knows whether he is not doing this because, as the One who
oversees all of history, he sees in us just as much kinship descending from Jewish-Christian and
pagan-Christian ancestors who have appealed for the sake of their posterity to his promise: “I
will be your God and the God of your seed.”
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17.2

The death of Aaron and continuing the ministry of atonement under Eleazar (Num.
20:22–29)

It is much easier to answer the question about when Aaron died than the question about where he
died.
The former question can be answered already with the help of the list that we provided in the
overview at the beginning of Part 4, and which we will complete here.
In or after the first month of Year 40, Miriam died (Num. 20:1). On the first day of the fifth
month of Year 40, Aaron died (Num. 33:39). Between the first day of the fifth month of Year 40,
and the first day of the eleventh month of Year 40, Israel defeated Sihon and Og (Deut. 1:4). On
the first day of the eleventh month of Year 40, Moses spoke his final words to Israel (Deut. 1:3).
After the first day of the eleventh month of Year 40, Moses died (Deut. 1:3; 34:5), probably at
the start of the twelfth month of Year 40 (Deut. 34:8; Josh. 4:19). On the tenth day of the first
month of Year 41, Israel crossed the Jordan (Josh. 4:19). And on the fourteenth day of the first
month of Year 41, Israel celebrated their first Passover in Canaan (Josh. 5:10).
So we see that Aaron died on the first day of the fifth month of Year 40, at the age of one
hundred twenty-three (Num. 33:39).
But now with regard to the place where he died and was buried, two names are mentioned,
viz., Mount Hor (Num. 20:23; 33:39; Deut. 32:50), and Moserah (Deut. 10:6). These two names
probably referred to the same place. Perhaps Moserah was the same as Moseroth, which lay
between Hashmonah and (Beeroth) Bene-jaakan (Num. 33:30–31), but the latter two places are
just as unknown as Moserah or Moseroth. Some have suspected that Mount Hor was situated in a
region or belonged to the mountains that were called Moserah or Moseroth (just as Mount Nebo,
on which Moses later died, probably belonged to the mountains of the Abarim [Deut. 32:49;
34:1]).
According to one scholar, Mount Hor is to be sought west of Edom, while according to
another, east of Edom. The first opinion stems from the name of a particular wadi, Harun (which
some identify with Aaron). Its mountaintop lies northwest of Edom. People think it improbable
that after Edom’s negative attitude, the Israelites would first have journeyed from Kadesh to the
north, in the direction of the shorter route to Canaan, instead of traveling immediately southward.
Moreover, the time between their departure from Kadesh until their arrival at the designated
place, the wadi Harun, which was about four months, was rather long. For then only a short time
would have remained for the entire trip to the Arabah and the subsequent detour around Edom
and Moab, and finally the defeat of the territory of kings Sihon and Og, which was equivalent to
the time between the end of the quarrel over Aaron, namely, Day 1, Month 6, Year 40, and the
latest, Day 1, Month 11, Year 40. This would have been no longer than five months at most.
Others believe that the second view is more probable. This view is supported by ancient
witnesses, Eusebius and Jerome, who placed Aaron’s grave in the neighborhood of Petra; it is
also supported by the local population who today point to Aaron’s grave in the region of Petra.
In any case, Israel journeyed along the eastern border of Edom to the north, and would have
had to travel through a rather arid landscape, across a monotonous, undulating elevation, lying
about 4,000 feet (1,200 meters) above sea level, where it can get bitterly cold at night, even
during mid-summer. But then Israel would have passed by places of extraordinary beauty. The
wadi Rum is the largest and most remarkable of all the valleys in this region, possessing a
wonderful, breathtaking beauty. Further to the north, in the region of Petra, there are places
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where one can enjoy a beautiful overlook across the wadi Arabah toward Palestine and Sinai. If
Aaron did indeed die on a mountain in this region, then, like Moses later (Deut. 34:1–4), he
would have been able to catch a glimpse of the land of promise. We would observe, however,
that this is not reported to us about Aaron’s final days.
We will delay our choice between the view that Mount Hor was located west of Edom, and
the view the puts it east of Edom, until our discussion of Numbers 21:4.
When the Israelites had arrived at Mount Hor, God said that Aaron had to die there. Literally
the text says that he was to “be gathered to his people” (v. 24), which in Scripture is a fixed
expression used in connection with dying (in connection with Abraham [Gen. 25:8], Ishmael
[Gen. 25:17], Isaac [Gen. 35:29], and Jacob [Gen. 49:33]). He would not enter the promised land
on account of the sin that he and Moses had committed at Meribah. Now, Moses, Aaron, and
Aaron’s oldest son, Eleazar, were supposed to ascend the mountain, there remove Aaron’s high
priestly clothes, and put them on Eleazar. Then Aaron would die.
That is what happened. When the Israelites saw that Aaron did not return, that his son
Eleazar had succeeded him as high priest, and that Aaron himself must have died, they mourned
over him for thirty days. In Numbers 20 we do not read that Aaron was immediately buried, but
we do read about that in Deuteronomy 10:6.
No one will deny that this event bears a tragic character. We note that this did not remain
hidden from anyone. The phrase “the whole congregation” appears three times (vv. 22, 27, and
29). That can hardly be called accidental.
Nevertheless, this should not lead us to suppose that something like a public execution would
have occurred, which involved a strict maintenance of justice. To see this, we need not think of
the advanced age Aaron reached, after such a blessed life, during which he enjoyed such an
exalted distinction, entirely underserved, of being a high priest in Israel. No, there is more going
on here.
Recall, first, why Aaron had to die outside of Canaan: because he had not trusted in God (i.e.,
in his word) (Num. 20:12), a sin committed also by those men who had listened to the doubtinducing preaching of the ten spies. From this short narrative we learn once again how
scrupulously God looks at our speaking about him, and at our trust (or lack of it) in his promise
of the gospel, no matter who we might be. This promise has been given to us as well, and God
desires to seal it to us by means of his baptism and Lord’s Supper. Anyone who brings himself or
leads another to doubt in this ministry of the Spirit (2 Cor. 3:8) is not acting in a godly manner,
not in truth and sobriety, but in falsehood and superficiality, and is simply being disobedient. For
to take God at his word is to be obedient, and not doing so is to be disobedient (John 3:36; Rom.
1:5). Let us rather rejoice here that God has maintained so emphatically his glory and the
reliability of his promise of salvation, even over against Aaron, for the instruction of us all (Rom.
15:4).
Next, let us remember that Moses and Aaron are accused by God himself that they had not
sanctified him at Kadesh. Recall what we observed about this earlier. First of all, nobody is
permitted to push God aside from his place among his people. Let us guard ourselves against
everything that inclines to tyranny over Christ’s inheritance, i.e., his church (1 Pet. 5:3). At
Kadesh, Moses and Aaron had acted for merely a moment as though they were indispensable for
God’s congregation. At the same time, they had given the impression among the yearning people
that Yahweh indeed wanted to help, but only reluctantly, meanly, and sparingly. As though he
could hardly bring himself to do this. Thereby, however, they had not sanctified Yahweh, which
means, they had not proclaimed him as the entirely unique God, different from the harsh, mean,
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greedy, and immoral gods that the pagans had invented. They had in fact dragged God down to
the level of the idols. By their conduct they had suggested that God acted in that way, whereas on
this occasion Yahweh had not spoken an angry word. This time. For he did not always act that
way toward his people (Isa. 63:10). Of course, sometimes he is a God who feels indignation
every day (Ps. 7:11). That is what Israel saw with their own eyes throughout the forty years in
the wilderness (Ps. 90:7–8). But when that time had passed, God allowed them to see his
friendly, fatherly countenance once again. All of Israel, from the highest to the lowliest,
experienced joyous years later, under Joshua (Josh. 1:15, 18; 2:24; etc.). We must read Scripture
situationally, paying careful attention to the history, to the date of the Scripture passage. We
must guard against the evil of a dull, history-hating Gnosticism. That would lead us to forget that
God does not always act in the same way. Occasionally we need to hold before God’s people his
wrath, while at other times Psalm 103 (he will not always quarrel) and John 3 (God so loved the
world). To those who have no appreciation for this rarely uniform, but often very nuanced
speaking of Scripture, we must patiently seek to bring better, biblical notions about God.
Regrettably, that foreign speaking about God has become all too settled within Christianity, and
anyone who warns against that risks being accused of superficiality, even liberalism. But the
episode of the death of Aaron outside of Canaan may spur us to faithfulness, if necessary to
oppose the dominant stream of thought. If God did not spare his highly blessed servants Moses
and Aaron because they failed at the appropriate time to bear faithful witness to him before the
assembled congregation, what will happen to us in the new covenant if we dare to talk in a pagan
manner, and are apt even to fantasize with invented notions, in discussions, lessons, sermons,
and books, about the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ? Passages like Hebrews 10:29 and
12:25 warn us of punishment that is all the more severe.
In addition, we must remember that in the episode of Aaron’s death, God defended the
reliability of his gospel promise and the holiness of his name not only by means of punishment,
but also by means of a precise prescription regarding the path of conduct to be followed in
connection with the transfer of the high priesthood from Aaron to Eleazar. First Aaron would
have to remove his high priestly clothes, and then Moses had to put in on Eleazar. In other
words, Aaron did not die in his full high priestly garb. By means of this guidance, God once
again confirmed his gospel, which he had caused to be proclaimed through so many shadows,
including by means of the clothes and ornaments of Israel’s high priest. (For further discussion
of these, see Exodus, 265–66.) Israel’s high priest was to have no contact with death, not marry a
widow, etc. If you keep this in mind, you will not consider this episode to have been harsh. You
will instead read it in the light of the entire Law or Torah that was preached to Israel, not by a
God who was like the gods of the pagans, which were in fact tormenting goblins (1 Cor. 10:20),
who pestered people with constant fear of death. Yahweh was the God of life! The high priestly
official garb that Eleazar inherited from his father while he was still alive was not contaminated
by death. Notice how precisely God treated his gospel of shadows!
That this perspective on the transfer of office from Aaron to Eleazar is correct is confirmed
for us by the best commentator on this episode that one could wish for, no one less than Moses
himself. He talks about Aaron’s death in Deuteronomy 10:6.
We begin by noting its context, viz., Deuteronomy 9. There, Moses had mentioned Aaron
incidentally. He had warned Israel that later, when Canaan had been conquered, they must
especially avoid ascribing this success to their own righteousness (Deut. 9:4). For that was far
too deficient. To prove that, Moses mentioned various occasions when Israel had misbehaved,
for example, at Taberah, etc. (Deut. 9:22–23). But he enters most extensively into the event at
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Horeb, the episode of the golden calf. That is his main subject. God’s anger was great at Horeb.
Moses tells Israel that God wanted to exterminate them, and Aaron as well. But at my
intercession, Aaron was not killed (9:20). (We know all of this from Deuteronomy. There Moses
afterward told about more things that had occurred earlier, which otherwise we would not have
known [Deut. 5:28; 9:20].) But after Horeb, Yahweh did not stay angry. I was allowed to carve
out two more tablets. Those were engraved anew, and later I was allowed to deposit them in the
ark. So the Horeb covenant, including God’s plan with the ministry of atonement, continued
(Deut. 10:1–5).
Including the ministry of atonement?
With the high priest and the Levites?
Yes indeed.
At that point, Moses reminded his listeners of such grace by letting them hear a portion from
the travel narrative, which would surely have occurred a hundred times during the years of their
wandering, so that this would have been thoroughly familiar to them. But he inserted a line in the
narrative, which we will italicize and place in parentheses: “The people of Israel journeyed from
Beeroth Bene-jaakan to Moserah. (There Aaron died [thirty-eight years later], and there he was
buried. And his son Eleazar ministered as priest in his place.) From there they journeyed to
Gudgodah, and from Gudgodah to Jotbathah, a land with brooks of water” (Deut. 10:6–7).
Had God been angry toward Aaron on account of the sin with the golden calf? Yes. But at
that time Moses had interceded for him, so that he received forgiveness and was allowed to
continue living, and later he even became high priest (Deut. 9:20).
But even though it was not because of the sin with the golden calf that Aaron died about forty
years later, was it due to another sin, namely, the sin at Kadesh? Yes. But in that context Yahweh
definitely did not go back to Horeb (the sin with the golden calf). The ministry of Aaron
continued, even though Aaron himself left the scene. After Aaron’s death at Moserah, Yahweh
continued to bless his people. Aaron was succeeded immediately by his son, Eleazar, and the fact
that Yahweh wanted to bless the Israelites also via the ministry of Eleazar appeared when they
arrived a short time later at Jotbathah: a land with streams of water.
Almost superfluously, Moses recalled the entire ministry to which Levi had been called back
in the days of Horeb and had kept since that time. “At that time the LORD set apart the tribe of
Levi to carry the ark of the covenant of the LORD to stand before the LORD to minister to him and
to bless in his name, to this day” (Deut. 10:8).
We discussed this ministry of Levi on behalf of Israel in connection with Numbers 18 (see
Ps. 132 as well). Without Levi’s mediation, the Israelites would not even have had anything to
eat and drink.
From this commentary on our pericope, given by no one less than Moses, we can learn that
we must not stare ourselves blind at the death of Aaron, but we must also take note of the life of
Eleazar, in which this faithful high priest was permitted to continue the shadowy mediatorial
ministry on behalf of Israel before God. Recall what we presented about the place and task of
Levi in connection with the opening chapters of Numbers. They performed their ministry “so
that there may be no wrath on the congregation of the people of Israel” (Num. 1:53). In
Deuteronomy 10 Moses pointed the Israelites to the same privilege. Yahweh is blessing you,
after all, Israel, by means of the ministry of Levi, i.e., the work of Eleazar and of the Levites!
We have already observed that nowadays, we are directed by this ministry of Levi to the
ministry of Christ for us with the Father. How great the sacrifice must have been that he brought
on Golgotha on our behalf, and how powerful his intercession must be, with which he intercedes
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with the Father for us, the church of the new covenant, throughout so many centuries already, so
that as the Christian church, wonder of wonders, we are still in existence.
17.3

The vow at Hormah (Num. 21:1–3)

No matter how one resolves the difficulties presented by this portion of Scripture, it is certain
that this section fits very well in the group of short stories that we are discussing in terms of the
common thread of events that happened in Year 40.
The place where the Canaanite king of Arad fought against Israel can be surmised. He
himself lived in the Negeb. But the question as to when he did this is less easy to answer. We
read that he did this when he “heard that Israel was coming by the way of Atharim” (v. 1). It is
uncertain what route is being referred to here. Some interpret the Hebrew word ha’atharim to
mean “the way of the spies.” The king could have felt threatened by the solid rumor that Israel
was making preparations along that route, one that the twelve spies had traveled earlier, to
invade Canaan. But in that case, this section would be telling us about a certain conflict between
Israel and the Canaanites in the early period of the forty years. This seems improbable, given the
location of this pericope in the book of Numbers. But it is also possible that Atharim was the
name of a city or region. Perhaps the solution is rather simple. Perhaps the local lay of the land
did not permit Israel, after Edom’s refusal, to turn immediately and directly to the south, and this
may have aroused suspicion. In any case, the Canaanites took some Israelites captive. It is not
impossible that Israel reacted to this with force. For the vow was made that if Yahweh would
give this people entirely into Israel’s hands, the ban would be applied to its cities (plural). We
learned elsewhere what this entailed (Lev. 27:28–29). All the people were killed and all their
property was burned or donated to the sanctuary. In Year 40 Israel would not have had time for
such a lengthy operation, for they had to keep traveling. The vow could be fulfilled only later, in
connection with the conquering of Canaan, initially under Joshua (Josh. 12:14), and definitively
after his death (Judg. 1:16–17). One of the cities placed under the ban at that time, Zephath, they
renamed Hormah as a memorial (the Hebrew word ch-r-m means “ban”). That later event is
mentioned here, by way of anticipation.
From this passage we learn that Israel understood their calling. They understood that they
were en route to the promised land, in order there to execute God’s punishment upon the
Canaanites. There was no mention that in connection with any military contact with full-blooded
Canaanites, Israel crawled into their shell or managed to strike a compromise with Canaanite
paganism. The vow Israel made in connection with (the subsequently renamed) Hormah gave
good hope for the future. No bargaining with paganism!
The task of the church of the new covenant may be different in many respects. She has no
land to conquer, as Israel did. Her only weapon may well be the sword of the Spirit, which is
God’s Word. But the cautionary import of Numbers 21:1–4, against making common cause with
pagan ideas and morals, continues to apply to us. That applies both to our Christian speaking,
preaching, and writing about God, as well as to our attitude toward the world, which does not
know the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ from the Word. The closer we stay to that
Word, the further away we will live from “Canaan.” O, if only Christianity had taken more
zealously to heart the manifold warnings of the Torah against any and every mingling and
blending with Canaanitism. But Christianity has allowed itself to be far too blinded by
Gnosticism with its pagan-religious fantasizing about God, creation, redemption, etc. We can
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still learn something from Israel and their experience at Hormah. Away with all those remnants
of paganism, even though people wrap them in Christian garb!
17.4

The episode of the bronze serpent (Num. 21:4–9)

First, a few words about the time when this episode occurred.
That time is not identified precisely in terms of day and date, but nevertheless we do read the
following in verse 4: “From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, to go around the
land of Edom. And the people became impatient on the way.” We believe that justice is done to
this information most properly if we adopt the following course of events.
1. In Year 2, the Israelites were assembled for the first time at Kadesh. At that time the drama
of the ten spies occurred.
2. Next, the punishment of the forty years in the wilderness was declared. This must be
calculated from the time of Egypt. The period from the arrival at Kadesh in Year 2 until the
arrival in the fields of Moab lasted for thirty-eight years (Deut. 2:14 teaches this).
3. During those thirty-eight years, the Israelites initially dispersed (Deut. 1:46), but finally, in
the beginning of Year 40, they assembled again at Kadesh (Num. 20:1). At that time they
requested permission to travel through the land of the Edomites, and had in good faith probably
already set out a fair distance in the direction of the shortest desirable route, until they had to
stop on account of the very unfavorable report given by the messengers returning from Edom.
4. At that time the high priest Aaron must have died on Mount Hor, and been replaced by
Eleazar. So we are choosing the first of the two options mentioned earlier. Given what follows,
at that time, Israel still had to have been situated west of Edom (Deut. 2:2–3).
5. After having had a preliminary military engagement with a certain Canaanite prince (Num.
21:1–3), the Israelites next departed southward, “by the way to the Red Sea, to go around the
land of Edom” (Num. 21:4).
6. We do not know the extent to which they had penetrated the region of Ezion-geber at that
point, but it was from there that they turned northward to complete their journey (Deut. 2:3),
having little more than incidental contact thereafter with the Edomites, in the eastern outskirts of
their kingdom (Deut. 2:5–8).
We turn next to consider the location.
When we read that the episode of the bronze serpent occurred in the Arabah, it seems to us
that this was not stated with complete precision. The northern part of the Arabah ran straight
through Edom. The mountain region of Seir lay to the west, and further west of Seir is where
Israel passed by as they headed southward. So Israel could not have traveled through this
northern portion of the Arabah. A number of wadis flow into this region, so that the complaint
about the lack of water is not as easily explained as it would be in connection with the southern
portion. The term “wilderness” would apply far better to the terrain that the Israelites were
encountering at this point (v. 5). In addition, this consideration is relevant. In the region of the
Jordan River, various kinds of snakes were present, only two of which, however, were
poisonous, the ordinary adder and the horned adder. The latter is definitely dangerous, but
happily that kind of snake lives almost exclusively in the desert portions of the land. Others
report that snakes were numerous especially in the region of the Gulf of Aqabah.
For that reason, we are prevented from understanding that the episode of the bronze serpent
would have occurred in the southern part of the Arabah, in other words, when Israel had been
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traveling for quite some time already, from Mount Hor. This fits best also with the information
that the people “became impatient on the way” (v. 4). This indicates some passing of time.
The King James Version states literally: “the soul of the people was much discouraged
because of the way.” This use of the word nephesh (soul) leads us again to think of how
Scripture speaks of the eating and drinking “soul.” Because of the shortage of water, people lost
their strength to continue the journey.
Regrettably, the current generation living in Year 40 adopted the same vicious manner of
complaining as the preceding generation, despite having seen with their own eyes this generation
die off in the wilderness. Nonetheless, “the people spoke against God and against Moses, ‘Why
have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is no food and no water,
and we loathe this worthless food’” (v. 5). We recall such complaints from an earlier episode.
But once again, we are struck by the fact that God’s reaction to this same unacceptable
manner of complaining is now rather mild, compared with earlier. At that time, Yahweh had, as
it were, counted the number of times, and said: Enough! (Num. 14:22). This time, however, he
does not do that, although it had not been all that long ago in connection with Kadesh that Israel
had murmured as spitefully as she had done earlier (Num. 20:3–5). But just as there, here we are
struck by the moderation of God’s anger. Year 40 has dawned. Now God is not going to say
again: Go back!
Of course, he does send a punishment: “Then Yahweh sent fiery serpents among the people.”
These could be called fiery or burning serpents because of the burning pain they caused. Just as
we talk of burning or stinging nettles, so too here we can speak of “burning snakes.” We read
that those snakes “bit the people, so that many people of Israel died.”
This pointed, of course, to God’s wrath. But God does not take back his word that these
Israelites, these children of the previous murmuring generation, would inherit the land of Canaan
(Num. 14.31). He did not go that far. This is Year 40. God’s prediction calls for fulfillment. He
had calculated the year.
When the people came penitently to Moses and said: “We have sinned, for we have spoken
against Yahweh and against you. Pray to Yahweh, that he take away the serpents from us,” God
listened to Moses’ intercession. But he did so in his own way.
No, the snakes were not removed. That had been the request, but that did not happen.
What did happen was this: Moses would have to have a “fiery serpent” fabricated or
manufactured. This object would have been called a “fiery serpent” because it gleamed brightly
due to being made from copper, or as others render it, from bronze (v. 9). Moses had to have that
bronze serpent affixed to a pole or a rod, so that as Yahweh promised, “everyone who is bitten,
when he sees it, shall live.”
That is what happened. Everyone who had been bitten by a snake remained alive if he
directed his eyes toward the bronze serpent. In verse 9 Scripture uses a word that meant not
merely to “see,” but especially to “stare,” to “fix one’s gaze upon.”
Did God provide other bread than the (despised) manna? No. Did God supply water
immediately? We do not read that that he did, though the Israelites would have received water
sooner or later, for otherwise they would not have been able to continue their journey. Nor did
God immediately remove the snakes, although he had the power to do so, of course. He could
also have had an army of ichneumons (wasps) or mongooses, Egyptian rats that were the
archenemy of the snakes, come marching in. No, instead God first provided the Israelites with a
delicate and painful lesson in believing. For apparently nothing good was to be expected from
such a bronze serpent, since it was nothing more than an inanimate object. Moreover, it was
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merely a representation of the creepy cause of the poisoning that had already overcome many.
But God arranged matters in this way, including the sickness they now contracted, and the
solution that if they looked hard at the bronze serpent, they would be healed and remain alive.
Only by doing what God said, by trusting in his word, and expecting deliverance from that, even
though they might not have understood it. But that is not the first requirement for believing in
what God promises us. What is required is that we set aside our own thoughts and submit to
God’s thoughts.
Here again, we see so clearly that to believe is to obey, and to disbelieve is to disobey.
Although we do not read that God gave instructions to do so, it seems that people preserved
the bronze serpent and later committed idolatry with it. When they began doing that is not
known, though certainly not in the time of Moses and Joshua. But in 2 Kings 18:4 we read that
the Israelites were accustomed, until the time of King Hezekiah, to bring incense offerings before
the bronze serpent. They had even given it a name: Nehushtan. This was definitely a word play,
for in this name you can hear the Hebrew word for snake (nachash), as well as the word for
bronze (nechosheth). King Hezekiah had that bronze serpent destroyed, along with the removal
of the high places for sacrificing, the pillars and the Asherah (cf. Exodus, 114–115). That was
proper, for the bronze serpent was used by God only temporarily, in the wilderness, as an
instrument for reminding Israel of their own sin and punishment, and of God’s promise and
power for healing. But it had not been given in perpetuity and certainly not for committing
idolatry with it by showing it such honor, which belonged to God alone. But sadly, we Christians
have also fallen into similar sin later, with the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper. We turned a
symbol into an idol, a good gift into a god.
The bronze serpent was mentioned once in the apocryphal book Wisdom of Solomon, which
originated in the last century before Christ. The writer says that the Israelites had received it as
“a symbol of deliverance, . . . For the one who turned toward it was saved, not by the thing that
was beheld, but by you, the Savior of all” (16:6–7). These were good words (and they appear in a
book containing such strange ideas about the pre-existence of the “soul”, from which we see how
pervasively the pagan dualism surfaced among the Jews).
Our Savior also mentioned the bronze serpent on one occasion, in his conversation with
Nicodemus (John 3). In that conversation he compared what would later happen to him with
something that Moses had done with the serpent in the desert. Such a comparison was fully
justified, for the time when Israel lived, as the bronze serpent was lifted up, had many
similarities to the time of Christ and the apostles. In both cases, God’s people were threatened by
God’s wrath on account of their rejecting his servants (Moses and Christ; Matt. 3:7; John 3:11,
36). But in both cases there was only one way to salvation. Just as the Israelites in the time of
Moses had to fix their eyes on the bronze serpent, so Jesus’ contemporaries would have to do the
same with regard to the exalted Son of man. The Lord said: “And as Moses lifted up the serpent
in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have
eternal life” (John 3:14–15). Some interpreters understand the phrase “be lifted up” to refer
exclusively to the Savior’s exaltation on his heavenly throne. Others wish to see the Lord’s
crucifixion as part of the path toward that exaltation in heaven. But we agree with those who see
here the same kind of “being lifted up” as had occurred with the bronze serpent. It was lifted
high, so that people could see it. So too our Savior was lifted high so that he was clearly visible
to a circle of onlookers, indeed, to all of Jerusalem (Luke 24:18). Through the proclamation of
the gospel, that circle has continued to expand. Thereby Christ is also portrayed before our eyes
as the crucified One (Gal. 3:1). When we look to him believingly and acknowledge that he is the
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Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world (John 1:29), then we are doing what Christ
and his apostles commanded their contemporaries to do. For then we are eating his flesh and we
are drinking his blood (John 6:53–56). In other words, along the path of believing in this
crucified Lord Jesus Christ, we receive forgiveness of sins, renewal of life, resurrection of the
flesh, and eternal life.
Early on, regrettably, Christians began speaking about the episode of the bronze serpent with
too little modesty. Justin Martyr, for example, argued that Moses fabricated the bronze serpent in
the shape of a cross, put it above the holy tent, and thereby announced the vanquishing of Satan.
Later thinkers believed that our episode was related to the religious veneration of the serpent
among various peoples and with healing power that was often ascribed to the serpent (cf.
Genesis, 115).
We know nothing about that.
The case is different in connection with the following view. In a rather extensive discussion
of the bronze serpent one commentator proposed the interpretation that it must have been a
picture of Israel’s sin, and that we must take this into consideration when we read the words of
our Savior in John 3:14–15, and must therefore not restrict the scope of comparison in those
words merely to the “being lifted up.” We wouldn’t care to condemn that notion as unbiblical
(although we would prefer to call the bronze serpent a picture of Israel’s punishment for sin),
since this commentator directs our attention, first, to the name for Israel’s sin offering, which
was chatta, whereas this sacrifice was also a (symbolic) means for Israel’s redemption; and
second, to 2 Corinthians 5:21, where the apostle writes that God “made him [our Mediator] to be
sin.” This strikes us as worth considering. For in fact, God commanded Moses explicitly to make
an image of the serpent and not any other animal, such as a mongoose, which is the snake’s
archenemy (a marten-like animal, mungos ichneumon). In this way God was wanting to remind
Israel first of all of their deserved punishment, although also of his promise of healing. In a
corresponding manner, through the gospel of the crucified Christ, the punishment of
accursedness that lay upon us is proclaimed to us (Rom. 8:3; Gal. 3:13), though through this
same gospel it is also proclaimed to us that Christ died for our reconciliation (Matt. 26:28; Rom.
3:25; 5:1). From this we can see that the proclamation of our misery (our sin, judgment,
punishment) and the proclamation of our redemption may at most be distinguished but definitely
never separated. Christ’s cross speaks of our misery and our redemption, our redemption and our
misery.
Finally, the apostle Paul also devoted attention to this episode (1 Cor. 10:9). He does not
regale us, however, with fantasies like those arising among the rabbis. For example, one of them
answered the question, why God punished the Israelites in particular with snakes, by saying that
God did this because it was the serpent that (in the Garden) began to blaspheme and was
accursed for that reason, but the Israelites had not taken this lesson to heart. But Scripture does
not make this connection. Although it is true that in the episode of the bronze serpent the
Israelites did commit the sin of blasphemy by refusing to acknowledge that their having been led
out of Egypt was redemption and liberation, but viewing it as a mean streak on the part of God,
and of Moses and Aaron, in order to have them die a strange death (Num. 14:2–4). During its
initial stages (Exod. 16:3; 17:7; cf. Exodus, 75–84) God did not punish this sin with severity, but
after Horeb, he called such questioning of his promise of fidelity and twisting of the truth
nothing less than “provoking” him (thus the KJV in Num. 14:11, 23; 16:30; ESV: “despise”; NIV:
“treat with contempt”). When Paul looks back to this event, he used a word that means “to
challenge,” “to try to go to extremes.” For he writes to the Corinthians: “We must not put Christ
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to the test, as some of them did and were destroyed by serpents, . . . .” The apostle wrote this to
warn the Corinthians against their provocative lifestyle. They were thinking that because they
had been set free by Christ—which was true—they were free to use the food that had been
offered to idols that was being sold in the market or being provided in the restaurant. Paul did not
deny that in itself, this food was good, but he wrote that people were not allowed to use their
freedom if thereby one led a weak brother into sin. Otherwise that was to walk on the precipice.
Looking at this situation, the apostle reminded his readers of the behavior of the Israelites in the
wilderness, which also bore the character of defiance and provocation.
The scope of our pericope is twofold, then. First, it warns against unbelief, which acts rudely
toward God and toward those whom he has given us, like leaders, such as Moses was, or like
brothers and sisters, such as lived in Corinth. Paul is pointing to this aspect. Second, in contrast
to this, our Savior used this episode to make clear to us what faith entails, especially faith in him,
namely, that we surrender to him even as he was given to us by the Father unto redemption, so
that we through him might flee the wrath of God and have eternal life.
17.5

The end in sight (Num. 21:10–22:1)

This chapter of Numbers tells us about the final segment of the journey Israel made from Egypt
to the Jordan. We don’t know exactly where this segment began. After having struck out from
Ezion-Geber to the west, the people of God traveled to the north. This chapter of Numbers is
dealing therefore with the final portion of this trek from south to north. Here is the outline:
1. Preliminary overview of the final route (Num. 21:10–20)
2. Request for passage refused by King Sihon; his land is conquered (Num. 21:21–30)
3. Attack of King Og; his land was also subdued (Num. 21:31–22:1)
17.5.1 Preliminary overview of the final route (Num. 21:10–20)
We begin with a few observations of a geographical nature. In that connection the reader will
want to look at the map back on page ??.
When the Israelites departed east of the Arabah to the north, they had little further contact
with the Edomites. But north of Edom lived the Moabites. During the time of Israel’s journey,
these people occupied the territory reaching from the brook Zered, which flowed into the
southern part of the Dead Sea, and the Arnon River, which also emptied into the Dead Sea, near
the midpoint of its eastern coast.
North of those Moabites were two Amorite kingdoms. No doubt these were remnants of the
great Amorite empire that in earlier times extended across a significant portion of the ancient
Near East. It governed Mesopotamia and Palestine. The original inhabitants of Canaan were
occasionally called Amorites, sometimes Canaanites.
The first of those two Amorite kingdoms with whom Israel came into contact was that of
King Sihon. This one lay between the Arnon and the Jabbok Rivers, the latter of which flowed
into the Jordan.
The second kingdom was that of King Og. This one ruled over Bashan, a territory that lay
north of the Jabbok and south of the Yarmuk, a river that also flowed into the Jordan, just to the
south of the well-known Sea of Galilee.
We do not know exactly which route the Israelites took after Ezion-Geber when they traveled
northward. That could have been the Arabah, in which case they would have had to swing
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eastward after some time, if they wanted to avoid traveling through the territory of Edom. This is
all the more significant, because Israel received a command from God not to wage war against
the Moabites, who live north of Edom (Deut. 2:9). For that reason, it is not at all impossible that
Israel began already after Ezion-Geber to maintain a slightly eastward bearing as they traveled
northward. They would have traveled after all through (the extreme eastern portion of) Edom
(Deut. 2:29), and because they were also supposed to avoid the Moabites, they must have next
have landed near the upper route of both streams that constituted Moab’s northern and southern
boundaries, namely, the brook Zered and the Arnon River. Thus they would have traveled
through Moabite territory (Deut. 2:29), but only through the eastern border area, through the
wilderness (Judg. 11:18).
That fits, then, with the first part of our pericope.
We would do well to divide this into three parts. The first part deals with the travel route of
Israel before the conflict with kings Sihon and Og, and the third part with the route that they
followed thereafter. The second part narrates something about the war with Sihon.
1.

Before the battle (Num. 21:10–13)

As we mentioned already, the Israelites had received a command from God not to harass their
fraternal (blood) relatives, the Moabites (Deut. 2:9). The territory where the Moabites lived in
those days was no longer very large. Formerly, it had extended north of the Arnon River, but this
area had been snatched from them by Sihon (see below). Afterward the region remaining under
their control was the area in the north bordered by the Arnon, in the south by Zered, in the west
by the Dead Sea, and in the east by “the wilderness.” This last phrase appears in our pericope and
in verse 23 several times, and refers to the Syrian-Arabian desert, the greatest plain in the Near
East.
An expert archaeologist who labored in the Jordan region (Lankester Harding) reports with
respect to the contemporary situation of the ancient land of the Moabites about so much beauty
that we can easily infer that the remaining possession of Moab must have been a good
inheritance. The Wadi Hesa (the Zered) is a constantly flowing river that, just as all the rivers in
this land, flows through fields of oleander. Oleanders are laurel trees. The same is true of the
Wadi Wala, a tributary of the Arnon; along the shores of this constantly flowing river, which
contains some deeper areas where rather large fish swim about, there are red oleanders. The
northern portion of the land consists of an undulating plateau. Ruins from antiquity lie spread
about here and there in the fertile, highly productive farmland.
Of this land, God said to Israel, I will give you nothing to possess, “because I have given Ar
to the people of Lot for a possession” (Deut. 2:9). The name Ar refers to the entire land of the
Moabites (cf. Deut. 2:18), but was actually the name of their ancient capital city. Perhaps this
refers to “the city of Moab” mentioned in Numbers 22:36.
This Moabite land Israel left alone on their left side of travel. They set out from Oboth and
camped at Iye-abarim (v. 11), places unknown today. Perhaps these were locations of fords
where Israel traveled across the headwaters of various streams that flowed into the Zered. But
this crossing must have happened rather deep in the eastern section of Moab, for we read: “. . . in
the wilderness that is opposite Moab, toward the sunrise” (v. 11). We can sense the emphasis
being placed on the eastward direction of this route that Israel traveled.
After having camped for some time “in the valley of Zered,” they moved further northward
and crossed the Arnon, referring to the headwaters of this river. For once again we hear the
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emphasis on the east, when in verse 13 we read: “From there they set out and camped on the
other side of the Arnon, which is in the wilderness that extends from the border of the Amorites,
. . . .”
In this way, Moab was passed by on the right, in obedience to God’s command to spare the
descendants of the righteous man Lot. But now Israel was entering the territory of King Sihon
the Amorite. For the sake of clarity, it is added: “. . . for the Arnon is the border of Moab,
between Moab and the Amorites” (v. 13b).
2.

The battle (Num. 21:14–15)

In a moment we will consider the course of events connected with the battle between Israel and
King Sihon. But the narrator cannot omit saying something about it here. He does that by means
of a citation from a Book of the Wars of Yahweh (v. 14). What kind of book this was we do not
know. This is the only place in Scripture where it is mentioned. The phrase “the wars of
Yahweh” is used a couple of times (1 Sam. 18:17 and 25:28), so we get the impression that this
term was a fixed term in the time of Saul and David already. Perhaps early in Israel’s history,
journals were kept about victories that God gave to his people (Josh 5:13–6:5), such that here in
Numbers 21:14–15, a section is being cited from that ancient and well-known document. This
section detailed the outcome of Israel’s battle against Sihon, whose territory Israel had entered
for the first time when they crossed the Arnon (Deut. 2:24). We would paraphrase that section
this way:
“We became master of Waheb, which lay in Suphah,
And of the region when the Arnon springs forth from streams.
A slope full of streams that reached the place where Ar is seated.
And it leans toward Moab’s territory.”
Where Waheb and Suphah were located is unknown. We have discussed Ar earlier. Here it is
parallel to Moab. The purpose of these poetic lines—for that is what these are, as we can see
from the way our Bibles print them—would have been to draw attention to an event that was
understood by Sihon as a declaration of war, namely, Israel’s crossing the headwaters of the
Arnon River.
3.

After the battle (Num. 21:16–20)

The third part of our pericope deals with the very last leg of Israel’s journey. That stretched from
“the wilderness” to “the field of Moab” (for this latter phrase, see v. 20 ASV). Before setting out
on this leg, the meeting occurred between Sihon and Israel. In view of verse 23, that happened
“in the wilderness.” At that point, Israel had not yet departed westward, in the direction of the
Jordan. Israel would be able to cross the Jordan only after they had fought against Kings Sihon
and Og. During the time when the warriors were engaged with this, the camp together with the
tabernacle would have remained pitched in the wilderness, to the east.
Apparently that period or shortly thereafter provides the date of a story that is inserted
somewhat incidentally. This story supplies an explanation of the reasons why Israel had given
the name Beer to a certain resting place (v. 16). On a given day, when Israel once again was
suffering a serious water shortage, Yahweh had given Moses a command to call the people
together, as a testimony for later, for he would provide them with water. We are not told the
features of this place where such provision was made. Occasionally finding water was rather
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easy, as, for example, in a wadi during summer drought. We do read that nomads could dig by
hand a hole of about 2–5 feet deep by 2–7 feet wide (about 0.50–1.70 meters deep by 0.80–2.0
meters wide), in which the water would reach a depth of from 8–12 inches (about 20–30
centimeters). But water was not always that easy to find. One archaeologist (Lankester Harding)
reports that somewhere, perhaps in the region of ancient Moab, he saw a shaft in which three
hundred seventy-five steps were hewn in the rock, leading to an underground water reservoir;
how those ancient excavators knew that they would find water down there is a riddle.
In any case, God would have identified the place where people could find water. But this
time, Israel would have to dig for water. How this happened, under the leadership of Israel’s elite
men, men with staffs as symbols of their authority, is told in a song known to the writer of
Numbers 21, which was sung on this occasion (vv. 17–18). Up until this day it must have been
customary that songs are sung by the Bedouins in connection with their digging for water.
This occurred while they were still in the wilderness. We must locate Beer somewhere in that
region, toward the east. But from that point onward, the path would have led directly westward.
Beer—Mattanah—Nahaliel—Bamoth (vv. 19–20). Those names would have been familiar to the
original readers of Numbers 21, but they are no longer familiar to us. For us, it is sufficient to
observe that along this route Israel arrived very close to the endpoint of their journey, namely,
“the field of Moab” (v. 20 ASV). That phrase identifies the terrain that lay north of the Arnon,
which at this time was no longer in Moab’s possession. The Amorites had conquered Moab.
After Israel’s victory over King Sihon it automatically became Israel’s possession. But with a
view to the former occupier, it was called “the field of Moab.”
We should not take the phrase “the field of Moab” to refer to a low-lying terrain, even though
it lay close to the Jordan River and the Dead Sea. Thus, it was situated at a higher elevation. It
was the region that included the familiar Mount Nebo, with the mountaintop known as Pisgah,
where Moses died (Deut. 34:1). From this vantage point, one can oversee “the wilderness,” says
verse 20. This word refers to the desolate region that stretches along the northeast coast of the
Dead Sea.
An expert archaeologist (Lankester Harding) tells us about this area that from this vantage
point, one has a beautiful view across the Jordan Valley, and if the weather is clear, one can see
Jericho and the towers on the Mount of Olives. The Jordan itself is hidden from view by the deep
ravine that follows the river, but the dominant feature of the landscape, which unfolds before us,
was formed by the smooth-as-glass surface of the Dead Sea, that lies more than 1,100 yards
(1,000 meters) below, glistening in the sunlight. Moses must have been standing somewhere near
here when he looked out at the promised land, for the biblical name of Mount Nebo has remained
virtually unchanged in the modern name of the nearby mountaintop, Jebel Neba.
17.5.2 Request for passage refused by King Sihon; his land is conquered (Num. 21:21–30)
The story that follows here brings us back to the history of Israel’s journey, to the time when
Israel crossed the Arnon. At that point, Israel was no longer in the territory of the Moabites, but
in that of King Sihon. They would have to travel straight through the land of this Amorite king,
from east to west, in order to reach the Jordan and enter Canaan.
This explains why Israel politely asked King Sihon for permission for such a passage, almost
in the same way they had done some time before to Edom (Num. 20:14–21). But the answer was
negative now as well. In fact, Sihon came out with his entire army against Israel, who were still
camped to the east, in the wilderness, waiting for an answer. He initiated the attack against Israel.
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But that fierce action was unsuccessful. Israel not only defended themselves, but registered such
a resounding defeat that he had no power left, and he lost his entire territory, the land between
the Arnon and the Jabbok, to Israel.
This was a surprising event, and an important one.
It made a deep impression on the Israelites. The defeat of King Sihon came up in Scripture
many times thereafter. In Psalms 135 and 136 it was memorialized in song: Yahweh “struck
down great kings . . . Sihon, king of the Amorites . . .” (Ps. 136:17, 19; you can read more
comments on this in connection with Deut. 2:24–37).
The reason this feat was so important is that this was the first time that the Israelites handed a
defeat to another nation and at the same time took possession of the land of that nation. That
supplied increased courage for dealing in a similar way with the pagans living west of the
Jordan. Moreover, the rumor of this Israelite success in the region east of the Jordan of course
did not fail to strike terror in the hearts of the inhabitants of the land west of that river, the actual
land of Canaan. Rahab had heard about it in Jericho (Josh. 2:10). So had the Gibeonites (Josh.
9:10). How powerful was the God of this nation! This was how the promise of Yahweh, given at
Horeb, written in the Book of the Covenant, now began to be fulfilled: “I will send my terror
before you . . .” (Exod. 23:27; Deut. 2:25). Finally, we must remember that Kings Sihon and Og
were Amorites. For this reason, we see Israel in some sense accepting the task here that will be
set before them completely once they had crossed the Jordan, namely, the destruction of the
Amorites there, whose unrighteousness God now found to be “complete” (Gen. 15:16; Deut.
9:4).
So much for verses 21–24.
In order, however, to show what a powerful opponent had been conquered by Israel when
they defeated Sihon, the following was cited about him from the past (vv. 25–30).
Originally the entire region between Arnon and Jabbok, over which Sihon ruled, did not
belong to him but to the Moabites. He had conquered it from a previous king of Moab. This
explains why Israel was not acting contrary to God’s command, namely, that they were supposed
to leave Moab alone, when they did in fact take possession of the region conquered from Sihon
(v. 26). That was completely forthright.
But there is something else.
People from the Amorites had rejoiced greatly at the time about the success obtained by the
Amorites over the Moabites. The Amorite songwriters had composed a poem. This was copied
down from their lips by the Israelite author of Numbers 21 (vv. 27–30). Triumphantly the singers
had called upon their listeners to rebuild Heshbon, which was now Sihon’s city. With amusement
they remembered how the torch of battle had ignited one Moabite city after another: Heshbon,
Dibon, Ar of Moab, Nophah, and Medeba. They also sang about the fact that the god of the
Moabites, called Chemosh, had abandoned his own people, his sons and his daughters.
We conclude our review of this portion of Scripture with a few comments.
First, regarding the Ammonites. The Moabites and Ammonites were closely related (Gen.
19:30–38), and lived near one another east of the Jordan. They remained good friends, despite
the fact that the Amorite Sihon got between them by conquering the region between the Arnon
and the Jabbok, and also despite the fact that this region of Sihon later fell into Israelite hands.
The Ammonites lived the farthest north.
Both they and the Moabites always begrudged Israel over the former region of Sihon that
Israel conquered and took into possession. This occasioned unceasing conflict.
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Regarding the Ammonites we read, according to verse 24, that they had fortified their borders
rather significantly, apparently as a precaution first with an eye to Sihon, later against Israel,
although Israel had obtained from God the mandate to appropriate nothing from the region of the
Ammonites (Deut. 2:19). But a couple of centuries later, the Ammonites are mentioned again. At
that time, Jephthah had to give them a history lesson as proof that they were making an
illegitimate claim to pieces of land that Israel had won fair and square from King Sihon (Judg.
11). King David waged a war against the Ammonites, which resulted in the destruction of their
capital city Rabbah (2 Sam. 12:26), called Amman today, about 22 miles (35 kilometers)
northeast of Jericho.
The relationship between Israel and the Moabites was not always good. To be sure, Ruth, the
Moabitess, became one of the ancestors of King David, and David himself, when he was forced
to flee from Saul, brought his father and mother to safety among the Moabites (1 Sam. 22:3–4).
But after some time had passed, he too entered into war with them and made them pay tribute to
him (2 Sam. 8:2). Later the Moabites were able repeatedly to throw off the yoke of Israel. This
happened, for example, under the well-known Moabite king Mesha. Not only do we read in 2
Kings 3 that this ruler was a sheep breeder, and had to pay the king of Israel a heavy tax of wool
and lambs. But we also read about this same Mesha from the famous stone discovered in 1868
near Diban, which was once the capital city of Mesha, king of Moab. From what was engraved
on that stone we know that Mesha had again laid his hands on the disputed region between the
Arnon and the Jabbok, at least according to his own claim written on that stone. There he stated
that Chemosh, the god of the Moabites, was angry toward his land and had allowed it to be
oppressed by King Omri of Israel and his son. But now Chemosh had given the once-conquered
region back to him, King Mesha. Among the city names he mentions we find names that we
encounter in the Bible as Israelite cities, like Dibon, Aroer, Beth Bamoth, and Medeba. Several
of these names we find in the Amorite victory song that we read in Numbers 21:27–30. Here too
we read about the Moabite god Chemosh, who had handed over his “sons” and his “daughters”
to their enemy, the Amorite king Sihon.
The next chapter will come back to Moab.
17.5.3 Attack of Og, king of Bashan; his land was also subdued (Num. 21:31–22:1)
When the Israelites took possession of the land of the defeated Amorites, they also laid claim to
“the subordinate places” of a particular city named Jazer (v. 32). Literally we read: “its
daughters,” referring to the villages and hamlets in the environs of a city. Later, the expression
appears frequently in connection with the conquering of Canaan.
Since this Jazer was definitely situated somewhat north in the region between the Jabbok
(modern Zarka River) and the Jarmuk (not mentioned in Scripture), King Og would have felt
threatened by this. He ruled over Bashan, which lay further to the north of the Jabbok. The
Jarmuk flowed throughout this region. This region is very often mentioned in Scripture as an
area of meadows with beautiful livestock, with a landscape featuring tall oak trees.
King Og came up against Israel to defeat them near Edrei, one of the cities in his territory. It
is probable, therefore, that originally Moses did not intend to conquer this other Amorite
kingdom, but when King Og attacked him, Yahweh gave him the mandate to fight against this
king as well, and promised to give the land of this ruler into Israel’s hand.
It is remarkable that Yahweh gave Moses a command especially with regard to this King Og,
namely, not to be afraid (v. 34). This is something not recorded in connection with King Sihon.
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Presumably King Og was someone who enjoyed a reputation for being particularly powerful, an
extra big braggart. We read in Deuteronomy 3:11 that in Rabbah of the Ammonites there was an
iron bed, measuring 13.5 feet (4.5 meters) long and 6 feet (1.8 meters) wide. Some think that this
refers to a chamber tomb, manufactured from basalt that contained iron. Some of these have been
found in the Jordan region. This is a kind of megalithic tomb made of large flat stones, which
rest on roughly hewn walls consisting of smaller upright flat stones. Some potentates in that
region had such graves made for themselves during their lifetime (recall the pyramids of the
pharaohs). But here, King Og had such a grave made for himself as a monument to his power in
subjugated territory, namely, that of the Ammonites, who before then had lived in Rabbah. It was
as though he were saying: No one will get me out of here. So then, with an eye to that arrogant
man, God commanded Moses with special emphasis not to be afraid and to do to Og what he had
done to Sihon.
That is what happened, and that would have been the reason why those two defeated kings,
Sihon of Heshbon and Og of Bashan, are often mentioned together later in Scripture.
At this point, we have reached a pause in our discussion of the subjugation of the two
Amorite kingdoms. After this happened, Israel could make the last stage of their long journey
undisturbed, recorded for us in Numbers 21:16–20. This stage brought them from the wilderness
to the Jordan. At that point the Israelites camped “in the fields of Moab.” From there they could
see not only the Dead Sea and the Jordan, but also the walls of Jericho, the oldest known city in
the world.
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CHAPTER 18
ISRAEL’S PRESERVATION FROM DEFEAT IN THE FIELDS OF MOAB (NUM. 22:2–25:18)
Violence and deception. Those are the two arrows Satan has used to attack God’s church
repeatedly throughout history. On Patmos, John saw two beasts rise up against God’s church.
The one arose from the (Mediterranean) Sea, the beast with the brutal (Roman) violence, and the
other came by land, from the East, the cradle of idolatrous systems and practices. Both beasts
were instruments of the dragon (Rev. 13).
We see something similar here, now that Israel has set up camp safely in the plains of Moab,
east of the Jordan near Jericho.
It did not seem possible to head off Israel with violence. They had defeated Sihon and Og. So
what remained was the weapon of deceptive idolatry. This was useful to shipwreck God’s
congregation with the harbor in sight.
Idols are fictions, figments of the imagination. Idols do not exist (1 Cor. 8:4). But Satan and
his devils do exist, and they like to make use of our foolish human inventions, and therefore of
our idolatries. We human beings have sacrificed treasures in service to those idolatries. Gold and
silver, flocks of animals, the honor of women and children, the lives of children. Paul called the
idol altars “tables of demons” (1 Cor. 10:21). Behind every idolatry is the prince of darkness as
the driving force (Luke 22:53; Acts 26:18; 2 Cor. 4:4; 6:14; Eph. 6:12).
Two attempts at violence were unsuccessful, those of Sihon and Og.
Now come two other attempts, these filled with deception. With both, use is made of the
devilish weapon of idolatry.
18.1 In Numbers 23–24 we see Israel preserved from being defeated by Balaam’s curse and
Balak’s sword.
18.2 In Numbers 25 we see Israel preserved from being defeated by the service of Baal of
Peor.
18.1

Preserved from being defeated by Balaam’s curse and Balak’s sword (Num. 22–24)

So there the Israelites were, encamped east of the Jordan, above the familiar ford across the
Jordan, near Jericho, “in the fields of Moab.” They numbered in the thousands, which already in
ordinary circumstances would not have gone unnoticed among the surrounding populace. But in
this case it surely would not, because a psychotic fear of them sent from God had overpowered
them. The prophecy of the song of Moses was now being fulfilled: pangs of terror have seized
the nations (Exod. 15:14–16).
Of all those nations, the Moabites felt most threatened at this moment, and for
understandable reasons. Their recent history had not been very pleasant. Half of their territory
was hijacked by Sihon, the king of Heshbon, the city where since his victory he had established
his residence. Originally it had been a Moabite city, until very recently. Naturally, the Moabites
were still smarting from that. Who could describe the impression that must have been made on
the Moabites by the fact that on a given day, in no time at all, a nation of shepherds had appeared
suddenly from the wilderness to crush the formidable power of Sihon, the boisterously praised
conqueror? The even more powerful kingdom of King Og went down as well. Suddenly the
fearsome Amorites were gone.
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Since then, the Israelites had come to camp in the fields of Moab, the previous Moabite
territory. They were a numerous people, with a powerful God. Their most recent military
operations confirmed that. His name was Yahweh, a detail that people learned through various
contacts, in connection, for example, with buying water (Deut. 2:28). They were coming as
people who had been delivered from Egypt, for that nation also was forced to yield before them.
At this point, Moab is properly afraid of this nation. In fact, we read that Moab “was in great
dread” of the Israelites (Num. 22:3), something that characterized the Egyptians as well (Exod.
1:12). The same word is used with regard to Israel’s loathing of manna (Num. 21:5). The verb
quts is onomatopoeic (vomiting is occasionally related to nervousness). The terror of Yahweh
had gone ahead of the Israelites. Look at them encamped there, deathly calm, as though they
didn’t have an enemy in the world. Their sheep, goats, and cattle are doing nothing but grazing,
eating everything bare. Soon they will be moving toward us, and then we are going to be losing
the last portion of our fatherland as well, with its meadows and its lanes. Actually, we should get
ahead of them and early on break their strength to attack. But at the moment there is no chance of
that, as long as they are being led by such a mighty God as Yahweh.
Anyone facing an emergency seeks good advice, and that is exactly what Balak, the king of
the Moabites, got from the Midianites. You can read about this nation in connection with Joseph
(they were merchants; Gen. 37). This nation was spread out. It included the Kenites (like Jethro,
with whom Moses found refuge, and Hobab). But it seems that a different group of Midianites
lived in the region east of the Jordan. This group did not have a good relationship with Israel,
perhaps because they too felt threatened by them. Did Balak consult with them perhaps because
the Midianites, as reputable camel merchants and caravan travelers (Judg. 6), had been the first
ones to spread the bad news of Israel’s successes? Were they taken so naturally into confidence
by Balak? Perhaps these Midianites provided the fast-traveling camels that had to be used by the
two legations for their journey of 370 miles (600 kilometers) to Balaam, all the way to Pethor on
“the River,” i.e., the Euphrates. In any case, elders from Midian traveled with the elders of
Moab, at least on the first journey. For later we no longer read about them. Who knows, perhaps
from their news channels they learned further that Israel was planning to cross the Jordan and not
return to the east, so that for them at least the danger appeared less acute, so that they thought
they could pull back. At that point, only Moab was left, at least in this narrative. For that reason,
and especially from their King Balak, the appeal for help was made with utmost urgency to the
soothsayer Balaam.
Balaam is mentioned more than once later in Holy Scripture, but from among all those
instances, we will mention the following triad, because from these we can learn how we must
understand this episode.
1. Deuteronomy 23:3–6. As we know, at a later time, Moses renewed the covenant between
Yahweh and Israel in the plain of Moab. In that context, he bound upon Israel’s heart, among
other things, the prohibition against accepting a Moabite, down to the tenth generation, into the
congregation of Israel. Why? Because he (singular) hired Balaam against you in order to curse
you. “But the LORD your God would not listen to Balaam; instead the LORD your God turned the
curse into a blessing for you, because the LORD your God loved you. You shall not seek their
peace or their prosperity all your days forever.” The motivation behind this command was not
personal or nationalistic vindictiveness, but outrage about Moab’s attempt to break the bond of
the covenant between Yahweh and Israel by means of a curse.
2. Joshua 24:9–10. As we know, Joshua also renewed the covenant between Yahweh and
Israel. Using the authentic language and in the character of contemporary covenants, through
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Joshua God reminded the Israelites in advance on that occasion of all the good that he had shown
them throughout their history, including what Balak, the king of Moab, had done. “And [Balak
the son of Zippor] sent and invited Balaam the son of Beor to curse you, but I would not listen to
Balaam. Indeed, he blessed you. So I delivered you out of his hand.”
3. Micah 6:5. Just as he had done through various other prophets, God warned the Israelites,
in this case, especially Judah, on account of the covenant breaking they had committed. Yahweh
complained: “O my people, what have I done to you? . . . Answer me!” (v. 1). This was the
language of a covenant lawsuit (rib)! As evidence of his covenant faithfulness, Yahweh recalled
the following: “O my people, remember what Balak king of Moab devised, and what Balaam the
son of Beor answered him, . . . .”
These Scripture passages help the Bible reader find his way.
From Numbers 22–24 we learn that King Balak attempted by means of a large sum of money
to get Balaam to curse Israel. For then he would be able to defeat Israel and drive them out of the
land, his ancient land (Num. 22:6).
The plan was to destroy Israel. To accomplish this, Israel first had to be separated from their
God, Yahweh, and that by means of a curse. Balaam heartily accepted that invitation. Do not be
misled by Balaam’s talk about Yahweh as “Yahweh my God” (Num. 22:18). That the God of
Israel had the name Yahweh he most likely learned for the first time from the mouth of the
emissaries, but then he used it as though he himself had known that God, Yahweh of Israel, for a
long time. By means of such talk he was able to lead by the nose those poor folk who looked
reverently upon such a soothsayer. (In addition, we should also consider the possibility that the
name Yahweh was added in Num. 22–24 later, in a manner corresponding to what we find in the
book of Genesis; cf. Exodus, 59–65.)
With this explanation, we are by no means minimizing the danger represented by Balaam’s
action. The pagans lived in the conviction that one person could attack another with a curse, and
thereby incite the disfavor of one or another god, what we today properly call an idol, a non-god.
But with this we are by no means relegating everything having to do with idolatry to the world of
fables. Paul did not do that either. He wrote that an idol does not exist (1 Cor. 8:4), but in so
doing, he was not lightly dismissing everything connected with idolatry. Later he wrote that the
sacrifices of the pagans were sacrifices to evil spirits or demons (1 Cor. 10:20). He did not want
the Corinthian Christians to enter (again) into fellowship with demons.
Anyone who takes this into account would not dare to deny that the idol-servant Balaam was
a tool of Satan and his devils. Though we would add immediately that Balaam himself certainly
was unaware of being so, which does not eliminate the fact. Think of how much we know about
the spiritual powers that have a hand in the great events of the history of God’s church according
to the Revelation of John. The apostle Paul reminds us more than once of the role within
Christianity that the demons play in (strictly speaking, pagan) Judaism. When in his epistles John
warns us about the dangerous Gnostics, who supposed that they could pass as Christians while
they maintained their (pagan) past by walking in the darkness and hating the brothers, this
apostle too referred frequently to the power of the devils (1 John 2:13–14; 3:8, 12; 5:18). In his
letters to the seven churches, our Savior warned perhaps the most vehemently against the
dangers of pagan, Gnostic arguments and practices among some so-called Christians (Rev. 2–3),
and in that connection mentioned explicitly not only the name of Satan (Rev. 2:13, 24), but also
that of Balaam, (Rev. 2:14).
In addition, we are fortified in our conviction that, during this important moment in the
history of God’s ancient covenant congregation, something important must have been afoot in
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the world of the spirits, fortified by what we are told regarding the activity of the Angel of
Yahweh, who is not unfamiliar to faithful Bible readers. We discussed him in another
commentary (Genesis, 179–82), where we observed that in Scripture, the nations are influenced
by spirits. Daniel saw that the nation of Persia was led by an evil angel, and by contrast the
nation of Israel was led by a good angel, viz., the angel Michael. Theodoretus, a Syrian Scripture
interpreter (d. 457) presumed that it was this angel who acted to oppose (satan; Num. 22:22, 32)
Balaam. We would prefer to think here of the One who would later appear on earth as our
Savior, but the fact that Theodoretus was thinking of Michael shows that he had an eye for the
spiritual background of the Balaam episode.
Who must have looked on with greater sorrow than the Angel of Yahweh, Israel’s great
Friend, when a devilish attempt was made to drive a wedge between Yahweh and his people?
For the success of that attempt, had there not been, so to speak, a dangerous risk? Had not the
journey from Egypt to Canaan just recently come to an end, and during those forty years had not
the Israelites barely escaped being destroyed by Yahweh? In reviewing those forty years, was
there not sufficient basis for the complaint (with God, who judges without respect of persons!)
against such a people, about whom no one less than God himself had complained (Num. 14.22;
Ps. 95)? Satan was just as capable then as he is now, and in Scripture is he not called our accuser
(Zech. 3:1; Rev. 12:10)?
We must not view Balaam as Satan’s plaything or weak-willed tool. God was not being
fickle when he said first to Balaam, “You are not going,” and then, “Go then.” He can mockingly
surrender sinners to the imaginations of their own wicked heart, to their own carnality, their lust
(Acts 14:16; Rom. 1:24, 26, 28). People cannot mock genuine playthings, but you can mock
people, responsible creatures. So we need to savor the mockery here, which is to say: God’s
mockery. We all know about the episode of Balaam’s donkey, which spoke with a human voice
to its master. People have cracked numerous jokes about this story. Ever since the time of the
Deists—people who did not believe that God was significantly involved with his creation—no
mocker has denied himself the cheap thrill of “riding on Balaam’s donkey” (Kurtz). During my
youth, I heard jokes about “that remarkable donkey.” But should we not be paying attention to an
entirely different joke? Did not God want to show Israel’s enemies especially here how great was
the power with which he could protect his people? So great was this power that he could allow
himself to joke with the most dangerous among them. When we read that the donkey crushed
Balaam’s foot, that alone makes a comical impression. But we are given food for thought
especially when God later makes use of that donkey to intentionally embarrass a soothsayer who
thought he had at his disposal a kind of esoteric knowledge thanks to studying the organs of
sacrificial animals, or studying the flight of birds, or staring at the stars. Yet, the donkey saw the
Angel of Yahweh, and he didn’t. But that was the result. God mockingly handed him over to his
covetousness. That is the evil to which the apostle directs our attention when he talks about
Balaam “who loved gain from wrongdoing, but was rebuked for his own transgression; a
speechless donkey spoke with human voice and restrained the prophet’s madness” (2 Pet. 2:15–
16). The apostle Jude speaks of “the error of Balaam for reward” (Jude 11 KJV).
Nor can one deny a humorous slant to the outcome of the story. Note well: though
summoned to curse Israel, Balaam cannot help but bless them. And he was sent home with
empty hands.
The question has been asked regarding the path along which people in Israel learned about
the episode of Balaam, his arrival and his pronouncing a blessing reluctantly. No one can answer
the question with certainty, but we have already indicated that a number of rumors must have
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been circulating on the other side of the Jordan, in Canaan. Yahweh had sent ahead before Israel
his terror. Would he not in that connection have made special use of Balaam’s vicissitudes and
proverbs, especially the latter? Poems can be easily communicated and remembered. The
paganism of that time could do nothing without involving religion in that activity. This included
waging war. And now Yahweh, the God of the Israelites, really had the nerve to play with and
mock the religion-specialist with such extensive fame as . . . Balaam! This was only one more
reason for the Canaanites to wail, “We are lost!” In addition, people in Israel could have been
told later in connection with various contacts with the Moabites. For although Israel and Moab
never engaged each other in war, from Numbers 25 we see that there was plenty of contact
between them. Language would not have been a barrier, for we learn from the stone of Mesa that
the language of Israel and that of Moab were very similar.
We do not intend to discuss all the details of the travel narrative. We do wonder rather
instinctively whether Balaam traveled that entire long distance by donkey, or whether he used
that animal to carry him along narrow paths, and once he reached open country, he had joined up
with the caravan of Moabite rulers in order to travel with them by camel (this appears likely in
light of 22:35). We would point out that Balaam at least began his journey in a manner befitting
a person of high standing in the ancient Near East (22:22). Abraham, for example, took a donkey
and two servants (Gen. 22). This corresponds entirely with what we read in Ugaritic documents,
namely, that one always rode on a donkey and customarily took along two servants. We have
here a wonderful specimen of the historicity of the Balaam episode.
Balaam was treated as a specialist in religious matters. On the day of his arrival, King Balak
entertained him with sacrificial food. For this kind of Eminence did not eat ordinary food. The
religious business began the next morning. With good reason we read that in the morning King
Balak took Balaam up to “Bamoth-baal” (22:41). In terms of the time of day, the Babylonian
custom was to offer sacrifices before sunrise. In terms of the place, at and around the place
where Balak brought him, the aroma of holiness (of Baal!) hung over that place. Moreover, from
the vantage point of that high holy place, Balaam could see the camp of Israel. And that, after all,
was why he had come.
At that point Balaam went into action. He asked that seven altars be constructed, and on each
altar a bull and a ram be sacrificed. King Balak would have found that to be quite a superb
beginning. What an expert approach! Throughout the entire Semitic world, the number seven
was a sacred number, the number associated with covenants. The use of fourteen male animals
would have constituted a very expensive and valuable sacrifice that was being rendered to the
deity. But the most important was yet to come. Balaam would go to an open place, where he
could read the heaven, the sky, and the clouds in search of omens. A shooting star, perhaps, as
the night was just ending, or a crow in flight. When Balaam entered a religious trance there in
that quiet place and in that quiet moment, he did not fail to bring these preparations to the
attention of the deity (Num. 23:4). It was altogether impressive for that day, just as today it is
still impressive when, in beautiful cathedrals, a dim light enters through stained glass windows to
fall upon those offering ongoing prayers being quietly mumbled by assigned shifts of
intercessors. This was impressively Babylonian. It is fortuitous that such Babylonian piety is
unnecessary for us, and makes nothing but a wrong impression on God, our heavenly Father,
otherwise many a Christian, on account of all their many distresses and faults and far too few
prayers, would surely have fared poorly. O, if we were not kept safe for even one moment by the
shield of the intercession of our wonderful Lord Jesus Christ, how tragic that would be! Just as
Israel would not have fared well, given all their sins, let alone those committed in Year 40 (Num.
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20:2–5 (Meribah) and 21:5 (sick of the manna, the bronze serpent), if Yahweh had not (during
those forty years) kept his word. But now Moses and Joshua could honestly say: “Yahweh, your
God, refused to listen to Balaam.”
Without warning, Balaam was immediately compelled to speak well of Israel. Not one bad
word. He could not help it. “How can I curse whom God has not cursed? How can I denounce
whom Yahweh has not denounced?” (v. 8). The man himself was simply overcome with
confusion by the sight of Israel’s quiet multitudes below. “Behold, a people dwelling alone, and
not counting itself among the nations!” (v. 9b). The meaning of this is clear. Later Balaam says
the same thing in figurative language. Look at those Israelites there camped so peacefully in the
plain below. As though they had no enemy to fear. Among the animals, only the lion can live
that way; that animal also lives as if it were the only animal on earth (Num. 24:9). In fact,
Balaam concluded his first oracle with the wish: “Let me die the death of the upright, and let my
end be like his!” (23:10). Because the Hebrew word for “upright” (yesharim) looks similar to the
word of “Israel” (yisrael), perhaps he was making a wordplay: “I look forward to being
permitted until my own death to live such a calm and quiet life as these Israelites.” (Things did
not turn out that way, though [Josh. 13:22].)
In this, as well, King Balak and the soothsayer Balaam were such full-blown pagans, that
after the first failure, they tried again and again. People consulted the oracles until they finally
obtained a favorable pronouncement. This is similar to what happens in our own day, when
people occasionally trot off to one civil or ecclesiastical court after another.
But this pagan practice was noticeably rejected by God.
With the first attempt already, he had not allowed Balaam to speak even one bad word over
Israel. That could easily have been done. We now know from Numbers 14:22 and Psalm 95 what
was God’s own complaint about Israel’s stubbornness.
For the second attempt, Balaam had to say not only that God would not go back on the first
speech made by Balaam—“God is not man, that he should lie, or a son of man, that he should
change his mind” (v. 19a), i.e., from his word and promise that he has given (cf. Genesis, 160–
63)—but even in his second attempt, Balaam had to lift up a still more beautiful oracle over
Israel. The oracle of Balaam, in which Yahweh was called Israel’s king, is the first place in the
Old Testament where this occurs. We read: “Yahweh their God is with them, and the shout of a
king is among them” (Num. 23:21b). The claim seems undemonstrable that when he was
speaking this message, Balaam had done so with a view to a particular jubilation of the Israelites
about the ark that had occurred precisely on that day, just as such jubilation later made such a
deep impression on the Philistines (1 Sam. 4:6–7). But we should definitely be thinking in that
direction. What Balaam said contained the acknowledgement of the fulfillment of the promise
with which God had received the Israelites at Horeb: If you will be my faithful covenant
partners, you will be to me “a kingdom of priests” (Exod. 19:6). At Horeb, God had established a
kingdom, and as Suzerain he had granted a covenant to all the Israelites as his vassals. Such
covenants were not to be trifled with. Anyone attacking one of those vassals would be attacking
their Suzerain. In other words, Balaam had to declare a very somber warning to King Balak. As
the next verse confirms: “God brings them out of Egypt and is for them like the horns of the wild
ox” (23:22). Balaam would have known little if anything about God’s kingship over Israel as that
came to expression in the glorious laws upon which at Horeb Yahweh had based all of Israelite
society, known to us from the Torah (Exodus, 304–311). But he would certainly have heard
about the Israelite incursions against the kingdoms of Sihon and Og, and from that he would
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have grasped something of the words that Yahweh had placed on his lips. As the kingdom of
such a God as this, Israel is insuperable.
The third time, Balaam again began with bragging about himself, this time as someone who
knew all kinds of secret things, but this time he omitted all that preliminary pagan nonsense. He
had to do that, for the Spirit of Yahweh immediately made him pronounce over Israel those
priceless blessings. In those blessings, he portrayed a future for Israel in terms so prosperous as
to resemble the life of plants and trees that with their roots could drink as much water as they
desired. This was poetic imagery that people in Moab could understand easily, like a wish for
fertile fields. The wish was expressed for Israel’s king (whether this referred again to Yahweh, or
a human king like every nation of that day had, and every Canaanite city had, or perhaps Balaam
had in view of Moses, who was God’s special agent in covenant matters) that he might enjoy
greater military success than “Agag.” Perhaps this last word was a fixed title, like “pharaoh” was
in Egypt, for the leader of the fearsome plundering people of the Amalekites (Exod. 17; 1 Sam.
18:8–9). Balaam sketched Israel’s future position among the nations like that of a lion among the
animals. He is disturbed by no one, and goes wherever he wants. No wonder that when he heard
such language, King Balak trembled in his heart and angrily wanted to send Balaam away.
But things did not go that way.
Whether he wanted to or not, ultimately Balak had to listen to yet a fourth oracle from
Balaam’s mouth, which, more than the three preceding ones, scared the daylights out of him and
took away any impulse he may have had to lay a hand on Israel.
In those oracles Balaam focused first on these four nations.
First, he predicted that later, not immediately but no less surely, “a star” would rise out of
Jacob and “a scepter” would rise out of Israel. These would “crush the forehead” of Moab. (The
words, “and break down all the sons of Sheth,” in Num. 24:17 should probably be understood in
the sense of Jer. 48:45.) Throughout the ancient world, the words “star” and “scepter” made
people think of a king. In 2 Samuel 8 we can read about how King David had indeed subjugated
the Moabites.
Second, he proclaimed the same fate for the Edomites. We read about that outcome in 1
Samuel 8 as well (cf. 1 Kings 11:14–16, in connection with Joab).
Third, he predicted the defeat of Israel’s archenemy, Amalek. That leads us to think of Saul’s
campaign against the Amalekites (1 Sam. 15).
Fourth, regarding the Kenites (poetically called here Cain, perhaps after their ancestor) he
predicted their being led away into captivity by the ferocious Assyrians, whose name had down
through the centuries caused the nations of the ancient Near East to tremble.
All four of these were definitely not friends of Israel. Amalek had ambushed Israel
traitorously (Exod. 17), from the Kenite, Hobab, Israel had not received the desired assistance en
route to Canaan, and both Edom and Moab had refused Israel passage through their territories.
All of them receive something here. On the one hand, it is the case that whoever gives God’s
people merely a cup of cold water for comfort in their distress will not fail to receive a reward
(cf. Matt. 10:42). On the other hand, however, persecuting God’s church operates like a
boomerang. People who do that are damaging themselves and possibly their own posterity.
As an aside, we draw the reader’s attention to the fact that we have not interpreted the
passage in Numbers 24—“[A] star shall come out of Jacob, and a scepter shall rise out of
Israel”—as a so-called Messianic passage. In general this is because we want to be very careful
in speaking about Messianic texts in the Old Testament. For would we then be dealing properly
with the other texts that do not fall into this category? Are there portions of the Old Testament
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that are not Messianic? Actually, no, not even if there is a single component that does not belong
to a description of humanity. In addition, although we believe that such Scripture passages are
speaking about Christ to the extent that they are speaking about Israel, the people honored to
bring forth the Savior of the world, we are unable to perceive that the announcement of a royal
figure who would crush Moab’s forehead has in view particularly our Lord Jesus Christ. It may
well be true that the Negeb, and what used to be Moab, were populated, until the coming of
Islam, with Christian church buildings, but it strikes us as a stretch to see in that a fulfillment of
the italicized words above.
Finally, Balaam’s speaking reached a decidedly international level in his closing oracle. In
that oracle he foresaw a powerful movement of the nations. Apparently, this moved him
intensely, for he said: “Alas, who shall live when God does this?” (v. 23b). He mentioned the
coming and going of potentates. Asshur and Eber, referring to the Mesopotamian world, would
each in turn lose their power with the rise of the forces coming from Kittim. This latter name is
related to the name Kition, on Cyprus, a name later given to the entire island (cf. Genesis, 186).
We cannot say with certainty what Balaam’s final oracle involved precisely. But there were
indeed periods, some of which were not far removed from the days of Israel’s entrance into
Canaan, when such massive shifts occurred among the nations in the ancient Near East, when a
powerful kingdom like that of the Hittites in Asia Minor was completely wiped out and the
mighty Egyptian kingdom could barely survive. Even though from ancient times, Canaan
belonged to the region over which Egypt thought it possessed hegemony—Nasser appealed to
this as late as the twentieth century—Egypt could not prevent Canaan’s defeat by the Israelites.
Scholars are not agreed about the chronology of Israel’s exodus from Egypt and entrance into
Canaan (cf. Exodus, 28–31). But what has been learned about the events and relationships in the
international arena during the second half of the second millennium before Christ enables us to
see in the final words of Balaam an indication that God led the life of the nations around Canaan
in such a way that Israel could eventually take possession of the promised inheritance without
interference from those quarters.
18.2

Preserved from being defeated by the service of Baal of Peor (Num. 25)

We have not yet finished discussing the previous chapter. This chapter concluded with the
information that King Balak went his way after Balaam had also gotten ready to return to his
home. But from what follows we see that Balaam never arrived. He seems to have taken up
contact once again with the Midianites, probably because he had been using their camels for his
long return trip. But in connection with the renewed contact, he gave the Midianites a piece of
cunning advice. Now that it became evident that Yahweh, the Great King, could not be rendered
unfaithful to his covenant with Israel, people would have to turn their efforts elsewhere, with an
attempt to make Israel, the vassal, unfaithful toward Yahweh. This counsel the Midianites were
all too eager to follow. If it had succeeded, this would have resulted in the covenant between
Yahweh and his people being broken after all, had this great catastrophe not been prevented by
the resolute action of Phinehas the priest.
We will read later, in Numbers 31, about this shrewd advice from Balaam to the Midianites
(v. 18). For God mandated Israel to administer a dreadful punishment to the Midianites for their
cunning action. In that same chapter we also read that on the occasion of that punishment
expedition, Balaam the sorcerer fell into Israel’s hands and was killed (Num. 31:8). For all we
know, the Israelites may well have been informed at that exact time about what had transpired
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between Balaam and King Balak, when Israel was camped in the plain of Moab. It is entirely
possible that Balaam had written down his prophecies and was caring them on his person, so that
these came into Israelite hands as well. The conjecture was certainly voiced that Balaam would
on his own initiative have offered them to the Israelites in the hope of obtaining from them his
reward that had not been paid to him by King Balak. But this guess cannot be proven. Balaam
did have a weakness for money, though!
We come, then, to the story of Numbers 25.
Israel continued to be encamped in the fields of Moab, even though in verse 1 that locale is
identified by the name Shittim. From this place the Israelites later crossed over toward Jericho
(Josh. 3:1). For their eye was on the other side of the Jordan, but the crossing was virtually
impossible for the time being.
During their stay at Shittim, Israel had encountered the Moabites and the Midianites.
Although this occurred in a region north of the Arnon River, and not in the actual territory of the
Moabites, we can easily imagine that after his conquest of that territory, King Sihon had allowed
a particular remnant of the original inhabitants, Moabites, to keep their homes and work, the
pasturing of their flocks. At the same time, in view of Numbers 31, a significant number of
Midianites must have remained there with them. Recall what we mentioned earlier regarding this
nomadic people of farmers and merchants.
Israel’s acquaintance with these Moabites and Midianites appears to have had a dangerous
side to it. The Israelites received an invitation to the sacrifice meals being held in honor of the
god Baal. In another commentary, we considered the loathsome combination of religion and
sexual immorality in honor of this god, which was being served throughout all of Canaan at that
time (cf. Exodus, 113–16). It is likely that this idol was identified further as Baal of Peor,
according to the locale where he was being worshiped, in this case, a hill or mountain called
Peor. One would logically think of the Peor mountain mentioned in the preceding episode, where
Balaam for the third time had an altar built (Num. 23:28).
Let’s think about this. Israel was still located on the eastern short of the Jordan, was invited
to participate in the service of the Canaanite fertility god Baal, and . . . at that point apparently
many of them weakened.
Sacred prostitution at the entrance of the promised land!
This was an abominable attempt of Satan and his devils, who after all are the driving forces
behind all paganism, in order to paganize Israel and rob them of their priceless privilege of being
the people of the covenant with Yahweh. If that had been unsuccessful along the route of sorcery
and soothsaying, then use is being made of one of the deepest urges created within a person,
namely, his sexual urge. In the course of history, how many have not been led in this way like an
ox to slaughter (Prov. 7:22)! Literally we read in verse 3 that Israel “yoked himself to [the
wagons of] Baal of Peor.”
Terrible! Holy Scripture returns numerous times to this episode (see Num. 31:16; Deut. 4:3;
Josh. 22:17; Ps. 106:28; Hos. 9:10; 1 Cor. 10:8; Rev. 2:14). On the basis of these Scripture
passages, serving Baal of Peor must be viewed as identical with serving the other Canaanite gods
at the “high places” usually under the open sky, or as the prophets would later describe it, “on
every high hill and under every green tree” (1 Kings 14:23; 2 Kings 17:10; Jer. 17:2). Such
service would have possessed the usual features: cultic dancing by naked men and women,
followed by drinking wine and physical encounters, naturally most often at agricultural festivals.
Who would not defend the fierce burning of Yahweh’s wrath on account of this misconduct?
Something like this had not happened since they had left Egypt. In the wilderness God did have
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to warn against idolatrous customs in connection with slaughtering animals (Lev. 17:7a), and at
that point, the word zanah was used in reference to sexual actions. But the specific worship of a
foreign god had not yet occurred. Israel had sinned against the second of the Ten Words of the
covenant established at Horeb, viz., in connection with portraying Yahweh as (one enthroned
upon) a golden calf (Exod. 32; cf. Exodus, 132–37). This was the sin of Aaron, and how fiercely
God had demonstrated his anger against that. But now the first word of the Ten Words was being
transgressed. For now, Yahweh was being replaced by another. When a married woman does
something similar, that is called whoring, committing adultery (zanah), and that is what Israel’s
sin is called here as well (v. 1). People were bowing down before another god (elohim; v. 2),
even though people were being seduced into that by the accompanying sexual intercourse with
Moabite women. Balaam’s advice was a humanly invented scheme.
The punishment that God visited upon this wickedness was twofold.
First, a plague began to rage throughout the camp. Because in verse 8 the same Hebrew word
is used to describe this that we find in Numbers 14:37 and 16:48, 50. We know that the same
kind of sickness is being referred to here as there. Next, Moses received a command to “hang [a
number of men] in the sun before Yahweh” (v. 4). What is being referred to here is not altogether
clear. One interpreter thinks of the familiar punishment of the Assyrians, where a person was
pilloried through the stomach on a high, pointed pole; another thinks this refers to a method of
hanging that pulled limbs apart. In any case, it was supposed to be done in public (“in the sun”)
and “before Yahweh,” because they had acted against his covenant in a shameful manner.
When you read the command in verse 4, “Take all the chiefs of the people and hang them in
the sun before Yahweh,” you could get the impression that Moses had been commanded to take
all the chiefs (or leaders) of the people and hang these men in public. But that was certainly not
the intention, else we would have to accept that, with incomprehensible neglect, Moses had
utterly failed to fulfill that mandate, even though we read nowhere that he was severely punished
for such neglect. The mandate was formulated in shortened form. It went this way: “Take [i.e.,
gather] all the heads of the people and [when the guilt of the transgressors had of course been
established in an orderly meeting, Num. 35:30; Deut. 17:6; 19:15] hang them [viz., those
Israelites who would be found guilty] in public.” In verse 5 we are told that Moses had indeed
mandated the judges to execute this sentence.
Obviously all of this did not happen immediately. Capital punishments could not be
pronounced and executed just like that in Israel. Investigation and hearing testimony could well
have lasted an entire day. Meanwhile the plague raged on. This explains why a great multitude
was continually wailing in the forecourt, simultaneously beseeching God for pity.
Nevertheless, at that point a certain Israelite failed to avoid defying God and people in the
following way. He was not just anybody. He was called Zimri and was the son of Salu, a family
head from among the Simeonites. This man had the audacity to bring with him into the Israelite
camp a Midianite woman whom he had met at the feast of Baal of Peor, to the location of the
tribe of Simeon. That alone was something unheard of, for that camp was made holy by the
tabernacle of God. But beyond that, Zimri did this in public, at the time when the congregation
was weeping before God. Indeed, he was not embarrassed to take the Midianite woman to his
tent and to go with her “into the chamber” (v. 8). That is how the Hebrew word qubbah is
rendered in the ESV (ASV: pavilion; RSV: inner room). He acted as though something like this
were even conceivable in the Israelite camp. His actions in “the chamber” were clearly
understandable in view of what we read further about Phinehas.
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Phinehas the priest had seen that outrageous deed. This Phinehas was the head of the guards
of the entrance of the tabernacle (1 Chron. 9:20). This explains why he had immediate access to
a spear. He used it to stab both partners, directly in the belly (qebah; one commentator sees here
a wordplay: in the qubbah they were both stabbed in the qebah). In the middle of their
dishonorable behavior in the tent they were drilled through by Phinehas in their sexual organs.
We may surely recall here God’s rule of punishment in some cases: payment in kind. Because of
this spontaneous action, borne of embarrassment about the shame being heaped upon Yahweh,
Phinehas was praised highly by God. Not only did the plague stop immediately, as proof that
God’s wrath against the Israelites had been stilled. But Moses also had to make known that from
now on, a very special relationship would exist between Yahweh and Phinehas, from which the
distant descendants of Phinehas would still benefit (v. 13, “an everlasting priesthood” KJV).
Yahweh incorporated Phinehas into an extra succession-covenant, above and beyond the
covenant he had made with all Israel and the one he made with the entire tribe of Levi and with
the family of Aaron. Yahweh called it a covenant of shalom, a word whose meaning is far richer
than our word “peace”. The office of priest would be occupied unto distant generations by
Phinehas and his descendants, and that was surely the office of the priest who was the highest
among his brothers (Lev. 21:10), namely, the office of high priest.
With this attempt to detach Israel as the people of the covenant from Yahweh, in addition to
Balaam and the Moabite king Balak (Rev. 2:14), especially the Midianites were involved. They
had a lot invested in this, including the honor of a daughter of one of their tribal family heads.
For that reason, this episode did not end until God had given Israel the mandate from henceforth
to view the Midianites as irreconcilable enemies, and to carry out against them a severe
punishment for setting this dangerous trap. We already mentioned that in Numbers 31 we will
hear the story about how Israel carried out this assignment.
One more comment must be made about the number of victims claimed by the plague.
According to verse 9 this was twenty-four ’eleph. Once again we face the question as to the
meaning of the word ’eleph. All the more so because in 1 Corinthians 10:8, the apostle writes:
“We must not indulge in sexual immorality as some of them did, and twenty-three thousand fell
in a single day.” The temptation is great to explain the difference between these two sums this
way, that a thousand would have been killed by hanging and twenty-three thousand by the
plague. But we are not told how many were hung. One commentator on 1 Corinthians surmises
that Paul would have been using a manuscript indicating the number of twenty-three thousand. If
this is correct, the number twenty-four thousand in Numbers 25:9 is “due” to the mistake of a
copyist. This person would have had before him a manuscript indicating that twenty-three
’elaphim died by the sudden disease (which meant at that time twenty-three family groups), and
the specification of the total of these twenty-three family groups was followed by the number
’eleph, which means one thousand. A copyist, however, would not have understood the words
“twenty-three ’elaphim we’eleph,” which simply meant “twenty-three family groups = one
thousand”. He would have added the twenty-three ’elaphim and the single ’eleph together. This
text became the dominant one at that point. But Paul appears to have known the earlier text.
So both shrewd attempts to separate from each other God and his people Israel right before
the entrance into Canaan failed completely.
Not only in the Old Testament, but also in the New Testament, the later church is repeatedly
reminded of both episodes.
We, too, are warned by them against going along with paganism, not only in our lifestyle (1
Cor. 10:8), but also in our doctrines and arguments about God and humanity. Christ himself
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warned against the (Gnostic) danger of the Nicolaitans, referring to Balaam’s advice about
idolatry and harlotry (Rev. 2:14). Has the Christian church taken that warning to heart? When we
recall what is claimed about the so-called immortal soul and about the life-originating cell within
this “soul”, we cannot confidently answer in the affirmative. Gnosticism, no matter how
beautifully it is clothed in garb that appears to be Scriptural, is pure paganism, and demonically
dangerous.
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PART 5
THE PEOPLE OF THE GOD OF LIFE PREPARED FOR THEIR ENTRANCE INTO CANAAN

In the preceding chapters, we discussed Scripture sections that contained a significantly more
joyful content than the episodes of the ten spies, of Korah and his compatriots, etc. By that point
we had already passed the deepest point in the book of Numbers.
But now everything becomes far more pleasant and enjoyable.
We will not be able to read the last eleven chapters of Numbers without picturing the Israelite
congregation arrayed in the fields of Moab near the Jordan, eagerly peering to the other side and
waiting for the great day of entering the promised land. If we read those chapters this way, we
will observe their inner coherence more clearly and appreciate their location all the more.
By means of events of varying natures, God prepared Israel very powerfully for the day when
his promise would be fulfilled, the promise he had made to sleeping Abraham: “To your
offspring I give this land . . .” (Gen. 15:18).
Everything that Numbers recounts to us from now on is closely connected with that
impending entrance.

CHAPTER 19
RENEWED REGISTRATION, THIS TIME ESPECIALLY WITH A VIEW TO APPORTIONING THE PROMISED
LAND (NUM. 26)
This is not the first time that an entire chapter of Numbers is devoted to a “registration” of
people. In fact, the book owes its very name in part to that activity.
The first registration is mentioned in Numbers 1. Thereby, as we saw, Israel was being
prepared at Horeb for the journey to Canaan. That first registration had an unmistakable military
character.
The military character of the registration being presented now in Numbers 26 cannot be
entirely denied, either. It was definitely being conducted with an eye to the entrance into Canaan.
This was near at hand. Israel lay in the plain of Moab, near the Jordan, opposite Jericho (v. 3).
Now as well, all the men who were twenty years and older were registered, except the Levites,
although they too were counted again. Their work was no less important than that of the
warriors. Here as well, the same Hebrew word (pqd) is used for “register.” Perhaps the content of
Numbers 26 was placed here with an eye to the mandate to fight against Midian, which had been
announced in the previous chapter.
But that military character is not the main feature of this chapter of Numbers 26. This
registration occurred especially with an eye to the impending apportioning of the promised land.
This explains, among other things, that now what gets mentioned are not merely the tribes, but
also the families of each tribe. Later the land would have to be apportioned equitably. This would
probably occur in such a way that by means of the lot, the place within the land would be
identified, whether north or south, etc., but in addition, the scope of the inheritance in that place
would have to be stipulated according to the size of the families of each tribe.
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We may be brief about the other matters, referring the reader back to our discussion of
Numbers 1 and 3. Here as well, the reader should underline in his Bible the names of the twelve
tribes. That provides a kind of outline and overview.
For Israelites such a registration list would certainly have been no dry and dusty matter.
Especially not this one, because it is peppered here and there with a historical note. For example,
in connection with Reuben, there is a note about the death of Dathan and Abiram (v. 9). In
connection with Manasseh, there is a note about Zelophehad, who had no sons but only
daughters, but whose family would later receive a portion of the inheritance (v. 33; Num. 27).
When you compare the numbers of Numbers 26 with those of Numbers 1, you will notice
some remarkable things. For example, that the total number of those registered, after the entire
wilderness generation of those in military service had died, did not differ greatly from the earlier
number, not even after such severe blows. You will also be struck by that fact that the number of
those registered from Simeon are here about half of the former number. One surmises that it had
been people particularly from the tribe of Simeon who had sinned with Baal of Peor and were
punished for that, along with Zimri (Num. 25:14).
This chapter mentions God’s compassion and faithfulness. With what a joyous spirit Moses
and Eleazar would have accomplished the mandate for this renewed registration, and with what
joy they would have recorded the result. Despite everything that had happened in the past forty
years, Israel had maintained its numerical level. For Yahweh himself had remained the same.
The firm hope could now be harbored that within the foreseeable future he would proceed to
fulfill his ancient promise to the fathers to their children. And we, who are given to know that
Jesus Christ would one day be born from this Israel as the One promised to the fathers, now see
God here taking a significant step further along the path of salvation to reach his great goal with
Israel and with us who once were pagans. By faith in Christ we are fellow heirs of Abraham
along with these earlier Israelites. Scripture passages like Numbers 26 speak now to us of the
inheritance. Indeed, by means of the next chapter God’s Spirit is warning us as well to value that
inheritance highly. He does so in the famous episode of the daughters of Zelophehad.
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CHAPTER 20
THE DAUGHTERS OF ZELOPHEHAD RECEIVE THE RIGHT TO PROPERTY IN THE PROMISED LAND (NUM.
27:1–11)

Zelophehad was an Israelite who had died during the forty years of wandering, not because he
had participated in the rebellion of Korah (Num. 16), but for the same sin for which all military
men older than twenty years had been punished with death, viz., because they had listened to the
doubt-filled preaching of the ten spies (Num. 14). They had died, in other words, because of
unbelief in God’s promise that he would lead Israel to inherit the land of Canaan (Heb. 3:19).
Now as we already learned, Zelophehad had no male descendants, and for that reason,
according to the regulation apparently in place, that property could be inherited only by sons, his
daughters would later receive no inherited portion in Canaan. This was something that appeared
to correspond in a remarkable manner with the unbelief of Zelophehad with regard to the
promise of Canaan, but that was no more than appearance. At least this was how the daughters of
this deceased man were thinking. For Zelophehad had left behind five clever daughters, genuine
believing girls, who honestly refused to follow in the unbelief of their father. But they
nevertheless had not realized that by means of this unbelief, their father had rendered himself
more guilty toward God than every other man who had died in the wilderness. For example, their
father had not been a part of the group of sinners who either were swallowed by the earth or were
consumed by the fire. No, he had simply behaved unbelievingly toward God’s promise. But
although that was serious enough, others had done this as well. Nonetheless, the sons of those
other men would later receive a portion in the promised land and thereby the name of their father
would continue to be honored in Israel. For people would say: “That is the inheritance of the
family of so and so.” But something similar could never be said about Zelophehad, so his name
would eventually disappear in Israel. Was that fair, however? Had their father deserved such as
additional punishment when he had not committed any additional sin?
Those girls brought that request before Moses and the other leaders of the congregation.
Would not Moses have been moved by hearing the daughters of Zelophehad talk so
devotedly about their father and so believingly about God’s promise regarding the promised
land? Did not this (too) make up part of the content of God’s promise to Abraham (Gen. 15), and
to Israel (Exod. 3)?
Nevertheless, Moses did not dare to respond to their request when he did not know for
certain whether his response was entirely according to the heart of Yahweh. This explains why
he handled the request of the girls in the same way he had handled other difficult cases (see
Num. 7:89; 9:8; 12:8). He laid their request for justice before Yahweh, surely once again in the
holy place of the tabernacle. The answer came forth to him then from the most holy place, from
between the cherubs atop the ark.
The daughters of Zelophehad got what they wanted. God gave the following command.
When later Israel had inherited the land of Canaan, they were to act, as it were, as though
Zelophehad were still alive, and they were supposed to assign to him a portion of the land. This
portion would in reality be assigned to his daughters, however. The inheritance of their father
would be given to the five girls. The property of their father—although at this point it was only a
promised benefit—was assigned by God himself as an inheritance to the daughters of
Zelophehad. It was being awarded as a right in connection with the covenant establishment in
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Genesis 15, had not God assigned to Abraham an expansive territory (vv. 18–21)? So Abraham’s
descendants had a right to that.
Note how realistic consideration is being given here to the (geographical) content of God’s
promise.
Such liberality was now permissible, even obligatory.
At the same time, we see here once again the extremely practical manner in which various
portions of the Torah came into existence. This one was occasioned by a problem that arose
among Israel. We see something similar in other parts of the Torah (e.g., see Lev. 24:10–23,
about the one who blasphemed; and Num. 9:1–14, about celebrating Passover in the second
month).
God rendered a decision that would apply not only to this single case of the daughters of
Zelophehad, but one that would have to be applied to other cases as well. Whenever someone
died without producing a son, his daughter was permitted to function as the heir of the assigned
land. But this was also relevant if someone left behind no daughter either, and died childless, for
then his property was assigned to his brothers. If there were none, then it went to the brothers of
his father or otherwise to the nearest blood relative in his family.
From this Scripture passage we learn how firmly we may rely upon the assignments of God
for the present and the future. May we, too, in imitating Scripture, speak often with praise about
the daughters of Zelophehad, for they were believing girls. They were just as focused on the
promised land as Moses had been when he invited his brother-in-law, Hobab, to travel along
with Israel to the place about which Yahweh had said: “I will give it to you,” and when he
already at that point offered Hobab a share in the inheritance (Num. 10:29). Exemplary!
It must be that the writer of the epistle to the Hebrews could not have been exhaustive in his
list, or else he would surely have mentioned the daughters of Zelophehad among those who by
faith expected the fulfillment of God’s promises (Heb. 11:32).
The daughters of Zelophehad are mentioned once more in Numbers 36. And we are told in
Joshua 17 how their wish was fulfilled.
How firmly, then, may we believe, who are given to know that through Christ’s coming all of
God’s promises have more than ever found in him their yes and amen? (2 Cor. 1:20).
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CHAPTER 21
JOSHUA IS APPOINTED IN MOSES’ PLACE WITH A VIEW TO CONQUERING THE PROMISED LAND (NUM.
27:12–23)

This passage about Joshua as the successor of Moses is very familiar. This is related to the fact
that mention is made in other passages of Scripture about the succession of Moses by Joshua. We
find this, for example, in Deuteronomy, a book whose structure shows clear similarities with that
of a succession covenant, owing precisely to the role of Joshua. We will discuss this further
below.
The specific purpose underlying the inclusion of this passage, Numbers 27:12–23, in the
middle of the closing chapters of the book of Numbers, can be easily grasped from both its
striking location and its content.
The reason we consider the location of this passage to be remarkable is that it supplies us
with information regarding the succession of Moses by Joshua, in Numbers 27, whereas later an
entire story about the battle against Midian will follow in Numbers 31, in which not Joshua but
Moses will exercise total leadership. By itself this leads us to assume that the person who placed
this short account about Moses’ succession by Joshua in this exact location was of the opinion
that it fit better here rather than elsewhere on account of its content. He thought it fit here, right
after Numbers 26, a chapter that talked about dividing the promised land. He thought it fit
immediately after Numbers 27:1–11, which discusses the right of Zelophahad’s daughters to
possess a portion of the promised land. This itself leads us to assume how this person who placed
this passage at this exact point was reading this narrative, and what he saw as its main theme. It
spoke first not to the posterity about Moses’ death, and not about Joshua’s succeeding Moses.
But this story supplies posterity with the knowledge about how in various ways God wanted to
give assurance to the Israelites in the flat plains of Moab about his promise that in the near future
he would surely give them the land of Canaan—which they could see as they stood on the other
side of the Jordan.
This assumption is confirmed by the content of the passage.
Verses 12–14 constitute the introduction. From that introduction we learn what Yahweh has
said to Moses about his death, namely, that Moses would be allowed to see the promised land,
from the mountains of Abarim near Israel’s camp. (Among them was mount Nebo, one of whose
outcroppings was Pisgah.) But thereafter Moses would not permitted to enter the land, but would
have to die, because he had sinned at Kadesh. There he had committed the same sin as Aaron. So
he would undergo the same punishment that Aaron had: before Israel’s entrance he too would be
“gathered to his people.”
We can savor the intention of these verses. That purpose was not specifically to furnish us
with information about the death of Moses. In the period before the entrance, God had spoken
with Moses more often about that (Num. 31:1); and in turn Moses had spoken with God (Deut.
3:23—29). No, by way of introducing the brief story that would follow, the reader’s attention is
drawn emphatically to the promised land.
When we read these introductory verses in this way, the need disappears for seeking an
answer to the question as to why we have to harmonize this report about Moses’ death
chronologically with other reports about that matter (Deut. 32:48—52; 34:1–8). The same goes

182

for the following verses about Joshua’s succession in connection with other reports about that
(Deut. 1:38; 3:28; 31:1–8).
By means of this narrative, our attention is focused on the subsequent three main events.
21.1

A successor is requested (vv. 15–17)

Some Bible translations give the impression that Moses first spoke a word of encouragement
(Yahweh is “the God of the spirits of all flesh”) and then asked for a successor. The expression
“the God of the spirits of all flesh” can indeed refer to God, who by his Spirit grants life to
people and is therefore mighty and sovereign in bringing life to an end (cf. Num. 16:22). But in
view of the literal text before us, that expression has a different meaning. For it says, “Appoint,
O Yahweh, the God of the spirits of all flesh, a man over the congregation, etc.” (v. 16). The
word “appoint” is definitely emphatic. Therefore, it seems more obvious to view the expression
“the God of the spirits of all flesh” at this point in the passage as a tribute to Yahweh as the God
who bestows gifts (of wisdom, etc.), rather than a description of Yahweh as the God who grants
life. We do not read here that Moses first asked for an extension of life, as in Deuteronomy 3:23–
25, and only when this request was denied, acquiesced to God’s decision about death and life.
No, here we read immediately about a petition to appoint a successor, and then of such a kind
who had gifts to continue fulfilling the shepherding function that until now Moses had been
performing among the Israelites. “A man who shall go out before them and who shall come in
before them, who shall lead them out and bring them in, that the congregation of the LORD may
not be as sheep that have no shepherd” (v. 17). In view of Moses’ own addition we should see
this desire first of all as a petition for a shepherd. Moses was called that in Scripture (Isa. 63:11).
Shepherds led their flocks (John 10:4). But then we should also think of the work of a military
leader. Israel kings would later be called shepherds (1 Kings 22:17; Ezek. 34), and the phrase
“go out and come in” is an expression that has a strong military connotation (Deut. 31:2, 3, 7;
Josh. 14:11; 1 Sam. 18:13, 16; 29:6).
So here in his petition we are reading that Moses was preoccupied not with himself, but with
God, with God’s work, with God’s fulfilling of the promise that he would make Israel inherit the
promised land.
21.2

A successor is designated (vv. 18–21)

Moses’ prayer is heard, fully according to his desire. For the designated person who would
replace him as the shepherd of Israel and would lead the congregation in their possession of
Canaan was none other than Joshua, who had already led the Israelites in their battle against the
Amalakites (Exod. 17). He was Moses’ loyal servant in the early days at Horeb (Exod. 24 and
32). And he along with Caleb were the only spies who had not taught Israel to despair in the
reliability of God’s promise (Num. 14). Yahweh himself designated him as “a man in whom is
the Spirit [ruah]” (v. 18). Here we see that we need not think of a “spirit” or “Spirit” whereby a
person lives, but of God’s Spirit who gifts a person, equips a person to perform a task, and
bestows upon a person wisdom for that purpose.
So Joshua was already a man of recognized abilities.
But now, in addition, Moses would lay his hands on him. By means of this symbolic gesture,
God wanted to assure Joshua through Moses of two things: not only his current appointment, but
also of his later equipping.
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Regarding the former, Joshua’s appointment, as something that affected the entire covenant
people, this would need to occur among more than just two people, but in the presence of the
(high) priest Eleazar and the entire congregation. “Make him stand before Eleazar the priest and
all the congregation, and you shall commission him in their sight” (v. 19). Thereby something of
Moses’ nobility and esteem would be publicly transferred to Joshua. In the eyes of the entire
congregation Joshua would now be someone clothed by God with authority, and would thus need
to be obeyed. This relates to Joshua’s exalted position among the covenant people.
Regarding the latter item, Joshua’s equipping for this position, although God naturally
reserved to himself the freedom to speak to Joshua without the mediation of a go-between—
which in fact happened (Josh. 5:13–6:5)—as a rule he would make use of high priest Eleazar.
That functionary would appear “before the face of Yahweh,” i.e., if at all possible in the
tabernacle or else when he was wearing the high priestly ephod with its breastplate, in order to
ask for advice when a mishpat arose, a question or situation affecting Israel’s existence. Israel’s
“court case” was not to be laid before Yahweh by Joshua himself, as had until now occurred with
Moses, but by the high priest, the man who had been given the Urim and Thummim, the twelve
breastplate stones of Israel (cf. Exodus, 270–284). After Eleazar had supplied Joshua with God’s
wise counsel, he was permitted to give instruction to the Israelite army and then everyone would
have to submit to his commands.
21.3

The successor is appointed (vv. 22–23)

As was customary, we are told in the last place that Moses implemented God’s commission. He
must have been quite old by then, perhaps around one hundred twenty years old (Deut. 31:2).
Many elderly men have a hard time handing over their position to younger men. We read nothing
about that problem with Moses, however. On the contrary, he himself had requested a successor,
specifically a competent successor, competent to lead the people into battle.
When we think about what kind of battles awaited Israel, namely, for conquering Canaan,
then we understand the deepest motive that compelled Moses to ask for a successor. It was his
love for God and for God’s church. For the sake of them both, he discounted himself and did
everything he could to see to it that God’s promise (of Canaan) would be fulfilled in reality for
God’s church.
When we read this passage in this manner, we can understand why the author of Numbers
placed it here. It fits here, within a larger Scripture section that talks about various things needed
in order to prepare Israel for entering Canaan. Our reading of the next two chapters will confirm
that impression.
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CHAPTER 22
SUMMARY STATEMENT ABOUT THE SACRIFICES THAT ISRAEL WAS OBLIGATED AS A CONGREGATION
TO GIVE TO YAHWEH, APPARENTLY PROVIDED WITH A VIEW TO THE IMMINENT ENTRANCE INTO THE
PROMISED LAND (NUM. 28–29)

Any Bible readers who in their daily reading come to Numbers 28 and 29 perhaps furrow their
brow. Such puzzlement may occur simply in connection with this large section, which forms an
unmistakable unit, but presumably especially when they dive into this section. Just look at all
those numbers! One fears that the reader will no longer see the forest for the trees.
Allow us to offer the reader a helpful suggestion. Take a pencil and underline clearly the
following words:
In 28:3: day by day, as a regular offering.
In 28:9: On the Sabbath day.
In 28:11: At the beginnings of your months.
In 28:16: On the fourteenth day of the first month is the LORD’s Passover.
In 28:17: on the fifteenth day of this month is a feast. Seven days.
In 28:26: On the day of the firstfruits, . . . at your Feast of Weeks.
In 29:1: On the first day of the seventh month . . . a holy convocation.
In 29:7: On the tenth day of this seventh month.
In 29:12: On the fifteenth day of the seventh month you shall have a holy convocation.
In 29:17: On the second day.
In 29:20: On the third day.
In 29:23: On the fourth day.
In 29:26: On the fifth day.
In 29:29: On the sixth day.
In 29:32: On the seventh day.
In 29:35: On the eighth day.
From all this underlining we could easily draw the conclusion that Numbers 28–29 is talking
a lot about Israelite feasts, and that would be correct. Nevertheless, we really should not think,
however, that these chapters are about feasts only. For, in the first place, we do not find here so
much a catalogue of the Israelite feasts, as a list of the sacrifices that had to be brought as extra
contributions to those feasts. In addition, these chapters are summarizing not simply the
sacrifices belonging to the feasts, but also those prescribed for each Sabbath day, and also the
sacrifices that had to be brought on each day, even though it was not a feast day.
As we move through both of these chapters, we can be brief, for we have already written a lot
both about Israel’s sacrifices and about Israel’s feasts, such that now and then we may refer the
reader to those discussions.
1.

Introduction (28:1–2)
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This reads as follows. “The LORD spoke to Moses, saying, ‘Command the people of Israel and
say to them, “My offering, my food for my food offerings, my pleasing aroma, you shall be
careful to offer to me at its appointed time.”’”
This heading indicates the purpose of both chapters. Israel would have to see to it that
Yahweh received his corban. This term, however, could refer very generally to all the gifts that
Israel gave to God. For that reason we read additional specifications: “my food for my food
offerings.” What are in view, then, are those corbanim (plural of corban) designated to be burned
on the altar. As such, they would be God’s food. This expression must not be interpreted in a
pagan fashion, of course, as if this food were needed for God’s sustenance, but this was food
given in praise of God (cf. Exodus, 232–33).
2.

The daily sacrifice (28:3–8)

As we know, the burnt offering occupied a foundational place among all the other sacrifices. A
burnt offering was always sacrificed as the lead sacrifice. The first task that the ministering priest
was to perform early each morning was to bring the morning burnt offering. Otherwise the
Israelites would be unable to bring their own sacrifices later. If this tamid or continual sacrifice
stopped, everything stopped.
This was not referring to any burnt offering that was brought by individuals, but rather those
being offered on behalf of the Israelite community.
Each day was begun and concluded with this sacrifice.
In both instances, it consisted of a sheep.
But an animal was never sacrificed without being accompanied with a food offering and a
drink offering.
The quantities of flour, oil, and wine kept pace with the class of sacrificial animal being
brought. If you keep in view the list we compiled in Leviticus, you can easily keep track of all
the mandated burnt-, food-, and drink-offerings. So for this daily sacrifice, we have this: 1 sheep
+ 1/10 ephah of flour + 1/4 hin of oil + 1/4 hin of wine.
3.

The additional sacrifices on the Sabbath (28:9–10)

On the Sabbath days the tamid had to be doubled. For then after the morning and evening burnt
offerings, the same sacrifice had to be repeated in honor of the special day. So on those days,
each morning and evening the requirement was: 2 sheep + 2/10 ephah of flour, etc.
4.

The new month sacrifice (28:11–15)

The first day of each new month was an entirely different day than the Sabbath day. Every month
did not begin on a Saturday. Therefore, the first days of the months required entirely different
sacrifices than those for the Sabbath burnt offerings. On the new month days, two young bulls,
one ram, and seven flawless yearling sheep were sacrificed, along with the accompanying foodand drink-offerings, of course. (On the new month days, a goat was also sacrificed as a sin
offering.)
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5.

The additional sacrifices on the seven days of Passover (28:16–25)

As we have learned, after the Passover on the fourteenth day of the first month of the year, the
feast of “unleavened bread” was celebrated for seven days. On each of those seven days the
burnt offered was to consist of two young bulls, one ram, and seven yearling sheep, plus the
accompanying food- and drink-offerings. (In addition, there was also a goat sacrificed as a sin
offering.)
6.

Additional sacrifices on the Day of Pentecost (28:26–31)

The same sacrifices as those offered on the new month days and the seven days of unleavened
bread were supposed to be offered at “the feast of weeks”. We need say nothing more about
these.
7.

Additional sacrifices on the first day of the seventh month (29:1–6)

The seventh new month day was a special new month day, for it was the seventh one of the year.
On that day, not only the usual new month sacrifice was offered—the one we saw above, in
paragraphs 4., 5., and 6.—but also one bull, one ram, and seven flawless yearling sheep (all of
this accompanied, of course, with the usual food- and drink-offerings). In other words, on that
day there was three times the quantity. For not only was (1) the extra Sabbath day sacrifice added
to the daily sacrifice, and (2) the usual new month sacrifice brought, but to this latter was added
(3) an extra number of animals, because it was the seventh month (namely, one bull, one ram,
and seven sheep). We will see this third amount of extra sacrifices twice later in this seventh
month (on the Great Day of Atonement and on the final feast), whereas from now on we will no
longer see the second extra amount, which disappears from view.
8.

Additional sacrifices on the Great Day of Atonement (29:7—11)

It is emphatically noted that at this point, we are not dealing with the sacrifices of atonement that
were brought on the Great Day of Atonement. Leviticus 16 talked about that. No, here we are
dealing with the extra sacrifice for this day. In the preceding paragraph, we mentioned the
number of sacrificial animals (the third quantity of extra sacrifices).
9.

Additional sacrifices on the seven days of the Feast of Booths (29:12–34)

From the 15th through the 21st day of the seventh month, many burnt offerings were sacrificed
(along with a goat each day for a sin offering). We provided an overview in Leviticus, and saw
how heavy an emphasis was placed on the number 7, and how powerfully the Israelites were
reminded by this number of the Sinai covenant.
10.

Additional sacrifices at the closing feast (29:35–38)

We discussed this feast, which occurred on the twenty-second day of the seventh month, in
Leviticus. At this feast, the same quantity of burnt offerings was sacrificed as on the new month
day of the seventh month, and on the Great Day of Atonement (see 7. and 8. above).
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If one were now to ask about what lesson God is teaching the Israelites in these chapters, we
would point to two features, namely, the content they contain, and their location.
With regard to their content, the reader will have noticed that among the bloody sacrifices
listed, the burnt offering occupied the preeminent place, although the sin offering was also
prominent, which pointed especially to atonement. In fact, every bloody sacrifice pointed to
atonement in general, and this included the burnt offering. But the special feature of the burnt
offering was that it spoke of the sanctification of life. Indeed, the regularly accompanying foodand drink-offerings also pointed to that. So by means of both of these chapters, God is seeking
with urgency to call his ancient people Israel to keep covenantal faithfulness in all of life, and to
remember to keep his commandments. This stimulus surely comes to us today with more
urgency, even though after Christ’s sacrifice, God no longer uses for that any feasts or sacrifices,
but the gospel, which teaches us to receive Christ as Surety, but also as our Chief Example!
But we must also consider the place in Holy Scripture where we encounter both of these
chapters. When we pay attention to this, we believe we can confirm our previous conclusion, that
God is seeking by means of these chapters specifically to stimulate his congregation to serve him
according to his sacred covenant in the soon-to-be-inherited promised land.
We arrive at this conclusion on the basis of the following considerations.
The fact that we find Numbers 28–29 at this precise place, after various stories describing
how Israel was led from the wilderness to the entrance gate of Canaan, and how they had been
prepared to enter through that entrance gate—one can scarcely attribute this fact to coincidence,
to the arbitrary thoughtlessness of this or that editor. Something similar led to a corresponding
conclusion earlier in Numbers. After first narrating how many Israelites had sinned against God
and his promise at Kadesh, in Numbers 13–14, we read next in Numbers 15 the opening words:
“When you [later] come into the land you are to inhabit, which I am giving you . . . .”
Someone might perhaps object that here in Numbers 28–29, we do not find the literal words
of such an encouragement. That is true. But we recall that we do find them in a closely related
chapter like Leviticus 23, which also deals with Israel’s feasts, in verse 10, so that repeating
them here can be seen as superfluous. In addition, Numbers 28–29 constitute a Scripture passage
that forms an obvious unit, but also gives evidence of being dated after Sinai, and thus also after
Leviticus 23, in view of Numbers 29:6.
When we take this into consideration and look for a probable date for the promulgation of the
commandments contained in Numbers 28–29, connecting this with the time of the conclusion of
the wilderness journey and Israel’s stay in the plains of Moab appear remarkably suitable. For
there are sufficient reasons to surmise that Israel would later run the risk of violating God’s
commandments regarding the cultus. Had that not occurred during the forty years of wilderness
wandering in connection with circumcision (Josh. 5:2–9)? How would Israel have been able to
supplement the bloody sacrifices in the wilderness with the required offerings of flour and drink
presented to God, when they did not have the ingredients for these sacrifices at their disposal
(Deut. 29:6)? With a view to this reality, we can well imagine that in the plains of Moab, God
felt the time had come to present clearly and completely to the Israelites what kind of service
they would later fittingly render at the sanctuary (Num. 28:7).
If this kind of dating seems obvious, then the placing of both of these chapters in this section
of Numbers is also very significant. For although these chapters contain commandments about
the worship that would have to be performed with proper reverence, for Israel these
commandments were at the same time renewed exhortations to trust in the promise of God, that
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he would surely cause them now, after forty years, to possess the inheritance of the fathers. We
mentioned the conjecture that Numbers 26 (renewed registration) and Numbers 27 (the daughters
of Zelophehad and the appointment of Joshua) also pointed in this direction. On account of an
identical theme, Numbers 28–29 seem to be a well-suited complement to these chapters. All of
them have to be seen as emphasizing the confirmation of God’s promises, which we now know
to have found their Yes and Amen in Christ.
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CHAPTER 23
A FAITHFUL GOD SEEKS A FAITHFUL PEOPLE IN THE PROMISED LAND (NUM. 30)
The content of Numbers 30 can be summarized briefly. The largest part, dealing with women
and girls, can be set forth quite clearly.
In Israel, one could make a vow to God (e.g., tell him that if he delivers from a particular
crisis, one would bring a thank offering to him, Ps. 116:14), or one could promise under oath to
abstain in dedication to him from this or that (e.g., from wine or food, Num. 6:3; 1 Sam. 14:24;
Ps. 132:2–5). One was free with respect to making such vows.
But once a person had undertaken such an obligation, then they had to fulfill it faithfully.
“An honest man keeps his word,” is the principle here.
But if such an obligation were undertaken not by a man, but by a woman or a girl, what
then? For in ancient Israel, women did not enjoy the same rights as men.
Numbers 30 contains the necessary instructions, given especially to prevent someone in
Israel from breaking their word to Yahweh. Moses had to communicate these instructions to the
tribal leaders, so that they could in turn give them to their families.
The content of the chapter, then, goes like this.
Theme (v. 2)
Every man must keep his word to Yahweh. Obviously, that applied as well to every Israelite
woman. But depending on circumstances, the following difficulties could arise.
Regarding a woman still living at home (vv. 3–5)
If a woman still lived in her father’s house and made a vow, it was possible that her father
had heard the vow, and either said nothing about it or explicitly withheld his concurrence with
her vow. In the first instance, namely, if her father was silent and thereby had not concurred, the
vow had to be fulfilled; in the second instance, the vow was not valid and the woman was not
guilty.
Regarding a woman who became married (vv. 6—8)
If a woman had made a vow, and when she married she told her husband about it, since he
would be assuming her obligations in place of her father, the vow would remain binding if her
husband had not disagreed with it when he first learned about it. But if he had disagreed with it
and the young woman could not fulfill her vow, then she was not guilty of breaking her word to
Yahweh.
Regarding widows and divorced women (v. 9)
If the woman who had made a vow was a widow or divorcée, she was obligated to fulfill her
obligations to Yahweh. No one should hinder her.
Regarding a married woman (vv. 10–15)
The same conditions applied to the vow of a married woman as to that of a woman still living
in her father’s home. So if her husband had remained silent when she spoke her vow, then the
obligation had to be fulfilled. But if the husband had explicitly withheld his consent for the vow,
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he had to do so immediately and not after some time had passed. Otherwise she would not be
guilty, but he would be, if the vow was not fulfilled.
So much for the content of this chapter. The intention of this chapter is immediately clear to the
extent that commands are being given to everyone in Israel, not only to the men but also to the
women, that they should be faithful toward Yahweh. From Leviticus 27 we know how firmly
God insisted that people take seriously their vows to him.
But now the question arises as to why a place was made for these commands specifically
here in this chapter.
Some have answered that this chapter about vows links closely with the preceding two
chapters, because they deal extensively with sacrifices and because making good on vows also
often involved sacrifices. But these explanations seem dubious, because the sacrifices discussed
in Numbers 28–29 were all congregational sacrifices, while the sacrifices that we might suppose
were involved in Numbers 30—though not mentioned, and not applicable to every vow or oath
of abstinence—were all presented by individuals.
We prefer in this connection to recall other chapters surrounding Numbers 30. All of them
are related to Israel’s imminent entrance into the promised land. Do not the location and the
content of Numbers 30 fit well with this? By way of comparison, recall Scripture passages like
Numbers 5 and 6. There, too, our thoughts are drawn involuntarily to the entrance (which could
have occurred within a few months, apart from Israel’s infidelity). There, too, we heard about
making vows (by male and female Nazirites). There, too, people were warned about violating
God’s rights. Why? Because Israel, who would function in Canaan as God’s sword, must herself
surely give a good example.
This gives us the confidence to ascribe a similar significance to Numbers 30. Here again
Israel is standing at the point of entering the land of Canaan: the land of God’s promise. At that
point, they would discover that Yahweh was accustomed to keeping his word. But then such a
faithful God could not be served by an unfaithful people, people who did not keep their vows and
who broke their oaths. It is likely that God wanted to direct Israel to this before their entrance,
Earlier, he had given those warnings against defilement through death and leprosy (Num. 5:1–4),
and against violating justice (Num. 5:5–6:21). Now he was doing this by means of binding this
commandment upon the hearts of his Israelites: A person may not violate his word given to
Yahweh (v. 2). Because within Israel, a man represented a woman in judicial matters—whether
father or husband—Yahweh had Moses hand down to the tribal heads precise regulations for
various cases. All of this so that Israel would know: later, in Canaan, only a faithful people who
keep their word belongs to a God who keeps his word.

191

CHAPTER 24
ISRAEL FULFILLS GOD’S MANDATE TO PUNISH THE MIDIANITES FOR TEMPTING HER TO BREAK
COVENANT WITH YAHWEH (NUM. 31)
Summary: Warriors returning from battle may not come into the camp before being
washed and sprinkled with the water of purification, appointed for those who had been
defiled by contact with a corpse. A regulation is being instituted for dividing up the spoil.
The conquerors offer Yahweh an extra kopher. All of this is being given by way of
instruction with a view to the imminent conquering of Canaan.
Israel’s stay in the plains of Moab is about to end. We don’t know exactly how long that will be
after the events narrated in Numbers 31. But that end is approaching. A reminder of that appears
at the beginning of this chapter. For Moses would die before the entrance into Canaan (v. 2). God
had already indicated as much.
Israel continued to incur a debt of honor. They had allowed themselves to be seduced by
Moabites and Midianites into idolatry with Baal-Peor. Apparently, the Midianites had played the
lead role in that connection. Later they had maintained contact with Balaam and had followed his
crafty advice regarding how best to effect a break between Yahweh and his people. For that, they
had made available one of their royal daughters. For that reason, Yahweh had commanded Israel
to punish the Midianites as an example (see Num. 25 and our comments on that chapter).
The expedition is called, in turn, an avenging by the Israelites (v. 2) and an avenging by
Yahweh (v. 3). These were the two parties that had been involved in the treacherous seduction of
Midian. Yahweh also sought opportunity for avenging this. How does a husband think about a
seducer who appears to be out to coax his wife away from him? You should have that kind of
husband in mind when you read Numbers 31. Don’t forget in particular what Numbers 25 reports
about the wicked advice of Balaam and the treacherous trick of Midian.
As an aside, we observe that in our chapter, the name Midian does not refer to all the tribes
that must have belonged to this nation that lived in a very wide area. This explains why, after the
extermination of the Midianites with whom Israel had dealt in the Transjordan region, later we
read once again of Midianites, in the history of Gideon (Judges 6).
Not every Israelite of military age was called up at this time to execute God’s command.
Each tribe was supposed to provide an eleph, a word that we should understand to refer to a
group, a company. These twelve elaphim would represent all of Israel.
From the tribe of Levi, Phinehas accompanied them. It is possible that the choice fell to
him—rather than his uncle, Ithamar the priest—because he behaved so nobly in the episode of
Israel’s idolatry with Baal-Peor. But this is not mentioned. That a priest accompanied the troops,
among other things, to address them before battle, was something that we read about in
Deuteronomy 20:2 as well.
This priest Phinehas was to take along “the vessels of the sanctuary and the trumpets for the
alarm in his hand” (v. 6). We know from Numbers 10 what the alarm trumpets signify. By
blowing them in a certain way, the priests would call upon God to help the warring Israelites in
time of battle. But what is meant by “the vessels of the sanctuary”? The Hebrew word for
“vessels” (keli) is plural and therefore cannot refer to the ark. Nor is it referring to the ephod and
its accompanying breastpiece containing the twelve stones (i.e., the Urim and Thummim (cf.
Exodus, 266–86), for these pieces of clothing and precious stones did indeed constitute a
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plurality, but they belonged not to the priestly attire, but to that of the high priest, who would
certainly not have worn these items except in times of extreme need. In fact, we read that the
lesser priest Phinehas, and not his father, high priest Eleazar, accompanied the warriors. People
would have been careful not to expose a high priest or any of his ornate garments to defilement
through contact with death (Lev. 21). Therefore, the solution is to see “the sacred vessels” (or
holy objects) to refer to the same thing(s) as the alarm trumpets, so that we should translate this
phrase: and Phinehas took with him the sacred vessels, namely, the alarm trumpets.
The Midianites were forcibly overcome. All their soldiers were killed. There were no
prisoners of war. Their five “kings,” surely referring to tribal heads, also fell in battle (among
them was Zur, the father of Cozbi, the Midianite woman mentioned in Num. 25 [cf. 25:15;
31:8]). Indeed, the same fate befell their consultant, Balaam. That man was still in their party.
And their fixed fortresses, cities, and encampments, left behind first by Sihon and later by the
Israelite conquerors of King Sihon, were completely destroyed by fire. In the region north of the
Arnon they had no dwelling place ever again.
Everything that the Midianites possessed fell into Israelite hands as plunder, their wives and
children, together with all their property and livestock. The warriors returned home with all of
this, apparently planning to bring it into the camp of Israel, which had remained in the plains of
Moab.
But none of that plunder entered the camp.
Moses persuaded them to adopt a different plan.
He asked them if they had perhaps forgotten the actual reason for this punitive expedition.
They had really allowed all the Midianite women to live! But among these women were
specifically those who had led them into sin, those who had seduced Israelite men with cultic
sexual relations in honor of Baal-Peor, such that these men had broken Israel’s covenant with
Yahweh. Did they not realize what wicked advice the dangerous man Balaam had given?
Therefore, they received from Moses the command first to put to death the Midianite male
children, since these could pose a threat to Israel’s future safety. Next, they had to put to death
all the Midianite women who were not virgins. Only the girls who had not had sexual relations
were allowed to live, kept by Israelites as future slave girls and concubines. And then these
soldiers, together with these girls, were to remain outside the Israelite camp for seven days, since
nobody was to enter the camp who had been defiled by contact with death (Num. 5:1–4). This
applied to the soldiers, of course. They and their prisoners would have to be sprinkled with the
water of purification on the third and the seventh days, as we are told in Numbers 19, and only
after bathing on the seventh day were they allowed to enter the camp. In fact, people were
supposed to sprinkle with the water of purification all the objects made of leather, goat hair, and
wood. This would have included saddles, blankets, and dishes.
In addition to all of this, the soldiers would have taken as plunder various metal objects as
well, objects of gold, silver, etc. Regarding these objects, high priest Eleazar provided a
supplement to the commands of Moses. These metal objects would have to be purified with fire
or, if that would not serve well (e.g., if something was part metal and part wood, like a sword
with a wooden handle), the objects would have to be sprinkled with water of purification, and
then those who had been defiled by touching a corpse would also have to be sprinkled .
These were striking regulations, instructive for the future, later in Canaan. There would be no
compromise with Baal worship, not at any price.
And the camp of Israel was to be honored as the camp of the holy ones, where the God of life
desired to dwell among a people of life.
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The plunder that had fallen into the soldiers’ hands was very impressive. That is so even if
we take the word eleph, which appears in accurate translations of verses 25–47, not to mean
1,000, but to refer to a flock or a group. At God’s own command this plunder was to be divided
fairly. This referred to the female slaves and the animals. Apparently, all the rest, such as the
metal objects and the like, remained the possession of the soldiers who had gone out to fight. But
the people and animals that was part of the plunder would be divided equally between those men
who had gone out to fight and those who had remained in the camp. Later David would prescribe
the same regulation (1 Sam. 30:24).
This stipulation was added, however, that 1/500 of the first half would be assigned to
Yahweh, that is, would be given to the priests, but 1/50 would benefit the Levites. The latter
therefore received ten times as much as the former, which was fair, given their larger number.
The calculation of these matters was done with great accuracy and was written down
carefully, and even summarized, probably with a view to the future conquering of Canaan.
Joshua later recalled this duty of dividing the plunder (Josh. 22:8).
As we mentioned earlier, only the plunder consisting of female slaves and animals was
divided in half, and all the remaining items evidently remained in the possession of the soldiers
who had gone out to fight. None of them appears to have lost his life in the battle. Because these
men dedicated a sacrifice (corban) at the sanctuary, consisting of the plundered gold (vv. 48–54),
some have thought they gave this gift as a thank offering for the sparing of their lives. But
although we do not at all suspect the men of ingratitude, we pointed out earlier that they made
their donation to the sanctuary, so that this gift would be placed before the face of Yahweh as a
memorial (zikkarōn). From this we have deduced that they viewed their gift more as an extra
kopher. They would have understood the sacred necessity for doing that all the more because
they had initially planned to enter the camp of Yahweh and his people with their plundered
prisoners, animals, and objects, without the needed washings and sprinkling with the customary
water of purification. They were planning to do this even though they had become defiled
through death on account of their military activity. For that reason, we believe that in addition to
gratitude, this sacrifice expressed even more their sorrow about their carelessness.
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CHAPTER 25
REUBEN, GAD, AND THE HALF-TRIBE OF MANASSEH MAY DWELL IN THE TRANS-JORDAN ON
CONDITION THAT THEY PARTICIPATE IN CONQUERING CANAAN (NUM. 32)
When we spoke, in connection with Numbers 20 and subsequent passages, about the area that the
Moabites had kept in their possession after the victories of Sihon, we saw what an expansive
possession this was, located between the brook Zered and the Arnon River. We have also
described the rest of the Transjordan region, the territory located between the Jabbok and the
Jarmuk. Recall as well our description of Bashan, which lay north of the Jarmuk, where King Og
had his kingdom. To this very day, the region is praised for its meadows and forests.
The sight of all this beautiful land aroused among the Reubenites and Gadites the desire to
remain living there. They did not want to go further with the other tribes in order with them to
inherit a portion of Canaan west of the Jordan, but they wanted to dwell in the Transjordan
region. They discussed this with Moses. They pointed to the immense suitability of the
conquered territory for livestock farming, and they requested permission to remain there (vv. 1–
5).
It is not clear from the beginning of our story whether those making this request had intended
to entirely abandon any further participation in conquering Canaan, or had simply expressed the
desire to dwell later in the Transjordan after they had fought alongside the other tribes to conquer
Canaan. Perhaps the latter path was their intention, though they expressed their desire somewhat
infelicitously.
But it is also possible that the desire for the lush meadows for their livestock had so gripped
them that they no longer needed the fulfillment of God’s promise, and were planning not to
participate in the destiny of the other tribes. This would not be all that surprising. Though it need
not be the case, wealth can be detrimental for our love of God and the brothers (Matt. 19:23;
Mark 9:43, 45, 47).
It appears that Moses understood their words to be referring to the latter. At least, he taught
them a very sober lesson. Was that the quality of their fraternal solicitude and unity? Had they
considered how disastrous their manner of action was for the courage of the Israelites for
entering the land? (Twice Moses talked about Canaan as a land already in hand, vv. 7 and 9. This
is how faith talks. This is how Paul writes to the Corinthians: Everything is yours [1 Cor. 3:22].
This is how Christ possesses all authority in heaven and on earth right now, and this is how
believers already now possess eternal life [Matt. 28:18; John 3:36], although Scripture elsewhere
calls Christ and us heirs in waiting above [Rom. 8:17; Heb. 1:2; 10:13].)
Moses had even reminded the men of the sin of the ten spies. Were these men now, as a new
disobedient generation, taking the place of the former generation, and did yet another time of
chastisement in the wilderness need to occur (vv. 6–15)?
Perhaps those making the request had at that point consulted together further, and come up
with a new, somewhat altered proposal. Or did they maintain their original proposal, but state it
somewhat more clearly? Whatever the case, we may assume at this point that they were planning
to leave behind their wives, children, and livestock in fortified locations, and have their military
men cross the Jordan, in order then to return after the other tribes had received their inheritance
(vv. 16–19).
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At that point, Moses had no further objection, as long as they kept their agreement (vv. 20–
24). That promise was confirmed by the Gadites and Reubenites (vv. 25–27). The words
exchanged in this episode remind us of making a covenant.
With this, the agreement was not yet completed. The leaders of the people had to be
informed. For Moses knew that he himself would not accompany them as they entered Canaan.
No misunderstanding should arise after his death. For that reason, he informed the Israelite
leaders—high priest Eleazar, Joshua his successor, and the family heads of the tribes—about the
agreement, evidently in the presence of the elders of Reuben and Gad. At that point, the
agreement was repeated, and these elders also repeated their promise of remaining faithful to that
agreement (vv. 28–32).
Some have wondered whether Moses was well-advised to make such an exception for
Reuben and Gad. In that connection they point out that Moses had not inquired of Yahweh
before giving his permission. Indeed, that is not reported to us, but in itself that does not prove
that it did not occur, or even that Moses was acting against God’s wish in this entire matter.
Moses was certainly not violating God’s wishes here. Otherwise, how are we to explain the final
words of the Reubenites and the Gadites? For they concluded with the promise: What Yahweh
has said to us we will do (v. 31). They viewed Moses’ word as having been spoken with divine
authority.
Actually, this is still prehistory, for our chapter concludes with an overview of the portion of the
Transjordan region that was allocated to each recipient (vv. 33–42). In this connection, the
following matters are striking.
First, we learn here that the conquered territory was allocated not to Reuben and Gad alone,
but to Reuben, Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh. Presumably this is to be explained as
follows. The initiative for presenting a request for permission to live in the Transjordan region
came from Reuben and Gad. But perhaps in the meantime, during which the consultation was
occurring between them and Moses, something else was made known to Moses, namely, that a
particular part of Manasseh had acted in a resolute manner in a specific part of the provisionally
conquered territory, namely, the northernmost part. At that point, Moses would have thought it
fair for these members of the tribe of Manasseh to share the region with Gad and Reuben. That
allocation occurred at that point, such that roughly speaking Reuben received a portion in the
southern area of the Transjordan, and the half-tribe of Manasseh was given an area in the north,
while Gad would end up living between both. Reuben and Gad were neighbors, then. That was
certainly the case when they lived in Israel’s camp. In that period, Reuben was the more
prominent of the two. The second camp was named after him. But later the tribe of Gad had
expanded to become so large that it overshadowed Reuben entirely. These two tribes appear to
have grown together, but then in such a way that Gad obtained the leadership. Perhaps this is
dimly visible in the fact that initially in this chapter Reuben is mentioned first, but later he is
mentioned after God. Scripture expositors also point out that some locales that are here assigned
to Reuben were later considered to be part of Gad, though the reverse was also true; it was also
the case that King Mesa spoke only of the Gadites on his memorial stone.
Later, Scripture returns more than once to the events being narrated here. For that reason alone,
Numbers 32 is an important chapter. When we reflect about some of the details in this chapter—
e.g., the desire for the present moment, whereby the desire for the fulfillment of God’s promise
can evaporate; the extremely serious manner in which the agreement was made, and later
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confirmed, between Moses and those requesting permission; the matter of the half-tribe of
Manasseh; and the matter of assigning the names—even then, there is more to consider. But
when we take note of the place in Scripture occupied by this chapter, namely, in the middle of
Numbers 26–36, then for the first time the suitability of that location comes into view. By means
of the assignment of the Transjordan region to the three tribes of Israel, and the ceremonious,
official manner of this assignment, God’s people are again powerfully assured of God’s promise
and prepared for the great day of entering into the promised land. Moses will point back to this
more than once in Deuteronomy.
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CHAPTER 26
REMEMBER THE ENTIRE PATH (NUM. 33:1–49)
We are borrowing the title of this chapter from Moses. When he spoke his final words to Israel in
the plains of Moab before he died, he said among other things: “Remember the whole way that
Yahweh your God has led you these forty years in the wilderness” (Deut. 8:2).
For his part, Moses did everything to help Israel to follow this command obediently. He did
so not only by many actions during the journey to Canaan, which are narrated for us in the book
of Numbers, but also by giving a list of place names that he had gathered, mentioning them here
explicitly in remembrance of Israel’s journey.
This mention is supplied in verse 2. But how is it given?
The opening verse of Numbers 33 says, “These are the stages of the people of Israel, when
they went out of the land of Egypt by their companies under the leadership of Moses and Aaron.”
Stages.
The KJV reads, however: “These are the journeys of the children of Israel.” This means
something quite different. One pauses at a stage, and rests, but one travels on a journey, always
moving.
We would not have mentioned this difference if we didn’t need this information when we
come to verse 2. We could translate the beginning of verse 1 to read: “These are the breaking of
camp of the Israelites.”
Then, when we come to verse 2, we are not told that the list of places in Numbers 33 was
composed by Moses “at God’s command,” but that Moses composed a list of places where the
Israelites broke camp “at God’s command.” The words “at God’s command” refer not to Moses’
writing but to the breaking of camp by the Israelites. Rather ordinary. For we know (from Num.
9:23) that the Israelites always stopped at the command of Yahweh, and broke camp at the
command of Yahweh. Always, and precisely.
So here we are not reading about a command of God to Moses that he write down a list of
departure places. Nevertheless, Moses did produce such a list, but he did so spontaneously. We
understand immediately what his intention was, namely, to help the Israelites to keep the
command that he himself had given them at one time. “Remember the whole way . . .” (Deut.
8:2). Do not forget the faithfulness and forgiveness that God showed you throughout those forty
years.
The Bible is not a book filled with regulations to which we may add nothing. We may take
the initiative in seeking means that are suitable for powerfully reminding those coming after us
of God’s great deeds.
Meanwhile, for this Scripture passage the same applies as for many others: the first readers
would have understood it better than later readers, and certainly better than we do.
Those first readers, and hearers, would have seen, especially in their younger years, all those
places that Moses mentioned here. Others would have heard their parents talk about them. More
would have been told about one place than another. But for the first readers and hearers no place
name would have been without significance. Already the hearing of a place name would have
brought many associations and stories. In fact, we find several of those stories briefly told in this
list of Moses: about the death of Aaron (vv. 38–39), and about the Canaanite who was the king
of Arad (v. 40).
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We need not think that it was entirely improbable that there were some among them who
knew the entire list of names by heart. As we mentioned in our commentary on Genesis (cf.
Genesis, 63), some Arabs know their entire genealogy by heart.
Is the number 40 perhaps related to this?
After all, it is striking that the number of places in this list is 42. If we subtract the starting
place and ending place of the journey, then we end up with 40 places along the journey. Is that
purely accidental? Probably not. Some have rightly observed that this list includes names that are
not mentioned in the associated narratives in Exodus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. The reverse
is also true, but far less frequently. Presumably the number 40 is intentional and is being used for
stylistic reasons, reminding us of something similar in Genesis 10 (perhaps there were 70
nations) and Matthew 1 (three times 2 x 7 generations).
Forty. That was also the number of the years of punishment for the sin of the ten spies. And
those years were calculated at that point from the exodus from Egypt.
If our presumption is correct that here the number 40—referring to the 40 places where Israel
broke camp—was chosen intentionally in order to allude to and recall the 40 years that it took to
travel from Egypt to the plains of Moab, then that could perhaps offer additional help in our
discussion of the next difficulty.
For we must acknowledge forthrightly that the ordinary Bible reader who comes to Numbers
33, seeking to read straight through the Bible, having finally come to verse 49, will be
disappointed. The reader would really like to understand what he or she has read, but we fear that
has not happened.
In any case, this disappointment will be experienced: the reader would like to have a map
showing precisely where all those 40 places mentioned in Numbers 33 are to be found. But such
a map does not exist, and we would add: neither can such a map be produced. A rather universal
modesty reigns among the experts with respect to identifying the 40 places mentioned in
Numbers 33.
But perhaps the Bible reader has experienced yet another disappointment. He has been
expecting that, since Numbers 33 contained such a list, it would have mentioned all the places in
the order in which Israel had traveled from Egypt to the plains of Moab. But further investigation
shows that expectation cannot be met either. The problem is not only that occasionally a name is
lacking that we can find elsewhere (e.g., in v. 17 we read about nothing about Taberah, about
which we learned in Num. 11:3). But in verse 36 the entire long distance between Ezion-Geber
and Kadesh (70 miles or 112 kilometers) is not mentioned at all. Not at all.
What must we say about this?
Scholarly Scripture expositors have also proceeded from the same expectation as those
unlettered and ordinary Bible readers, namely, that Numbers 33 would contain a complete list of
names arranged in chronological order. And when they stumble upon the same objection in
connection with verse 36, one or another scholar has proposed this or that solution to the
problem.
Some have come up with the most extreme solution without violating the text of Scripture at
all. According to them, the copyist made a mistake. Originally the entire portion of verses 36b–
41a had stood between verses 30a and 30b. In that way, they came up with a list that went from
Hashmona to the wilderness of Zin, where Kadesh was located, and after staying at Kadesh,
Israel departed via Mount Hor to Ezion-Geber, and from there via Zalmonah and Punon to
Moab.
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The commentator Keil offers a different solution. According to him, Israel arrived twice at
Kadesh. That second time is mentioned in verse 36, when they came from Ezion-Geber. But the
first arrival is mentioned in verses 18–19, when they arrived from Horeb. According to Keil,
Rithmah was an older name, like Barnea, for the surrounding region, which had come to be
called Kadesh after the episode of Numbers 20:2–13 (God had “sanctified” his name there).
We will have to acknowledge that, if the expectation mentioned is at all legitimate and thus
there is really no difficulty at all, the first solution is the most simple. Indeed, it is not
inconceivable that a copyist made a mistake. By contrast, the solution of Keil is liable to the
objection about the incomprehensible identification of Rithmah. Keil identifies it with, or at least
places it in the area of, Kadesh, because there a wadi called Retemat was identified. This name is
supposedly related to the Hebrew word for broom (retem). But this bush appears in so many
places. It grows in the ravines of the Negev wilderness, in Edom, and in the Sinai Peninsula. In
addition, accepting for the moment that the list of Numbers 33 must be chronological, then verse
36 remains unexplained. The entire large distance from Ezion-Geber to Kadesh is mentioned
without mentioning any intermediate stop. Perhaps this objection can be answered by saying that
those stops between Ezion-Geber and Kadesh were already mentioned in the preceding verses, so
that repeating them was unnecessary, but if we accept the chronological character of the list of
places, which these scholars do, then that repetition was not superfluous at all.
Once more, the difficulty arose because people began to read Numbers 33 with a certain
expectation or opinion or idea in mind. They thought this chapter had to contain a chronological,
sequential catalogue of places. But what if that idea is entirely mistaken, and the list of Numbers
33 has an entirely different character? In that case, people have been troubled in vain, as often
happens through a biased manner of Bible reading, and the problem with verse 36 evaporates.
In our humble opinion, Reformed Old Testament scholar B. Holwerda can help us move in
the right direction at this point. Moses’ intention could not have been to include in the list of
Numbers 33 all the names of the places Israel passed. The fact that he restricted himself to 40
names generates the question whether his intention was simply a symbolic-didactic one, and
nothing more. In support of this is his own command that we learn from Deuteronomy 8:
Remember the whole way! Additional support lies in the place within the book of Numbers that
verses 1–49 occupy: entirely at the end of the stories about events that occurred from Horeb until
Israel’s stay in the plains of Moab. It functions as a review, and a poignant one at that.
Israel, do not forget God’s deeds!
Remember your departure on the 15th day of the 1st month of the 1st year from Rameses in
Egypt (probably Avaris or Tanis). On the day after your first Passover celebration on the 14th
day of the 1st month of the 1st year, when the Egyptians were distracted with burying their
firstborn children. God’s right hand was highly exalted. How impotent were the Egyptian gods!
Some of them were human beings, the pharaoh and his son, while others were animals. But the
Tenth Plague claimed its victims from both of those groups.
And then Moses mentions 40 names, of which regrettably not all but only some are still
known to us: Elim, Sinai, Hor. Occasionally with, but often without, an accompanying historical
notation. By mentioning those 40 names, the memory was adequately aided. They constituted the
“skeleton” of an unforgettable history, on which everyone, either through their own experience
or that of another, could put the “flesh.” A history of many sins and calamities from Israel’s side,
but of faithfulness on God’s side, though Israel had experienced that Yahweh could be a
consuming fire toward his own people as well.
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There you have, in our opinion, the intention of this chapter.
If people come to Numbers 33 (vv. 1–49) with the expectation that it will provide an answer
to a question for which it was not at all written and was not included in Scripture, then people
will naturally be disappointed. It does not possess the accuracy of an accountant’s mathematics.
It is not a Western travel journal. It provides no instruction in geography. But it provides
instruction regarding the history of God’s deeds with and for his ancient covenant people. And it
does so in a manner that is not unfamiliar with symbolism. This does not surprise us at all, given
the numerous other passages in the Pentateuch with their symbolic numbers.
If we agree, then, with B. Holwerda that Numbers 33 is providing instruction in history, not with
Western notarial accuracy but rather in a symbolic-stylized manner, then we may direct our
readers to Scripture passages from which they may better obtain their information for a
description according to Western tastes, which is to say, a description with as many accurate
details as possible, of Israel’s journey from Egypt to Moab. Those Scripture passages are Exodus
13:17–19:2, Numbers 10:11–22:1, Deuteronomy 1–3 and 10:6–7.
We would like to advise people to distinguish six stages in this overview.
1. Israel’s journey from Egypt to Mount Horeb, described in the book of Exodus.
2. Israel’s journey from Horeb to Kadesh, described in Numbers 10:11–12:16 and
Deuteronomy 1:1–2.
3. Israel’s long stay at Kadesh (Deut. 1:46). Presumably this includes wanderings of smaller
or larger portions of the people in the environs of Kadesh.
4. Israel’s reassembling at Kadesh in the 1st month of Year 40 (Num. 20:1), and the
departure southward in the direction of the Dead Sea (Deut. 2:1a).
5. Israel’s unsuccessful attempt to pass through the country of Edom along the shortest route,
from west to east, in order to reach Canaan (Num. 20:14–21). Wandering around Mount Seir
(Deut. 2:1b). During this stage, Aaron died (Num. 20:22–29; Deut. 10:6–7).
6. Journey along the region of Ezion-Geber (Num. 21:4–9), and then northward through the
eastern part of Edom and Moab, and battles with Sihon and Og (Num. 21:10–22:1; Deut. 2:3–
3:29).
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CHAPTER 27
FINAL INSTRUCTIONS REGARDING CONQUERING AND APPORTIONING THE PROMISED LAND (NUM.
33:50–36:13)
The large concluding section with which the book of Numbers ends no longer looks back, as did
the chapter we just discussed, but it looks exclusively forward. It contains the last
commandments that God gave through Moses to Israel “in the plains of Moab by the Jordan at
Jericho” with a view to occupying Canaan (Num. 33:50; 35:1). As we have seen occurring more
often in the Pentateuch, the most important matter led the way. We see this in what follows.
27.1

Every compromise with Canaanite paganism is forbidden (Num. 33:50–56)

The chapter division introduced here is infelicitous. No matter how we interpret the first 49
verses of Numbers 33, everyone must agree that these verses are talking about the route traveled
from Egypt to Moab. But verses 50–56 definitely do not talk about that. They are looking
forward into the future, the imminent inheriting of the promised land. Therefore, verses 50–56
could better have been added to Numbers 34. For they obviously aim to provide an introduction
to that chapter.
In that introduction, Moses was supposed to hold up before the Israelites on behalf of
Yahweh the following commands, some negative, some positive.
1. In the first place, they would have to guard themselves with respect to all contact with the
pagan inhabitants of Canaan and with all the objects that these people used in connection with
worshiping their idols. “When you pass over the Jordan into the land of Canaan, then you shall
drive out all the inhabitants of the land from before you and destroy all their figured stones and
destroy all their metal images and demolish all their high places” (vv. 51–52).
When Israel would later drive out the inhabitants of Canaan, and kill them in their own land
and in so doing, exterminate them, Israel was not to be guilty of predatory war and impermissible
murder. God had promised this territory to Abraham, in connection with making a covenant with
him, as recorded in Genesis 15. At that point he had added the single qualification that the
promise in view would not be fulfilled before “the iniquity of the Amorites was complete” (Gen.
15:16). That time had now come, and Israel would function as the sword of God. (The Hebrew
word used here for driving out can in one particular form also mean exterminate.)
With respect to the “unrighteousness” of the inhabitants of Canaan, the mandate leads us to
think of the destruction of all their sculptured statuary, their molten images and their high places.
These three phrases are not unfamiliar to us.
We have encountered the same word used here to refer to sculptured statuary in Leviticus
26:1. Except that there we read in addition that this sculptured statuary was made of stone. We
might think of massebot, that is, steles or columns that often contained inscriptions (cf. Gen.
22:18; 31:13; Exod. 31:45).
In addition, the commandment reminds us of the command to destroy the molten images of
the Canaanites given in Leviticus 19:4: “Do not turn to idols or make for yourselves any gods of
cast metal”. Numerous idol images have been found in connection with excavations in Palestine,
made of stone, bronze, and pottery, especially the idol of Astarte.
You can read about the high places of the Canaanites in the commentary on Exodus (Exodus,
113–16). Originally these were elevated places on which a cultic area was built, under the open
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sky, but later the word “high” was softened and was used generally to refer to a sanctuary that
might even be located in a valley.
The Israelites were definitely not to become involved with this paganism.
2. Nor with the people who advocated this paganism. As we mentioned, these people were to
be driven out or exterminated. But this would have to be done so thoroughly that the Israelites
could take their place. “You shall take possession of the land and settle in it, for I have given the
land to you to possess it” (v. 53). Notice here again God’s strong covenant language. This was
how Yahweh spoke when Israel was still “in the plains of Moab.” Perhaps he was also alluding
to his gift of the land of Canaan to Abraham in connection with the covenant making in Genesis
15. Notice as well the character of this giving of the promised land. Later we will hear that the
Israelites could still squander their allotted inheritance in Canaan, because people could live in
Canaan without possessing the land in faith.
But was God’s promise then actually reliable? Certainly. How thoroughly the Israelites could
surrender to God’s provision appears from what Yahweh added. “You shall inherit the land by
lot according to your clans. To a large tribe you shall give a large inheritance, and to a small tribe
you shall give a small inheritance. Wherever the lot falls for anyone, that shall be his. According
to the tribes of your fathers you shall inherit” (v. 54).
No more honest method of dividing the land was conceivable than one that relied on casting
the lot. By means of the lot, God himself would be deciding in which region of Canaan—north,
south, etc.—each tribe would end up living. Among Israel the proverb applied: “The lot is cast
into the lap, but its every decision is from the LORD” (Prov. 16:33). This proverbs was written at
a time later than the commands of Numbers 33, but we believe it is appropriate to borrow it in
order to observe that God not only took seriously his promise of the land, but wanted to provide
Israel with some extra assurance by means of the command that they were to divide up the
inherited land later with casting lots, which means: led by God’s own voice and pronouncement.
God gave this command to Israel “in the plains of Moab.” At that time, the inheriting still had to
occur. But the Israelites could indeed count on it happening.
Moreover, this is not the first time that we read in Numbers about dividing up the land of
Canaan by means of casting lots. We read about this earlier in Numbers 26:52–56. When we
discussed that chapter, we stated our assumption that by means of the lot, each tribe’s place in
the land was to be specified, whereas the additional allocation to each family within the tribe was
probably regulated through mutual consultation. Only in that way, after all, could people take
into account the number and size of the families.
Here two things were being held up before Israel. First, if things went as God desired, no
place would remain in Canaan for idolaters like the Canaanites. Second, no inhabitants would
live in that land other than the Israelites, who were the bearers and possessors of God’s ancient,
seriously intended promise, made already to Abraham.
Two things, by means of which God imprinted on his ancient church one single command:
No compromise with Canaanite paganism!
Well, then, we perceive how seriously God had intended this command when we consider the
closing introductory words. With them, he let Israel know that such a compromise would signify,
for the people of the God of life, nothing less than defeat and death, despite their having arrived
in Canaan. The text reads: “But if you do not drive out the inhabitants of the land from before
you, then those of them whom you let remain shall be as barbs in your eyes and thorns in your
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sides, and they shall trouble you in the land where you dwell. And I will do to you as I thought to
do to them” (vv. 55–56).
Our readers will have no difficulty grasping the range of these words. They will recall
encountering similar warnings earlier.
For example, we met them in the second of the Ten Words (Exod. 20:4–6). If Israel would
bow before graven images, they would be punished for that down to the third and fourth
generations.
For example, we met them also in the strongly anti-Canaanite conclusion of the Book of the
Covenant (Exod. 23:13–33). If the Israelites would later become involved with the Canaanites
and their religious practices, this would become a snare to them (cf. Exodus, 116–21).
For example, we met them also in the repetition of the strongly anti-Canaanite conclusion of
the Book of the Covenant, after the regrettable intermezzo with the golden calf (Exod. 34:10–26;
cf. Exodus, 143).
For example, we met them in Leviticus 19:24–30, where we read the warning: If you defile
yourselves in the promised land in the manner of the Canaanites, that land will spew you out like
it will have spewed out its current inhabitants.
In Leviticus 26, we met these warnings where we heard not only about the blessings that God
promised to Israel if they kept the assigned covenant duties, but also about the curse with which
he threatened to visit judgment upon Israel in connection with not keeping the Horeb covenant.
We will return to this subject frequently in connection with our discussion of the book of
Deuteronomy.
So the matter being discussed here is not at all difficult, but on the contrary, it is such a
simple matter that we are inclined to be surprised when some Scripture expositors express the
presumption that our pericope (Num. 33:50–56, or at least vv. 52–56) originated during a period
that came after many of the punishments mentioned here had occurred. In others words, they
claim that these verses are an insertion from a much later time.
We cannot agree with this presumption. First, because it goes against the opening statement
of our pericope: “Yahweh spoke to Moses in the plains of Moab by the Jordan at Jericho” (v.
50). This would be a false dating. In addition, the presumption in question is unfounded, because
it fails to take into consideration the fixed place that especially covenant documents in the
ancient world, including with Israel at the time of the Horeb covenant, assigned to the so-called
covenant sanctions. Although in our pericope we are not dealing with a formal covenant
document, in the ancient Near East it could occasionally happen that a document that lacks the
shape of a formal treaty document altogether nonetheless provided sanctions. In addition, we
would mention especially that although here we are not dealing with a covenant document in its
optimal form, nonetheless the melody of the Horeb covenant resonates here (Exod. 20:12), as
well as that of God’s covenant with Abraham (Gen. 15), just as it does in the laws of the book of
Leviticus, for example. People would do well to remember the time in which our pericope is
placing us: in the very last portion of the period during which Israel was being prepared for the
entrance into Canaan! The people of the covenant are addressed in this way, as it were, in the
night preceding the fulfillment of God’s ancient promise that he would give Canaan to Abraham
and his seed. That is about to happen now. For that reason, the sanctions of verses 55–56 should
be seen as being placed here entirely appropriately, and what follows them as being dated with
special accuracy. Not just because using covenant language and covenant terms was rather
widespread in the ancient world, but also and especially because the divine speaking reported
here occurred with a view to a moment and a future that would inevitably arouse thoughts
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associated with both covenants, namely, that of Horeb and that of Abraham, which all of Israel
inherited.
We are not denying, of course, that no clearer commentary on certain expressions used
here—namely, that if the Canaanites were spared by the Israelites, who then became involved
with them, then these Canaanites would become “as barbs in your eyes and thorns in your sides”
(v. 55) and they would “trouble” the Israelites in their own land—was provided than Israel’s
subsequent history, a history, regrettably, of frequent covenant forsaking and of various covenant
punishments. But that is altogether different, and provides no basis for claiming that our pericope
was an insertion that was supposedly placed here afterward, for example, after the disastrous
period of the judges.
27.2

Canaan’s “ideal” borders are assigned (Num. 34:1–12)

After this, God informed Israel through Moses about the extent of the land they would later be
allowed to possess as its legitimate inheritance. He identified the southern (vv. 3–5), western (v.
6), northern (vv. 7–9), and eastern (vv. 10–12) borders.
Up to this point, everything is clear. But when we examine this fourfold description a bit
further, we must confess the same thing as with the list of the forty places where Israel broke
camp in the wilderness according to God’s command (Num. 33). The places mentioned here
would have been more familiar to the first hearers and readers than to later ones, and certainly to
us. For here as well, we encounter names of places that scholars have not been able to identify.
1. The assignment of the southern border provides a few difficulties.
This border especially is identified somewhat generally: “from the wilderness of Zin
alongside Edom” (v. 3a). This location is uncertain, however. The territory of Edom lay south of
the Dead Sea. As the reader knows, Israel was supposed to keep their hands off this nation of
blood relatives and not touch their territory. This probably explains this first rather general
identification of the southern border in verse 3a.
But then follows in verse 3b an assignment of this border in greater detail. It begins at “the
end of the Salt Sea on the east.” That location is familiar to us. Here the line marking the eastern
border would end (v. 12).
“And your border shall turn south of the ascent of Akrabbim.” This mountain pass is the
highest point of the actual Negev. The upward rising crisscrossing path with its many hairpin
curves is known as the Maaleh Aqrabbim, which means Scorpion Pass (Num. 34:4; Josh. 15:34).
In antiquity there were three intermediate stations along the route: one at the foot, a second one
nearly halfway up, and a third at the top.
So the southern border runs from east to west. From the Dead Sea south of the Scorpion
Pass—this name would have come from the many scorpions there (cf. Deut. 8:15)—via the oasis
of Zin below Kadesh Barnea.
But the locations that lie on the border thereafter, Hazar-addar and Azmon, are unknown (v.
4).
But happily this is not true of its endpoint. From Azmon the border took a southwestward
turn, toward the “Brook of Egypt.” Today this is called Wadi el-Arish, about fifty miles
southwest of Gaza. This stream is mentioned frequently later in Scripture.
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2. The western border is discussed only briefly (v. 6). That would consist of “the Great Sea
[i.e., the Mediterranean Sea] and its coast.”
3. What is said about the northern border provides the most difficulties. The identification
moves from west to east, but the western starting point is not mentioned. So we do not know
how far north this lay.
From this unknown point, the northern border ran to Mount Hor. This refers, of course, to a
different mountain than the one on which Aaron died (Num. 33:38). The latter was in the south,
the former in the north. But we cannot say for certain which mountain is being identified. One
scholar locates in further north than another, and puts it in Lebanon, the other less far north,
thinking of Hermon.
From here the northern border ran to Lebo-hamath (v. 8), an identification less familiar to us.
The name appears later in 1 Kings 8:65. It could have been located far above Tyre and Sidon,
even north of the mountains of Lebanon. This would fit well with Deuteronomy 1:7 and 11:24,
where the northern border regions of Lebanon and even the Euphrates are mentioned.
From here the northern border would have run to Zedad and Ziphron, and ended near Hazarenan (v. 9). Regrettably none of these three places can be identified with certainty.
4. As a result of the last-mentioned circumstance, the starting point of the eastern border,
Hazar-enan, is also unknown (v. 10). In fact, the same is true of both places identified as the
eastern border, namely, Shepham and Riblah (vv. 10–11). Only thereafter do we arrive in
familiar territory, for we read: “And the border shall go down and reach to the shoulder of the
Sea of Chinnereth on the east.” This Sea of Chinnereth is the Sea of Galilee. And everyone
understands the last identification: And the border shall go down to the Jordan, and its limit shall
be at the Salt Sea” (v. 12).
Once more, this description of the borders is not clear in every detail. Nevertheless, one thing is
certain, and attention is drawn to this repeatedly, namely, that the territory of Israel would in a
later period seldom or never extend as far as we find it indicated here. Scarcely even in the days
of David and Solomon. Why was this so?
In his commentary on the passages mentioned from Deuteronomy 1:7 and 11:24, Reformed
Old Testament scholar B. Holwerda discussed this issue. He pointed out that such extended
borders of the land of promise are mentioned in other Scripture passages as well (Gen. 15:18;
Esoc. 23:31; Josh. 1:4; 1 Kings 5:1; Isa. 27:12), and he observed that in this context people are
accustomed to speaking of “Israel’s ideal borders, because in practice the territory was much
smaller” (Dictaten, 3.24). But, he continued, these ideal borders were nonetheless “the real
borders of the promise. And what accounts for the fact that Israel possessed the entire promised
land for such a short period of time? That is due to the fact that Israel did not bother herself about
the conditions that God had established: love Yahweh your God, walk in all his ways, and hold
fast to him” (Deut. 11:22; Dictaten, 3.303).
There you have it.
At this point, who would not think of God’s warning given in the preceding pericope (Num.
33:55–56)? Of the serious threat of punishment if Israel did not keep Yahweh’s covenant?
The size of the territory that was actually inhabited by Israel regularly increased or decreased
in later centuries in connection with their obedience to Yahweh and his covenant. Think of the
calamitous period of the judges. But under Samuel, Israel obtained rest, and under David they
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expanded their territory. But under the later kings, both nations repeatedly lost territory.
Holwerda drew attention to 2 Kings 10:32: “In those days Yahweh began to cut off parts of
Israel.” Ultimately God took away all the territory from both the two tribes and the ten tribes.
God is accustomed to fulfill his promises to us not because of, but along the path of faith. For
this faith, neither the promised land of Canaan nor any other good is too great. The dying prophet
Elisha reprimanded King Joash harshly when the latter struck the ground with arrows only three
times (2 Kings 13:19). The apostle Paul says that God promised Abraham “the world” (Rom.
4:13). The truth of this promise will become evident when God gives this inheritance to
Abraham’s Greatest Son, because he (our Lord Jesus Christ) is the perfect Believer (Heb. 12:2).
Not only after his resurrection did he declare believingly that all authority in heaven and on earth
was given to him (Matt. 18:18), but already before he was to suffer and die, before he was buried
and raised, he trusted so firmly in such promises made to the Servant of Yahweh, as found in
Isaiah 42:1–7 and 49:5–7, that he said at that time already that God had “given him authority to
execute judgment” (John 5:27), judgment over all people on all the earth (vv. 28–29).
27.3

Meanwhile, the executors are appointed (Num. 34:13–29)

God had meant his promise to give Canaan to Israel so seriously that he mentioned to Moses the
names of the men who were supposed to take the lead in connection with the dividing of the
land.
To be sure, the tribes who had already received their inheritance on the eastern side of the
Jordan would not be involved in this allocation. They were Reuben, Gad, and the half tribe of
Manasseh. We read about that in chapter 32. Here it is repeated for the sake of certainty (vv. 13–
15). Thereby it becomes obvious why later not twelve but only ten rulers, one from each tribe,
are mentioned.
Next those men are mentioned. This occurs, however, in the following way.
A. At the head are Eleazar and Joshua.
B. Then follow the ten, in this way:
For Judah: Caleb, the son of Jephunneh
For Simeon: Shemuel, the son of Ammihud
For Benjamin: Elidad, the son of Chislon
For Dan: Bukki, the son of Jogli
For Manasseh: Hanniel, the sons of Ephod
For Ephraim: Kemuel, the son of Shphtan
For Zebulun: Elizaphan, the son of Parnach
Issachar: Paltiel, the son of Azzan
Asher: Ahihud, the son of Shelomi
Naphtali: Pedahel, the son of Ammihud
Take note of the following observations.
Regarding A. above: the fact that Eleazar and Joshua are mentioned first does not surprise us.
They would later replace Aaron and Moses (Num. 27:12–23).
That Joshua is mentioned is natural, since he would later exercise military leadership.
Without military battles Canaan would not fall into Israel’s hands.
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Nevertheless, the inheriting of Canaan would not be simply a military matter. Not even
primarily a military matter. This surely explains why Eleazar is mentioned before Joshua.
Some Scripture expositors express the assumption that Eleazar is mentioned before Joshua
because later as high priest he would have to cast the lot of the Urim and Thummim.
There is in this assumption an element we find to be probable, but also an element that we
believe is highly unlikely, if not impossible. For this assumption rests partially on the (ancient)
misunderstanding that the terms “Urim” and “Thummim” were names for something like dice.
We have rejected this misunderstanding (cf. Exodus, 271–96). In our opinion, the terms “Urim”
and “Thummim” are simply other names for the twelve precious stones that were affixed to the
high priest’s breastpiece.
But earlier we did not claim that in Israel the lot was never to be cast in the presence of the
high priest clothed in his full attire, including with the ephod and breastpiece to which the Urim
and Thummim were affixed. In connection with making important decisions this was indeed to be
the case (cf. Exodus, 281–82). If ever there were important decisions that needed to be made in
Israel, then surely they included the dividing of the land. This was supposed to occur in
connection with casting lots, a lot that was cast in connection not with a private matter, but with
a matter affecting the entire congregation of Israel, the inheriting and dividing of the land of
promise.
For these reasons, Eleazar and Joshua were named first. The former was connected with the
religious, and the latter with the strategic, aspects of this matter.
Regarding B. above: In connection with the list of the ten rulers from the tribes involved—
including that of Manasseh, and thus one from each of the two tribes descending from Joseph,
Ephraim and Manasseh (v. 23)—the following observations are worth making.
1. This list is entirely different from that of Numbers 1. The men who are mentioned there
were by now deceased (Num. 26:64–65).
2. The only warriors who had survived God’s punishment for the unbelief at Kadesh (Num.
14:26–35) were Joshua and Caleb. Both are mentioned in this pericope—with honor!
3. People have observed that not a single name in this list was a compound of Yahweh, just
like the names of the list in Numbers 1. This fits with what we said earlier. Among Israel, the
custom arose only later of including the name of Yahweh when naming children (cf. Exodus, 60–
62). As far as we know, Moses changing the name of Hoshea to Joshua was a wholly unique
instance (Num. 13:16).
4. Some have pointed out that the older divine name of El does appear in these names, which
corresponds with the ancient custom of the so-called theophoric names in the Semitic world
(Eleazar, Semuel, etc., which were possibly the same as the names familiar to us of Samuel,
Elidad, Hanniel, etc.). One commentator (W. Gispen) identifies Accadian names that sounded
like the names Elidad, Ephod, and Pedael. Perhaps the list is designed to remind us of Israel’s
Mesopotamian ancestors, and just as with the phenomenon identified in 3. above, the antiquity of
this list of names is being confirmed.
5. The task of the chiefs of the ten tribes is not described any further, but we can easily infer
what it was. When under the oversight of Eleazar and Joshua by means of the lot, the region in
the promised land had been generally specified where each tribe would be assigned a place by
lot, then various detailed regulations would have to be arranged between the various neighboring
tribes, with a view to the number of members of each tribe (Num. 33:54), and perhaps also in
view of the fertility of the assigned region. Taking into consideration such future work of
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arrangements and compromises, God appointed from each of the ten tribes a man of influence
and trust.
6. Because the sequence in which the ten tribes are mentioned here shows some similarity
with that list that later summarized the various regions in Canaan assigned to the tribes (Josh.
15–19), some have thought that this list in Numbers, at least in this form, could not have been
composed in Moses’ day. However, at least with regard to the content of this list, we may not
simply ignore the introduction in verse 16: “Yahweh spoke to Moses.” Furthermore, even if the
phenomenon of a proleptic alteration of this or that personal name had occurred here, which
would not have been an isolated occurrence (cf. Exodus, 59), we did see under 3. above that even
this phenomenon, not an unusual one, is here inadequate for confirming the antiquity of this list.
Regarding the similarity in the sequence of the ten tribes here and in Joshua 15–19, it is not
really all that striking. Consider:
Numbers 34
Judah
Simeon
Benjamin
Dan
Manasseh
Ephraim
Zebulun
Issachar
Asher
Naphtali

Joshua 15–19
Judah
Ephraim
Manasseh
Benjamin
Simeon
Zebulun
Issachar
Asher
Naphtali
Dan

There is some similarity to the extent that with both lists, the sequence moves from south to
north. But for the rest, the sequence in Joshua 15–19 diverges significantly from that in our
pericope (as commentator Keil observed long ago), something anyone can see by reviewing the
lists above.
No, without doubt we have before us here a very ancient document. It would have been
written by Moses, with a view to being placed in reliable hands for safekeeping in the future, so
that it would resound, not only in connection with its origin but later when Canaan would be
occupied, with the faithfulness of God to his Word that he had given.
Today, as well, it still bears witness to us of that faithfulness, and since the coming of our
Lord Jesus Christ we may now receive the prophetic word as still more sure and established than
it was formerly among the Israelite church (2 Pet. 1:19).
27.4

Forty-eight cities in the promised land are reserved for Levi (Num. 35:1–8)

The same effect arises from the prescription that God had Moses relate to the Israelites in the
plains of Moab with regard to the future dwelling in Canaan of the tribe of Levi.
As we have read, God had stipulated that the tribe of Levi would not receive in the land of
Canaan its own inheritance, that is, its own tribal region (Num. 18:20, 23–24). But as a result,
this tribe would have to miss two things. First, the fruit of the ground, which others would enjoy
by means of fields and groves. And second, the Levites would have to live somewhere.
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God had provided for the first need earlier by giving the promise to Levi: “I am your portion
and your inheritance among the people of Israel” (Num. 18:20). Earlier we explained what this
means. Levi received portions of what was holy and what was most holy.
God was now providing for the second need, by commanding the Israelites that they were
later to provide the Levites with suitable dwelling places by giving them the right to establish
forty-eight cities that would be located throughout the entire land. The manner in which this was
supposed to occur, however, God did not stipulate, except to require that it be done in a fitting,
fraternal manner. “And as for the cities that you shall give from the possession of the people of
Israel, from the larger tribes you shall take many, and from the smaller tribes you shall take few;
each, in proportion to the inheritance that it inherits, shall give of its cities to the Levites” (v. 8).
So God was counting on wise administration.
For that reason, we should not understand this to mean that no people were allowed to live in
these Levitical cities other than those belonging to the tribe of Levi. If this had been the case, the
stipulation of Leviticus 25:29–34 would not have made sense, namely, that for one year after the
sale of one’s house, the seller had the right to buy it back (but not thereafter, not even in the year
of Jubilee), whereas a Levite had a perpetual right to buy back his house in a Levitical city, and
in the year of Jubilee he ought to receive his house back. This was obviously stipulated in
contrast to non-Levites who had sold a house in a Levitical city. So they must first have had
possession of the house. Nor would it have been God’s intention that the Levites would not be
allowed to live anywhere else than in a Levitical city, although in that case they would not be
able to appeal to special privileges in connection with owning a house.
In addition, the Levites would have possessed the right not only to a dwelling place in one of
the forty-eight cities, but simultaneously to grazing land outside the city. This stipulation would
likely not have been all that important for the priests. These people served in the sanctuary for
their entire lives, whereas the Levites served only during the period of life when they were at the
height of their strength. For that reason, the labor of caring for the livestock, which was not all
that strenuous, would have been suitably performed by younger Levites who had not yet reached
that period of life, and by older Levites who were past that period of life.
This grazing right applied to land lying 1,000 cubits on each side of the city. Perhaps we
might understand the total grazing area allowed for the Levites to be approximately a square
whose sides were each 2,000 cubits long. But this is an approximation. For it is dubious that the
shape of the pastureland of all the cities was square. The shape would have depended on the
shape of the city, and these cities were probably not all in the shape of a square. This observation
removes the basis for thinking here of a symbolic significance behind this regulation (cf. Exodus,
196).
Something of such a symbolic purpose did lie, however, behind the number 1,000, because
this number consists of 10 x 10 x 10, and God was perhaps reminding the Israelites of his royal
majesty (cf. Exodus, 196–98). The ground where the livestock of the Levites grazed was to be
divine territory.
By means of the number 48, consisting of 4 x 12, Israel would surely have been pointed to
the important place occupied by the tribe of Levi with respect to the other 12 tribes. The number
12 was the number of the church (cf. Exodus, 196).
Frequently people have pointed out that with the dispersing of the Levites throughout all of
Israel, God would have had the wise purpose of supplying his people everywhere with the
necessary instruction in his Torah. This seems very possible, for we are told repeatedly that the
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tribe of Levi was assigned the task of giving instruction to the Israelites. What had originally
been declared by father Jacob as a reprimand (Gen. 49:7) is fulfilled as a blessing. But we will
have to admit that such a divine intention is not stated explicitly here.
Nor do we read here that with his stipulation that the Levites would not have their own tribal
territory, God would have had an anti-pagan purpose, though we do consider the observation
worth considering. For from antiquity we learn that the priestly castes everywhere exercised
control over extensive land holdings. In Egypt the priests possessed one-third of the estates, and
they were exempt from paying taxes (cf. Gen. 47:22, where Joseph did not buy the land of the
priests). In contrast to this, the stipulations of the Torah regarding the Levitical possession of
property make a sober impression, which clashes sharply with the enormous land holdings that
the medieval church possessed. In this regard, they were following the example of Egyptian
priests and Indian Brahmans rather than that of God’s holy Torah, and suffered all the
catastrophic results of that. In the grip of one of these effects, namely, the theory of a Christ who
already now possesses everything, who is seen as a kind of ecclesiastical head as though he were
a heavenly pope, even today many a non-Roman Catholic Christian prefers to live (according to
Jer. 5:31) in servile submission under the yoke of a dictatorial church. But a church that seeks to
be powerful, that possesses key positions, and wants to stick its nose into everything, foregoes
the promise of Christ that the Father will give the kingdom to her as his little flock (Luke 12:32).
That is the Father’s pleasure. In that, the Father creates genuine delight.
A different intention of God with these regulations regarding Levi’s possession of land is
apparent. By means of the promissory assignment of forty-eight cities to Levi, God wanted to
assure the Israelites of the seriousness with which he meant his promise to lead them in the near
future into the land of Canaan. We do admit that this intention as well is not stated explicitly, but
we believe two reasons support our view. First, the place where this pericope is located, namely,
at the conclusion of the book of Numbers; and second, especially the statement introducing our
pericope: “Yahweh spoke to Moses in the plains of Moab by the Jordan at Jericho” (v. 1).
Nothing must be more sure and firm for us than that God’s promises are absolutely reliable.
Otherwise we are most unfortunate. It is not without significance that Jesus Christ is called the
Amen (Rev. 3:14). For if ever God’s speaking was and will be true, then it was with regard to the
coming and the return of Jesus Christ.
27.5

Six Levitical cities are reserved as cities of refuge in order to safeguard the land from
defilement through innocent blood (Num. 35:9–34)

We must take note of something else. In connection with our discussion of the preceding
pericope, we said that through Moses, God gave to Israel in the plains of Moab a command to
provide forty-eight cities as dwelling places for his Levites. But we have not yet given attention
to the fact that this number 48 consists of 42 + 6. That there were to be 42 ordinary Levitical
cities, but in addition, 6 cities of refuge. Actually, it is stated in the reverse in verse 6: “The cities
that you give to the Levites shall be the six cities of refuge, where you shall permit the manslayer
to flee, and in addition to them you shall give forty-two cities.” In fact, the six cities of refuge
lead the list.
That sequence catches the eye. At the same time, what is striking is the manner in which the
six cities of refuge are introduced, as though they were a familiar phenomenon. They are
presented as something that God and Moses had discussed earlier, presumably more than once.
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Regarding the sequence, earlier we had the opportunity to point out that in the Pentateuch,
the custom was followed of mentioning the most important item first and place the most farreaching matter at the beginning. From this we may deduce how weighty God considered the
matter of the cities of refuge. He considered it even more necessary that Israel would provide
suitable cities to which those who were innocent of murder could flee, than that people would
assign cities for the Levites to dwell in. This fits with what we will later observe to be the
preeminent purpose of this pericope (vv. 9–34), of the mandate given to Israel to provide for
cities of refuge in the promised land. That purpose is this: that in so doing, Israel would keep the
land of Canaan free from defilement with blood, especially innocent blood. Otherwise Yahweh
would not be able to continue living in the midst of Israel (vv. 33–34).
Regarding our assumption that the issue of cities of refuge had been discussed earlier
between God and Moses, without each occasion having been recorded in Scripture, we have
pointed out that something similar happened more frequently. For example, we know that during
the episode of the golden calf, Yahweh was so angry with Aaron that he wanted to kill him, but
in response to Moses’ intercession he did not do so. Yet, in the description of that episode in
Exodus 32–34, we read nothing about that. Nor do we learn this from Leviticus and Numbers, no
matter that in these books we are told a lot about God’s conversations with Moses at Horeb. No,
Moses communicated this later, in the plains of Moab. We read it for the first time in
Deuteronomy 9:20. From this, we may infer the probable correctness of the assumption that not
everything that was discussed between God and Moses was preserved for posterity. In any case,
it is clear that what was discussed was not immediately communicated to the people of Israel.
Would it, then, not be prudent to keep this in view in connection with what we read in the
Pentateuch about the cities of refuge? Did God perhaps initially speak with Moses about this in
less detail, and then gradually somewhat more extensively, and leaning on those preceding
conversations, make known his complete desires only later, when Israel was positioned near
Jericho?
We will pursue this for a moment.
We find a certain allusion to what we now know as the institution of the cities of refuge for
the first time in the so-called Book of the Covenant. As we know, after God had proclaimed the
Ten Words for the first time at Horeb, he discussed with Moses rather extensively the conduct
that he eventually expected from his covenant people when they entered Canaan. At that point,
Moses had given an oral report of this to the elders, and later had written it down. That became
the Book of the Covenant, which we now find in Exodus 20:22–23:33 (cf. Exodus, 104–105).
According to this Book of the Covenant, God spoke to Moses at Horeb soon after about
manslaughter, and had commanded him to tell the Israelites that there was no place in Israel for
murderers.
Those guilty of premeditated murder, that is. In English we speak of murderers, for which
there is no freedom from punishment.
But it could also happen that someone became guilty of manslaughter unintentionally,
without premeditation, accidentally. Such unfortunate people must be helped. God himself
wanted to help such people, and with a view to such cases, God said, “I will assign a place for
you where you can take refuge.” But with emphasis it was repeated that this was to be
exclusively for those guilty of unintentional manslaughter. There would be no pardon for an
intentional murderer. Even if such a person were to hurry to God’s altar, people were supposed
to take him away (Exod. 21:12–14).
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Everyone will admit that in these words we find no clear indication about cities of refuge.
But afterward some in Israel would certainly have observed an initial allusion, even as we do
today. For today we do not have altars, but Moses and the Israelites did. Moses even began the
Book of the Covenant with specific commands about the altars that would later be constructed
for Yahweh in Canaan (Exod. 20:22–26). In Egypt, the Israelites may well have learned a lot
about altars, along with the service such altars occasionally provided as places of refuge for those
fleeing. In antiquity the altar as such was a place of asylum; whoever made it to the altar was
protected against his pursuer. This was the case not only among Israel, but also among other
nations, like the Phoenicians, the Greeks, and the Romans; among the Arabs, the right of asylum
was connected with burial sites. However, nowhere did this right expand like it did in Egypt
under the ptolemies.
We do not know whether God said something more to Moses, at this time or on another
occasion, about the manner in which he should provide for such a place of refuge for the one
who committed manslaughter innocently. But this does not prove its impossibility. Perhaps the
manner in which he spoke later to Moses about Levites owning houses in certain cities provides
a clue. According to Leviticus 25:1 and 32, this too occurred at Horeb. But the manner in which
those cities of the Levites were discussed there is remarkable, as though they were talking about
a familiar matter, but apart from any mention being given to us as readers. This warrants the
assumption that God had talked earlier with Moses about this matter of the Levitical cities. We
automatically think in this connection that both subjects, Levitical cities and places of refuge for
those who committed innocent manslaughter, would be communicated later in close proximity,
here in Numbers 35.
This happened in the preceding pericope (Num. 35:1–8), and in a striking manner. For in
verse 6 of that passage, the Levitical cities and cities of refuge were also mentioned as matters
than had been discussed earlier. Although this was told to us regarding the Levitical cities only
once, and regarding the cities of refuge not once, unless we should view Exodus 21:13 as one
such mention. But it was not mentioned there explicitly.
For good measure let’s read verse 6 one more time. “The cities that you give to the Levites
shall be the six cities of refuge, where you shall permit the manslayer to flee, and in addition to
them you shall give forty-two cities.” Everyone will admit that people talk this way only about
matters that constituted the topic of earlier conversation.
We do know how some interpret these facts. They view what we read here about Levitical cities
and cities of refuge as a later insertion, originating in a period when these matters in Israel were
generally familiar. But do not such actions appear to be the applying of a panacea, to be working
with a miraculous instrument? Does this instrument in fact fit with the communications in
Leviticus 25:1 and Numbers 35:1 regarding the place and time in which God assigned a variety
of things to Israel through Moses, namely, at Mount Sinai and in the plains of Moab? Does not
this explanation solve the problem all too easily? Does it do justice to the data that Scripture
itself provides us for a better solution? Do we not see from that data that the matter of Levitical
cities and especially that of the six cities of refuge was seen by God as something very important,
and did not this data lead us to the strong assumption that he had talked about this frequently
with Moses, apparently more often than is reported to us explicitly?
But there is something more.
If we accept the claim that between God and Moses there was somewhat intense discussion
about those cities of refuge, this helps explain why this matter registered so highly for Moses
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later. He must have been influenced by God’s own talking about it, and he was imitating God in
this matter. Who else was his teacher?
Well, in light of the book of Deuteronomy, Moses devoted special attention later to the issue
of the cities of refuge.
We read about this for the first time in Deuteronomy 4:41–43. According to that Scripture
passage, Moses himself saw to it that in the Transjordan region, three cities were appointed to be
cities of refuge, namely, Bezer, Ramoth, and Golan. This occurred at the end of his life. He
wanted the immediate implementation of God’s command to occur, at least to the extent
possible.
We read the second time about the cities of refuge in Deuteronomy 19:1–13. There we learn
that Moses himself had not assigned the three cities of refuge west of the Jordan. That could not
occur at that time. But he did press upon the heart of the Israelites to do that later, after
conquering Canaan. He even commanded that in connection with the possible expansion of
Israel’s territory in the future, people must provide a larger number of cities of refuge as well.
That emphasis later placed by Moses on the matter of the cities of refuge clearly corresponds
to the content of the pericope we are discussing now (Num. 35:9–34).
This content is limited to the matter itself of the cities of refuge. That would certainly have
been the case in our Western law books. But earlier we saw the practical manner in which the
legal prescriptions for Israel not only came into existence, but also how practically and
informally they were arranged.
This explains the following subjects that we wish to discuss at this point, matters that are not
sharply delineated from each other.
27.5.1 The institution of six cities of refuge for innocent slayers (vv. 9–15).
27.5.2 The standard according to which judgment should be rendered as to whether a
murderer was guilty (vv. 16–21)
27.5.3 The standard according to which judgment should be rendered as to whether a
murderer was innocent (vv. 22–29).
27.5.4 Two additional stipulations regarding the innocent slayer (vv. 30–31).
27.5.5 An additional stipulation regarding the innocent slayer (v. 32).
27.5.6 God’s intention with the institution of cities of refuge (vv. 33–34).
27.5.1 The institution of six cities of refuge for innocent slayers (vv. 9–15)
Regarding this institution, we must state that God was not presenting this to Israel as something
brand new. But just as with other laws that Israel received, this one too bore a righteous, wise,
and mild character (Deut. 4:5–8).
Of course, in Israel by God’s command all murderers in Israel had to be put to death. We
read about that in the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 21:12, 14, 23; Lev. 24:17). This is one of
those cases, in which capital punishment was applied. A person was worthy of death if through
negligence he caused someone’s death (a goring ox; Exod. 21:29). In such a case, however, it
was possible that a person could suffice with paying a kopher (atonement money), apparently
because the guilt was not as great as when a person killed someone with premeditation. What
wisdom and mildness, as early as the Book of the Covenant! We will discover the same thing
here.
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In Israel, the family of the slain person always had the right to demand the death of the one
who had killed their relative, whether with or without culpability (2 Sam. 14:7). This right was to
be exercised by the nearest family member of the one killed. This person was called the goel, a
word that we encountered already in Numbers 5:8, and earlier in Leviticus 25:25 (cf. vv. 47–55
and Ruth 3:13), where in the latter passage it is translated as “redeemer.” But because in our
chapter, Numbers 35, we read of “goel of blood,” the translation “avenger” has come to
dominate. This is actually not entirely correct, for this rendering loses the notion of deliverance.
The family involved feels oppressed by the blood of the one slain. Perhaps we need to think in
this context, when we read that Joab avenged the death of his brother Asahel by killing Abner (2
Sam. 3:27), and that on his deathbed David was concerned about the bloodguilt that rested on
him due to Joab’s conduct, and this concern was removed only when he commissioned Solomon
to avenge the blood that had been shed (1 Kings 2:5–6; cf. v. 31). In the time of Mohammed
people in Arabia were still interpreting the demands of feuding in this way, until this very day.
Everyone understands the endless feuds people can be involved in. Therefore, the Bedouins are
careful not to expose themselves and their families to vendettas. In connection with raids and
plundering, they spare human life as much as possible for that reason.
In Israel, God’s wise law sought to introduce moderation by means of a twofold
compassionate restriction. First, a significant distinction was supposed to be made between
intentional and unintentional manslaughter; and second, the cities of refuge ought to be assigned,
to which those guilty of unintentional manslaughter could flee for refuge. Neither of these
stipulations was entirely new to Israel. Everywhere in the ancient East, laws made a sharp
distinction between intentional and unintentional manslaughter. As we know, God’s laws in the
Torah did the same in connection with so many other matters. Something like the right of
someone who committed manslaughter to take refuge in a city of refuge was not unknown to
Israel either before then or subsequently. We just heard from the Book of the Covenant about
God’s altar as a place of refuge for the one who had committed manslaughter (Exod. 21:15), and
later we also read about this in those episodes involving Adonijah and Joab (1 Kings 1:50–51;
2:28–29). In the world beyond Israel, this custom of using worship locales for asylum was also
well-known.
In addition, we observe that the right of asylum applied not only to Israel, but was
simultaneously applicable for the sojourner and the foreigner. Before the coming of Christ, God
showed compassion to non-Israelites in many ways (Ps. 146:9).
27.5.2 The standard according to which judgment should be rendered as to whether a murderer
was guilty (vv. 16–21)
But not everyone who killed another person did so unintentionally and was innocent. We know
that among the pagans, the right of asylum was abused. Public and manifest criminals often fled
to the temples and were protected there in violation of all justice and fairness. The Roman
government had to deal a lot with this in many cities in the East.
It was apparently with an eye to the possibility of such abuse that God appointed “the
congregation” as that body called to determine whether someone who had committed
manslaughter was guilty (v. 12). This word “congregation” (edah) referred not to the entire
congregation of the people, but only the council of the elders. This counsel of elders apparently
included more people than the elders of the city of refuge to which the slayer had fled (otherwise
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later in v. 25 it would not have spoken about “send[ing] him back to the city of refuge to which
he fled,” NIV). In this manner, impartiality was being safeguarded as much as possible.
In such a congregation the elders of the city of refuge that was involved would naturally have
rendered their verdict first, with respect to the case that was set before them by the slayer (Josh.
20:4); the accuser, the accused, and the witnesses were supposed to be heard; but then the final
judgment was supposed to rest with the congregation (of the elders) of the entire people.
The standard according to which this congregation had to judge was supposed to be first of
all the one we know from the Book of the Covenant. Those guilty of intentional murder must be
put to death (Exod. 21:12). This explains the duty to initiate an investigation as to whether there
was intention. In verses 16–21 various examples of intentional killing are mentioned, such as
with an iron object, a stone, etc. There must also be an investigation as to whether the slayer had
hated his victim beforehand. If so, then he had to be put to death. This was to be done by the
goel, the “avenger” (v. 19). As we see, with this stipulation God was not nullifying, but
maintaining the existing jurisprudence in place among the Israelites. It is not against God’s Word
if a family is indignant about the murder of one of its members.
27.5.3 The standard according to which judgment should be rendered as to whether a murderer
was innocent (vv. 22–29)
The second standard according to which the congregation was supposed to function was that
unintentional slayers were definitely supposed to be protected. Protected against whom? Against
the “avenger,” the nearest family member of the victim. For the right to take the life of the
unintentional slayer who was involved continued to be reserved for the goel. From this we learn
how seriously God honored family relationships and the bonds of kinship, but especially how
strongly he loathed the shedding of blood among his ancient people. How much more strongly he
would loathe such behavior now that he has revealed himself to be the God of life much more
clearly through sending his own Son. As members of Christ we too must deal carefully with each
other and see to it that we do not shorten one another’s life! Not based on a modern, idolatrous,
so-called “respect for life,” but based on respect for the God who has accepted us as fellow
vassals in the covenant that is so much better (than that of Horeb), of which Jesus has become
the Surety, because it has been inaugurated through his blood (Heb. 7:22).
So even though the right of the goel was recognized, God did not want, on the other hand, to
see the shedding of the innocent blood of the unintentional slayer. This explains the wise
solution, in this extremely difficult situation, of the cities of refuge, three of them on each side of
the Jordan. So that the distance (literally, the “way,” derek) to the nearest city of refuge would
not be too great for the innocent slayer (Deut. 19:3). (We will come back later to the deep motive
embedded in this regulation.)
Once again, the right of the goel continued to exist and be acknowledged. This is why the
innocent slayer, after the favorable verdict of the people’s assembly, was allowed to return to the
city of refuge to which he had fled. But he was obligated to stay there for the rest of his life. He
was not allowed even to step foot beyond the border of that city. If he did so, and was caught and
killed by the goel outside the border of the city, the goel was not culpable for the bloodshed (v.
27).
There was only one opportunity for the innocent slayer to leave before his death as a free
man from the city of refuge to return to his own property with the goel being allowed to kill him.
That was if before that time Israel’s high priest died.
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People have wondered what God might have intended with this, but in the course of time no
unanimous answer has been given.
One person thought that in the death of the high priest we should see nothing more than the
conclusion of a particular period. But this solution seems to us unacceptable because it ignores
the symbolism so richly embedded in the Torah, which seems to be in view with the repeated
emphasis on the peculiarity of the priest in question (he was the “high priest” who had been
“anointed with sacred oil”).
Another interpreter went a step further and said: The death of the high priest as the
representative of the entire nation was something so bad that, by comparison, every other death
faded to nothing and thus needed no longer to be avenged. In this solution we appreciate the
attention given to the special place of Israel’s high priest with a view to the entire nation, as well
as the attention given to the punitive element that plays a role here. But the claim that the death
of the high priest was something so especially bad that by contrast, every other death was
discounted, we consider to be romanticized. We have read about this claim nowhere, not even in
the episode of the death of Aaron (Num. 20:22–29).
Yet a third interpreter saw in the death of the high priest merely the ending of a period of
office, but thought, in that context, of what we know as the custom of the newly inaugurated king
granting pardons. This amnesty view has a history of its own, forming the basis for the medieval
right of captives to return to their fatherland on the laurels of the new bishop. Making (Roman
Catholic) bishops equivalent to priests, even high priests, in Numbers 35 is dubious, and this
view pays no attention to the arrival of the new high priest, or the departure, the death of the old
high priest.
A fourth group viewed the death of the high priest as an atoning death. Once people took this
step, it was not difficult to accept a kind of typology. The dying high priest, through whose death
the slayer was allowed to return to his inheritance, was then seen as an example of Christ, who
would one day die for us, so that we would receive the promised inheritance. We must reject this
explanation as well, for the following reasons. First, Scripture never speaks about the atoning
character of the death of Israel’s high priest (the atoning of “souls” occurred only by means of
the blood of animals and in connection with the altar, Lev. 17:11). Second, there was nothing to
be atoned in connection with the unintentional slayer, since the person was innocent. And third,
if murder had occurred, according to the Law there was no atoning sacrifice. But also, despite the
objections mentioned, in subsequent Scripture we nowhere encounter anything that shows any
parallel that supposedly existed between the death of Israel’s high priest, whereby the innocent
slayer obtained permission to return to his hometown, and the mediatorial death of our Savior.
More than once, Christ is indeed called a Lamb, and in that context, allusion is being made to the
(symbolic) atoning death of lambs that were slaughtered according to the Law (John 1:29; Acts
8:32; 1 Pet. 1:19; Rev. 5:6; etc.). Although Christ is certainly often called our high priest,
nevertheless in connection with his death there is no allusion being made, not even in the letter of
Hebrews, to the death of any high priest in Israel, including that in Numbers 35. It may well
appear very obvious that in the death of the high priests, described in Numbers 35, we see an
example, even a prophecy of Christ’s atoning death, but if we do not receive through a clear
indication of Holy Scripture the right to draw this parallel, then we become guilty of providing
“someone’s own interpretation” of Scripture (2 Pet. 1:20).
It seems to us, therefore, that we need not go far to find the correct answer to the question
being asked, because just as so with many other institutions of the Torah, it would have been
evident to the Israelites who were accustomed to symbolism, far more than we are. After all, they
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knew how Yahweh their God loathed death, especially the defiling of Israel’s land and Israel’s
people through blood. God did not even permit an innocent slayer simply to continue living in
his paternal inherited land in the midst of fellow tribesmen and family members as though
nothing had happened. Yahweh stipulated that the man had to move to the nearest city of refuge;
that he may not go beyond its border; and that if he did so, he could be killed by the goel without
the latter bearing any guilt. In short, such a person was obligated to live the rest of his life in the
city of refuge, which means that he could not be released from this obligation except through
death, his own death. After all, all claims of justice stopped at death (Rom. 6:7).
All of this proves how seriously God took the event, the slaying, even when it had occurred
apart from any guilt on the part of the slayer.
Nevertheless, on the other hand, God also did not want Israel to lose sight of the mildness
with which he wanted to see the innocent slayer treated. God had pressed for this mild treatment
from the outset, already at Horeb, as we see from the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 21:13), and
we observe that mildness time and again in this chapter of Numbers 35. This apparently explains
why he gave innocent slayers a chance to be released from the obligatory life in the city of
refuge. He gave this unique chance to these innocent people who had killed someone whom God
had let fall into his hand (Exod. 21:13), in the death of someone who also would die in no other
manner than through God’s own permission.
But that someone would not be the leading figure of the tribe. There were plenty of tribal
heads, and the chance to be released from the prescribed obligation would be too great, such that
the seriousness with which God viewed the defilement through blood and death would risk being
denigrated in the eyes of Israel. Therefore, God had his choice fall upon someone who was
unique in Israel: the high priest. This is why we spoke of a unique chance.
So we must remember especially that the high priest was unique in Israel. For example, it did
not belong to the task of the high priest to render sacrifices for individual persons. This was the
work of the ordinary priests. By contrast, the high priest performed the kind of work—offer
sacrifices on the Great Day of Atonement (Lev. 16), ignite the lamps in the candlestick (Lev.
24:1–4), and consult Yahweh with the Urim and Thummim affixed to his breastpiece (Exod.
28:29–30)—that needed to be performed on behalf of all Israel.
God drew Israel’s attention, then, to this unique figure. To be sure, in our chapter he is called
one time “the priest” (v. 32), but he is called three times “the high priest” (vv. 25, 28), which
happens only here in the Pentateuch. No little emphasis is placed on that extraordinary function
by adding: “who was anointed with the holy oil” (v. 25), whereby an accent is being placed,
which we should not miss, on the unique high priestly prerogative.
Taking a number of factors into consideration, we believe the correct answer to the question
being asked is this. In the extremely complicated matter of the innocent slayer God wanted to
highlight two things: his mildness and compassion, on the one hand, and at the same time his
aversion toward shedding blood. This is why he gave the command to see to it that there should
be places easily reachable for innocent slayers. But at the same time he stipulated that such
innocent persons were never allowed to leave their city of refuge. This explains why he did not
wish to completely extinguish within the heart of these unfortunate ones every spark of hope that
one day before they died, they might be able to return to the land of their inheritance. He
accomplished this with the regulation that in connection with the death of the high priest, they
were allowed to return home.
In our view, we should not suppose the presence here of typology, or “pointing forward” to
the atoning death of Christ. We might think, however, of the following symbolism.

218

Although the death of the high priest may surely not be viewed at an atoning death, nor as the
death of the innocent slayer himself—release is something entirely different than atonement—in
view of the unique place of the high priest with respect to the entire nation, the high priest’s
death was special because he, and only he, could serve as a symbol for the death of the entire
nation, and therefore also for the death of the innocent slayer. If this view is correct, then this
unfortunate person was nonetheless released from his obligatory stay in the city of refuge
exclusively by means of death, whether by means of his own actual death, or by means of his
symbolic death, namely, in connection with the death of the high priest. In this way, both divine
characteristics continued to be preached to Israel: both God’s mild compassion toward the one in
distress, as well as God’s inner, strict loathing of defilement through blood, in particular,
innocent blood. We will come back to this last item, which was one of the motives for instituting
the cities of refuge.
27.5.4 Two additional stipulations regarding the innocent slayer (vv. 30–31)
Our chapter concludes with several regulations that, upon a superficial reading, could give the
impression of being later additional appendices, but on further reflection show us, as definitely
integrated portions, God’s intention with the entire institution of cities of refuge. That intention
was so that Israel would learn to know him as a God whose heart was filled with pity toward
those affected by catastrophes, but who at the same time loathed all unrighteousness, including
anything faintly connected to unrighteousness.
We find first two further regulations regarding dealing with murderers.
1. In verse 30, the command was repeated once again that intentional slayers had to be put to
death, but then follows the command that this was never to occur except on the basis of good and
reliable grounds. Sufficient testimony about the crime committed must be presented. “A person
shall not be put to death on the evidence of one witness.” Moses later required that the testimony
of two or three witnesses would be necessary for a verdict of capital punishment (Deut. 17:6; cf.
Heb. 10:28). In this way God protected his people against irresponsible condemnations.
2. But if someone had been condemned to death on proper grounds as a murderer, then he
could not escape capital punishment by paying a ransom (v. 31). It is clear, first, that here, people
were proceeding from the fact that what had occurred was not a slaying that involved a reduction
of guilt, such as we find in Exodus 21:29–30 (a goring ox), but a slaying whose circumstances
showed convincingly that angry premeditation and intention played a role. Second, it was also
evident that the victim was not a male or female slave, as in the case of Exodus 21:32, since
these were considered to be property (cf. Lev. 19:20–22). By means of the regulation in verse 31,
God wanted to prevent rich Israelites from supposing that they could get rid of their poor
brothers in exchange for paying some money, according to the rule: “Though money can’t talk, it
can fix a lot.” Nevertheless, in wicked times subsequently, God had to register the complaint that
people were accepting “bribes” (Amos 5:12).
27.5.5 An additional stipulation regarding the innocent slayer (v. 32)
This is how verse 32 reads: “And you shall accept no ransom for him who has fled to his city of
refuge, that he may return to dwell in the land before the death of the high priest.”
Not even the rich person was to be shown partiality, when one of them was involved in the
disaster of an unintentional slaying and had to flee to a city of refuge, even though he was
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acquitted by the advice of the people (v. 24), and even though he might offer a sizeable fine. In
Israel people must be well aware that their God was filled with compassion and kindness, but he
refused to look upon any semblance or pretending as though he took lightly the shedding of
blood. The innocent slayer was released from his obligation to continue living in the city of
refuge only when he died, whether in connection with his actual death or with his symbolic
death, represented through the death of Israel’s (unique) high priest.
27.5.6 God’s intention with the institution of cities of refuge (vv. 33–34)
Here we learn the deepest reason why God granted to Israel the institution of the cities of refuge,
and why he granted them in the way he did, surrounded with various cautionary stipulations. The
reason is that God wanted to prevent Israel from thinking lightly about shedding blood, and in
particular, shedding innocent blood, which God despised so intensely
Why did God think this was so serious?
Was it perhaps simply because he desires us to show “respect for life”? Such an explanation
would fit well with the spirit of the age today. We must not deify any creature.
Or was it perhaps because he hates all form of oppression? To be sure, God does. Scripture
leaves no doubt about that. And since as his children, we ought to resemble our heavenly Father
in our actions, we too ought to despise all injustice, including the unjust execution of innocent
slayers. We have learned repeatedly from this chapter how intensely God endeavored to prevent
among Israel the shedding of the innocent blood of unintentional slayers.
Certainly, this too was a reason, a reason that we must constantly keep in mind as we read
this chapter.
Nevertheless, this deep reason has even more beneath it, something extra. It rests in turn on a
still deeper basis.
That deepest basis, in light of verses 33–34, is this: God’s abhorrence of death among Israel
and his great yearning for Israel’s life. We have been learning about this in the preceding
portions of the book of Numbers. You need think only of the encampment of the twelve tribes
around the tabernacle. That tabernacle was surrounded by the tribe of Levi, as if by a zone of
isolation. You need think only of the measures given for removing specific uncleanness from the
camp of the saints. And you need think only of the water of purification for those defiled by
means of a corpse.
In Numbers, we are being told how the God of life desired to bring into the promised land his
people Israel as a people of life. There, the people would not be encamped as they had been in
the wilderness, in four or five encampments arranged around the tabernacle, where Yahweh was
enthroned above the mercy seat. But Yahweh wanted to continue maintaining his dwelling place
in the midst of his Israelites, in the land of inheritance, Canaan.
But that, then, had to be possible.
It would be impossible if that land of Canaan were defiled through death and blood.
By blood of any kind—whether human or animal—that was not “covered” (v. 33; Lev.
17:10–16; Deut. 21:1–9).
And especially not if the promised land would be defiled by the shedding of innocent blood,
when, with a view to this, God had given a command for precisely such a mild and equitable
institution like that of the cities of refuge.
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We are now approaching the end of the book of Numbers. This book, too, constitutes an
attractive unity. By means of receiving the institution of the cities of refuge and the Levitical
cities “in the plains of Moab by the Jordan at Jericho,” the people of the God of life are being
assured very emphatically of the promise that they will certainly enter the promised land of
Canaan soon. The people had not journeyed from Horeb for nothing.
27.6

Finally, the inheritance of each tribe is insured against loss by the marriage of the female
heirs with Israelites outside their tribe (Num. 36)

Having reached the last chapter of Numbers, when we survey this book once more and take note
of its composition, we are struck by the accurate manner in which it continuously attended to the
chronological order of events. Here and there, we were able to supply a table of dates. In an
arrangement of five segments, we saw the people of Israel from their departure from Horeb until
their arrival at the Jordan River, successively being instructed before their journey (Part 1),
beginning their journey (Part 2), punished with death on their journey (Part 3), reduced until the
end of their journey (Part 4), and prepared for their entrance into Canaan (Part 5).
This attention to chronological order can be observed in Numbers 36 as well.
It is easy to explain this final chapter as an appendix added later. But that would ignore the
penchant for order that characterizes the entire book, which comes out here in terms of the
content and placement of this last chapter.
Numbers 36 concludes this way: “These are the commandments and the rules that the LORD
commanded through Moses to the people of Israel in the plains of Moab by the Jordan at
Jericho” (v. 13).
The words in italic look back over what we have read from Numbers 33:50 until this point,
perhaps going as far back as Numbers 26. In either case, the final section and the entire book is
being concluded with these words.
In this last section, a certain person named Zelophehad was mentioned twice. First in
Numbers 26:33, where we learned that this member of the tribe of Manesseh had no sons but
only daughters. The second time in Numbers 27:1–11, where we read that the right to an
inheritance in the promised land was assigned to the daughters of Zelophehad.
This decision, which was taken apparently at the end of the wilderness journey (Num. 27:3),
when Israel had arrived at the plains of Moab, had specific consequences. During the months of
Israel’s further stay in the plains of Moab, there seems to have been some reflection and
discussion in the tribe of Manasseh. At any rate, in the part of this tribe that had not yet received
an inheritance east of the Jordan (Num. 32:33, 39–42). The daughters of Zelophehad belonged to
that part (Josh. 17:4).
People were anticipating possible difficulties among the family heads of this part of
Manasseh. These daughters of their deceased relative, Zelophehad, would soon receive an
inheritance west of the Jordan, but what would happen to this inheritance when one or more of
these women, or all of them, married men who did not belong to their tribe of Manasseh? At that
point, the portion of Canaan that had initially been assigned to Manasseh by God himself,
through casting lots, would be lost to that tribe. Permanently. Even in the year of Jubilee it could
not return to the tribe of Manasseh, because it had not been transferred into other hands by sale,
but by inheritance (Lev. 25).
Was that analysis unfair?
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We should not think at this point of ordinary human egoism or selfishness, but pay attention
to the faith of these family heads in the promise of God regarding the land of Canaan. They had
trusted so firmly in that promise that they were already picturing their tribe dwelling in the
assigned portion . . . and they were seeing a part of that property given to their tribe being lost.
This, then, is an entirely different attitude than that of the ten spies. It was an attitude similar to
that of Moses toward Hobab (Num. 10:29–32).
This is why Moses didn’t say a word of reprimand to these members of Manesseh’s tribe, nor
did Yahweh, from whom Moses had received this answer to his request for advice in the usual
way. On the contrary. “The tribe of the people of Joseph is right” (v. 5). Two things were
specified. With regard especially to the daughters of Zelophehad, they would be permitted to
marry any man who asked them, as long as he belonged to the tribe of Manasseh. For their father
was a member of that tribe. And this was elevated to a general rule for all daughters within Israel
who were heirs. “So no inheritance shall be transferred from one tribe to another, for each of the
tribes of the people of Israel shall hold on to its own inheritance” (v. 9).
God appreciated the fact that the people of Manasseh were very attuned to retaining a
permanent place for their posterity in the land that Yahweh was about to give to his ancient
congregation; in this way, they were also focused on retaining a permanent place in that
congregation itself. This is the desire of all pious parents and grandparents. (Cf. 3 John 4: “I have
no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth.”)
To the praise of the daughters of Zelophehad, who had already been mentioned with honor,
the history writer adds to this narrative the fact that these women willingly submitted to God’s
command and married sons of their father’s brothers. Is it not remarkable that whenever these
five Israelite women are mentioned in the Torah (three times: Num. 26:33; 27:1; and 36:11),
their names are mentioned in full? It is likely that God’s Spirit wanted to place them before us as
examples to everyone who, when it comes to such a weighty matter as marriage among God’s
congregation, desires to act in faith in the promise of God and in obedience to God’s
commandments. With a variation of 2 Corinthians 8:5, it can be said about each daughter of
Zelophehad that she gave herself first to Yahweh and then by his will to her husband. No wonder
that the congregation to which such women and maidens belonged would later, at the beginning
of the book of Joshua—namely, the people who crossed the Jordan shortly after this episode—be
described as a congregation that acted and walked in confident faith.
So much, then, for the content of Numbers 36.
From the fact that this chapter is located here, and not, for example, immediately after
Numbers 27:1–11, dealing with the assigning the right of inheritance in the promised land to the
daughters of Zelophehad, we may discern once more the same love for order that we have
discovered throughout the entire book of Numbers. In that placement, what is probably being
spontaneously reflected is the course of the process consisting in reflection and discussion
among the family heads of Manasseh, showing us that specific mutual conversations occurred
among the Israelites “in the plains of Moab by the Jordan at Jericho,” conversations conducted
during their months-long wait to enter the promised land.
In our commentary on Leviticus we pointed out that the books of the Pentateuch as we now
possess them in our Bible never end abruptly, but always end with a gradual transition to the next
book. We may observe this in the book of Numbers as well. We see it end with a broad narrative
about everything that God had commanded Israel in the plains of Moab with regard to the
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commands and ordinances. Later, another narrative will link seamlessly with this, dealing with
what happened at this very place. For the episode of the renewal of the covenant between God
and Israel, under the leadership of the mediator Moses, will begin the book of Deuteronomy.
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