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The	Big	Idea	An	Introduction	to
Be	Counted	

by	Ken	Baugh	See	if	you	can	finish	this
phrase:	“Red	rover,	red	rover	…”	Do
you	remember?	Red	Rover	was	one	of
those	cheesy	games	that	many	of	us
played	at	recess	during	elementary

school,	but	if	for	some	reason	you	were
deprived	as	a	child	and	never	played

this	game,	let	me	explain	how	it	works.
Two	teams	of	say	ten	to	fifteen	kids	are
chosen	and	stand	opposite	each	other.
The	team	members	join	hands	and	form
a	line	as	long	as	their	arms	will	extend.
The	game	begins	as	one	team	calls	out
to	a	child	on	the	opposing	team	to	run
over	and	try	to	break	through.	For

example:	“Red	rover,	red	rover,	send



Kenny	right	over.”	Kenny	leaves	his
team	and	runs	as	fast	as	he	can,	crashing
into	the	arms	of	the	other	team	and
trying	to	break	through	the	line.	If

Kenny	is	successful	in	breaking	through
the	line,	he	selects	one	of	the	opposing
teammates	to	go	back	with	him	and	join
the	ranks	of	his	team.	If	Kenny	fails	to
overpower	the	line,	he	must	become	a

part	of	the	other	team.
The	 game	 of	 Red	 Rover	 shows	 that	 your	 team	 is	 only	 as	 strong	 as	 its

weakest	link.	There	are	some	children	who,	try	as	hard	as	they	might,	just	cannot
hold	on	 to	others’	hands	as	 the	opposing	 team	member	breaks	 through.	This	 is
how	I	picture	 the	children	of	Israel	 throughout	 the	book	of	Numbers:	They	are
like	two	opposing	teams	standing	in	two	lines	facing	each	other.	The	names	of
the	teams	are	the	Faithful	and	the	Faithless.	When	I	say	Faithful,	 I	mean	those
Israelites	 who	 were	 full	 of	 faith	 in	 God;	 they	 trusted	 in	 His	 character	 and
believed	His	promises.	When	I	say	Faithless,	I	mean	all	the	other	Israelites	who
had	less	faith;	they	doubted	God’s	character	and	questioned	His	faithfulness.	It’s
not	that	the	Faithless	team	had	no	faith	at	all;	it	was	just	weaker	than	the	Faithful
team.	Let	me	explain	this	by	using	the	example	of	the	twelve	spies.

In	Numbers	13,	the	Lord	tells	Moses	to	choose	one	leader	from	each	of	the
twelve	tribes	of	Israel	to	go	and	spy	out	the	Promised	Land.	These	twelve	men



go	in	and	explore	the	land	for	forty	days.	Upon	their	return,	the	spies	give	their
report	 to	Moses	 and	Aaron	 as	 they	 stand	before	 all	 the	people.	 It	 isn’t	 a	 good
report.	They	saw	giants	and	 fortified	cities	 that	 seemed	 impossible	 to	conquer,
and	their	report	arouses	great	fear	among	the	people.

Then	 one	 spy	 stands	 up	 and	 gives	 a	 different	 report.	 His	 name	 is	 Caleb.
“Then	Caleb	silenced	the	people	before	Moses	and	said,	‘We	should	go	up	and
take	possession	of	the	land,	for	we	can	certainly	do	it’”	(Num.	13:30	NIV).	Now

here	is	the	interesting	thing	to	me.	Caleb	has	seen	the	same	giants	and	the	same
fortified	cities	as	the	other	spies,	but	he	is	not	afraid.	Why	not?	Because	Caleb
believes	 that	God	 always	 keeps	His	 promises	 no	matter	what	 the	 odds	 and	no
matter	 how	 impossible	 their	 fulfillment	 might	 seem.	 God	 promised	 Abraham
centuries	earlier	(Gen.	15:12–21)	that	his	descendants,	the	Israelites,	would	take
possession	of	the	land,	and	Caleb	not	only	knows	this	promise	but	also	believes
it!	Caleb	faces	his	own	fear	and	the	imposing	odds	through	faith	in	his	God	who
keeps	His	promises.

And	Caleb	is	not	alone.	Another	man	stands	with	him	in	faith.	His	name	is
Joshua.	 Caleb	 and	 Joshua	 form	 a	 team	we	might	 call	 the	 Faithful,	 who	 stand
strong	against	the	onslaught	from	the	team	Faithless.	Look	at	what	they	said	to
the	 Faithless	 team:	 The	 land	 we	 passed	 through	 and	 explored	 is	 exceedingly
good.	If	the	LORD	is	pleased	with	us,	he	will	lead	us	into	that	land,	a	land	flowing

with	milk	and	honey,	and	will	give	it	to	us.	Only	do	not	rebel	against	the	LORD.

And	do	not	be	afraid	of	the	people	of	the	land,	because	we	will	swallow	them	up.
Their	protection	is	gone,	but	the	LORD	is	with	us.	Do	not	be	afraid	of	them.	(Num.

14:7–9	NIV)	Tragically,	 the	 lack	 of	 faith	 among	 the	Faithless	 team	of	 Israelites

brought	 alarming	 consequences	 as	 God	 punished	 their	 unbelief	 by	 sentencing
every	person	over	 twenty	years	of	age	 to	wander	 in	 the	desert	until	death.	The
Lord	 said,	 “Not	 one	 of	 you	will	 enter	 the	 land	 I	 swore	 with	 uplifted	 hand	 to
make	your	home,	except	Caleb	son	of	Jephunneh	and	Joshua	son	of	Nun”	(Num.



14:30	NIV).	What	a	tragic	outcome	for	the	Faithless.

The	lesson	for	us	in	all	this	resides	in	what	I	believe	to	be	the	Big	Idea	that
runs	 throughout	 the	 book	of	Numbers.	 It’s	 found	 in	 a	 single	 question:	 “Will	 I
trust	God?”	Will	 I	 be	 counted	 among	 the	members	 of	Team	Faithful	 or	will	 I
join	the	ranks	of	Team	Faithless?	That	choice	is	up	to	each	of	us	as	we	decide
what	 to	 do	with	 our	 fears.	You	might	wonder,	 how	 in	 the	world	 can	 I	 remain
faithful	 to	God	 in	 the	midst	 of	 all	 the	 challenges	 in	 this	 life?	 I	 have	 a	 simple
answer	for	you.	You	can	remain	faithful	if	you	choose	to	hold	on	to	the	promises
of	God	found	in	His	Word.	If	you	hold	fast	to	God’s	promises,	you	will	not	give
in	to	fear	when	it	tries	to	break	through	the	ranks	of	your	faith.	Instead,	you	will
stand	firm	and	be	counted	among	the	faithful	like	Caleb	and	Joshua.	As	you	read
through	this	commentary,	look	for	the	different	members	of	Team	Faithless	and
Team	Faithful,	and	ask	yourself	this	question:	Where	will	I	be	counted?

***

Dr.	Wiersbe’s	commentaries	have	been	a	source	of	guidance	and	strength	to	me
over	 the	many	 years	 that	 I	 have	 been	 a	 pastor.	His	 unique	 style	 is	 not	 overly
academic,	but	theologically	sound.	He	explains	the	deep	truths	of	Scripture	in	a
way	that	everyone	can	understand	and	apply.	Whether	you’re	a	Bible	scholar	or
a	 brand-new	 believer	 in	 Christ,	 you	 will	 benefit,	 as	 I	 have,	 from	 Warren’s
insights.	With	 your	 Bible	 in	 one	 hand	 and	 Dr.	Wiersbe’s	 commentary	 in	 the
other,	you	will	be	able	to	accurately	unpack	the	deep	truths	of	God’s	Word	and
learn	how	to	apply	them	to	your	life.

Drink	deeply,	my	friend,	of	the	truths	of	God’s	Word,	for	in	them	you	will
find	Jesus	Christ,	and	there	is	freedom,	peace,	assurance,	and	joy.

—Ken	Baugh	Pastor	of	Coast	Hills	Community	Church	Aliso	Viejo,	California



A	Word	from	the	Author	In	different
parts	of	the	world,	the	word	count
shows	up	with	assorted	meanings.
“Count	us	out!”	is	what	American

teenagers	say	when	they	have	their	own
plans	for	the	day.	(“Include	us	out”	is	a
variation	of	this	phrase.)	To	a	fight	fan,
“Counted	out”	means	that	the	boxer	is
on	his	back	in	the	ring	and	has	lost	the
fight.	“No	count”	is	a	brief	way	of

saying	that	somebody	isn’t	worth	very
much	in	the	eyes	of	society.

To	“count	kin”	is	a	Scottish	term	that	means	“to	compare	family	trees”	with
somebody	to	see	if	the	two	might	be	distantly	related.	Thanks	to	modern	science
and	 science	 fiction,	 “countdown”	 is	 a	 very	 familiar	 word.	 It’s	 the	 process	 of
signaling	 the	 launching	of	a	 rocket	by	counting	from	a	higher	number	(usually
ten)	down	to	zero.	“Five,	four,	three,	two,	one—blast	off!”

But	 perhaps	 the	most	 familiar	 use	 of	 the	word	 count	 is	 as	 a	 synonym	 for
dependability:	 “You	 can	 count	 on	 me!”	 It	 may	 have	 a	 military	 origin.	 Once
soldiers	are	 in	position	and	have	“counted	off,”	 they’re	ready	to	hear	and	obey
their	 officer’s	 orders.	 This	 is	 the	 way	 I’m	 using	 count	 in	 this	 book.	 To	 Be
Counted	means	 to	 be	 the	 kind	 of	Christian	God	 can	 depend	 on	 to	 get	 the	 job



done	right.
The	 book	 of	 Numbers	 opens	 with	 a	 count	 of	 all	 the	 fighting	 men	 in	 the

camp.	They	were	counted,	but	they	couldn’t	be	counted	on,	because	all	but	two
of	 them	 died	 during	 Israel’s	 march	 through	 the	 wilderness.	 Then	 the	 new
generation	was	counted,	and	they	were	people	whom	the	Lord	could	“count	on.”
They	 trusted	 His	 Word,	 entered	 the	 Promised	 Land,	 and	 claimed	 it	 for	 their
inheritance.

As	never	before,	the	church	needs	people	on	whom	the	Lord	can	depend.	We
have	too	much	“cafeteria	Christianity”	these	days,	with	God’s	people	going	from
church	 to	 church,	 sampling	 ministry	 and	 not	 settling	 down	 to	 serve	 the	 Lord
faithfully	 in	 the	 place	where	He’s	 assigned	 them.	No	wonder	we’re	 losing	 so
many	battles.

Studying	 the	 book	 of	 Numbers	 can	 help	 us	 better	 understand	 how	 God
directs	His	people,	why	being	faithful	to	Him	is	important,	and	how	we	can	grow
spiritually	 in	 the	 difficulties	 of	 life.	 We	 don’t	 have	 to	 fail	 as	 did	 that	 first
generation;	we	can	be	“more	than	conquerors	through	Him	that	loved	us”	(Rom.
8:37).

—Warren	W.	Wiersbe



A	SUGGESTED	OUTLINE	OF	THE	BOOK	OF	NUMBERS

Theme:	Man’s	failure	and	God’s	faithfulness
Key	verses:	Numbers	14:8–9

I.	At	Sinai:	Obeying	the	Lord	(Numbers	1:1—9:14)
A.	Numbering	the	soldiers	(Numbers	1:1–54)
B.	Organizing	the	tribes	(Numbers	2:1–34)
C.	Assigning	the	duties	(Numbers	3—4)
D.	Purifying	the	people	(Numbers	5—6)
E.	Dedicating	the	tabernacle	(Numbers	7—8)
F.	Celebrating	the	Passover	(Numbers	9:1–14)

II.	To	Kadesh:	Tempting	the	Lord	(Numbers	9:15—12:16)
A.	The	camp	marches	(Numbers	9:15—10:36)
B.	The	people	complain	(Numbers	11)
C.	Aaron	and	Miriam	criticize	Moses	(Numbers	12)

III.	At	Kadesh:	Rebelling	against	the	Lord	(Numbers	13—14)
A.	Exploring	the	Promised	Land	(Numbers	13)
B.	Refusing	to	claim	the	land	(Numbers	14:1–9)
C.	Turning	away	from	the	land	(Numbers	14:10–45)

IV.	In	the	Wilderness:	Learning	from	the	Lord	(Numbers	15:1—20:13)
A.	About	sacrifices	(Numbers	15:1–31)
B.	About	authority	(Numbers	15:32—17:13)
C.	About	responsibility	(Numbers	18)
D.	About	purity	(Numbers	19)
E.	About	humility	(Numbers	20:1–13)

V.	In	Moab:	A	New	Beginning	from	the	Lord	(Numbers	20:14—36:13)



A.	New	victories	(Numbers	20:14–21;	21:1–35)
B.	A	new	priest	(Numbers	20:22–29)
C.	New	dangers	(Numbers	22—25)
D.	A	new	generation	(Numbers	26)
E.	New	regulations	(Numbers	27:1–11)
F.	A	new	leader	(Numbers	27:12–23)
G.	New	commitment	to	the	law	(Numbers	28—30)
H.	New	commitment	to	battle	(Numbers	31—32)
I.	New	laws	for	the	new	land	(Numbers	33—36)



Chapter	Two

Dedication	and	Celebration—Part	I
(Numbers	5—7)

When	Mohandas	K.	Gandhi	was	the	spiritual	leader	of	India,	a	missionary	asked
him	what	he	thought	was	the	biggest	obstacle	to	Christian	missions	in	India,	and
Gandhi	replied,	“Christians.”

We	may	not	like	his	answer,	but	we	do	have	to	face	the	fact	 that	 too	often
God’s	people	get	in	the	way	of	God’s	work.	This	is	no	better	illustrated	than	in
the	 book	 of	 Numbers	 where	 we	 see	 Israel	 repeatedly	 disobeying	 God	 and
suffering	for	it.	This	explains	why	the	Lord	laid	down	some	plain	and	practical
rules	 for	 daily	 life	 in	 the	 camp	 of	 Israel.	 Israel	 was	 God’s	 chosen	 people,
separated	 from	 the	 other	 nations,	 and	God	wanted	 them	 to	 be	 different	 in	 the
way	they	lived.	What	kind	of	people	did	the	Lord	want	them	to	be?

A	CLEAN	PEOPLE	(5:1–31)
God’s	 glorious	 presence	 dwelt	 in	 the	 camp	 of	 Israel	 (Num.	 5:3;	 Ex.	 29:45);
therefore,	the	camp	had	to	be	pure	and	holy	in	His	sight.	“I	will	walk	among	you
and	be	your	God,	 and	you	 shall	 be	My	people,”	was	His	promise	 (Lev.	 26:12
NKJV),	and	with	that	gracious	promise	came	the	solemn	responsibility:	“You	shall

be	holy;	for	I	am	holy”	(Lev.	11:44–45).1



The	 concepts	 of	 “clean”	 and	 “unclean”	 were	 vital	 to	 daily	 life	 in	 Israel.
Cleanliness	 involved	 much	 more	 than	 personal	 hygiene;	 it	 involved	 being
acceptable	 to	 God	 in	 what	 Israelites	 ate,	 what	 they	 wore,	 and	 how	 they
conducted	themselves	at	home	and	in	public.	The	Israelites	were	in	the	infancy
of	 their	 faith,	 and	God	 used	 familiar	 pictures	 to	 teach	 them	 spiritual	 truth.	He
compared	 sin	 to	disease	and	defilement,	 and	holiness	 to	health	and	cleanliness
(Lev.	11—15).	Unclean	people	were	put	out	of	the	camp	until	they	had	met	the
ceremonial	requirements	for	reentry.

The	 word	 defiled	 is	 used	 nine	 times	 in	 Numbers	 5,	 and	 three	 kinds	 of
defilement	are	described.

(1)	Physical	defilement	 (vv.	1–4).	Scholars	 aren’t	 agreed	on	what	 leprosy
was	 in	 ancient	 days,	 and	 some	 modern	 translations	 prefer	 “infectious	 skin
disease.”	Whatever	it	was,	leprosy	was	a	dreaded	disease	that	made	the	victims
ceremonially	 unclean.	 They	 had	 to	 live	 outside	 the	 camp,	 and	 if	 anybody
approached	them,	they	had	to	cry	out,	“Unclean,	unclean!”	(See	Lev.	13.)	If	they
were	cured,	they	had	to	go	through	a	lengthy	process	of	cleansing	before	being
admitted	back	into	the	camp	(Lev.	14).

The	second	defiled	group	was	made	up	of	people	 from	whose	bodies	 fluid
was	being	discharged	(see	Lev.	15).	The	discharge	might	be	natural	(vv.	16–18,
25–30)	 or	 unnatural	 (vv.	 1–15,	 19–24),	 but	 it	 still	 made	 the	 people	 unclean.
Some	 of	 these	 discharges	 might	 be	 caused	 by	 venereal	 diseases	 or	 other
infections	 that	 would	 make	 the	 people	 toxic,	 so	 isolating	 them	 helped	 to
maintain	the	health	of	the	camp.

The	 third	 group	 was	 composed	 of	 people	 who	 had	 touched	 a	 dead	 body,
whether	human	or	animal.	The	law	concerning	defilement	by	the	dead	is	spelled
out	 in	 Numbers	 19:11–22	 and	 Leviticus	 21:1–4.	 The	 decayed	 carcass	 of	 an
animal	was	 likely	 to	be	contaminated	and	 therefore	able	 to	 spread	disease,	but
even	human	corpses	were	considered	unclean.	Those	who	prepared	 their	 loved
ones	 for	 burial	 were	 ceremonially	 unclean	 for	 a	 week	 and	 had	 to	 go	 through



ritual	cleansing	before	being	received	back	into	the	camp.
Although	 health	 and	 hygiene	 were	 involved	 in	 these	 laws,	 their	 basic

purpose	was	to	teach	the	Jews	the	meaning	of	separation	and	holiness.	Israel	was
to	 be	 a	 clean	 people,	 and	 this	 was	 accomplished	 by	 obeying	 God’s	Word	 in
every	area	of	life.	God’s	people	today	need	to	take	this	to	heart:	“Let	us	cleanse
ourselves	from	all	filthiness	of	the	flesh	and	spirit,	perfecting	holiness	in	the	fear
of	God”	(2	Cor.	7:1).

When	our	Lord	ministered	on	earth,	He	ignored	the	laws	of	uncleanness	and
touched	lepers	(Luke	5:12–15),	people	with	issues	touched	Him	(8:43–48),	and
He	even	touched	the	dead	(7:11–17;	8:49–56).	The	touch	of	the	Great	Physician
brought	healing	to	the	victims	but	didn’t	defile	the	Son	of	God.	It	was	only	when
He	died	on	the	cross	that	He	bore	our	defilement	and	the	awful	“disease”	of	our
sin	(1	Peter	2:24;	Isa.	53:4–6).

(2)	 Interpersonal	 defilement	 (vv.	 5–10).	 The	 person	 who	 committed	 a
trespass	against	another	had	to	confess	it	and	make	restitution.	(See	Lev.	6:1–7;
7:1–10.)	It	wasn’t	enough	just	to	confess	the	sin,	say,	“I’m	sorry,”	and	then	bring
a	trespass	offering	to	the	priest.	The	offender	had	to	pay	the	injured	party	(or	a
relative,	or	 the	priest)	an	amount	of	money	equivalent	 to	 the	 loss	 incurred	and
add	to	it	another	20	percent.	In	this	way,	the	Lord	taught	His	people	that	sin	is
costly	and	hurts	people,	and	that	true	repentance	demands	honest	restitution.

But	another	factor	was	involved.	Israel	was	about	to	confront	their	enemies,
and	there	could	be	no	unity	in	the	army	if	the	people	were	in	conflict	with	one
another	 because	 of	 unresolved	 offenses.	 The	 soldiers	would	 be	 alienated	 from
one	another	and	from	the	Lord,	and	that	could	lead	to	defeat.	True	unity	begins
with	everybody	being	right	with	God	and	with	one	another.

(3)	Marital	defilement	(vv.	11–31).	Faithfulness	in	marriage	is	a	foundation
stone	 for	 every	 society,	 for	 as	 goes	 the	 home,	 so	 goes	 the	 nation.	 In	 Israel,
adultery	not	only	defiled	the	people	involved	but	also	the	land	itself,	and	it	was	a
sin	 detestable	 to	 God	 (Lev.	 18:20,	 24–29).	 Adultery	 was	 a	 capital	 offense.	 If



proved	guilty,	both	the	adulterer	and	the	adulteress	were	stoned	to	death	(Deut.
22:22–24).

Suppose	a	husband	suspected	that	his	wife	had	been	unfaithful	to	him	but	he
didn’t	 have	 witnesses	 to	 prove	 it.	 What	 could	 he	 do?	 If	 his	 suspicions	 were
wrong,	 the	 longer	 his	 feelings	 smoldered,	 the	more	 damage	 they	would	 do	 to
him,	 his	 wife,	 and	 their	 family.	 If	 his	 suspicions	 were	 correct,	 would	 her	 sin
introduce	spurious	 issue—or	even	disease—into	his	 family?	To	help	solve	 this
dilemma,	the	Lord	instituted	this	test.

Let’s	 look	 at	 the	 procedure	 first	 and	 then	 consider	 the	 issues	 that	 are
involved	in	the	test.2

First,	the	husband	brought	his	wife	to	the	priest	at	the	door	of	the	tabernacle,
along	with	the	prescribed	offering	(Num.	5:15–16).	This	test	was	a	public	event
that	 others	 could	 see	 and	 hear.	 There	 the	 priest	 presented	 her	 to	 the	 Lord,
because	God	 alone	was	 the	 Judge	 in	 this	 case	 (vv.	 15–16;	 Lev.	 5:1–13).	 The
phrase	before	 the	Lord	 is	 found	four	 times	 in	 this	passage	(Num.	5:16,	18,	25,
30),	 and	 the	 name	 of	 the	 Lord	 is	 mentioned	 twice	 in	 the	 oath	 (v.	 21).	 The
offering	was	the	humblest	possible	gift,	the	kind	a	poor	person	would	bring,	and
it	was	presented	without	oil	and	frankincense.	The	couple	stood	before	the	Lord
as	the	poorest	of	the	poor.

Second,	 the	 priest	 took	water	 from	 the	 laver	 and	 dust	 from	 the	 tabernacle
floor	and	mixed	them	in	a	clay	vessel	(v.	17).	Perhaps	the	dust	was	a	reminder	of
man’s	 humble	 origin	 (Gen.	 2:7)	 as	 well	 as	 his	 ultimate	 destiny—death	 (Ps.
22:15).	Third,	the	priest	loosened	the	woman’s	hair,	letting	the	tresses	fall	as	if
she	were	in	mourning	(Num.	5:18).	A	woman’s	hair	 is	her	glory	and	covering,
and	in	this	act,	she	was	presenting	her	glory	to	the	Lord	and	hiding	nothing	from
Him	(1	Cor.	11:15).	At	the	same	time,	the	priest	put	the	offering	into	her	hands.

Fourth,	the	priest	put	the	wife	under	oath	before	God	(Num.	5:19)	and	then
announced	the	curses	attached	to	the	oath	(vv.	20–22).	She	submitted	to	God’s
righteous	 judgment	 by	 saying,	 “Amen,	 amen,”	 which	 means,	 “Let	 it	 be	 so.”



Fifth,	 the	priest	 then	wrote	the	curses	on	a	scroll	and	washed	them	off	 into	the
bitter	water	 (v.	 23).	 Sixth,	 the	woman	 then	drank	 the	water	 (v.	 24).	The	word
bitter,	 used	 five	 times	 in	 the	 passage	 (vv.	 18–19,	 23–24),	 doesn’t	 refer	 to	 the
taste	of	 the	water	but	 to	 the	effects	 in	her	body.	 If	 she	was	guilty,	God	would
send	her	bitter	suffering.

Seventh,	as	the	woman	drank	the	water,	the	priest	took	the	offering	from	her
hands	and	presented	it	 to	the	Lord.	If	the	woman	was	indeed	guilty,	the	results
would	prove	it.	If	she	conceived,	the	baby	would	miscarry,	or	she	would	become
barren	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 her	 life.	 She	 would	 feel	 in	 her	 body	 the	 terrible
consequences	of	her	 sin	 and	 live	with	 those	 consequences	until	 the	day	of	her
death.	Of	course,	 for	a	Jewish	wife	 to	be	childless	was	a	 tragedy,	 for	her	most
important	 task	 in	 life	was	 to	 give	her	 husband	heirs	 and	maintain	his	 name	 in
Israel	(Gen.	30:1–2;	Ruth	4:14).3

Now	let’s	consider	some	of	the	issues	involved	in	this	ceremony.	There’s	no
record	in	Scripture	that	any	husband	ever	used	it	or	that	any	accused	wife	asked
for	it.	Perhaps	the	very	existence	of	 this	 law	proved	a	barrier	 to	adultery	and	a
warning	that	sin	would	be	found	out.	There	are	clearly	some	built-in	roadblocks
that	would	make	a	husband	hesitate	to	rush	to	the	priest	and	ask	for	his	wife	to
be	tried.

To	begin	with,	it	was	a	public	event,	performed	at	the	door	of	the	tabernacle,
and	the	whole	camp	could	know	about	it.	Would	a	husband	want	to	expose	his
marital	 problems	 that	 openly,	 especially	when	he	 couldn’t	 know	 the	 results	 of
the	trial?4

Furthermore,	what	transpired	there	told	something	about	the	husband	as	well
as	 about	 the	 wife.	 If	 the	 husband	 loved	 his	 wife	 and	 was	 deeply	 hurt	 by	 her
possible	infidelity,	why	would	he	want	to	expose	her	publicly?	But	if	he	didn’t
love	 her	 and	 only	 wanted	 to	 hurt	 her,	 he	 might	 be	 embarrassed	 and	 proved
wrong.	A	wise	man	would	think	twice	before	having	his	wife	judged	this	way.

The	 husband	 would	 have	 to	 live	 with	 the	 consequences.	 If	 his	 suspicions



were	proved	wrong,	he	owed	his	wife	an	apology	and	had	to	work	at	rebuilding
the	relationship.	(Why	wasn’t	he	punished	in	some	way	for	false	accusation?)	If
she	was	 found	guilty,	he	had	 to	 live	with	her,	wonder	who	her	 lover	was,	 and
suffer	with	 the	physical	consequences	of	 the	curse	and	her	bad	reputation.	She
could	 never	 bear	 him	 children,	 but	 he	 still	 had	 to	 provide	 for	 her	 and	 for	 any
children	she	gave	him	before	committing	her	sin.

There	are	many	perplexing	questions	associated	with	this	ritual,	but	let’s	not
miss	the	major	message:	God	wants	purity	in	marriage,	and	husbands	and	wives
can’t	escape	the	bitter	consequences	of	marital	unfaithfulness.	God	can	forgive
adultery	(John	8:1–11),	and	husbands	and	wives	can	make	new	beginnings	in	the
Lord.	 However,	 adultery	 hurts	 everybody,	 and	 it’s	 sometimes	 difficult	 to	 live
with	the	consequences	of	forgiven	sin.

A	SEPARATED	PEOPLE	(6:1–21)
Don’t	 confuse	 “Nazirite”	 with	 “Nazarene.”	 Jesus	 was	 called	 a	 “Nazarene”
because	He	came	 from	Nazareth,	a	city	despised	by	 the	people	of	 Judea	 (John
1:43–46).5	 The	word	Nazirite	 comes	 from	 a	Hebrew	word	 that	means	 “to	 set
apart,	 to	 dedicate.”	 Jesus	was	 not	 a	Nazirite,	 because	He	 touched	 dead	 bodies
and	drank	the	fruit	of	the	vine,	both	of	which	were	forbidden	to	Nazirites.

Separation	described	(vv.	1–8).	Nazirites	were	Jewish	men	or	women	who
dedicated	 themselves	 wholly	 to	 the	 Lord	 to	 fulfill	 the	 Nazirite	 vow	 of	 total
separation.	 (In	 the	 KJV,	 the	 words	 separate	 and	 separation	 are	 used	 sixteen
times	in	this	chapter.)	The	Nazirite	vow	had	both	positive	and	negative	aspects:
Positively,	it	means	being	devoted	to	God;	negatively,	it	meant	abstaining	from
things	God	did	not	allow.	Each	Nazirite	had	a	different	goal	in	mind,	but	all	of
them	 wanted	 to	 glorify	 the	 Lord	 and	 obey	 His	 Word.	 They	 didn’t	 isolate
themselves	from	society,	but	rather	were	witnesses	to	others	of	the	importance	of
total	devotion	to	the	Lord.	Their	vow	was	for	a	specified	period	(Acts	21:23–27)



and	a	specified	purpose.
Three	responsibilities	were	involved	in	the	Nazirite	vow.	First,	they	were	not

to	drink	wine,	grape	juice,	vinegar,	or	fermented	drinks,	nor	were	they	allowed
to	eat	grapes,	raisins,	or	even	the	skins	and	seeds	of	grapes!	Second,	they	had	to
let	their	hair	grow	as	a	sign	they	were	devoted	especially	to	God.	Since	female
Nazirites	would	already	have	long	hair,	perhaps	they	left	it	loose	and	somewhat
unkempt	as	a	mark	of	their	dedication.	Third,	they	were	never	to	touch	a	corpse,
even	that	of	a	close	relative.

Separation	 defiled	 (vv.	 9–12).	 Nobody	 but	 God	 can	 control	 the
circumstances	 of	 life,	 and	 a	 Nazirite	 might	 accidentally	 be	 defiled.	 If	 that
happened,	he	had	to	wait	a	week	and	on	the	seventh	day	shave	his	head.	Since
the	 period	 of	 dedication	was	 suddenly	 over,	 and	 the	 hair	was	 the	 sign	 of	 that
dedication,	 the	 defiled	hair	 had	 to	 go.	However,	 the	 shorn	hair	wasn’t	made	 a
part	of	the	sacrifice	as	with	the	Nazirites	who	had	completed	their	vows	(v.	18).

On	the	eighth	day,	the	former	Nazirite	met	the	priest	at	the	brazen	altar	and
offered	the	required	sacrifices:	a	bird	for	a	sin	offering,	a	second	bird	for	a	burnt
offering,	 and	 a	 lamb	 for	 a	 trespass	 offering.	 This	 enabled	 the	 person	 to
rededicate	 himself	 or	 herself	 to	 the	 Lord	 and	 make	 a	 new	 beginning.	 It	 was
another	opportunity	to	fulfill	the	vow	made	to	the	Lord.	Believers	today	need	to
realize	that	no	failure	need	be	permanent.	Presbyterian	pastor	Alexander	Whyte
(1837–1921)	said,	“The	victorious	Christian	life	is	a	series	of	new	beginnings.”

Separation	 fulfilled	 (vv.	 13–21).	 Nazirites	 who	 successfully	 completed
their	period	of	dedication	came	with	their	sacrifices	to	the	priest	and	he	offered
them	 to	 the	 Lord.6	 First	 the	 priest	 sacrificed	 a	 year-old	 ewe	 lamb	 for	 a	 sin
offering,	for	the	Nazirites’	period	of	dedication	didn’t	make	them	sinless.	Then
the	 priest	 offered	 a	 year-old	male	 lamb	 as	 a	 burnt	 offering,	which	 symbolized
total	dedication	to	the	Lord.	Along	with	the	basket	of	unleavened	bread,	he	then
offered	a	ram	for	the	peace	offering	(fellowship	offering),	plus	the	meal	offering
and	 the	 drink	 offering.	The	 bread	 and	 the	 peace	 offerings	would	 later	 become



part	 of	 a	 fellowship	meal	 at	 the	 tabernacle,	which	 the	worshipper	 could	 share
with	 others.	 According	 to	 the	 Levitical	 law,	 the	 priest	 got	 his	 share	 of	 the
offerings,	for	this	was	how	he	was	supported.

One	 of	 the	 most	 important	 parts	 of	 the	 ceremony	 was	 the	 shaving	 of	 the
Nazirite’s	 head	 and	 the	 placing	 of	 the	 hair	 on	 the	 altar	 fire	 under	 the	 peace
offering.	It	was	a	special	offering	to	the	Lord	because	the	long	hair	symbolized
the	vow	the	Nazirite	had	made	to	the	Lord	and	had	successfully	fulfilled.	Once
these	instructions	had	been	obeyed,	the	Nazirite	was	allowed	to	drink	wine.7

Nobody	is	saved	by	making	and	keeping	a	vow.	Salvation	is	the	gift	of	God
to	 those	 who	 believe,	 not	 a	 reward	 to	 those	 who	 behave.	 However,	 there	 are
some	people	who	are	 led	of	 the	Lord	 to	make	special	vows	 to	God,	not	 to	get
something	from	Him	but	 to	give	something	to	Him,	and	as	 long	as	 these	vows
don’t	contradict	Scripture,	they	can	be	blessed	of	God	(Ps.	22:25;	50:14;	61:5,	8;
76:11;	 116:14).	 People	 will	 make	 vows	 to	 God	 just	 so	 He’ll	 get	 them	 out	 of
trouble	 (66:13–14;	 Jonah	 2:9),	 and	 some	 of	 these	 people	 will	 forget	 their
promises	when	they’re	safe	and	comfortable	again.	But	it’s	a	dangerous	thing	to
make	promises	to	God	and	not	keep	them	(Eccl.	5:1–7).

A	BLESSED	PEOPLE	(6:22–27)
The	priests	were	given	the	privilege	of	serving	at	the	altar	and	ministering	in	the
sanctuary,	but	they	were	also	allowed	to	bless	God’s	people	in	the	name	of	the
Lord.	We	use	 this	blessing	 today,	 for	 it	belongs	 to	us	as	well	as	 to	 Israel.	The
church	 has	 been	 blessed	 with	 “all	 spiritual	 blessings”	 through	 the	 Lord	 Jesus
Christ	(Eph.	1:3),	and	we	can	claim	this	benediction	through	Him.

If	ever	a	nation	was	blessed,	it	was	the	nation	of	Israel.	God	called	them	in
His	grace,	rescued	them	from	bondage,	gave	them	His	holy	Word,	gave	them	the
Promised	 Land,	 and	 dwelt	 with	 them	 in	 the	 sanctuary,	 and	 He	 gave	 these
blessings	to	no	other	nation.	Of	course,	the	greatest	blessing	of	all	was	sending



His	Son	through	the	nation	of	Israel,	 for	“salvation	 is	of	 the	Jews”	(John	4:22;
see	Rom.	9:1–5).

The	threefold	use	of	the	name	of	the	Lord	suggests	that	our	God	is	a	Trinity
of	persons:	God	the	Father,	God	the	Son,	and	God	the	Holy	Spirit.	The	Father	is
the	Lord	(Ps.	110:1),	and	so	is	the	Son	(Rom.	10:9),	and	so	is	the	Spirit	(2	Cor.
3:17).	You	 see	 the	Trinity	 in	Matthew	 3:16–17;	 28:19–20;	 John	 3:34–35;	 and
2	Corinthians	13:14,	as	well	as	many	other	places	in	the	Bible.	Ephesians	1:3–14
is	 actually	 a	 hymn	 to	 the	Trinity:	 Father	 (vv.	 3–6),	 Son	 (vv.	 7–12),	 and	Spirit
(vv.	13–14).

The	pronouns	in	this	benediction	are	singular,	meaning	that	God’s	blessings
come	 to	 us	 personally,	 but	 there	 is	 a	 plural	 pronoun	 in	Numbers	 6:27,	 “I	will
bless	them.”	God	blesses	the	nation	by	blessing	individuals,	and	by	blessing	the
nation,	He	blesses	the	world.	God	promised	Abraham,	“I	will	bless	you	…	and
you	will	 be	 a	 blessing”	 (Gen.	 12:2	 NIV).	We	 bless	 the	world	 by	 sharing	God’s

truth,	often	one	person	at	a	time.
We	need	the	blessings	that	God	lists	here:	to	be	cared	for	by	the	Lord,	who

watches	 over	 us;	 to	 have	 the	 smile	 of	His	 face	 upon	 us	 and	 the	 riches	 of	His
grace	 given	 to	 us;	 to	 have	Him	 pay	 attention	 to	 us	when	we	 call;	 and,	 as	 the
result	of	these	things,	to	enjoy	His	peace	in	our	hearts.	Peace	(shalom)	is	one	of
the	 great	words	 in	 the	Hebrew	 vocabulary,	 and	 it	means	much	more	 than	 the
absence	of	storm	and	trouble	around	us.	It	involves	quietness	of	heart	within	us,
spiritual	 health	 and	 spiritual	 prosperity,	 adequacy	 for	 the	 demands	 of	 life,	 and
the	kind	of	spiritual	well-being	that	rises	above	circumstances.	George	Morrison
defined	“peace”	as	“the	possession	of	adequate	 resources,”	which	 is	what	Paul
had	in	mind	when	he	wrote	Philippians	4:6–20.

A	GENEROUS	PEOPLE	(7:1–89)
On	the	first	day	of	the	first	month,	in	the	second	year	after	Israel	was	delivered



from	Egypt,	 the	tabernacle	was	erected	and	dedicated	to	 the	Lord	(Ex.	40).	On
that	day	the	twelve	tribes	of	Israel	began	to	bring	special	offerings	to	the	Lord	to
be	 used	 by	 the	 priests	 and	 Levites	 in	 the	 tabernacle	 service.	 The	 people	 had
donated	generously	 to	 the	building	of	 the	 tabernacle	 (Ex.	25:1–8;	35:4—36:7),
and	now	they	were	contributing	to	its	ministry	and	maintenance.

A	cursory	reading	of	this	long	chapter	(the	longest	in	the	Pentateuch)	might
give	 the	 impression	 that	 it	 contains	 nothing	 but	 repetition,	 for	 on	 twelve
successive	days	 each	of	 the	 tribal	 leaders	 brought	 identical	 gifts.	But	we	must
not	miss	the	point	that	God	took	notice	of	each	gift,	each	leader,	and	each	tribe
on	each	successive	day.	In	fact,	each	leader	is	mentioned	twice,	at	the	beginning
of	the	report	and	at	the	end.	We	met	these	leaders	in	Numbers	1:5–16	and	2:3–
32.	The	order	is	the	same	as	that	established	for	Israel	whenever	they	marched	to
a	new	location.

While	it’s	impossible	by	modern	prices	to	calculate	the	value	of	these	gifts,
it’s	 obvious	 that	 this	 was	 a	 very	 costly	 and	 generous	 offering.	 No	 doubt	 the
twelve	 leaders	got	 together	and	decided	what	 to	give,	and	 then	 they	gave	 their
respective	 tribes	 opportunity	 to	 contribute.	 The	 gifts	were	 both	 expensive	 and
useful,	showing	generosity	and	practicality.	The	silver	plates	and	bowls,	and	the
gold	dish	(spoon,	KJV),	were	needed	for	the	priests’	ministry	in	the	tabernacle,	as

were	their	contents	of	flour	and	incense.	Of	course,	the	twenty-one	animals	for
sacrifices	 that	 each	 leader	 brought	 would	 represent	 a	 considerable	 amount	 of
money,	a	total	of	252	beasts!

The	fact	that	God	noted	and	recorded	each	name	and	each	gift	indicates	His
love	for	and	interest	in	the	individual	believer.	He	knows	our	names	(John	10:3)
and	has	recorded	 them	individually	 in	His	heavenly	register	 (Luke	10:20;	Phil.
4:3).	When	we	stand	before	the	Lord,	He	will	see	us	individually,	“and	then	shall
every	man	have	praise	of	God”	 (1	Cor.	4:5),	 and	“every	man	shall	 receive	his
own	reward	according	to	his	own	labor”	(3:8).	Nobody	will	be	overlooked	and



nobody	will	be	lost	in	the	crowd.
David	kept	a	register	of	 the	names	of	his	“mighty	men”	(2	Sam.	23:8–39),

and	 Paul	 sent	 greetings	 and	 appreciation	 to	 his	 friends	 in	 Rome	 (Rom.	 16),
twenty-six	 of	whom	he	 named	 specifically	 and	 two	 that	 he	 simply	mentioned.
David	was	 a	 great	warrior,	 but	where	would	he	have	been	without	 his	mighty
men?	Paul	was	a	great	apostle	and	evangelist,	but	he	needed	his	helpers	 to	get
the	job	done.

Just	as	with	His	ancient	people,	God	wants	His	people	today	to	be	clean	and
separated,	“unspotted	from	the	world”	(James	1:27).	Campbell	Morgan	said	that
when	 the	 church	was	 the	 least	 like	 the	world,	 the	 church	 did	 the	most	 for	 the
world.	We	are	a	people	blessed	of	the	Lord,	and	with	these	blessings	comes	the
obligation	 to	 be	 a	 blessing	 to	 others.	 God	 wants	 us	 to	 be	 a	 generous	 people,
supporting	the	local	church	and	helping	the	work	of	the	Lord	around	the	world
as	He	directs	us.

Can	God	count	on	us?

QUESTIONS	FOR	PERSONAL	REFLECTION	OR
GROUP	DISCUSSION

1.	How	can	Christians	sometimes	be	their	own	biggest	obstacle	to	evangelism?

2.	What	was	the	basic	purpose	of	God’s	emphasis	on	clean	and	unclean	(Num.
5:1–31)?	How	can	understanding	this	aspect	of	the	law	of	Moses	deepen	our
understanding	of	what	Jesus	did	and	taught?



3.	What	was	the	significance	of	the	interpersonal	laws	concerning	confession
and	restitution	(5:5–10)?

4.	What	is	the	main	message	of	the	adultery	test	(5:11–31)?	After	reading
Wiersbe’s	explanation,	what	are	your	thoughts	about	the	test?

5.	Why	would	men	or	women	take	on	the	Nazirite	vow	(6:1–21)?

6.	When,	if	ever,	is	it	proper	today	to	make	a	vow	to	the	Lord?	When	is	it	not
proper?

7.	In	what	ways	can	you	show	your	total	dedication	to	the	Lord?

8.	When	you	read	or	hear	Aaron’s	blessing	(6:22–27),	which	images	especially
touch	you?

9.	What	encouragement	and	what	challenge	can	we	draw	from	the	long	account
of	the	offerings	of	the	leaders	(7:1–89)?

10.	What	special	offering	could	you	bring	to	the	Lord?



Chapter	Three

Dedication	and	Celebration—Part	II
(Numbers	8;	9:15—10:10)

We	are	still	examining	the	events	 that	occurred	in	 the	camp	of	Israel	at	Mount
Sinai	on	the	day	the	tabernacle	was	erected	and	dedicated	to	God	(Num.	7:1;	Ex.
40:2,	17).	It	was	the	first	day	of	the	first	month	of	the	second	year	after	Israel’s
exodus	from	Egypt.

Everything	that	was	done	in	the	camp	of	Israel	was	ordered	by	the	Lord.	In
the	Holy	Place	of	the	tabernacle,	before	the	veil,	Moses	would	speak	to	God	and
God	would	speak	to	Moses	from	the	mercy	seat	(Num.	7:89).	Then	Moses	would
pass	 along	God’s	 orders	 to	 the	 people	 of	 Israel.	 “So	 the	LORD	 spoke	 to	Moses

face	to	face,	as	a	man	speaks	to	his	friend”	(Ex.	33:11	NKJV).

Two	 things	 are	 involved	 here:	 divine	 revelation	 and	 divinely	 chosen
leadership.	All	 of	God’s	 people	 comprise	 a	 holy	 priesthood	 (Ex.	 19:6;	 1	Peter
2:5,	9)1,	but	 the	Lord	has	given	spiritual	 leaders	 to	His	people	 (Eph.	4:11–16)
and	 these	 leaders	should	be	 respected	and	obeyed	(Num.	12:6–8;	Heb.	13:7–9,
17).	In	the	church	today,	God	doesn’t	speak	audibly	to	His	people	as	He	did	to
Moses,	 but	 as	 God’s	 people	 worship	 together,	 pray,	 and	 study	 His	Word,	 He
reveals	His	will.	“Prove	all	things;	hold	fast	that	which	is	good”	(1	Thess.	5:21).
God	spoke	to	Moses	about	three	important	matters:	caring	for	the	lamps	(Num.
8:1–4),	 dedicating	 the	 Levites	 (vv.	 5–26),	 and	 obeying	 His	 guidance	 as	 the



nation	marched	to	Canaan	(9:15—10:10).

1.	CARING	FOR	THE	LAMPS	(8:1–4)
The	 tabernacle	 was	 divided	 into	 two	 parts:	 the	 Holy	 of	 Holies,	 where	 God’s
glory	 rested	 above	 the	mercy	 seat	 on	 the	 ark,	 and	 the	 Holy	 Place	 which	 was
separated	 from	 the	 Holy	 of	 Holies	 by	 the	 veil.	 There	 were	 three	 pieces	 of
furniture	in	the	Holy	Place:	the	table	for	the	twelve	loaves	of	bread,	the	golden
altar	of	incense	before	the	veil,	and	the	golden	lampstand	with	its	seven	lamps.2

When	the	tabernacle	was	dedicated	to	the	Lord,	God’s	glory	moved	in	(Ex.
40:34–35)	 and	God’s	 fire	 consumed	 the	 sacrifices	on	 the	 altar	 (Lev.	 9:23–24).
But	God	didn’t	light	the	seven	lamps	on	the	golden	lampstand	in	the	Holy	Place.
This	was	the	obligation	of	Aaron,	the	high	priest,	for	he	and	his	sons	and	their
descendants	would	have	 the	 solemn	 responsibility	of	 caring	 for	 the	 lampstand,
trimming	the	wicks,	adding	the	sacred	oil,	and	making	sure	the	light	was	shining.
(See	Ex.	25:31–40;	27:20–21;	37:17–24;	Lev.	24:1–3.)

Since	there	were	no	windows	in	the	Holy	Place,	the	only	source	of	light	was
the	golden	 lampstand	 that	 stood	 to	 the	 left	of	 the	 incense	altar	before	 the	veil.
We	aren’t	given	the	dimensions	of	the	lampstand,	but	we	are	given	a	description.
It	 was	 hammered	 out	 of	 one	 piece	 of	 pure	 gold,	 weighing	 about	 seventy-five
pounds,	with	six	branches	and	a	central	shaft.	The	branches	were	decorated	with
beautiful	“buds	and	blossoms”	(Ex.	25:33	NIV).	At	the	end	of	each	of	the	branches

and	the	central	shaft	was	a	lamp	that	burned	olive	oil	provided	by	the	people	of
Israel	(27:20–21).3

Aaron	 no	 doubt	 took	 the	 fire	 from	 the	 altar	 when	 he	 lit	 the	 seven	 lamps.
From	 then	 on,	 it	 was	 the	 duty	 of	 Aaron	 and	 his	 sons	 to	 trim	 the	 wicks	 and
replenish	the	oil	each	morning	and	evening	when	they	offered	the	incense	on	the
altar	(30:7–8).	Without	this	light,	the	priests	couldn’t	see	to	minister	in	the	Holy
Place.	The	instructions	here	added	one	new	feature:	Aaron	was	to	turn	the	lamps



“forward	on	the	lampstand”	(Num.	8:3	NIV)	so	that	the	light	would	shine	on	the

table	of	showbread	and	be	diffused	throughout	the	Holy	Place.
What	did	this	lampstand	signify?	Since	the	tabernacle,	its	furnishings,	and	its

service	speak	of	the	person	and	work	of	Jesus	Christ	(Heb.	9),	the	lampstand	is
certainly	a	symbol	of	Jesus	Christ,	the	Light	of	the	World	(John	8:12).	“God	is
light”	 (1	 John	 1:5),	 and	 it’s	 only	 through	 His	 revelation	 that	 we	 can	 see	 and
understand	spiritual	truth.

The	 lampstand	was	 a	 reminder	 to	 the	priests	 that	 Israel	was	 called	 to	be	 a
light	 to	 the	Gentile	world	 (Isa.	42:6;	49:6).	Unless	 the	people	obeyed	God	and
worshipped	Him	as	He	commanded,	Israel’s	light	of	witness	would	become	dim
and	eventually	go	out.	That’s	just	what	happened,	and	part	of	the	blame	lay	with
the	priests	(Lam.	4:13).	Only	God	could	see	the	priests	as	they	ministered	in	the
Holy	Place,	but	 that	should	have	been	enough	to	motivate	 them	to	be	obedient
and	reverent.

But	before	we	pass	 judgment	on	 Israel,	 how	bright	 and	 far-reaching	 is	 the
witness	 light	of	 the	churches?	“Do	everything	without	complaining	or	arguing,
so	that	you	may	become	blameless	and	pure,	children	of	God	without	fault	in	a
crooked	and	depraved	generation,	in	which	you	shine	like	stars	in	the	universe,
as	you	hold	out	 the	word	of	 life”	 (Phil.	2:14–16	NIV;	 see	Matt.	5:14–16).	 Israel

was	represented	by	one	lampstand,	but	local	churches	are	pictured	as	individual
lampstands,	 with	 Jesus	 in	 their	midst,	 examining	 them	 and	 giving	His	 people
warning	and	counsel	(Rev.	1:12–20).	If	a	church’s	light	isn’t	shining	as	it	should,
the	 Lord	 could	 remove	 the	 lampstand	 (2:5).	He	would	 rather	 that	 there	 be	 no
church	 in	 a	 city	 than	 that	 the	 church	 not	 love	 Him	 and	 therefore	 give	 false
witness.

The	oil	for	the	lamps	is	a	symbol	of	the	Holy	Spirit	of	God,	who	alone	can
empower	us	to	witness	effectively	for	Christ	(Zech.	4:1–6;	Acts	1:8).	A	church
that	 is	 filled	 with	 the	 Spirit	 can	 face	 opposition	 and	 continue	 to	 bear	 witness



courageously	to	Jesus	Christ	(Acts	4:23–33).

2.	DEDICATING	THE	LEVITES	(8:5–16)
If	Aaron	and	his	sons	were	the	“official	clergy”	in	the	camp,	serving	at	the	altar
and	in	the	tabernacle,	 then	the	Levites	were	the	“dedicated	laity,”	who	assisted
the	 priests	 in	 their	 ministry.	 They	 were	 taken	 “from	 among	 the	 children	 of
Israel”	(Num.	8:6,	14,	16,	19)	as	substitutes	for	the	firstborn	males	who	belonged
to	 the	Lord	 (vv.	16–18;	 see	3:40–51	and	Ex.	13).	The	Levites	belonged	 to	 the
Lord	 (Num.	8:14),	 and	He	gave	 them	 to	 the	priests	 as	His	 special	gift	 (v.	19).
The	Levites	 cared	 for	 the	 tabernacle,	 took	 the	 structure	 down	 for	 each	march,
carried	it	during	the	march,	and	then	erected	it	again	in	the	new	location.

Since	they	were	serving	God	at	the	tabernacle,	the	Levites	had	to	be	set	apart
for	the	Lord.	First,	they	were	cleansed	by	water	(vv.	5–7),	but	unlike	the	priests,
were	merely	sprinkled	and	not	washed	all	over	(Ex.	29:4).	It	is	likely	that	Moses
and	Aaron	 sprinkled	 the	22,000	Levites	 (Num.	3:39)	 individually	 and	not	 as	 a
group.	For	further	cleansing,	the	Levites	were	required	to	shave	their	bodies	(see
Lev.	14:8–9)	and	wash	their	clothes.	(When	consecrated	to	God,	the	priests	were
given	special	clothes	to	wear	and	weren’t	required	to	shave.	See	Ex.	29:5–9.)4

The	Levites	were	presented	to	God	as	“living	sacrifices”	(Num.	8:8–14;	see
Rom.	 12:1).	The	 leaders	 of	 the	 tribes,	 representing	 the	whole	 nation,	 put	 their
hands	 on	 the	 Levites	 as	 an	 act	 of	 dedication,	 as	 though	 saying,	 “You	 are	 our
substitutes,	serving	God	on	our	behalf.”	 In	 turn,	 the	Levites	put	 their	hands	on
the	 two	young	bulls,	one	as	a	 sin	offering	and	 the	other	as	a	burnt	offering.	 It
wasn’t	 enough	 to	 be	 purified	 by	 washing;	 it	 was	 also	 necessary	 that	 there	 be
cleansing	 by	 blood.	 The	 burnt	 offering	 spoke	 of	 their	 total	 dedication	 to	 the
Lord.

Once	these	prescribed	acts	had	been	completed,	the	Levites	were	permitted
to	begin	serving	the	Lord	and	assisting	the	priests	 in	 their	various	ministries	at



the	tabernacle	(Num.	8:15–26).	Numbers	4:3	states	that	their	work	began	when
they	were	 thirty	years	old,	but	8:24	gives	 twenty-five	as	 the	age.	 It’s	probable
that	 the	 Levites	 had	 a	 five-year	 apprenticeship	 before	 entering	 into	 the	 full
ministry	 at	 the	 tabernacle,	 because	 there	 was	 certainly	 a	 great	 deal	 to	 learn.
When	Levites	 turned	 fifty,	 they	were	 released	 from	 the	more	 strenuous	 duties
but	were	still	permitted	to	assist	the	priests	as	needed.5

Some	 practical	 principles	 relating	 to	 Christian	 service	 emerge	 from	 the
consecration	 of	 the	 Levites.	 First	 of	 all,	 it	 is	 God	 who	 chooses,	 equips,	 and
consecrates	His	people	 for	 spiritual	 service,	 and	we	must	 accept	His	will.	The
priests	were	in	charge	of	the	tabernacle	ministry	and	the	Levites	assisted	them.
Every	 priest	 had	 to	 come	 from	Aaron’s	 family,	 and	 no	Levite	was	 allowed	 to
take	the	place	of	a	priest.	Levites	were	not	permitted	to	serve	at	the	altar,	wear
the	priestly	garments,	or	enter	 the	 sanctuary	 (Num.	3:10,	38;	4:15–20;	18:1–7;
Ex.	28:1;	29:9).

These	 distinctions	 in	 no	 way	 disparaged	 the	 Levites	 or	 minimized	 the
importance	 of	 their	work.	Later,	when	 some	of	 the	Levites	 tried	 to	 invade	 the
priesthood,	God	judged	them	severely	(Num.	16—17).	It	was	no	cause	for	pride
to	be	a	priest	and	no	reason	for	shame	to	be	a	Levite,	for	all	that	we	have	comes
from	the	gracious	heart	of	God	(John	3:27;	1	Cor.	4:7).	There	is	no	competition
in	God’s	service,	for	“each	one	will	receive	his	own	reward	according	to	his	own
labor”	(3:5–8).

A	second	principle	 is	 that	 those	who	serve	must	 first	of	all	 serve	 the	Lord
and	then	serve	His	people.	God’s	servants	must	be	living	sacrifices,	“an	offering
unto	 the	 LORD”	 (Num.	 8:13;	 Rom.	 12:1).	 We	 serve	 the	 Lord	 by	 serving	 His

people,	but	our	orders	must	come	from	God.	“Ourselves	your	servants	for	Jesus’
sake”	(2	Cor.	4:5).	No	matter	what	task	the	Lord	assigns	to	us,	it	is	important	to
His	work,	and	we	must	do	it	cheerfully	and	carefully.

Finally,	 both	 the	 Levites	 and	 the	 priests	 were	 obligated	 to	 protect	 the



sanctuary	 of	 God	 from	 intruders	 (Num.	 8:19,	 and	 see	 1:53).	 The	 priests	 and
Levites	 camped	 immediately	 around	 the	 tabernacle	 precincts	 and	 served	 as	 a
protective	wall	against	those	who	wanted	to	invade	the	holy	area	and	thus	invite
the	 judgment	 of	 God.	 So	 today,	 leaders	 in	 local	 churches	must	 be	 diligent	 to
protect	 the	 flock	 from	 those	 who	 would	 destroy	 it.	 “Therefore	 take	 heed	 to
yourselves	 and	 to	 all	 the	 flock,”	 was	 Paul’s	 admonition	 to	 the	 leaders	 of	 the
Ephesian	church	(Acts	20:28	NKJV),	and	he	warned	them	that	dangerous	enemies

would	arise	from	both	outside	the	church	and	within	the	congregation	(vv.	29–
31).	God’s	 servants	must	 ever	 be	 on	 the	 alert	 and	 courageous	 to	 confront	 the
enemies	of	God’s	truth.

3.	FOLLOWING	GOD’S	GUIDANCE	(9:15—10:10)
The	 Israelites	were	 a	 pilgrim	 people,	marching	 through	 the	wilderness	 like	 an
army,	 and	 they	 constantly	 needed	 the	 guidance	 of	 God.	 Their	 goal	 was	 the
Promised	Land,	and	the	God	who	delivered	them	from	Egypt	promised	to	bring
them	into	their	inheritance	if	they	would	trust	Him	and	obey	His	will.

Knowing	the	will	of	God	and	doing	it	is	vitally	important	to	a	fulfilled	and
fruitful	Christian	life.	Jeremiah	was	correct	when	he	said,	“O	LORD,	 I	know	the

way	of	man	is	not	in	himself;	it	is	not	in	man	who	walks	to	direct	his	own	steps”
(Jer.	 10:23	 NKJV).	 The	 child	 of	 God	 who	 fails	 to	 say,	 “If	 the	 Lord	 will,”	 is

destined	for	disappointment	and	failure	(James	4:13–17).
To	assist	us	 today	 in	determining	and	doing	God’s	will,	we	have	 the	Holy

Spirit	within	us	 (Rom.	8:26–27;	Acts	16:6–7),	 the	Word	of	God	before	us	 (Ps.
119:105),	and	the	interceding	Savior	above	us,	who	providentially	works	on	our
behalf	 (Rom.	 8:28–34).	 To	 guide	 Israel	 in	 their	 journey,	 God	 gave	 them	 the
pillar	 of	 cloud	 by	 day	 and	 the	 pillar	 of	 fire	 by	 night	 (Num.	 9:15–23),	 and	 to
announce	the	will	of	God	to	the	people,	He	ordered	the	priests	to	blow	two	silver
trumpets	(10:1–10).



The	pillar	of	cloud	and	fire	(9:15–23).	This	miraculous	pillar	first	appeared
at	 the	 exodus	 (Ex.	 13:21–22),	 and	 it	 remained	 with	 Israel	 throughout	 their
journey	 (Neh.	9:19).6	When	 the	 Israelites	 set	up	camp,	 the	pillar	hovered	over
the	tabernacle	at	the	center	of	the	camp,	reminding	the	people	day	and	night	that
their	God	abode	with	them	(Num.	9:17;	this	is	the	Hebrew	word	shekinah)	and
would	 guide	 them	 a	 day	 at	 a	 time,	 a	 step	 at	 a	 time.	 It	 must	 have	 been	 an
awesome	sight!

Seven	times	in	this	paragraph	you	find	the	phrase	 the	commandment	of	 the
Lord	 (Num.	 9:18,	 20,	 23).	 The	 movements	 of	 the	 pillar	 were	 ordered	 by	 the
Lord;	He	didn’t	ask	for	the	counsel	of	the	leaders	or	the	people	(Isa.	40:13–14).
Nor	were	the	people	of	God	able	to	predict	what	God	would	do	next.	The	pillar
might	linger	overnight	and	then	move	in	the	morning,	or	it	might	stay	two	days,
a	month,	 or	 even	 a	 year.	 But	 no	matter	when	 the	 pillar	moved,	 by	 day	 or	 by
night,	the	Jews	had	to	be	ready	to	pack	up	and	follow.

It’s	interesting	to	note	that	this	miraculous	pillar	brought	light	to	the	people
of	 Israel	 but	 darkness	 to	 their	 enemies	 (Ex.	 14:19–20).	 In	 this	 respect,	 it
symbolizes	 the	Word	 of	 God,	 because	 those	 who	 don’t	 know	 Christ	 by	 faith
simply	can’t	understand	what	 the	Word	 is	saying	(2	Cor.	3:12–16).	 In	order	 to
know	the	mind	of	God,	we	must	submit	to	the	will	of	God,	and	the	first	step	is	to
put	saving	faith	in	Jesus	Christ	(Eph.	2:8–9).	Then	you	move	out	of	darkness	and
into	God’s	wonderful	light	(John	3:18–21;	1	Peter	2:9;	2	Cor.	4:6;	Col.	1:13).

The	 priests	 and	 Levites,	 who	 lived	 near	 the	 tabernacle,	 probably	 assigned
people	 to	 keep	watch	 day	 and	 night	 so	 they	would	 know	when	 the	 pillar	was
moving.	If	we	sincerely	want	to	do	the	will	of	God,	we	must	keep	our	eyes	open
and	be	alert	at	all	times.	The	New	Testament	word	for	this	attitude	of	alertness
and	expectancy	is	watch	(Matt.	24:42;	25:13;	1	Cor.	16:13;	1	Thess.	5:6;	1	Peter
4:7).

Jesus	called	Himself	“the	light	of	the	world”	(John	8:12),	and	He	promised
those	who	followed	(trusted)	Him	that	they	would	never	walk	in	darkness.	It’s	a



great	privilege	to	“walk	in	the	light”	and	enjoy	fellowship	with	God	and	God’s
people	(1	John	1:4–10).	To	walk	in	darkness	means	to	be	out	of	the	will	of	God,
apart	from	the	blessing	of	God,	and	in	danger	of	the	discipline	of	God.	Why	live
in	the	shadows	or	in	the	darkness	when	you	can	have	God’s	smiling	face	shining
on	you	(Num.	6:24–26)?

The	silver	trumpets	(10:1–10).7	These	two	instruments	were	blown	by	the
priests,	not	 the	Levites,	 although	 the	Levites	became	 the	official	musicians	 for
the	 nation	 (1	 Chron.	 23:30;	 25:1–3).	 These	 two	 trumpets	 were	 used,	 not	 to
accompany	worship,	but	to	communicate	orders	quickly	to	the	camp	of	Israel.8
Not	 only	 did	 the	 leaders	 and	 people	 have	 to	 keep	 their	 eyes	 open	 and	 pay
attention	 to	 the	 pillar	 over	 the	 tabernacle,	 but	 they	 also	 had	 to	 keep	 their	 ears
open	for	the	sound	of	the	trumpets.

If	Moses	wanted	to	call	an	assembly	of	the	people	or	the	leaders,	the	trumpet
blast	 would	 give	 the	 proper	 signal.	 Two	 trumpets	 would	 call	 the	 people,	 one
trumpet	 would	 call	 the	 leaders.	When	 it	 was	 time	 for	 the	 camp	 to	 move,	 the
trumpets	would	give	 the	signal	for	each	set	of	 three	 tribes	 to	march,	beginning
with	Judah,	Issachar,	and	Zebulun	at	the	east	end	of	the	tabernacle.	The	trumpets
would	 also	 sound	 an	 alarm	 that	 commanded	 the	 soldiers	 to	 prepare	 for	 battle
(Num.	31:1–6;	2	Chron.	13:13–15).	Numbers	10:9	describes	this	trumpet	blast	as
a	prayer	before	God	that	He	would	give	His	people	success	in	battle.

But	even	after	 the	nation	 settled	 in	 the	Promised	Land,	 the	blowing	of	 the
trumpets	was	important	to	remind	them	of	the	special	festivals	that	were	a	part	of
their	 religious	 calendar	 (v.	 10).	 The	 Feast	 of	 Trumpets	 ushered	 in	 the	 special
religious	events	of	 the	 seventh	month:	 the	Day	of	Atonement	and	 the	Feast	of
Tabernacles	 (29:1ff.;	 Lev.	 23:23–44;	 Ps.	 81:3).	 The	 blowing	 of	 trumpets
announced	the	special	celebrations	of	the	Jewish	people,	including	the	beginning
of	the	Year	of	Jubilee	(Lev.	25:8–12).

Like	 the	 Old	 Testament	 people	 of	 God,	 the	 children	 of	 God	 today	 are
awaiting	“the	sound	of	the	trumpet”	that	signals	our	gathering	together	to	Jesus



as	well	as	God’s	declaration	of	war	against	a	wicked	world	ready	for	judgment
(1	Thess.	4:13–18;	1	Cor.	15:51–57).	Until	that	hour,	we	remain	a	pilgrim	people
in	this	wilderness	world,	following	His	directions	and	serving	Him	faithfully.

QUESTIONS	FOR	PERSONAL	REFLECTION	OR
GROUP	DISCUSSION

1.	Where	was	the	lampstand	placed	(Num.	8:1–4)?	What	was	its	practical
significance?

2.	Of	what	did	the	lampstand	remind	the	priests?	What	does	the	oil	for	the	lamp
symbolize?

3.	How	can	we	today	be	like	a	lampstand	in	a	dark	world?	What	are	the
challenges	of	doing	this,	and	how	can	the	Holy	Spirit	help	us	overcome
them?

4.	What	were	the	responsibilities	of	the	Levites	(8:5–16)?	How	were	they	set
apart?	How	do	people	today	get	chosen	and	ready	for	spiritual	service?

5.	When	we	feel	competitive,	prideful,	or	shameful	in	our	spiritual	service,	what



can	we	learn	from	God’s	choice	of	the	priests	and	Levites?

6.	How	is	serving	the	Lord	related	to	serving	His	people?

7.	What	does	Wiersbe	say	is	“vitally	important	to	a	fulfilled	and	fruitful
Christian	life”?	Why	is	that	vital?

8.	How	does	the	pillar	of	cloud	and	fire	symbolize	the	Word	of	God?

9.	What	does	it	mean	to	“walk	in	the	darkness”	and	to	“walk	in	the	light”?

10.	What	were	the	purposes	of	the	trumpets	in	the	life	of	God’s	people	in	the
past	(10:1–10)?	What	will	the	trumpet’s	purpose	be	in	the	future?



Chapter	Four

Marching	
to	Moab

(Numbers	10:11—12:16)

The	people	of	Israel	camped	at	Mount	Sinai	about	eleven	months.	They	arrived
there	in	the	third	month	after	their	deliverance	from	Egypt	(Ex.	19:1),	and	it	was
now	the	second	month	of	the	second	year.	During	that	time,	God’s	law	had	been
announced	 and	 the	 tabernacle	 had	 been	 constructed	 and	 dedicated.	Moses	 had
consecrated	 the	 priests	 and	 Levites,	 counted	 the	 soldiers,	 and	 organized	 the
tribes.	Israel	was	now	a	nation	ready	for	action.

However,	Israel’s	history	for	the	next	thirty-eight	years	(Num.	10:11—22:1)
is	 for	 the	most	 part	 a	 record	 of	 unbelief	 and	 failure.	 They	 were	 years	 during
which	 the	 people	 opposed	Moses	 and	 rebelled	 against	God’s	will.	 Because	 of
their	 disobedience	 at	 Kadesh-Barnea,	 Israel	 wandered	 in	 the	 wilderness	 for
thirty-eight	years,	 leaving	behind	a	 trail	 of	graves	 as	 the	older	generation	died
off.	Of	that	generation,	only	Joshua	and	Caleb	survived	to	enter	Canaan.

In	contrast,	the	first	ten	chapters	of	Numbers	have	recorded	the	activities	of
a	nation	obeying	the	Lord.	“And	the	children	of	Israel	did	according	to	all	 that
the	 LORD	 commanded	Moses,	 so	 did	 they”	 (1:54)	 is	 a	 theme	 often	 repeated	 in

these	chapters	(2:34;	3:16,	51;	4:49;	5:4;	8:3,	20,	22;	9:5,	23).	In	obeying	God,



Israel	had	everything	to	gain	and	nothing	to	lose,	yet	 they	refused	to	trust	Him
and	 follow	 His	 commandments.	 It’s	 not	 until	 Numbers	 26	 that	 the	 picture
changes,	when	Moses	takes	a	census	of	the	new	generation	and	prepares	them	to
enter	the	land,	conquer	the	enemy,	and	claim	their	inheritance.

Let’s	 consider	 three	 scenes	 in	 the	 life	 of	 Israel	 as	 the	 nation	 began	 its
journey,	and	let’s	learn	what	it	means	to	know	God’s	will	and	do	it.

1.	MARCHING	AT	GOD’S	COMMAND	(10:11–36)
The	cloud	over	the	tabernacle	moved,	 the	priests	blew	the	trumpets,	 the	priests
and	Levites	dismantled	the	tabernacle,	and	the	people	prepared	to	march.	They
had	been	comfortable	while	at	Sinai,	 living	in	 the	same	place	for	nearly	a	year
and	 not	 having	 to	 face	 the	 rigors	 of	 a	 daily	 march.	 God’s	 great	 victory	 over
Egypt	 was	 fresh	 in	 their	 minds,	 and	 each	 morning	 when	 they	 gathered	 the
manna,	they	were	reminded	of	God’s	gracious	provision	for	their	every	need.

But	 their	 inheritance	wasn’t	Mount	 Sinai;	 it	 was	 the	 Promised	 Land,	 “the
land	of	milk	and	honey”	that	God	had	promised	His	people.	It	was	time	for	them
to	move.	The	more	comfortable	we	become,	 the	 less	we	welcome	change,	and
yet	 there’s	 no	 growth	 without	 challenge	 and	 there’s	 no	 challenge	 without
change.	Comfort	usually	 leads	 to	complacency,	and	complacency	 is	 the	enemy
of	 character	 and	 spiritual	 growth.	 In	 each	 new	 experience	 of	 life,	 one	 of	 two
things	 happens:	 Either	 we	 trust	 God	 and	 He	 brings	 out	 the	 best	 in	 us,	 or	 we
disobey	God	and	Satan	brings	out	the	worst	in	us.

Marching	in	order	(vv.	11–28).	The	tribes	already	had	their	leaders	(Num.
1)	and	knew	the	marching	order	(Num.	2),	so	all	that	the	priests	had	to	do	was
sound	 the	 trumpets	 and	 signal	 when	 each	 tribe	 should	move	 out	 and	 join	 the
procession.	 The	 ark	 of	 the	 covenant	 led	 the	 way,	 carried	 by	 the	 Levites	 and
following	the	pillar	of	cloud	(10:33–36;	Neh.	9:12;	Ps.	78:14).	The	ark	was	the
throne	of	God	(80:1;	99:1	NIV),	and	the	Lord	was	sovereign	over	His	people.	He



led	the	way.	“You	led	Your	people	like	a	flock	by	the	hand	of	Moses	and	Aaron”
(77:20	NKJV).

Judah,	Issachar,	and	Zebulun	were	at	the	head	of	the	march,	followed	by	the
Gershonites	 and	Merarites	 carrying	 the	 tabernacle	 proper.	 Next	 were	 Reuben,
Simeon,	and	Gad,	followed	by	the	Kohathites	bearing	the	tabernacle	furniture	at
the	heart	of	the	procession.	It	was	the	safest	place	for	those	valuable	furnishings.
The	 tribes	 of	 Ephraim,	 Manasseh,	 and	 Benjamin	 came	 next,	 and	 then	 Dan,
Asher,	 and	 Naphtali.	 The	 “mixed	 multitude”	 that	 did	 not	 belong	 to	 any	 tribe
brought	up	the	rear	(Num.	11:4;	Ex.	12:38).

Where	 each	 tribe	 marched	 in	 the	 procession	 wasn’t	 an	 option;	 it	 was	 an
obligation,	an	order	from	Almighty	God.	If	the	tribe	of	Dan	or	Asher	grew	tired
of	being	at	the	end	of	the	march	and	asked	to	take	the	lead,	Moses	would	have
refused	 their	 request,	 for	 the	will	of	God	 in	 this	matter	wasn’t	negotiable.	The
people	of	Israel	weren’t	on	a	pleasure	trip,	looking	at	the	scenery.	They	were	an
army	invading	enemy	territory	and	commanded	by	the	Lord	of	Hosts.	Each	tribe
was	a	division	in	the	Lord’s	army	(Num.	2:8;	“division,”	NIV),	and	each	division

had	to	be	in	its	proper	place.
Inviting	others	to	come	(vv.	29–32).	Hobab	was	Moses’	brother-in-law,	the

son	of	Raguel,	who	was	also	known	as	Reuel	and	Jethro	(Ex.	2:15—3:1).1	It’s
likely	 that	 Jethro	 was	 now	 dead	 and	 Hobab	 was	 head	 of	 the	 family.	 Moses
wanted	 his	 in-laws	 to	 travel	 with	 Israel	 and	 enjoy	 the	 blessings	 God	 had
promised	His	people,	but	Hobab	declined	 the	offer.	He	preferred	 to	stay	 in	his
own	land	with	his	own	people.	Why	should	he	sacrifice	comfort	and	security	for
an	unknown	future?

But	Moses	knew	 that	 Jehovah	was	with	 Israel	 and	 that	 the	 future	 lay	with
those	who	trusted	Him	and	obeyed	His	laws.	Perhaps	that’s	why	Moses	added	a
special	challenge	to	his	invitation:	Because	of	Hobab’s	knowledge	of	the	terrain,
he	could	assist	 Israel	 in	 its	wilderness	 journey.	Hobab	must	have	agreed	to	 the



proposal,	 because	years	 later	we	 find	his	descendants	 living	with	 the	 Israelites
(Judg.	1:16;	4:11).	Certainly	 they	were	better	off	being	a	part	of	 the	people	of
God.

Bible	 students	 disagree	 over	 whether	Moses	 was	 right	 or	 wrong	when	 he
asked	Hobab	 to	be	 Israel’s	“eyes”	as	 they	 traveled	 in	 the	wilderness.	After	all,
wasn’t	the	nation	being	led	by	the	pillar	of	cloud	and	the	ark	of	the	Lord?	And
didn’t	God	 speak	 to	Moses	 personally	 and	 reveal	His	will	 to	 him?	 Then	why
draft	a	human	guide	when	they	had	so	much	help	from	heaven?

But	 divine	 providence	 doesn’t	 minimize	 or	 destroy	 human	 ability	 or
responsibility.	Israel	didn’t	need	Hobab	to	tell	them	where	to	march	or	where	to
camp;	God	would	do	that.	But	Hobab’s	knowledge	of	the	land	would	assist	them
in	making	other	decisions	as	they	moved	from	place	to	place.	Charles	Spurgeon
said:	“We	ought	to	learn	from	this,	I	think,	that	while	we	ever	seek	the	guidance
of	God	in	providence,	yet	we	may	frequently	find	direction	and	guidance	in	the
use	 of	 our	 own	 common	 sense,	 our	 own	 discretion	 with	 which	 the	 Lord	 has
endowed	us.”2	We	don’t	“lean	on	our	own	understanding”	(Prov.	3:5–6	NIV),	but

neither	do	we	ignore	it.	God	wants	us	to	act	intelligently	as	well	as	believingly,
and	 the	spiritually	minded	Christian	knows	how	 to	use	both	heart	and	mind	 in
discerning	God’s	will	(Rom.	12:2).

But	 let’s	not	miss	 the	main	 thrust	of	what	Moses	did:	He	 invited	others	 to
come	with	Israel	to	enjoy	the	blessings	God	had	prepared	for	them.	The	church
today	 is	 a	 pilgrim	 people	 in	 this	 world	 (1	 Peter	 1:1;	 2:11),	 traveling	 toward
heaven,	and	it’s	our	privilege	to	invite	others	to	come	along	with	us.	The	journey
isn’t	easy,	but	God	is	blessing	His	people	now	and	will	bless	them	forever.	How
many	have	we	invited	lately?

Glorifying	 the	 Lord	 (vv.	 33–36).	 The	 suggestion	 here	 is	 that	Moses	 and
Aaron	marched	ahead	of	 the	 tribes,	 just	behind	 the	ark.	Each	 time	the	pillar	of
cloud	signaled	a	move	and	the	tribes	were	assembled,	Moses	prayed	to	God	for



guidance	 and	 victory,	 and	 when	 the	 nation	 stopped	 to	 camp,	 he	 prayed	 that
God’s	 presence	 would	 again	 rest	 with	 His	 people	 at	 the	 tabernacle.	 The	 ark
would	be	put	 into	 the	Holy	of	Holies	and	 the	pillar	of	 fire	would	 rest	over	 the
tent.3

No	matter	how	many	times	the	Israelites	started	and	stopped	in	their	journey,
Moses	 repeated	 these	 prayers.4	 He	 wanted	 the	 people	 to	 know	 that	 God,	 not
Moses,	was	in	charge	of	the	nation,	and	that	Israel	was	an	army	that	depended	on
the	Lord	 for	 victory.	Like	 the	 invocation	 and	 benediction	 at	 a	 church	worship
service,	these	prayers	became	familiar	to	the	Jews,	but	these	brief	prayers	were
essential	to	Israel’s	well-being	as	a	nation.	Moses	put	God	first	in	the	life	of	the
people,	and	had	the	Jews	paid	attention	to	this,	they	would	have	avoided	the	sins
that	later	brought	them	so	much	sorrow.

2.	COMPLAINING	TO	GOD’S	SERVANT	(11:1–35)
So	 sinful	 is	 the	 human	 heart	 that	 it’s	 prone	 to	 forget	 God’s	 blessings,	 ignore
God’s	 promises,	 and	 find	 fault	 with	 God’s	 providence.	 “Oh	 that	 men	 would
praise	the	LORD	for	his	goodness,	and	for	his	wonderful	works	to	the	children	of

men!”	(Ps.	107:8,	15,	21,	31).
The	 Jews	 complain	 (vv.	 1–3).	History	 repeats	 itself.	 Three	 days	 after	 the

great	praise	service	by	the	Red	Sea,	the	Jews	complained	against	Moses	and	God
because	 they	didn’t	have	water	 to	drink	 (Ex.	15:22–27).	Now,	 three	days	after
leaving	Sinai	(Num.	10:33),	the	Jews	complained	again.	It	takes	faith	to	be	able
to	accept	God’s	providential	leading	(Rom.	8:28),	and	Israel’s	faith	wasn’t	very
strong.

Since	the	people	had	been	camped	in	one	location	for	nearly	a	year,	perhaps
the	demands	of	 the	 journey	discouraged	 them,	along	with	 the	monotony	of	 the
terrain.	The	NIV	 translates	Numbers	11:1,	 “Now	 the	people	 complained	about
their	 hardships.”	 Whatever	 the	 cause,	 God	 heard	 their	 sinful	 words,	 became



angry,	and	killed	 the	ungrateful	people.5	“The	fire	of	 the	Lord”	could	describe
lightning	(Ex.	9:23–24),	and	the	fact	that	the	judgment	fell	on	people	dwelling	in
the	outskirts	of	 the	camp	 indicates	 that	perhaps	 the	“mixed	multitude”	was	 the
cause	of	the	complaining	(Num.	11:4).

How	often	in	my	own	pastoral	ministry	I’ve	seen	verse	2	demonstrated:	The
people	 who	 complain	 the	 most	 about	 God	 and	 their	 spiritual	 leaders	 end	 up
coming	to	those	leaders	for	help!	How	gracious	Moses	was	to	intercede	on	their
behalf,	and	how	like	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ!	“Father,	forgive	them;	for	they	know
not	what	they	do”	(Luke	23:34).	More	than	once	when	Israel	sinned,	it	was	the
intercession	 of	Moses	 that	 stayed	 God’s	 hand	 of	 judgment.	 On	 one	 occasion,
Moses	even	offered	to	die	so	that	Israel	might	be	spared	(Ex.	32:30–35).

The	mixed	multitude	complains	(vv.	4–9).	This	is	the	only	place	in	the	Old
Testament	where	the	Hebrew	word	asapsup	is	used,	and	it	describes	a	“rabble,”
the	“riffraff”	that	accompanied	the	Jews	when	they	left	Egypt	(Ex.	12:38).6	Why
they	 left	Egypt	 isn’t	explained.	Some	of	 them	may	have	been	afraid	 that	more
judgments	were	 coming	 and	 the	 safest	 course	was	 to	 go	with	 the	 Jews	 (9:20).
Some	servants	and	slaves	may	have	seen	in	Israel’s	departure	an	opportunity	to
get	out	of	Egypt	while	people	were	busy	burying	 their	dead.	Others	may	have
had	good	intentions,	but	because	they	had	no	faith	in	the	Lord,	their	hearts	were
never	changed	(Heb.	4:1–2).

Whatever	 their	origin,	 the	“mixed	multitude”	caused	Moses	and	the	people
of	 Israel	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 trouble,	 and	 a	 similar	 group	 is	 creating	 problems	 for
God’s	servants	and	people	today.	In	the	parable	of	the	tares	(Matt.	13:24–30,	36–
43),	 Jesus	 taught	 that	 wherever	 the	 Lord	 plants	 His	 true	 children,	 the	 Devil
comes	along	and	plants	counterfeits.	Satan	is	an	imitator	and	an	infiltrator	(Jude
4;	 2	 Peter	 2:1–2),	 which	 explains	 why	 Paul	 warned	 the	 church	 about	 “false
brethren”	(Gal.	2:4;	2	Cor.	11:26),	 false	ministers	 (v.	13ff.),	and	a	false	gospel
(Gal.	1:6–9).

Over	these	many	years	of	ministry,	I’ve	learned	that	it	isn’t	enemies	outside



the	local	church	who	do	the	damage,	but	counterfeiters	who	get	inside	the	church
fellowship	(Acts	20:28–30;	3	John	9–11).	These	intruders	might	march	with	the
church	crowd	and	act	like	they	are	God’s	people,	but	they	don’t	have	an	appetite
for	spiritual	things,	and	eventually	their	true	allegiance	is	revealed	(1	John	2:18–
19).

The	 Jews	 experienced	 a	miracle	 six	mornings	 a	week	when	 the	 “bread	 of
heaven”	 (Ps.	 78:24;	 105:40	 NKJV)	 fell	 in	 the	 camp	 and	 provided	 all	 the

nourishment	 they	 needed	 for	 the	 day.	 Perhaps	 influenced	 by	 the	 mixed
multitude,	many	of	the	Jews	got	tired	of	their	diet	and	tried	to	improve	on	God’s
recipe	 (Num.	 11:8).	They	wanted	 instead	 the	 food	 they	 had	 enjoyed	 in	Egypt.
They	forgot	the	bondage	of	Egypt	and	remembered	only	the	things	that	pleased
the	flesh!

How	tragic	it	is	when	professed	believers	in	churches	crave	substitutes	from
the	 world	 instead	 of	 desiring	 the	 heavenly	 manna	 of	 the	Word	 of	 God	 (John
6:66–69;	 Matt.	 4:4).	 In	 trying	 to	 attract	 and	 please	 the	 “mixed	 multitude,”
churches	 have	 turned	 their	 sanctuaries	 into	 theaters	 and	 their	 ministries	 into
performances,	and	worship	has	become	entertainment.	Paul	had	to	deal	with	this
crowd	in	his	day	(Phil.	3:17–21),	so	it’s	nothing	new.

However,	 it’s	 a	 serious	 thing	 to	 complain	 against	 the	 Lord,	 attack	 His
servants,	and	ask	for	“religious	substitutes”	that	satisfy	our	fleshly	desires.	These
murmurers	 in	 Israel	 were	 eventually	 judged	 by	 God	 and	 used	 by	 Paul	 as	 a
warning	 to	 the	 churches	 today	 (1	 Cor.	 10:10).	 “Do	 all	 things	 without
murmurings	and	disputings”	(Phil.	2:14).	An	unthankful	heart	makes	it	easier	for
people	to	commit	all	kinds	of	sins	(Rom.	1:21ff.).

Moses	 laments	 his	 calling	 (vv.	 10–15).	 Moses	 had	 been	 singing
triumphantly	about	the	Lord	(Num.	10:35–36),	but	now	he	is	lamenting	bitterly
the	work	God	called	him	to	do.	Few	things	discourage	God’s	servants	more	than
people	 criticizing	 them	unjustly	 and	 complaining	 about	 the	 blessings	 the	Lord



has	 given.7	 This	 is	 the	 first	 of	 two	 occasions	when	 the	 attitude	 of	 the	 people
caused	 Moses	 to	 sin	 (see	 20:1–13).	 Knowing	 as	 we	 do	 how	 ungrateful	 and
hardhearted	the	people	of	Israel	were,	we	wonder	that	Moses	wasn’t	discouraged
more	often!

It’s	sad	to	see	a	great	man	of	God	ask	God	to	take	his	life	because	he	feels
that	 his	 divine	 calling	 is	 a	 heavy	 burden	 by	which	God	 has	 afflicted	 him	 and
made	him	wretched.	Moses	lost	his	perspective	and	got	his	eyes	off	the	Lord	and
on	himself,	something	that’s	easy	to	do	in	the	difficult	experiences	of	life.	His	“I
am	not	able”	(11:14)	reminds	us	of	when	God	called	Moses	and	assured	him	of
His	 help	 (Ex.	 3:11–12).	 But	 at	 least	 Moses	 took	 his	 burden	 to	 the	 Lord	 and
accepted	God’s	counsel	(1	Peter	5:7).

Moses	receives	God’s	help	(vv.	16–35).	The	Lord	helped	Moses	solve	two
difficult	problems:	how	to	pastor	so	many	people	and	how	to	provide	meat	for
all	 the	 people.	 Both	 problems	 stemmed	 from	 Israel’s	 sojourn	 in	 Egypt	 where
they	 developed	 appetites	 for	 the	 diet	 of	 their	 masters.	 The	 Jews	 forgot	 the
slavery	and	remembered	only	the	“free”	food.

As	for	 the	 first	problem	(Num.	11:16–17,	24–30),	God	commanded	Moses
to	select	seventy	godly	elders	to	assist	him	in	the	spiritual	oversight	of	the	camp.
Moses	already	had	leaders	to	help	the	people	settle	their	personal	disputes	(Ex.
18),	but	these	new	leaders	would	have	more	of	a	spiritual	ministry	to	the	people.
After	 all,	 the	 heart	 of	 every	 problem	 is	 the	 problem	 in	 the	 heart,	 and	 unless
people’s	hearts	are	changed	by	the	Lord,	their	character	and	conduct	will	never
change.

Sixty-eight	 of	 the	 seventy	 men	 gathered	 at	 the	 tabernacle,	 and	 God	 gave
them	 the	 power	 of	 the	 Spirit	 so	 they	 could	 assist	 Moses	 in	 his	 work.8	 Their
worship	of	God	was	 evidence	 that	 they	 truly	had	 received	 the	Spirit	 (see	Acts
2:11;	10:44–46;	19:1–7;	Eph.	5:18–20).	Why	Eldad	and	Medad	were	not	in	the
meeting	isn’t	explained,	but	since	 they	weren’t	disciplined	by	God,	we	assume
their	absence	wasn’t	a	serious	matter.	At	least	they	didn’t	miss	out	on	any	of	the



blessing.	 Joshua	 was	 upset	 about	 their	 receiving	 the	 Spirit	 but	 Moses	 was
grateful.	 He	 seems	 to	 have	 regained	 his	 usual	 composure	 and	 attitude	 of
generosity	when	he	said,	“Would	God	that	all	the	LORD’s	people	were	prophets,

and	that	the	LORD	would	put	his	spirit	upon	them!”	(Num.	11:29).

Moses	 wasn’t	 the	 only	 servant	 of	 God	 to	 face	 this	 problem	 of	 “spiritual
exclusiveness.”	John	the	Baptist	faced	it	(John	3:26–30),	and	so	did	Jesus	(Luke
9:46–50)	 and	 Paul	 (Phil.	 1:15–18).	However,	 Joshua	 felt	 that	Moses	 and	God
were	losing	something	by	allowing	these	two	men	to	receive	the	Spirit.	The	first
time	we	meet	Joshua	in	Scripture,	he	is	leading	the	army	of	Israel	in	victory	over
the	 Amalekites	 (Ex.	 17:8–16).	 Then	 we	 see	 him	 on	Mount	 Sinai	 with	Moses
(24:13;	32:17),	and	now	we	learn	that	he	is	Moses’	servant	(Num.	11:28).	Later,
he	will	become	Moses’	successor.

The	second	problem	had	to	do	with	finding	enough	meat	to	feed	the	nation
(vv.	 18–23,	 31–35;	 see	 Ex.	 16:1–13).	 The	 Jews	 certainly	 weren’t	 going	 to
slaughter	their	flocks	and	herds	because	that	would	have	left	them	destitute.	By
sending	 a	 wind,	 God	 brought	 quail	 right	 to	 the	 camp,	 three	 feet	 above	 the
ground,	and	the	Jews	spent	two	days	and	a	night	capturing	and	killing	the	birds.9
Ten	homers	(Num.	11:32)	would	be	about	sixty	bushels	of	meat!	But	God	told
them	they	would	have	enough	meat	to	eat	for	a	month	(vv.	19–20).

When	God	really	wants	 to	 judge	people,	He	 lets	 them	have	 their	own	way
(Rom.	1:24,	26,	28).	“So	he	gave	them	what	they	asked	for,	but	he	sent	a	plague
along	with	it”	(Ps.	106:15	NLT).	The	Jews	began	to	devour	the	meat,	happy	that

their	craving	was	being	satisfied,	but	 then	God’s	 judgment	struck	and	many	of
them	died	(Num.	11:33;	Ps.	78:23–31;	1	Cor.	10:10).	Moses	called	the	place	“the
graves	of	lust,”	and	those	graves	were	a	monument	to	the	danger	of	praying	“Not
Thy	will	but	my	will	be	done.”

The	Lord	had	warned	Israel	that	the	way	they	treated	the	daily	manna	would
be	a	 test	of	 their	obedience	to	His	word	(Ex.	16:4;	Deut.	8:3).	By	rejecting	the



manna,	Israel	really	rejected	the	Lord	(Num.	11:20	NIV),	and	it	was	this	rebellious

attitude	that	invited	the	judgment	of	God.	This	reminds	us	that	the	way	we	treat
God’s	Word	is	the	way	we	treat	the	Lord	Himself.	To	ignore	the	Word,	treat	it
carelessly,	or	willfully	disobey	it	is	to	ask	for	the	discipline	of	God	(Heb.	12:5–
11).	Instead	of	feeding	on	the	things	of	the	world	that	bring	death,	let’s	cultivate
an	appetite	for	the	holy	Word	of	God	(Job	23:12;	Ps.	1:1;	Jer.	15:16;	Matt.	4:4;
Luke	10:38–42;	1	Peter	2:1–3).

3.	DELAYING	BECAUSE	OF	GOD’S	DISCIPLINE	(12:1–16)
People	 in	 places	 of	 spiritual	 leadership	 know	 that	 problems	 usually	 come	 in
clusters	of	twos	or	threes.	Why?	Because	Satan	is	alive	and	busy	(1	Peter	5:8–9),
and	sinful	human	nature	fights	 the	holy	will	of	God	(Gal.	5:16–17).	Just	about
the	time	the	Lord	helps	you	settle	one	crisis,	another	one	appears.

The	false	accusation	(vv.	1–3).	Moses,	Aaron,	and	Miriam	were	a	team	sent
by	God	to	help	lead	the	nation	of	Israel	(Mic.	6:4).	God	had	used	Miriam	to	save
her	younger	brother’s	life	(Ex.	2:1–10),	and	she	was	also	a	prophetess	who	led
the	Jewish	women	in	praising	God	(15:20–21).10	Aaron	was	the	elder	brother	in
the	 family	 (7:7),	 appointed	 by	 God	 not	 only	 to	 assist	 Moses	 in	 confronting
Pharaoh	(4:10–17)	but	also	to	serve	as	the	first	high	priest.	Everybody	in	Israel
knew	 that	 Moses,	 Aaron,	 and	 Miriam	 were	 God’s	 chosen	 servants,	 but	 that
Moses	was	the	leader.

Three	pieces	of	evidence	lead	to	the	conclusion	that	Miriam	was	the	leader
in	this	family	rebellion:	She	is	mentioned	first	in	Numbers	12:1;	the	verb	spoke
is	feminine	in	form,	and	Miriam	alone	was	disciplined	by	the	Lord.	She	didn’t
begin	her	assault	by	accusing	Moses	of	usurping	authority	but	by	differing	with
him	over	his	wife.	(Most	people	who	accuse	God’s	servants	rarely	give	the	real
reasons	 for	 their	 disagreements.)	 It’s	 likely	 that	Zipporah	 had	 died	 and	Moses
had	taken	a	new	wife,	and	perhaps	Miriam	felt	threatened	by	her.	Also,	when	the



Lord	sent	the	Spirit	upon	the	seventy	elders,	Miriam	may	have	felt	an	erosion	of
her	own	authority.

As	long	as	Moses	didn’t	marry	a	woman	from	one	of	the	Canaanite	nations,
his	marriage	was	 acceptable	 to	 the	 Lord	 (Ex.	 34:12–16).	 In	 Scripture,	 “Cush”
usually	refers	to	a	people	who	lived	near	Egypt,	but	the	KJV	wrongly	translates
the	Hebrew	word	Ethiopia.	For	that	reason,	some	have	taught	that	the	new	wife
belonged	 to	 a	 different	 race	 and	 therefore	 was	 unacceptable.	 According	 to
William	S.	LaSor,	“There	is	no	evidence,	either	 in	 the	Bible	or	 in	extrabiblical
material,	 to	 support	 the	 view	 that	 Ham	 or	 any	 of	 his	 descendants	 was
negroid.”11

Miriam	 finally	 got	 around	 to	 her	 real	 complaint:	 Was	 Moses	 the	 only
spokesperson	for	God?	Didn’t	Miriam	and	Aaron	also	have	the	right	to	declare
God’s	 Word?	 In	 questioning	 Moses’	 authority	 and	 God’s	 will,	 Miriam	 and
Aaron	were	acting	just	like	the	people	of	Israel!	However,	Moses	didn’t	answer
them	or	 try	 to	vindicate	himself;	he	 left	his	defense	 to	 the	Lord.	This	was	one
evidence	 of	 his	 meekness;	 meekness	 is	 not	 weakness:	 It’s	 power	 under
control.12

The	 swift	 judgment	 (vv.	 4–10).	 God	 heard	 their	 words,	 saw	 the	 evil
motives	in	their	hearts,	and	acted	swiftly	lest	their	sin	spread	among	the	people,
because	when	leaders	sin,	the	consequences	can	be	disastrous.	Note	that	in	verse
4	the	 three	names	are	reversed	from	the	order	 in	verse	1.	God	put	Moses	first!
He	called	all	three	to	the	tabernacle,	spoke	to	the	two	(Miriam	and	Aaron),	and
pronounced	judgment	on	the	one—Miriam.

God	 made	 it	 clear	 that	 Moses	 was	 more	 than	 a	 prophet,	 because	 God
communicated	 with	 him	 personally	 and	 even	 revealed	 His	 glory	 to	 him	 (Ex.
19:16–19;	 24:17–18;	 34:5–11).	 Miriam	 and	 Aaron	 each	 had	 their	 assigned
ministries,	but	Moses	was	God’s	chosen	leader	for	Israel	and	nobody	could	take
his	 place.	 It	 was	God	who	 gave	Moses	 his	 position	 and	 authority,	 and	 it	 was
wicked	for	Miriam	to	challenge	her	brother.	In	judgment,	God	afflicted	Miriam



with	leprosy.
The	 impassioned	 plea	 (vv.	 11–13).	 Aaron	 knew	 the	 significance	 of	 the

leprosy,	 and	 he	 begged	 Moses	 to	 intercede	 for	 Miriam	 and	 himself,	 for	 the
pronouns	 are	 plural:	 “We	have	 sinned.”	Aaron	was	 the	 interceding	high	priest
for	Israel	and	yet	he	needed	an	intercessor!	As	further	evidence	of	his	meekness,
Moses	prayed	for	his	sister,	and	the	Lord	did	remove	the	affliction.

The	embarrassing	delay	(vv.	14–16).	Though	Miriam	was	healed,	she	had
to	 remain	 outside	 the	 camp	 for	 seven	 days	 (see	 Lev.	 13:1–6;	 14:1–8;	 15:8)
because	she	had	been	defiled.	This	meant	shame	for	Miriam,	for	the	whole	camp
knew	what	had	happened.	But	 it	also	meant	delay	for	 the	people,	for	 the	camp
had	 to	 wait	 for	 her	 restoration	 before	 it	 could	move.	 The	 rebellious	 sinner	 is
always	a	cause	of	holding	back	the	progress	of	God’s	people.

It’s	 a	 serious	 thing	 to	 be	 a	 spiritual	 leader,	 for	 the	 greater	 the	 honor,	 the
greater	 the	 responsibility.	 It’s	 also	 a	 serious	 thing	 to	 try	 to	usurp	 the	 authority
God	has	given	to	others.	“Those	[elders]	who	are	sinning	rebuke	in	the	presence
of	 all,	 that	 the	 rest	 also	 may	 fear”	 (1	 Tim.	 5:20	 NKJV).	 Jesus	 warned	 that	 our

enemies	might	be	those	from	our	own	households	(Matt.	10:34–36;	Mic.	7:6).
“Obey	 them	 that	 have	 the	 rule	 over	 you,	 and	 submit	 yourselves;	 for	 they

watch	 for	your	 souls,	 as	 they	 that	must	give	account,	 that	 they	may	do	 it	with
joy,	and	not	with	grief;	for	that	is	unprofitable	for	you”	(Heb.	13:17).

“Remember	what	 the	LORD	 your	God	did	 to	Miriam	on	 the	way	when	you

came	out	of	Egypt”	(Deut.	24:9	NKJV).

QUESTIONS	FOR	PERSONAL	REFLECTION	OR
GROUP	DISCUSSION



1.	Israel	had	been	comfortable	at	Sinai,	but	God	soon	said	to	move	on.	In	what
area	of	your	life	are	you	comfortable	but	you	sense	that	God	is	telling	you	to
move	on?

2.	Why	is	complacency	the	enemy	of	spiritual	growth?

3.	What	do	you	think	about	Moses’	decision	to	ask	Hobab	to	be	Israel’s	“eyes”
in	the	wilderness?	Did	this	indicate	a	lack	of	trust	in	the	Lord?	Why	or	why
not?

4.	Moses	invited	others	to	come	with	Israel	and	enjoy	God’s	blessings.	Whom
could	you	invite	to	share	in	God’s	blessings?	How	will	you	do	this?

5.	What	was	the	purpose	of	Moses’	prayers	each	time	they	stopped	or	started	on
their	journey	(Num.	10:33–36)?	Why	did	the	people	need	this	from	God?

6.	Who	were	the	“mixed	multitude”	(11:4)?	What	negative	effect	did	they	have
on	the	Israelite	community?

7.	What	does	Wiersbe	mean	by	“counterfeiters”	inside	the	church?	Why	are	they
more	damaging	than	enemies	outside	the	church?



8.	Why	did	Moses	become	discouraged	(11:10–15)?	In	his	despair	and
frustration,	what	did	he	ask	God	to	do?	How	did	God	respond	to	Moses’
complaint	of	“I	can’t	do	it”?

9.	Where	did	Miriam	and	Aaron	go	wrong	(12:1–3)?

10.	What	is	meekness?	What	evidence	do	we	have	of	Moses’	meekness	(12:3)?

11.	Is	there	anything	in	this	section	about	complaining,	discouragement,	or
meekness	that	is	relevant	to	your	life?	If	so,	what?



Chapter	Five

Crisis	
at	Kadesh

(Numbers	13—14)

At	 Kadesh-Barnea,	 on	 the	 border	 of	 Canaan,	 the	 people	 of	 Israel	 foolishly
forfeited	 their	 opportunity	 to	 enter	 the	 Promised	 Land	 and	 claim	 their
inheritance.	This	tragic	failure	has	made	the	name	Kadesh	a	synonym	for	defeat
and	lost	opportunity.	Israel’s	downfall	at	Kadesh	is	a	reminder	to	us	today	that
it’s	a	dangerous	thing	to	trifle	with	the	will	of	God.	You	may	end	up	spending
the	rest	of	your	life	wandering	around,	just	waiting	to	die.

In	 spite	 of	 what	 some	 of	 our	 hymns	 declare,	 Canaan	 is	 not	 a	 picture	 of
heaven.	 Certainly	 there	 won’t	 be	 any	 battles	 in	 heaven!	 Rather,	 Canaan	 is	 a
picture	of	 the	 inheritance	God	has	planned	 for	 each	of	His	 children	 today,	 the
work	He	wants	us	 to	do,	 and	 the	places	He	wants	us	 to	occupy.	Paul	 called	 it
“good	 works,	 which	 God	 prepared	 beforehand	 that	 we	 should	 walk	 in	 them”
(Eph.	2:10	NKJV).	The	Lord	has	a	perfect	plan	for	each	of	His	children,	but	we	can

claim	these	blessings	only	by	faith	and	obedience.
Like	the	people	of	Israel	centuries	ago,	many	believers	today	walk	by	sight

and	 not	 by	 faith,	 and	 therefore	 they	 fail	 to	 enjoy	 the	 good	 things	God	has	 for
them.	They	can’t	say	with	David,	“The	lines	have	fallen	to	me	in	pleasant	places;



yes,	I	have	a	good	inheritance”	(Ps.	16:6	NKJV).	What	did	Israel	do	at	Kadesh	that

brought	about	 their	shameful	defeat?	They	committed	at	 least	 five	blatant	sins,
and	God’s	children	today	can	commit	those	same	sins	and	suffer	the	same	kind
of	shameful	defeat.

1.	DOUBTING	GOD’S	WORD	(13:1–25)
God	delivered	His	people	from	Egypt	 that	 they	might	enter	 the	Promised	Land
and	enjoy	the	blessings	prepared	for	them.	Forty	years	later,	Moses	reminded	the
new	generation,	“And	he	brought	us	out	from	there	[Egypt],	that	he	might	bring
us	in,	to	give	us	the	land	which	he	swore	unto	our	fathers”	(Deut.	6:23;	see	Ezek.
20:6).	The	Lord	 had	 promised	 the	 land	 to	 the	 descendants	 of	Abraham,	 Isaac,
and	 Jacob	 (Gen.	 12:7;	 13:15;	 17:8;	 28:13;	 35:12)	 and	 had	 reaffirmed	 that
promise	through	Moses	(Ex.	3:8,	17;	6:4,	8;	13:5;	33:3).

But	even	more,	the	Lord	had	reminded	the	people	of	His	promise	when	they
broke	camp	at	Sinai	(Deut.	1:6–8)	and	when	they	arrived	at	Kadesh	(vv.	19–21).
God’s	promise	was	 Israel’s	 title	deed	 to	 the	 land	as	well	as	His	guarantee	 that
they	would	defeat	 their	 enemies.	God’s	promise	was	 all	 Israel	 needed,	 but	 the
nation	doubted	God’s	Word	and	began	to	walk	by	sight	instead	of	by	faith.

They	 took	 their	 first	wavering	step	of	doubt	when	 they	asked	Moses	 to	 let
them	search	out	the	land	before	the	entire	nation	went	in	to	engage	the	enemy	in
battle	(Deut.	1:22;	James	1:5–8).	Moses	endorsed	their	request	(Deut.	1:23)	and
got	permission	from	the	Lord	to	carry	out	the	plan	(Num.	13:1–3).	However,	it
appears	that	God	was	letting	the	Jews	have	their	own	way,	not	because	their	way
was	the	right	way,	but	because	He	wanted	to	teach	them	a	lesson.	They	needed
to	learn	to	trust	the	Word	of	God	and	do	the	will	of	God	His	way	and	not	their
own	way	(Prov.	3:5–6).

The	 twelve	 spies	 chosen	 were	 different	 men	 from	 the	 leaders	 named	 in
Numbers	1—2;	7;	and	10.	These	spies	had	to	be	younger	men	who	could	endure



the	 rigors	and	dangers	 involved	 in	 reconnoitering	 the	 land.	We	meet	Caleb	 for
the	 first	 time	 in	13:6,	but	he’ll	 be	mentioned	 thirty-one	more	 times	 in	 the	Old
Testament.	 He	 and	 Joshua	 were	 the	 only	 members	 of	 the	 older	 generation	 to
enter	the	Promised	Land.	The	rest	of	them	died	in	the	wilderness.

We	first	meet	Joshua	in	Scripture	as	Israel’s	general	(Ex.	17:8–16),	defeating
the	 Amalekites,	 and	 then	 as	 the	 servant	 of	 Moses	 (24:13;	 Num.	 11:28).	 He
eventually	became	Moses’	successor	(27:15–20)	and	led	Israel	in	their	conquest
of	the	Promised	Land.	His	original	name	was	Hoshea,	which	means	“salvation,”
but	Moses	changed	it	to	“Joshua”	which	means	“Jehovah	is	salvation.”	It	was	the
kind	of	name	that	would	encourage	the	faith	of	a	soldier	and	remind	him	that	the
Lord	was	fighting	for	him.

The	twelve	spies	traveled	about	five	hundred	miles	during	the	forty	days	of
their	survey	of	Canaan,	but	they	discovered	nothing	that	God	hadn’t	already	told
them!	They	already	knew	the	names	of	the	pagan	nations	that	lived	in	the	land
(Gen.	15:18–21),	that	it	was	a	good	land	(Ex.	3:8),	and	a	rich	land	flowing	with
milk	and	honey	(vv.	8,	17).	They	saw	the	incredible	fruit	of	the	land	and	brought
back	a	huge	bunch	of	grapes	 for	 the	people	 to	 see.	They	even	visited	Hebron,
where	 the	patriarchs	of	 Israel	were	buried	with	 their	wives	 (Num.	13:22;	Gen.
23:2,	 19;	 49:29–31;	 50:13).	 Did	 the	 reminder	 of	 the	 faith	 of	 Abraham,	 Isaac,
Jacob,	 and	 Joseph	 encourage	 their	 own	 trust	 in	God?	For	 ten	 of	 the	 spies,	 the
answer	is	no.

The	 survey	 of	 the	 land	 may	 have	 been	 a	 good	 idea	 from	 a	 conventional
military	point	of	view,	but	not	 from	a	spiritual	point	of	view.	God	had	already
given	 them	 the	 land	 and	 had	 commanded	 them	 to	 go	 in	 and	 take	 it.	 He	 had
promised	 them	 victory,	 so	 all	 they	 had	 to	 do	was	 “trust	 and	 obey.”	 The	Lord
would	go	before	them	and	scatter	His	enemies	(Num.	10:33–36),	but	His	people
had	to	follow	by	faith.	That	was	where	they	failed.	They	doubted	that	God	was
able	to	keep	His	promises	and	give	them	the	land.



2.	DISCOURAGING	GOD’S	PEOPLE	(13:26–33;	DEUT.	1:26–28)
Someone	has	defined	a	committee	as	“a	group	of	people	who	individually	can	do
nothing	and	collectively	decide	nothing	can	be	done.”	Because	they	lacked	faith,
all	 the	 spies	 except	 Caleb	 and	 Joshua	 were	 discouraged	 at	 the	 prospect	 of
entering	 the	 land	 and	 fighting	 the	 enemy,	 and	 their	 discouragement	 quickly
spread	 throughout	 the	 camp.	 Doubt	 had	 turned	 into	 unbelief,	 and	 unbelief	 is
rebellion	against	God	(Num.	14:9;	Heb.	3:16–19).

It’s	interesting	how	the	ten	spies	identified	Canaan	as	“the	land	to	which	you
sent	 us”	 (Num.	 13:27	 NIV)	 and	 “the	 land	 through	which	we	 have	 gone”	 (v.	 32

NKJV),	but	not	as	“the	land	the	Lord	our	God	is	giving	us.”	Because	these	ten	men

were	walking	by	sight,	they	didn’t	really	believe	God’s	promises.	They	looked	at
the	people	of	 the	 land	 and	 saw	giants;	 they	 looked	 at	 the	Canaanite	 cities	 and
saw	 high	 walls	 and	 locked	 gates;	 and	 they	 looked	 at	 themselves	 and	 saw
grasshoppers.	If	only	they	had	looked	by	faith	to	God,	they	would	have	seen	the
One	 who	 was	 able	 to	 conquer	 every	 enemy	 and	 who	 sees	 the	 nations	 of	 the
world	 as	 grasshoppers	 (Isa.	 40:22).	 “We	 are	 not	 able”	 is	 the	 cry	 of	 unbelief
(Num.	13:31	NKJV),	but,	“Our	God	is	able”	is	the	affirmation	of	faith	(Dan.	3:17;

see	Phil.	4:13).
What	 John	 Gardner	 said	 about	 the	 political	 arena	 can	 be	 applied	 to	 the

spiritual	arena	and	the	Christian’s	walk	of	faith:	“We	are	continually	faced	with
a	 series	 of	 great	 opportunities	 brilliantly	 disguised	 as	 insoluble	 problems.”	 A
faith	that	can’t	be	tested	can’t	be	trusted,	and	God	tests	our	faith	to	help	us	make
sure	it’s	genuine	(1	Peter	1:1–9)	and	to	help	make	it	grow.	“Faith	comes	first	to
the	hearing	ear,”	said	A.	W.	Tozer,	“not	to	the	cogitating	mind.”	“So	then	faith
comes	by	hearing,	and	hearing	by	the	word	of	God”	(Rom.	10:17	NKJV).

To	 the	 unbelieving	 world,	 it’s	 unreasonable	 for	 anybody	 to	 trust	 a	 God
they’ve	never	seen	or	heard,	but	we	have	all	the	evidence	we	need	to	convince	us
that	God	is	dependable	and	has	the	power	to	accomplish	what	He	says	He	will



do.	What	He	promises,	He	is	able	to	perform	(Rom.	4:21).	Israel	had	seen	what
the	Lord	did	 to	 the	Egyptians	and	 the	Amalekites	 (Ex.	17:8–16),	and	 they	had
every	assurance	that	He	would	never	fail	His	people.

Unbelief	 is	 serious	 because	 it	 challenges	 the	 character	 of	 God	 and	 rebels
against	 the	 will	 of	 God.	 “But	 without	 faith	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	 please	 [God]”
(Heb.	11:6).	“For	whatever	is	not	of	faith	is	sin”	(Rom.	14:23).	Moses	reminded
the	 people	 of	what	God	 had	 already	 done	 for	 them	 (Deut.	 1:29–33),	 but	 they
wouldn’t	stop	complaining.	They	were	sure	that	the	best	thing	to	do	was	return
to	Egypt	and	go	back	into	bondage.

3.	DEFYING	GOD’S	WILL	(14:1–10)
In	the	camp	of	Israel,	unbelief	and	discouragement	spread	rapidly	from	heart	to
heart,	and	before	long	“all	the	congregation	lifted	up	their	voice,	and	cried;	and
the	people	wept	 that	night”	(Num.	14:1,	and	note	vv.	2	and	10).	The	next	day,
the	whole	congregation	criticized	Moses	and	Aaron	and	 lamented	 the	 fact	 that
the	nation	hadn’t	perished	in	Egypt	or	in	the	wilderness.	When	your	eyes	are	on
yourself	 and	 your	 circumstances,	 you	 lose	 your	 perspective	 and	 say	 and	 do
ridiculous	things.

However,	 the	Jews	had	a	 long	 record	of	complaining	against	 the	Lord	and
their	leaders,	and	being	judged	for	it.	Their	murmuring	began	on	the	night	of	the
exodus	when	they	were	sure	Pharaoh’s	army	was	going	to	kill	them	(Ex.	14:10–
14).	 As	 Israel	 entered	 the	 wilderness	 of	 Shur,	 they	 complained	 because	 they
didn’t	 have	water	 to	 drink	 (15:22–27),	 and	 then	 they	murmured	 because	 they
missed	the	delicious	meals	that	were	provided	in	Egypt	(Ex.	16).	“Would	that	we
had	 died	 in	 the	 land	 of	 Egypt!”	 was	 their	 favorite	 lament.	 At	 Rephidim,	 the
people	were	 ready	 to	 stone	Moses	because	 they	had	no	water	 (17:1–7),	 and	at
Taberah	some	of	the	people	complained	and	were	killed	by	fire	(Num.	11:1–3).
Shortly	 after	 that,	 the	mixed	multitude	 incited	 the	 Jews	 to	 ask	 for	meat	 to	 eat,



and	Moses	became	so	discouraged	he	wanted	to	die	(v.	4ff.).
In	most	churches,	there	are	two	or	three	chronic	complainers	who	plague	the

spiritual	 leaders	 and	 sometimes	 must	 be	 disciplined,	 but	 here	 was	 an	 entire
nation	weeping	over	a	plight	 that	 they	had	caused	by	their	own	unbelief!	They
didn’t	admit	their	own	failings;	instead,	they	blamed	God	and	decided	to	choose
a	new	leader	and	return	to	Egypt	(14:3–4).	This	was	rebellion	against	the	will	of
God.

When	 the	 child	 of	 God	 is	 in	 the	 will	 of	 God,	 there	 is	 no	 place	 for
complaining,	even	if	the	circumstances	are	difficult.	The	will	of	God	will	never
lead	us	where	the	grace	of	God	can’t	provide	for	us	or	the	power	of	God	can’t
protect	 us.	 If	 our	 daily	 prayer	 is,	 “Thy	 will	 be	 done,”	 and	 if	 we	 walk	 in
obedience	 to	God’s	will,	 then	what	 is	 there	 to	complain	about?	A	complaining
spirit	 is	 evidence	 of	 an	 ungrateful	 heart	 and	 an	 unsurrendered	 will.	 By	 our
grumbling,	we’re	daring	to	say	that	we	know	more	than	God	does	about	what’s
best	for	His	people!	“Do	everything	without	complaining	or	arguing”	(Phil.	2:14
NIV;	see	1	Cor.	10:10).

There	were	four	men	of	faith	in	the	camp—Moses,	Aaron,	Caleb,	and	Joshua
—and	they	tried	to	change	the	situation.	Moses	and	Aaron	fell	on	their	faces	and
interceded	 with	 God,	 something	 they	 would	 do	 often	 in	 the	 years	 ahead	 (see
Num.	16:4,	22,	45;	20:6;	22:31),	but	Caleb	and	Joshua	spoke	to	the	people	and
assured	them	that	 the	Jewish	army	could	easily	take	the	land	because	God	was
with	them.	These	two	men	saw	the	nation’s	sin	for	what	it	really	was:	rebellion
against	God.

The	ten	unbelieving	spies	argued	that	the	land	of	Canaan	would	“eat	up”	the
Jewish	people	(13:32),	but	Joshua	and	Caleb	saw	the	Canaanites	as	“bread”	for
the	Jewish	army	to	“eat	up”	(14:9).	The	Jews	didn’t	appreciate	what	Joshua	and
Caleb	 were	 saying	 and	 decided	 to	 stone	 them	 along	 with	 Moses	 and	 Aaron
(v.	10).	When	we	walk	by	sight	and	not	by	faith,	we	don’t	have	sense	enough	to



know	who	our	 real	 friends	are,	and	we	 turn	against	 those	who	can	help	us	 the
most.

The	will	of	God	is	the	expression	of	the	love	of	God	for	His	people,	for	His
plans	 come	 from	 His	 heart	 (Ps.	 33:11).	 God’s	 will	 isn’t	 punishment,	 it’s
nourishment	 (John	 4:31–34),	 not	 painful	 chains	 that	 shackle	 us	 (Ps.	 2:3),	 but
loving	cords	that	tie	us	to	God’s	heart	so	He	can	lead	us	in	the	right	way	(Hos.
11:4).	Those	who	rebel	against	God’s	will	are	denying	His	wisdom,	questioning
His	love,	and	tempting	the	Lord	to	discipline	them.	Sometimes	God	has	to	put	a
“bit	 and	bridle”	on	 rebels	 in	order	 to	control	 them	(Ps.	32:8–9),	 and	 that’s	not
enjoyable.

God	 wants	 us	 to	 know	 His	 will	 (Acts	 22:14),	 understand	 His	 will	 (Eph.
5:17),	delight	in	His	will	(Ps.	40:8),	and	obey	His	will	from	the	heart	(Eph.	6:6).
As	we	yield	 to	 the	Lord,	 trust	Him,	 and	obey	Him,	we	“prove	by	experience”
what	the	will	of	God	is	(Rom.	12:1–2).	The	Spirit	of	God	opens	up	the	Word	of
God	to	us	and	helps	us	discern	what	God	wants	us	to	do.	But	it’s	important	that
we	are	willing	to	obey,	or	He	won’t	teach	us	what	we	need	to	know	(John	7:17).
The	British	Anglican	minister	F.	W.	Robertson	(1816–1853)	was	right	when	he
said	that	obedience	was	the	organ	of	spiritual	knowledge.	If	we	aren’t	willing	to
obey,	God	isn’t	obligated	to	reveal	His	will	to	us.

4.	DESERVING	GOD’S	JUDGMENT	(14:11–38)
More	 than	 once,	 Israel	 in	 her	 pride	 tempted	 God	 in	 the	 wilderness,	 and	 He
responded	with	judgment	(Deut.	6:16;	Ps.	78:17–18,	41,	56;	95:8–11;	106).	Like
a	stubborn	child,	the	Jews	never	seemed	to	learn	their	lesson.	Instead	of	pleasing
the	 Lord,	 who	 had	 done	 so	much	 for	 them,	 they	 provoked	Him	 to	 anger	 and
dared	Him	to	act.

Intercession	 (vv.	 11–19).	 As	 he	 had	 done	 when	 Israel	 worshipped	 the
golden	calf	(Ex.	32),	Moses	interceded	for	the	people	and	turned	away	the	wrath



of	God.	For	a	second	time,	God	offered	to	make	a	new	nation	out	of	Moses	and
completely	destroy	the	Jewish	people	(Num.	14:11–12),	but	Moses	refused.	It’s
the	mark	 of	 great	 and	 godly	 leaders	 that	 they	 think	 only	 of	 the	 good	 of	 their
people	and	not	their	own	personal	gain.	In	fact,	Moses	was	willing	to	die	for	the
nation	rather	than	let	God	destroy	it	(Ex.	32:32;	see	Rom.	9:1–3).

Moses	 reasoned	with	God	 and	 argued	 first	 of	 all	 that	His	 glory	would	 be
tarnished	if	Israel	were	destroyed.	The	nations	had	heard	what	God	did	in	Egypt,
but	they	would	no	longer	fear	Him	if	Israel	were	destroyed.	The	nations	would
say,	“He	brought	Israel	out	of	Egypt	but	wasn’t	able	to	bring	them	into	the	land.
This	means	that	the	gods	of	the	land	of	Canaan	are	stronger	than	Jehovah!”	The
great	concern	of	Moses	was	that	God	be	glorified	before	the	nations.

His	 second	 argument	was	 the	 covenant	God	 had	made	with	 the	 patriarchs
years	before.	The	Lord	had	promised	Abraham,	Isaac,	and	Jacob	that	He	would
give	them	the	land,	and	He	could	not	go	back	on	His	word	(Gen.	13:17;	15:7–21;
28:13;	35:12).

For	his	 third	 argument,	Moses	pointed	 to	 the	 character	of	God	and	quoted
what	God	Himself	 had	 declared	 to	 him	 on	Mount	 Sinai	 (Num.	 14:17–18;	 Ex.
34:6–7).	Because	He	is	a	holy	God,	the	Lord	must	punish	sin,	but	because	He	is
a	 gracious	 and	 merciful	 God,	 He	 forgives	 sin.	 How	 does	 God	 solve	 this
dilemma?	By	giving	His	own	Son	on	the	cross	to	pay	for	the	sins	of	the	world.
Because	 of	 the	 cross,	 God	 is	 both	 just	 and	 the	 justifier	 of	 those	 who	 trust	 in
Christ	 (Rom.	 3:21–31).	 He	 upholds	 His	 holy	 law	 and	 is	 true	 to	 His	 own
character,	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time	 makes	 forgiveness	 available	 to	 sinners	 who
repent	and	believe	in	Jesus	Christ.

God	in	His	grace	and	mercy	forgives	sin,	but	in	His	divine	government	He
allows	that	sin	to	have	its	sad	effects	in	the	lives	of	sinners.	He	doesn’t	hold	the
children	responsible	for	the	sins	of	their	parents,	but	children	can	suffer	because
of	their	parents’	sins.	Since	many	Jewish	homes	were	composed	of	three	or	four
generations,	this	meant	that	the	entire	household	would	suffer	because	of	the	sins



of	the	fathers.
Moses’	 final	 argument	 for	 Israel’s	 forgiveness	 was	 that	 the	 Lord	 had

forgiven	His	people	many	times	before	(Num.	14:19).	“He	has	not	dealt	with	us
according	 to	our	 sins,	nor	punished	us	according	 to	our	 iniquities”	 (Ps.	103:10
NKJV;	see	Ezra	9:13).	The	fact	that	God	forgives	us	isn’t	an	encouragement	for	us

to	 go	 on	 sinning,	 because	 the	Lord	 chastens	 those	who	 rebel	 against	Him.	He
forgives	us	so	we’ll	fear	Him	(Ps.	130:4)	and	have	no	more	desire	to	sin	(John
8:10–11).

Forgiveness	 (vv.	 20–22).	 God	 assured	 Moses	 that	 He	 did	 indeed	 pardon
their	sin	(Num.	14:20),	but	that	He	would	not	prevent	their	sin	from	working	out
its	terrible	destructive	consequences.	The	rebellious	Israelites	weren’t	concerned
about	the	glory	of	the	Lord,	even	though	His	glory	guided	them	day	by	day	and
hovered	over	the	tabernacle	each	night.	God	wanted	to	use	Israel	to	magnify	His
glory	throughout	the	whole	earth	(v.	21;	Ps.	72:19;	Isa.	6:3;	Hab.	2:14),	but	they
had	failed	miserably.

Discipline	(vv.	23–38).	God’s	judgment	was	threefold:	(1)	The	nation	would
wander	for	thirty-eight	years,	thus	making	forty	years	in	the	wilderness,	one	for
each	 day	 the	 spies	 had	 explored	 the	 land;	 (2)	 during	 that	 time,	 the	 older
generation,	 twenty	years	and	upward,	would	die	and	not	enter	 the	 land,	except
for	 Caleb	 and	 Joshua;	 (3)	 the	 ten	 unbelieving	 spies	 died	 because	 of	 the	 evil
report	they	delivered	(Num.	14:36–38).

The	Jews	had	lamented	that	they	wanted	to	die	in	the	wilderness	(v.	2),	and
they	 had	 complained	 that	 their	 children	 would	 die	 in	 Canaan	 (v.	 3),	 but	 God
declared	that	their	children	would	live	in	Canaan	and	the	adults	would	die	in	the
wilderness!	Out	of	 their	 own	mouths,	God	passed	 judgment.1	Be	careful	what
you	say	to	God	when	you	complain,	because	He	may	take	you	up	on	it!	After	all,
God’s	greatest	judgment	is	to	let	people	have	their	own	way.

Moses	led	the	world’s	longest	funeral	march,	and	Caleb	and	Joshua	watched



their	 generation	 die.2	 But	 Caleb	 and	 Joshua	 would	 be	 encouraged	 by	 God’s
promise	that	both	of	them	would	enter	the	land	and	enjoy	their	inheritance.	This
assurance	alone	would	sustain	them	during	the	trying	days	of	the	nation’s	march,
a	discipline	that	wasn’t	the	fault	of	either	Caleb	or	Joshua.	So	the	blessed	hope
of	 Christ’s	 return	 encourages	 God’s	 people	 today	 in	 spite	 of	 the	 trials	 we
experience	on	our	pilgrim	walk.

5.	DISOBEYING	GOD’S	COMMAND	(14:39–45;	DEUT.	1:41–46)
The	day	after	 their	great	 failure,	 the	 Jews	were	 supposed	 to	 start	on	 their	 long
march	 through	 the	 wilderness	 (Num.	 14:25),	 but	 the	 nation	 refused	 to	 obey.
Unbelief,	 a	 spirit	 of	 complaining,	 and	 a	 rebellious	 attitude	 are	 terrible	masters
that	cause	no	end	of	trouble	in	the	lives	of	those	who	cultivate	them.	“Pride	goes
before	destruction,	and	a	haughty	spirit	before	a	fall”	(Prov.	16:18	NKJV).

The	 Israelites	 may	 have	 “mourned	 greatly”	 (Num.	 14:39)	 and	 said,	 “We
have	sinned”	(v.	40),3	but	 this	“mourning”	was	regret	and	not	 true	repentance.
The	 Jews	 regretted	 the	 consequences	of	 their	 sins	 but	 not	 the	 sins	 themselves.
Israel	 had	 rebelled	 against	 God	 and	 robbed	 Him	 of	 glory,	 yet	 the	 people
exhibited	 no	 brokenness	 of	 spirit	 or	 sorrow	 for	 sin.	Unlike	Moses	 and	Aaron,
they	didn’t	fall	on	their	faces	and	seek	the	Lord’s	help.	Instead,	they	went	from
rebellion	to	presumption	and	tried	to	fight	the	enemy	on	their	own.

Admitting	 sin	 isn’t	 the	 same	 as	 confessing	 sin	 and	 turning	 to	 the	 Lord	 to
seek	 His	 mercy.	 The	 Jews	 thought	 that	 they	 could	 make	 a	 new	 beginning
because	 God	 had	 granted	 them	 forgiveness,	 but	 they	 were	 wrong.	 God	 had
forgiven	 their	 sins,	 but	 He	 had	 also	 instituted	 a	 new	 plan	 that	 would	 delay
Israel’s	 conquest	 of	 the	Promised	Land	 for	 nearly	 forty	 years.	An	 unbelieving
people	 with	 an	 arrogant	 attitude	 could	 never	 defeat	 the	 heathen	 nations	 in
Canaan.	 If	 Israel	wasn’t	 right	with	God,	 they	could	never	claim	God’s	help	as
they	sought	to	conquer	the	land.4



Neither	Moses	 nor	 the	 ark	 left	 the	 camp	 (see	 10:33–36),	 the	 cloud	 didn’t
move	from	the	tabernacle,	and	the	silver	trumpets	didn’t	blow.	Yet	the	makeshift
army	 went	 out	 to	 do	 battle!	 The	 word	 translated	 “presumed”	 in	 14:44	 comes
from	a	Hebrew	word	that	means	“to	be	lifted	up,”	that	is,	“to	be	proud,	arrogant,
and	swelled	up	with	one’s	own	importance.”	The	soldiers’	boast,	“We	will	go	up
and	 fight,”	 was	 answered	 by	 God’s	 warning,	 “I	 will	 not	 be	 with	 you”	 (Deut.
1:41–42	NIV).	Man’s	efforts	without	God’s	blessing	do	more	harm	than	good,	for

Jesus	said,	“Without	me	you	can	do	nothing”	(John	15:5).
The	 Lord’s	 prediction	 came	 true	 and	 the	 Israelite	 army	 was	 defeated

ignominiously.	 Not	 only	 did	 the	 Amalekites	 and	 Canaanites	 rout	 the	 Jewish
forces	as	they	attacked,	but	they	chased	the	Jewish	army	over	one	hundred	miles
north,	as	far	as	Hormah.	It	was	a	sad	day	for	the	descendants	of	Abraham,	Isaac,
and	Jacob.

The	entire	experience	at	Kadesh-Barnea	teaches	us	that	there	is	no	substitute
for	 faith	 in	 God’s	 promises	 and	 obedience	 to	 His	 commandments.	 Faith	 is
simply	 obeying	God	 in	 spite	 of	 how	we	 feel,	 what	we	 see,	 or	 what	we	 think
might	 happen.	When	God’s	 people	 trust	 and	 obey,	 the	 Lord	 delights	 in	 doing
wonders	for	them,	because	they	glorify	His	name.

The	agnostic	American	newspaper	editor	Henry	L.	Mencken	defined	faith	as
“an	illogical	belief	in	the	occurrence	of	the	impossible.”	Mark	Twain	wrote	that
faith	was	“believing	what	you	know	ain’t	so.”	Both	were	wrong.

Evangelist	D.	L.	Moody	said	that	“real	true	faith	is	man’s	weakness	leaning
on	God’s	strength.”	It’s	taking	God	at	His	Word	and	proving	it	by	obeying	what
He	tells	us	to	do.

That’s	where	Israel	failed.
Let’s	not	follow	their	example!



QUESTIONS	FOR	PERSONAL	REFLECTION	OR
GROUP	DISCUSSION

1.	According	to	Wiersbe,	what	does	Canaan	represent	for	us?	What	is	Canaan	in
your	life?

2.	What	were	five	of	the	sins	Israel	committed	at	Kadesh?

3.	In	what	way	did	the	Israelites	show	they	doubted	God’s	Word	(Num.	13:1–
25)?	When	do	you	find	yourself	most	tempted	to	doubt	God’s	Word?

4.	When	have	you	seen	discouragement	spread	because	of	unbelief?	Why	is
unbelief	so	serious?

5.	Why	does	complaining	against	God	indicate	that	a	person	is	defying	His	will
(14:1–10)?	Is	it	possible	to	question	God	without	this	kind	of	defiant
complaint?	Explain.

6.	Wiersbe	says,	“The	will	of	God	is	the	expression	of	the	love	of	God	for	His
people.”	Have	you	seen	this	proved	true	in	your	life?	If	so,	how?

7.	What	were	Moses’	four	reasons	for	God	to	spare	the	Israelites	(14:11–19)?



8.	In	what	ways	do	children	suffer	for	the	sins	of	parents	or	grandparents?

9.	What	is	the	difference	between	regret	and	true	repentance?	Between	admitting
sin	and	confessing	sin?

10.	After	studying	the	episode	at	Kadesh-Barnea,	how	would	you	define	“faith”
in	this	context?



Chapter	Eight

Marching	in	Victory—and	Defeat
(Numbers	21)

It’s	 remarkable	how	many	unconverted	people	have	 the	mistaken	 idea	 that	 the
Christian	life	is	boring.	How	can	walking	with	God	be	boring	when	our	Father	in
heaven	 arranges	 the	 experiences	 of	 life	 for	 our	 good	 and	 His	 glory?	 For	 the
Christian	 believer,	 life	 becomes	 a	 school	 (Ps.	 90:12)	 in	 which	we	 learn	more
about	God	and	His	Word,	 as	well	 as	more	 about	ourselves	 and	how	much	we
need	to	grow.	Life	also	becomes	a	gymnasium	and	a	battlefield	(Heb.	12;	
2	 Tim.	 2:1–5)	 where	 we	 must	 exercise	 our	 faith	 and	 develop	 strong	 spiritual
muscles	for	running	the	race	and	fighting	the	battle.

This	truth	is	well	 illustrated	in	Numbers	21,	a	chapter	 in	which	God’s	care
and	discipline	of	His	people	are	so	evident.

THE	POWER	OF	GOD	(21:1–3)	Life	goes	on.	The	Jews	completed	their
mourning	for	Aaron	and	were	soon	back	on	the	road	and	back	in
the	battle.	Arad	was	a	Canaanite	town	about	twenty	miles	south
of	Hebron,	so	the	new	generation	of	Israelites	was	facing	its	first
conflict	with	the	Canaanites.	The	Jewish	army	would	spend	at
least	seven	years	conquering	the	nations	in	the	Promised	Land,	so
God	gave	them	some	military	training	as	they	marched	on	the



road	to	Atharim.1
The	news	of	Israel’s	march	from	Egypt	to	Kadesh	had	gone	before	them	and

the	 rulers	 of	 the	 city-states	 in	 and	 around	Canaan	weren’t	 going	 to	 give	 in	 to
these	 intruders	without	 a	 fight.	Apparently	 Israel	wasn’t	 prepared	 for	 this	 first
attack	 because	 some	 of	 their	 people	 were	 taken	 prisoners,	 but	 the	 leaders
immediately	turned	to	the	Lord	for	His	help.	They	vowed	to	utterly	destroy	the
Canaanites	and	their	cities	if	the	Lord	would	give	them	victory.

To	 “utterly	 destroy”	 meant	 to	 devote	 something	 completely	 to	 the	 Lord
(Lev.	27:28–29;	Deut.	7:2–6),	wiping	out	the	people	and	their	cities	and	giving
all	the	spoils	to	God.	This	is	what	Israel	would	do	at	Jericho	(Josh.	6:17–21),	and
because	 Achan	 took	 what	 belonged	 to	 God,	 he	 was	 slain	 (Josh.	 7).2	 The
Canaanite	culture	was	unspeakably	wicked,	 especially	 their	 religious	practices,
and	God	wanted	these	nations	removed	from	the	earth.

God	gave	Israel	victory	over	 the	enemy	and	 the	people	kept	 their	promise.
They	destroyed	Arad	and	the	other	cities	connected	with	it	and	gave	a	new	name
to	 the	 area:	 Hormah,	 which	 means	 “destruction.”	 This	 conflict	 was	 quite	 a
contrast	to	the	defeat	Israel	experienced	thirty-eight	years	before	when	they	tried
to	 engage	 the	 enemy	 without	 the	 blessing	 of	 God	 (Num.	 14:39–45).	 When
Joshua	assigned	the	tribes	their	inheritance	in	Canaan,	he	gave	this	area	to	Judah
(Josh.	15:30)	and	Simeon	(19:1,	4).

THE	GRACE	OF	GOD	(21:4–9)	This	first	victory	certainly	encouraged
the	Israelites,	but	it’s	one	thing	to	“mount	up	with	wings	like
eagles”	and	quite	something	else	to	“walk	and	not	faint”	(Isa.
40:31	NKJV).	Courage	in	the	battle	must	be	followed	by	endurance
in	the	race.	Because	the	Edomites	wouldn’t	give	Israel	right-of-
way	through	their	land,	Moses	had	to	lead	the	people	east	of
Edom	and	then	north	through	difficult	terrain.	It	didn’t	take	long



before	the	difficulty	of	the	march	made	the	people	impatient,	and
they	started	complaining	again.	It’s	easy	for	us	to	win	the	battle
but	lose	the	victory!

Their	sin	 (v.	5).	The	anger	and	 impatience	 in	 their	hearts	boiled	over	 into
harsh	words	against	the	Lord	and	against	Moses.	In	both	their	attitudes	and	their
words,	 they	 were	 tempting	 the	 Lord	 (1	 Cor.	 10:9),	 and	 that	 was	 a	 dangerous
thing	to	do.	It	was	the	same	old	complaint:	Moses	had	brought	them	out	of	Egypt
to	 die	 in	 the	 wilderness,	 and	 there	 was	 nothing	 to	 eat	 but	 manna.	 In	 the
difficulties	of	 the	daily	march,	 they’d	forgotten	God’s	promise	 that	 they	would
enter	 the	 Promised	 Land	 and	 claim	 it	 as	 their	 home	 (Ex.	 12:25).	 A	 bountiful
supply	of	manna	had	been	sent	from	heaven	each	morning	since	shortly	after	the
exodus	(Ex.	16:1–22),	so	for	forty	years,	God	had	been	feeding	His	people	the
nourishment	they	needed.	Manna	was	“angels’	food”	(Ps.	78:25),	but	the	people
had	 gotten	 so	 accustomed	 to	 their	 blessings	 that	 they	 detested	 it	 and	 called	 it
“this	 good-for-nothing	 bread.”	 (See	 Num.	 11:4–6.)	 According	 to	 John	 6,	 the
manna	was	much	more	than	daily	food	for	Israel:	It	was	a	type	of	Jesus	Christ,
the	Son	of	God,	the	“Bread	of	Life”	(vv.	32–40).	The	manna	came	only	to	Israel,
but	Jesus	came	to	be	the	Savior	of	the	world.	All	the	manna	could	do	was	sustain
life,	but	Jesus	Christ	gives	 life.	When	 the	Jews	despised	 the	manna,	 they	were
actually	 rejecting	 the	Son	of	God.	Once	more,	God	had	 tested	His	people,	and
they	had	failed	the	test	(Deut.	8:15–16).

The	Word	of	God	is	the	“bread	of	heaven”	that	God’s	people	must	feed	on
daily	if	they’re	going	to	succeed	in	their	pilgrim	journey	(Matt.	4:4).	The	way	we
treat	 His	 Word	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 each	 day	 reveals	 whether	 or	 not	 we	 are
yielded	to	Him	and	want	to	obey	Him.	To	enter	a	new	day	without	first	feeding
on	the	heavenly	manna	is	to	invite	disappointment	and	defeat.

Their	punishment	(v.	6).	 In	 the	past,	when	Israel	had	sinned,	 the	glory	of
the	Lord	would	usually	appear	and	the	judgment	of	the	Lord	would	follow.	But
this	 time,	 there	was	 no	warning.	The	 judgment	 came	 immediately	 as	 the	Lord



sent	 poisonous	 snakes	 among	 the	 people.	 They	 had	 rejected	God’s	 gift	 of	 life
and	health	 from	heaven,	 so	God	sent	 them	suffering	and	death	 from	 the	earth,
and	many	of	the	people	died.

The	word	 fiery	 is	the	translation	of	the	Hebrew	word	saraph,	which	means
“burning”	and	also	refers	to	the	angelic	creatures	(seraphim)	who	minister	before
the	holy	throne	of	God	(Isa.	6:2,	6).	“Fiery”	doesn’t	describe	the	appearance	of
the	serpents	but	the	inflammation	and	pain	caused	by	their	venom.	Those	bitten
died	quickly,	and	apparently	their	death	wasn’t	an	easy	one.	The	wages	of	sin	is
still	death.

Their	confession	and	plea	(v.	7).	Israel	had	complained	and	rebelled	many
times,	and	once	before	had	admitted,	“We	have	sinned”	(Num.	14:40),	but	this	is
the	 first	 time	 their	“We	have	sinned”	seems	 to	be	sincere.3	 In	 the	past,	Moses
had	fallen	on	his	face	before	the	Lord	and	interceded	for	the	people,	but	now	the
people	begged	him	to	pray	for	them.	Did	this	mean	that	the	new	generation	had	a
more	sensitive	heart	toward	the	Lord?	We	hope	so.

Their	deliverance	 (vv.	 8–9).	Moses	 did	 pray	 for	 the	 people,	 but	 the	Lord
didn’t	 answer	 in	 the	 way	 the	 people	 might	 have	 expected.	 Instead	 of
immediately	removing	the	serpents	and	healing	the	people	who	had	been	bitten,
God	instructed	Moses	to	make	a	serpent	of	brass	and	put	it	on	a	pole	where	all
the	people	could	see	it.	If	those	who	had	been	bitten	looked	at	the	serpent,	they
would	be	instantly	healed.

Jesus	used	the	bronze	serpent	to	illustrate	His	own	death	on	the	cross	(John
3:14).	 (“Lifted	 up”	was	 a	 phrase	 used	 in	 that	 day	 to	 refer	 to	 crucifixion.)	The
comparison	between	 the	 bronze	 serpent	 in	Moses’	 day	 and	 the	 cross	 of	Christ
helps	us	better	understand	 the	meaning	of	God’s	grace	 in	salvation.	All	people
have	been	infected	by	sin	and	will	one	day	die	and	face	judgment	(Heb.	9:27),
but	if	they	look	by	faith	to	Christ,	He	will	save	them	and	give	them	eternal	life.
Looking	to	the	bronze	serpent	saved	people	from	physical	death,	but	looking	to
Christ	saves	us	from	eternal	death.



But	why	should	Moses	make	a	model	of	a	serpent,	the	very	creature	that	was
causing	 the	people	 to	die?	Because	on	 the	cross,	 Jesus	became	sin	 for	us—the
very	 thing	 that	 condemns	 people—and	 bore	 in	 His	 body	 that	 which	 brings
spiritual	death	(2	Cor.	5:21;	Rom.	8:3;	Gal.	3:13;	1	Peter	2:22–24).	Moses	didn’t
hide	 the	 bronze	 serpent;	 he	 lifted	 it	 up	 on	 a	 pole	 and	 put	 the	 pole	 where
everybody	could	see	 it!	So	our	Lord	was	crucified	publicly,	outside	 the	city	of
Jerusalem,	and	those	who	hear	the	gospel	can	“look	to	Him”	and	be	saved.	“For
whosoever	shall	call	upon	the	name	of	the	Lord	shall	be	saved”	(Rom.	10:13).

Moses	didn’t	 stick	 the	pole	 inside	 the	 tabernacle	 or	 even	 in	 the	 tabernacle
court,	because	nobody	is	saved	by	keeping	the	law.	The	uplifted	serpent	was	the
only	cure	 in	 the	camp,	 just	 as	 Jesus	Christ	 is	 the	only	Savior	of	 sinners	 in	 the
world	 (Acts	 4:12;	 John	 14:6).	 Nobody	 could	 look	 at	 the	 bronze	 serpent	 for
another	 person;	 each	 dying	 sinner	 had	 to	 look	 for	 himself	 or	 herself.	 The
salvation	Christ	 offers	 is	 personal	 and	 individual,	 and	 each	of	us	must	 look	 to
Christ	by	faith.	No	matter	how	hard	they	tried,	no	dying	Jew	could	save	himself
or	herself.	The	only	salvation	available	was	what	God	had	graciously	provided,
and	if	you	rejected	it,	you	died.

Sin	and	death	came	into	this	world	through	a	look	(Gen.	3:6),	and	the	only
deliverance	from	sin	and	eternal	death	is	by	a	look	of	faith:	“Look	to	Me,	and	be
saved,	 all	 you	 ends	 of	 the	 earth”	 (Isa.	 45:22	 NKJV).	 To	 look	means	 to	 exercise

faith,	and	the	only	way	to	be	saved	is	by	faith	(Eph.	2:8–19).	A	dying	Jew	might
argue,	“It’s	a	foolish	remedy,”	but	it	still	worked	(1	Cor.	1:18–25).	Or	the	dying
Israelite	might	say,	“It’s	too	simple,”	but	the	remedy	still	worked.

Imagine	the	joy	in	the	camp	of	Israel	when	the	word	got	out	that	there	was	a
cure	available	for	everybody!	The	only	people	who	couldn’t	be	delivered	from
death	 were	 those	 who	 for	 some	 reason	 wouldn’t	 look	 by	 faith,	 or	 those	 who
didn’t	know	that	a	remedy	was	available.	How	important	 it	 is	 for	us	 to	get	 the
good	news	out	 that	“Christ	Jesus	came	into	 the	world	 to	save	sinners”	(1	Tim.



1:15).

THE	GOODNESS	OF	GOD	(21:10–20)	Leaving	the	field	of	battle,	Israel
continued	to	march	north,	crossing	the	Zared	River	and	camping
there.	Then	they	crossed	the	Arnon	River	and	approached	the
country	of	the	Amorites,	traveling	between	Moabite	and	Amorite
country.	In	Numbers	22—24,	we’ll	meet	the	Moabites	again	and
see	how	they	tricked	Israel	into	disobeying	God.

In	21:14–15,	we	have	a	description	of	the	area,	taken	from	an	ancient	record
called	 The	 Book	 of	 the	 Wars	 of	 the	 Lord.	 This	 lost	 book	 was	 apparently	 a
compendium	of	detailed	information	about	the	travels	and	the	battles	of	Israel.4
Here	it	is	quoted	to	describe	the	geography	of	the	area	through	which	Israel	was
then	passing.	 It	was	not	 comfortable	 terrain,	but	 the	Lord	gave	His	people	 the
strength	they	needed	to	make	the	journey.

When	 they	arrived	at	Beer	 (“well”),	 the	Lord	anticipated	 the	nation’s	need
and	promised	to	give	them	water.	(See	Ex.	17:1–7;	Num.	20:2–13;	21:5.)	“What
shall	we	eat?”	and	“What	shall	we	drink?”	seemed	to	be	the	major	concerns	of
the	people	(Matt.	6:24–34),	just	as	they	are	the	major	concerns	of	people	today,
along	 with	 “What	 shall	 we	 wear?”	 But	 on	 this	 occasion,	 the	 people	 didn’t
complain.	Instead,	they	sang	a	song!	As	far	as	the	record	is	concerned,	this	is	the
first	time	we	find	Israel	singing	since	God	delivered	them	from	Egypt	forty	years
before	(Ex.	15).

“The	Song	of	the	Well”	(Num.	21:16–18)	celebrated	the	Lord’s	provision	of
water	 for	 the	people	 in	 the	wilderness.	 It’s	 not	 likely	 that	 the	 leaders	of	 Israel
actually	dug	the	well	with	their	staffs	(NIV),	because	in	the	sandy	wasteland	they

would	have	needed	much	better	tools.	Since	this	is	a	song,	we	must	leave	room
for	 poetic	 expression.	 What	 may	 have	 happened	 is	 that	 God	 showed	 Moses
where	 the	water	was	 located,	 the	 leaders	 all	 thrust	 their	 staffs	 into	 the	 ground



around	that	place,	and	the	well	opened	up	and	the	water	gushed	out.
The	 people	 rejoiced	 that	 God	 gave	 them	 the	 necessities	 of	 life,	 and	 they

found	joy	in	praising	Him	for	His	goodness.	Water	was	a	precious	commodity	in
the	wilderness,	and	the	Jews	didn’t	take	it	for	granted	the	way	too	many	people
today	 take	 natural	 resources	 for	 granted,	waste	 them,	 and	 pollute	 them.	When
God	 the	 Creator	 is	 left	 out	 of	 the	 picture,	 then	men	 and	women	 cease	 to	 see
themselves	as	stewards	and	behave	only	as	selfish	consumers.	One	day	God	will
destroy	those	who	destroy	the	earth	(Rev.	11:18).

This	is	a	good	place	to	pause	and	note	the	pictures	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ
that	are	found	in	the	narrative	so	far.	We’ve	seen	Him	in	the	manna	as	the	Bread
of	Life	(John	6),	and	now	in	the	well	He’s	the	giver	of	 the	living	water	(7:37–
39).	In	the	Bible,	water	for	drinking	is	a	picture	of	the	Spirit	of	God,	while	water
for	washing	is	a	type	of	the	Word	of	God	(Eph.	5:26–27).	But	before	Jesus	could
send	 the	Spirit,	He	 had	 to	 die	 on	 the	 cross	 (John	 7:39),	which	 leads	 us	 to	 the
uplifted	serpent	in	Numbers	21:4–9	and	John	3:14.	The	manna	emphasizes	His
incarnation,5	 the	 serpent	His	 crucifixion,	 and	 the	water	His	 ascension	 and	 the
outpouring	of	the	Spirit.

THE	VICTORY	OF	GOD	(21:21–35)	Before	they	arrived	at	the	plains	of
Moab,	the	Israelites	fought	two	major	battles,	and	with	the	help	of
the	Lord	won	both	of	them.

(1)	 Victory	 over	 the	 Amorites	 (vv.	 21–32).	 As	 the	 Jews	 continued	 their
journey,	they	arrived	at	the	country	of	the	Amorites.	They	were	descendants	of
Noah’s	 son	 Ham	 through	 his	 son	 Canaan	 (Gen.	 10:6–15)	 and	 should	 not	 be
confused	 with	 the	 Ammonites.	 God	 prohibited	 Israel	 from	 confronting	 the
Ammonites	(Deut.	2:18–19)	because	they	were	related	to	the	Jews	through	Lot,
Abraham’s	nephew	(Gen.	19:30–38).

At	one	time	the	Amorites	ruled	vast	areas	in	Mesopotamia	and	Syria,	but	in



Moses’	day,	their	territory	was	much	smaller.	The	Amorites	were	located	on	the
western	shore	of	 the	Dead	Sea,	north	of	 the	Edomites,	between	 the	Arnon	and
Jabbok	 Rivers.	 In	 God’s	 eyes,	 they	 were	 a	 wicked	 people,	 ripe	 for	 judgment
(15:16),	and	Moses	knew	that	the	Lord	had	promised	Israel	victory	over	this	evil
nation	(Ex.	23:23).	However,	Moses	first	 tried	diplomacy,	as	he	had	done	with
the	Edomites	(Num.	20:14–22),	assuring	Sihon	the	king	of	Heshbon	that	Israel
had	come	in	peace	and	would	create	no	problems	(Deut.	2:26–37).

The	 Lord	 wanted	 Israel	 to	 possess	 the	 land	 east	 of	 the	 Jordan,	 so	 He
permitted	Sihon	to	attack	Israel.	Sihon’s	capital	was	at	Heshbon,	but	he	and	his
army	 came	 south	 to	 Jahaz,	 about	 twenty	miles	 north	 of	 the	Arnon	River,	 and
there	challenged	Israel.	God’s	people	won	the	battle	and	possessed	the	land	from
the	 Arnon	 to	 the	 Jabbok	 River.	 Before	 Israel	 entered	 the	 Promised	 Land,	 the
territory	 east	 of	 the	 Jordan	 River	 was	 given	 to	 Reuben,	 Gad,	 and	 Manasseh
(Num.	32).

In	Numbers	21:27–30,	Moses	quoted	an	Amorite	“war	song”	and	applied	it
to	 the	people	of	 Israel.	The	 song	originally	 celebrated	 a	 great	Amorite	 victory
when	Sihon	 defeated	Moab	 and	 took	 their	 cities	 and	 their	 people	 captive.	But
now	 it’s	 Sihon	 and	 the	 Amorites	 who	 are	 the	 losers.	 Sihon	 had	 defeated
Chemosh,	 the	 god	 of	 the	Moabites,	 but	 Jehovah	 had	 defeated	 the	 gods	 of	 the
Amorites!	 The	 first	 six	 lines	 of	 the	 song	 (vv.	 27–28)	 describe	 Sihon’s	 victory
over	Moab,	but	the	last	two	lines	(v.	30)	describe	Israel’s	victory	over	Sihon.6

In	writing	the	book	of	Numbers,	Moses	was	led	by	the	Holy	Spirit	to	record
this	song	and	apply	it	to	Israel.	In	fact,	the	prophet	Jeremiah	also	quoted	part	of
this	 song	 in	 his	 prophecy	 concerning	 the	 judgment	 of	 Moab	 (Jer.	 48:45–46).
Does	 this	 mean	 that	 God’s	 people	 today	 can	 borrow	 “secular	 songs”	 and	 use
them	in	worshipping	God?	No,	it	doesn’t,	for	Israel	used	this	“taunt	song”	on	the
battlefield,	 not	 in	 the	 sanctuary.	 Moses	 was	 writing	 history,	 not	 liturgy,	 and
Jeremiah	 was	 writing	 prophecy.7	 Christian	 lyricists	 have	 borrowed	 secular
tunes.8	 but	 we’re	 on	 dangerous	 ground	 when	 we	 borrow	 secular	 words	 to



express	our	praise	and	worship	to	God.
(2)	Victory	over	Bashan	 (vv.	33–35).	After	 a	 “mop-up”	operation	around

Jazer,	Israel	turned	its	attention	to	Bashan,	a	very	fertile	region	east	of	the	Sea	of
Galilee	 and	 south	 of	Mount	Hermon.	During	Abraham’s	 time,	 a	 people	 called
the	Rephaites	 lived	 there	(Gen.	14:5).	Og,	king	of	Bashan,	confronted	Israel	at
Edrei,	 a	 town	about	 fifty	miles	northeast	of	 Jazer,	but	 the	Lord	assured	Moses
that	Israel	would	win	the	victory,	and	they	did.

According	 to	 Joshua	 2:10,	 the	 news	 of	 this	 victory	 spread	 to	 Jericho	 and
brought	fear	 to	 the	hearts	of	 the	 inhabitants.	Ezra	mentioned	this	victory	 in	his
prayer	 (Neh.	 9:22)	 and	 the	 psalmists	 in	 their	 songs	 of	 praise	 (Ps.	 135:11;
136:19–20).	 Og	 had	 his	 capital	 in	 Ashtaroth	 (Deut.	 1:4)	 and	 ruled	 over	 sixty
cities	 (Josh.	 13:30),	 all	 of	 which	 Israel	 captured	 and	 destroyed,	 leaving	 no
survivors	(Num.	21:35;	Deut.	3:1–11).

In	 their	 conquest	 of	 Canaan,	 Israel	 followed	 the	 pattern	 described	 in
Numbers	21:32–35.	Joshua	would	send	out	spies	to	get	the	lay	of	the	land.	Then
he	would	seek	God’s	special	instructions	for	each	attack,	obey	God’s	orders	by
faith,	and	win	the	victory.	The	two	times	that	Joshua	didn’t	follow	this	pattern,
he	was	defeated	(Josh.	7	and	9).

The	 entire	 region	 east	 of	 the	 Jordan	 River	 was	 now	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 the
Israelites	 and	 was	 eventually	 turned	 over	 to	 the	 tribes	 of	 Reuben,	 Gad,	 and
Manasseh	(Num.	21:32;	Deut.	29:7–8).	However,	Israel	would	now	confront	the
Moabites,	who	would	adopt	a	 subtle	 strategy	 that	would	bring	death	 to	24,000
Jews.

QUESTIONS	FOR	PERSONAL	REFLECTION	OR
GROUP	DISCUSSION



1.	How	would	you	answer	the	objection	that	Christianity	is	boring?

2.	What	did	it	mean	to	“utterly	destroy”	(Num.	21:2)	a	city	or	a	people?	Why	did
God	approve	of,	and	even	command,	that	the	Israelites	utterly	destroy	whole
cities?

3.	Despite	their	victory	over	Arad,	the	people’s	faith	lacked	endurance	(21:4–5).
What	can	help	us	build	endurance	in	trusting	God?

4.	In	their	difficulties,	the	Israelites	forgot	God’s	promise	and	the	“big	picture.”
When	you	encounter	obstacles,	what	can	you	do	to	remember	God’s	promise
and	the	“big	picture”?

5.	In	what	ways	was	the	manna	a	type	of	something	that	pointed	ahead	to	Jesus
Christ?	How	was	manna	part	of	the	Word	of	God?

6.	Looking	up	at	the	bronze	serpent	brought	healing	to	the	dying	people.	How
did	Jesus	use	this	event	to	help	us	understand	God’s	grace?	Of	those	bitten
by	the	fiery	serpents,	who	could	not	be	delivered	from	death?

7.	The	Israelites	were	grateful	for	the	well	God	provided	(21:17–18).	Why	were
they	so	grateful	for	water?	What	are	you	especially	grateful	for	today?



8.	How	do	you	see	God’s	plan	unfold	in	Sihon’s	attack	on	Israel	(21:21–31)?

9.	Wiersbe	warns	against	borrowing	“secular	words”	to	express	praise	and
worship	to	God.	What	does	he	mean?	Why	might	it	be	acceptable	to	borrow
tunes	but	not	words?

10.	What	was	the	pattern	to	the	conquests	of	Israel	in	the	land	of	Canaan	(21:32–
35)?	When	could	you	use	this	same	pattern?



Interlude
The	 story	of	Balaam,	 the	mysterious	 soothsayer,	 is	 given	 in	Numbers	22—25.
Because	 this	 is	 a	 complete	 unit,	 we	 will	 follow	 the	 suggested	 outline	 given
below.	Chapter	 9	will	 cover	Numbers	 22:1—23:26,	 and	 chapter	 10	will	 cover
Numbers	23:27—25:18.
I.	Balaam	and	God’s	will	(Numbers	22:1–35)

A.	The	king’s	request	(Numbers	22:1–20)
B.	The	donkey’s	resistance	(Numbers	22:21–30)	C.	The	angel’s
revelation	(Numbers	22:31–35)	II.	Balaam	and	God’s	message
(Numbers	22:36—24:25)	A.	The	first	oracle	(Numbers	22:36—23:12),	a
separated	people	B.	The	second	oracle	(Numbers	23:13–26),	a
conquering	people	C.	The	third	oracle	(Numbers	23:27—24:14),	a
prosperous	people	D.	The	fourth	oracle	(Numbers	24:15–19),	a	royal
people	E.	Three	concluding	oracles	(Numbers	24:20–25)	III.	Balaam
and	God’s	people	(Numbers	25:1–18)
A.	The	sin	of	Israel	(Numbers	25:1–9)
B.	The	courage	of	Phinehas	(Numbers	25:10–15)	C.	The	judgment	of
Midian	(Numbers	25:16–18)	IV.	Balaam	and	the	church	today
A.	The	way	of	Balaam	(2	Peter	2:15)
B.	The	error	of	Balaam	(Jude	11)
C.	The	doctrine	of	Balaam	(Revelation	2:14)
Before	studying	the	details,	you	may	want	 to	read	Numbers	22—25	at	one

sitting	 in	 order	 to	 get	 the	 overall	 picture.	 Note	 also	 the	 three	 important	 New
Testament	 references	 in	 part	 IV	 of	 the	 outline,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 following	 Old
Testament	 references:	 Numbers	 31:8;	 Deuteronomy	 4:3–4;	 23:3–6;	 Joshua
13:22;	24:9–10;	Nehemiah	13:1–3.



Chapter	Nine

Principalities	and	Powers—Part	I
(Numbers	22:1—23:26)

On	Passover	 night,	 the	 people	 of	 Israel	marched	out	 of	Egypt	 like	 conquering
soldiers,	and	God	buried	the	pursuing	Egyptian	army	under	the	waters	of	the	Red
Sea.	Except	for	the	Canaanites	that	Israel	rashly	attacked	out	of	the	will	of	God
(Num.	14:39–45),	every	enemy	Israel	encountered,	 they	defeated:	Amalek	(Ex.
17:8–16),	 the	 king	 of	Arad	 (Num.	 21:1–3),	 the	Amorites	 (vv.	 21–25),	 and	 the
forces	of	Og,	king	of	Bashan	(vv.	33–35).

But	when	Israel	arrived	on	the	plains	of	Moab,	they	faced	a	different	kind	of
enemy,	one	who	was	hidden	 in	 the	mountain	heights	and	able	 to	call	upon	 the
forces	 of	 the	 Evil	 One	 to	 assist	 him.	 Camping	 peacefully	 in	 the	 valley,	 the
Israelites	had	no	idea	that	Balaam	was	trying	to	curse	them	so	that	the	Moabites
and	Midianites	could	defeat	them.	This	scenario	reminds	us	of	Paul’s	warning	in
Ephesians	 6:12,	 “For	 we	 wrestle	 not	 against	 flesh	 and	 blood,	 but	 against
principalities,	 against	 powers,	 against	 the	 rulers	 of	 the	 darkness	 of	 this	 world
[age],	against	spiritual	wickedness	in	high	[heavenly]	places.”

Satan	often	comes	as	a	 lion	who	devours	 (1	Peter	5:8),	but	 if	 that	 fails,	he
will	 attack	 again	 as	 a	 serpent	 who	 deceives	 (2	 Cor.	 11:3).	 The	 church	 today
battles	 against	 a	 strong	 enemy	 who	 has	 an	 organized	 army	 of	 evil	 spirits,
dedicated	to	opposing	God’s	people	and	God’s	work	(Eph.	6:10–20).1	It	was	this



attack	of	the	“principalities	and	powers”	from	which	the	Lord	protected	Israel	as
they	camped	on	the	plains	of	Moab.

In	this	study,	we	will	consider	two	of	the	four	aspects	of	this	evil	man’s	life
and	conduct	and	see	how	they	relate	to	God	and	the	people	of	Israel.

BALAAM	AND	GOD’S	WILL	(22:1–35)
The	key	performer	 in	 this	drama	is	a	mysterious	soothsayer2	named	Balaam,	a
Gentile	who	lived	at	a	place	called	Pethor	near	the	Euphrates	River	(Num.	22:5;
Deut.	 23:4).	 He	 had	 a	 reputation	 for	 success	 in	 divination	 (receiving	 hidden
knowledge,	especially	about	the	future)	and	incantation	(the	use	of	occult	power
to	grant	blessing	or	cursing),	and	he	was	willing	 to	sell	his	services	 to	all	who
could	pay	his	fee.

The	king’s	request	(vv.	1–21).	The	Moabites	and	Midianites	became	very
frightened	when	they	saw	the	magnitude	of	the	camp	of	Israel	(“they	cover	the
face	of	the	earth,”	Num.	22:5)	and	heard	the	reports	of	Israel’s	military	victories
over	the	neighboring	nations	(“as	an	ox	licks	up	the	grass	of	the	field,”	v.	4	NKJV).

Balak,	king	of	Moab,	didn’t	realize	that	God	had	told	Israel	not	to	attack	Moab
(Deut.	2:9)	because	the	Moabites	were	relatives	of	the	Jews,	being	descendants
of	Abraham’s	nephew	Lot	(Gen.	19:26–37).

Conventional	warfare	was	out	of	the	question.	Moab	and	Midian	needed	the
help	of	 the	Devil,	and	Balaam	was	 in	 touch	with	 the	Devil.	This	confrontation
would	be	another	episode	in	what	Donald	Grey	Barnhouse	called	“the	invisible
war,”	the	conflict	between	the	Lord	and	Satan	that	began	when	God	cursed	the
serpent	 in	 the	 garden	 (3:13–15;	 see	 Rev.	 12).	 Balaam	must	 have	 had	 a	 wide
reputation	as	 a	 successful	practitioner	of	occult	 arts,	 otherwise	Balak	wouldn’t
have	ignored	both	distance3	and	price	when	he	sent	for	him.

Balak	depended	on	 two	 things	 to	 influence	Balaam	to	come	and	help	him:
the	impressive	delegation	of	important	elders	from	both	Midian	and	Moab,	and



the	wealth	they	carried	to	pay	his	fee.	Balaam	was	definitely	a	hireling	who	was
interested	primarily	in	money	(2	Peter	2:15).	Though	twice	he	refused	to	accept
Balak’s	summons,	Balaam	deceptively	maneuvered	around	God’s	declared	will
so	that	he	could	go	to	Moab	and	receive	his	fee.

In	those	days,	people	believed	that	each	nation	had	its	own	god,	and	Balaam
knew	that	Jehovah	was	the	God	of	the	Israelites.	Therefore,	he	went	to	seek	the
Lord’s	will	about	the	summons	from	Balak.4	It	was	God	who	came	to	Balaam,
not	Balaam	who	brought	God	 to	himself,	 and	 the	Lord	wouldn’t	 allow	him	 to
accept	the	invitation.	God	made	His	will	very	clear:	“Do	not	go	with	them.	You
must	not	put	a	curse	on	those	people,	because	they	are	blessed”	(Num.	22:12	NIV).

Balaam	 knew	 that	without	 the	God	 of	 Israel	 on	 his	 side,	 he	would	 fail	 in	 his
assignment,	 so	 he	 told	 the	 delegation	 he	wouldn’t	 go	with	 them.	However,	 he
didn’t	tell	them	the	reason:	Israel	couldn’t	be	cursed	because	God	had	blessed
them.	 If	 he	 had	 told	 this	 to	 the	 delegation,	 that	would	 have	 put	 an	 end	 to	 the
negotiations	and	the	princes	would	never	have	returned	to	Pethor.

Undaunted	in	his	pursuit	of	victory	over	Israel,	Balak	sent	Balaam	a	larger
and	even	more	impressive	delegation	of	princes	with	the	promise	of	paying	any
fee	Balaam	asked,	plus	bestowing	royal	honors	on	him.	Knowing	God’s	will	in
the	matter,	Balaam	should	have	refused	even	 to	consider	 this	second	offer,	but
the	hireling	soothsayer	was	still	hoping	 to	find	some	way	 to	circumvent	God’s
will.	In	light	of	the	fact	that	Balaam	even	considered	the	new	offer,	his	speech	in
verse	18	is	just	so	much	pious	talk.	With	his	lips	he	professed	to	obey	the	Lord,
but	in	his	heart	he	coveted	the	money	and	hoped	God	would	change	His	mind.

God	came	to	Balaam	and	instructed	him	to	go	with	the	princes	only	if	they
came	 to	 call	 him	 the	next	morning	 (v.	 20).5	The	Lord	 cautioned	Balaam,	 “Do
only	what	I	tell	you.”	But	the	next	morning,	Balaam	didn’t	wait	for	the	men	to
come	to	him;	he	saddled	his	donkey	and	went	to	the	place	where	the	delegation
was	camped,	determined	to	do	his	own	will.	This	determination,	along	with	the



covetousness	 in	Balaam’s	heart,	made	 the	Lord	angry.	Balaam	was	acting	 like
the	 horse	 and	 the	mule	 (Ps.	 32:9):	 He	 was	 impetuously	 running	 ahead	 of	 the
Lord	and	at	the	same	time	stubbornly	refusing	to	obey	God’s	clear	directions.	He
knew	that	Israel	was	blessed,	but	he	hoped	he	could	curse	the	Jewish	nation	and
earn	the	wealth	and	honors	the	king	had	promised	him.	He	was	a	hypocrite	and	a
double-minded	man.

The	donkey’s	resistance	(vv.	22–30).	God	was	angry	at	Balaam	for	defying
His	will	and	allowing	the	love	of	money	to	control	him.	We	sometimes	use	the
phrase	dumb	animals,	 but	 in	 this	 case	 the	 animal	was	 smarter	 than	her	master
and	 his	 two	 servants!	 She	 saw	 the	 angel	 of	 the	 Lord	 holding	 a	 sword	 and
blocking	the	way,	and	by	turning	aside,	she	saved	Balaam’s	life.	Three	times	she
changed	 the	 route	 and	 three	 times	 her	 master	 beat	 her.	 Balaam	 was	 beside
himself	with	 anger,	 and	 had	 he	 been	 armed,	 he	would	 have	 killed	 his	 faithful
beast.	Peter	called	it	“the	madness	of	the	prophet”	(2	Peter	2:16).

Why	wasn’t	 Balaam	 shocked	when	 his	 beast	 spoke	 to	 him	 “with	 a	man’s
voice”	 (v.	 16	 NIV)?	 This	 certainly	 wasn’t	 an	 everyday	 occurrence	 even	 for	 a

professional	 soothsayer.	 Satan	 spoke	 through	 a	 serpent	when	 he	 deceived	Eve
(Gen.	3:1ff.;	2	Cor.	11:3),	and	it’s	possible	that	in	the	past	Satan’s	demons	had
spoken	to	Balaam	through	animals.	A	person	has	reached	a	very	low	level	in	life
if	God	has	to	use	brute	beasts	to	communicate	His	mind.

The	 angel’s	 revelation	 (vv.	 31–35).	 The	 same	 God	 who	 opened	 the
donkey’s	 mouth	 and	 eyes	 also	 opened	 Balaam’s	 eyes	 so	 he	 could	 see	 the
awesome	 angel	 standing	 in	 the	 road,	 his	 sword	 in	 hand.	 Balaam	 finally	 did
something	right	and	fell	on	his	face	before	the	angel,	who	told	him	that	his	beast
had	saved	his	life.	The	angel	warned	Balaam	that	he	was	rushing	headlong	and
recklessly	on	a	wrong	path	 that	could	only	 lead	to	ruin,	and	Balaam	offered	 to
return	home.

His	words	“I	have	sinned”	were	not	evidence	of	sincere	repentance.	Pharaoh



(Ex.	9:27),	King	Saul	(1	Sam.	15:24,	30;	26:21),	and	Judas	Iscariot	(Matt.	27:4)
all	uttered	these	words	but	didn’t	turn	to	God	for	mercy.	What	good	is	it	to	say
pious	words	if	your	heart	goes	right	on	sinning?	Listen	to	David	(2	Sam.	12:13;
Ps.	54:4;	2	Sam.	24:10,	17;	1	Chron.	21:8,	17)	or	the	Prodigal	Son	if	you	want	to
hear	real	confession.

In	His	permissive	will,	God	allowed	Balaam	to	continue	on	his	journey,	but
He	cautioned	him	to	speak	only	 the	messages	 that	God	gave	him.	For	 the	 first
time,	 Balaam	 realized	 that	 there	 was	 more	 involved	 in	 this	 adventure	 than
cursing	 a	 nation	 and	 making	 some	 money.	 As	 the	 Lord	 used	 the	 donkey	 to
rebuke	her	master,	God	would	use	Balaam	to	reveal	great	truths	about	Israel	and
Israel’s	promised	Messiah.6

BALAAM	AND	GOD’S	MESSAGE	(22:36—23:26)
For	the	king	to	hasten	out	to	meet	the	commoner	shows	how	anxious	Balak	was
to	get	started	in	his	attack	against	Israel.	Why	had	Balaam	delayed	his	coming?
Wasn’t	 Balak’s	 offer	 generous	 enough?	 Didn’t	 the	 prophet	 realize	 the
seriousness	of	the	situation?	Balaam	didn’t	defend	himself	or	explain	his	actions,
but	he	did	state	clearly	that	all	he	could	do	was	declare	the	words	God	gave	him.
The	king	offered	sacrifices	to	his	god	Baal	and	probably	gave	Balaam	some	of
the	inner	parts	of	the	animals	to	use	for	divination.

The	first	oracle	(22:39—23:12).	The	next	morning,	Balak	took	Balaam	to
Bamoth	Baal	(“the	high	places	of	Baal”)	where	they	could	see	the	camp	of	Israel
and	 offer	more	 sacrifices	 to	 Baal.	 Balaam	 used	 these	 sacrifices	 as	 part	 of	 his
sorcery	and	soothsaying	(Num.	24:1)	and	didn’t	simply	wait	for	God’s	promised
message.	 In	His	 grace	 and	 goodness,	God	 used	 this	 evil	man	 and	 endured	 his
duplicity	because	He	had	a	special	message	to	declare	about	His	people	Israel.

The	message	God	gave	to	Balaam	emphasized	several	basic	truths	about	the
people	of	Israel.	First,	God	had	especially	blessed	the	people	of	Israel	and	they



could	not	 be	 cursed	 (23:7–8).	This	was	part	 of	God’s	 covenant	with	Abraham
(Gen.	12:1–3)	and	it	has	been	fulfilled	throughout	their	history.	God	has	judged
every	 ruler	 and	 nation	 that	 has	 caused	 His	 people	 to	 suffer,	 including	 Egypt,
Assyria,	Babylon,	and	Nazi	Germany.

No	 nation	 has	 been	 blessed	 of	 God	 like	 Israel,	 not	 only	 with	 material
blessings	 and	 divine	 protection,	 but	 primarily	with	 spiritual	 blessings	 to	 share
with	the	whole	world.	Paul	lists	some	of	them	in	Romans	9:1–5.	Israel	gave	the
world	the	knowledge	of	the	true	and	living	God,	the	written	Word	of	God,	and
Jesus	Christ,	the	Savior	of	the	world.

Balaam’s	 second	 basic	 truth	 was	 that	 the	 Jews	 were	 chosen	 by	 God	 and
therefore	were	a	nation	set	apart	from	the	other	nations	(Num.	23:9).	The	Lord
had	 declared	 this	 to	 Israel	 at	Mount	 Sinai	 (Ex.	 19:5–6),	 and	 the	 laws	 that	He
gave	them	at	Sinai	made	it	possible	for	them	to	live	like	a	special	people.	In	his
farewell	message	 to	 Israel,	Moses	 also	 emphasizes	 the	 uniqueness	 of	 Israel	 as
the	 people	 of	God	 (Deut.	 4:20;	 14:2,	 21;	 26:18–19;	 32:8–9;	 33:3,	 28–29)	 and
reminds	them	that	God	chose	them	because	He	loved	them.	See	Leviticus	20:26;
1	Kings	8:52–53;	Amos	3:2;	and	Isaiah	43:21.

Israel’s	great	temptation	was	wanting	to	be	like	the	other	nations,	and	this	is
what	led	to	their	downfall	and	captivity.	Instead	of	rejoicing	in	their	uniqueness
as	 the	people	of	 the	 true	and	 living	God,	 they	 imitated	 their	neighbors	 in	 their
worship	and	conduct,	and	God	had	to	discipline	them.	Instead	of	letting	God	rule
as	their	King,	they	asked	for	a	king	“like	all	the	nations”	(1	Sam.	8:5),	and	this
brought	the	nation	into	all	kinds	of	trouble.

Unfortunately,	many	people	in	the	church	today	have	the	mistaken	idea	that
being	like	the	world	is	the	way	to	reach	the	world.	They	forget	that	the	church	is
the	 people	 of	 God,	 a	 very	 special	 people,	 saved	 by	 His	 grace.	 Instead	 of
maintaining	separation	(2	Cor.	6:14—7:1),	they	promote	imitation	(1	John	2:15–
17;	Rom.	12:2),	so	that	it’s	becoming	more	and	more	difficult	to	distinguish	the
people	 of	 God	 from	 the	 people	 of	 the	 world.	 And	 yet,	 as	 Campbell	 Morgan



reminded	us,	“The	church	did	 the	most	for	 the	world	when	the	church	was	 the
least	like	the	world.”

Balaam’s	third	emphasis	was	on	the	vastness	of	Israel’s	camp,	even	though
he	was	 seeing	 only	 a	 small	 part	 of	 it	 (Num.	 22:41).	His	 use	 of	 the	word	dust
reminds	us	of	God’s	promises	to	Abraham	and	his	descendants	that	they	would
multiply	and	become	as	numerous	as	the	dust	of	the	earth	(Gen.	13:16;	28:14).
Nations	come	and	go,	but	in	spite	of	their	many	trials,	the	people	of	Israel	have
never	been	destroyed.	Instead,	they	have	multiplied	and	today	are	found	all	over
the	world.

Balaam	was	sent	to	curse	Israel,	yet	he	ended	his	oracle	by	declaring	that	he
wanted	to	be	like	Israel!	“Let	me	die	the	death	of	the	righteous,	and	let	my	last
end	 be	 like	 his”	 (Num.	 23:10).	 But	 you	 don’t	 die	 the	 death	 of	 the	 righteous
unless	you	live	the	life	of	the	righteous,	and	that	was	something	Balaam	wasn’t
prepared	 to	 do.	 His	 love	 of	 money	 so	 controlled	 his	 life	 that	 he	 would	 do
anything	 to	get	wealth.	Balaam	died	with	 the	wicked	when	 Israel	 defeated	 the
Midianites	(31:8),	and	his	end	was	eternal	judgment.

When	Balak	complained	about	 the	oracle,	Balaam	had	only	one	reply:	The
words	 came	 from	 God	 and	 that’s	 what	 he	 had	 to	 speak.	 Balaam	 could	 have
invented	a	curse	and	fooled	Balak,	but	the	Lord	wouldn’t	allow	him	to	do	it,	for
these	oracles	would	one	day	be	part	of	God’s	Holy	Word.

The	 second	oracle	 (vv.	 13–26).	To	 encourage	Balaam	 to	 do	what	 he	was
hired	 to	 do—curse	 Israel—Balak	 asked	 his	 hired	 prophet	 to	 get	 a	 different
perspective.	He	 took	him	to	 the	 top	of	Mount	Pisgah	where	again	 they	offered
sacrifices	to	their	gods	(Num.	23:13–14;	see	Deut.	34:1–4).	The	fact	that	Balaam
participated	in	these	pagan	occult	rituals	shows	the	wickedness	of	his	heart.	He
spoke	the	Word	of	God	and	longed	for	a	righteous	death,	yet	he	thought	nothing
of	using	enchantments	and	consorting	with	Satan	(Num.	24:1).	He	was	a	double-
minded	man	 whose	 chief	 desire	 was	 to	 make	 as	 much	money	 as	 possible	 by
marketing	his	skills.



The	 first	 oracle	 pictured	 Israel	 as	 a	 chosen	 people	 because	 of	 the	 love	 of
God,	and	the	second	oracle	presents	them	as	a	conquering	people	because	of	the
faithfulness	of	God.	God	doesn’t	lie,	so	all	His	promises	and	covenants	are	sure;
He	doesn’t	change,	so	His	character	remains	the	same.	He	isn’t	weak	but	is	able
to	fulfill	what	He	promises;	nobody	can	manipulate	Him	or	control	Him.7	God
was	with	the	people	of	Israel	and	reigned	as	their	King.

It	was	God	who	gave	Israel	their	victories,	beginning	with	their	exodus	from
Egypt.	The	nation	was	like	an	ox	in	its	strength	and	like	a	lioness	and	a	lion	in	its
determination	 to	catch	 its	prey	and	kill	 it.	Therefore,	no	sorcery	could	succeed
against	God’s	people	because	God	was	at	work	in	them	and	through	them.	“Oh,
what	God	has	done!”	(Num.	23:23	NKJV).

When	God	looked	upon	Israel,	He	didn’t	behold	iniquity	or	wickedness	and
therefore	have	reason	to	judge	them.	They	were	“a	kingdom	of	priests	and	a	holy
nation”	 (Ex.	19:6),	 even	 though	He	had	 to	chasten	 them	 for	 their	unbelief	 and
disobedience.	 Believers	 today	 are	 God’s	 chosen	 people	 (Eph.	 1:4),	 hidden	 in
Christ	(Col.	3:3),	clothed	in	His	righteousness	(2	Cor.	5:17,	21),	and	seated	with
Him	in	the	heavenlies	(Eph.	2:4–6).	Because	we	are	“in	Christ,”	God	sees	us	as
His	own	special	people	(1	Peter	2:5,	9–10),	and	He	deals	with	us	accordingly.

Once	again,	God	turned	the	curse	into	a	blessing!
The	battles	God’s	people	fight	 today	are	not	with	flesh	and	blood	on	earth

but	 with	 Satan’s	 hosts	 in	 the	 heavenlies	 (Eph.	 6:10ff.),	 and	 we	 can’t	 win	 the
victory	in	our	own	strength.	We	must	first	of	all	see	ourselves	as	the	people	of
God,	purchased	by	 the	blood	of	Christ,	 indwelt	 by	 the	Holy	Spirit,	 and	 “more
than	 conquerors”	 through	 Christ	 (Rom.	 8:37).	 Our	 protection	 is	 the	 “whole
armor	of	God,”	 and	our	 chief	weapons	are	 the	Word	of	God	and	prayer	 (Eph.
6:13–20;	Acts	6:4).

As	 long	 as	 Israel	 walked	 with	 God	 and	 obeyed	 His	 will,	 they	 were	 an
undefeated	people	and	God	did	great	wonders	for	them.	“And	this	is	the	victory



that	has	overcome	the	world—our	faith”	(1	John	5:4	NKJV).

QUESTIONS	FOR	PERSONAL	REFLECTION	OR
GROUP	DISCUSSION

1.	What	does	the	church	today	battle	against?	Give	an	example	of	what	that
looks	like	today.

2.	Balaam’s	words	in	Numbers	22:18	sound	great.	Do	you	think	they	were
sincere	or	just	pious	talk?	How	can	we	know	if	a	person	is	sincere?

3.	Since	the	Lord	had	given	his	permission	for	Balaam	to	go	with	the	men
(22:20–22),	why	was	the	Lord	so	angry	with	Balaam	for	going?

4.	If	God	used	Balaam	to	speak	God’s	word,	what	other	types	of	people	might
we	find	God	using	to	accomplish	His	will?

5.	Why	didn’t	Balaam’s	words	“I	have	sinned”	(22:34)	count	as	true	repentance?
How	is	that	relevant	today?



6.	What	truths	about	the	people	of	Israel	did	God’s	message	to	Balaam	reveal
(23:4–26)?

7.	In	what	ways	are	God’s	people	to	be	separate	from	the	world?	How	do	you
work	this	out	in	your	life?	How	can	we	do	this	and	still	reach	out	to	the
world?

8.	Why	is	the	love	of	money	so	destructive?

9.	Why	do	you	think	God	did	not	allow	Balaam	to	speak	false	prophecies,	even
though	He	allowed	other	false	prophets	in	other	situations?

10.	What	can	we	learn	from	Balaam’s	first	two	oracles	that	is	relevant	today?



Chapter	Ten

Principalities	and	Powers—Part	II
(Numbers	23:27—25:18)	Balak	took
Balaam	to	the	top	of	Peor,	a	mountain
identified	with	the	pagan	god	Baal

(Num.	25:3,	5;	Deut.	4:3;	Ps.	106:28–
29;	Hos.	9:10).	The	usual	altars	were

built	and	the	animals	sacrificed,	but	this
time	Balaam	didn’t	try	to	use	his

sorcery.	Instead,	he	gazed	out	at	the
camp	of	Israel,	and	the	Spirit	of	God
came	upon	him	and	gave	him	the	third

oracle.

BALAAM	AND	GOD’S	MESSAGE	(NUM.	23:27—24:25)	The	third	oracle
(23:27—24:14).	The	emphasis	here	is	on	the	contentment	of	God’s
people	in	their	own	land.	The	conquest	of	Canaan	is	over	(Num.
24:8–9),	their	enemies	have	been	defeated,	and	Israel	is	enjoying
the	abundance	of	God’s	provision	in	“the	land	of	milk	and
honey.”	The	Promised	Land	is	a	paradise	with	an	abundance	of



water,	an	important	commodity	in	the	East,	and	Israel’s	dwelling
places	are	situated	like	beautiful	flowers	and	trees	in	a	garden.
Beauty	and	bounty	are	seen	in	the	land	because	of	the	blessing	of
the	Lord.

In	the	second	oracle,	Balaam	saw	God	as	Israel’s	King	(23:21),	but	now	he
sees	the	nation	ruled	by	its	own	king	who	is	greater	than	Agag	(24:7).	Since	the
name	Agag	shows	up	centuries	later	(1	Sam.	15:9),	it	may	have	been	the	official
name	 of	 the	 rulers	 of	 the	 Amalekites,	 such	 as	 “Pharaoh”	 in	 Egypt	 and
“Abimelech”	in	Gerar	(Gen.	20;	26).	When	Israel	was	on	the	way	to	Sinai,	 the
Amalekites	 attacked	 them	 and	were	 defeated	 by	Moses’	 prayers	 and	 Joshua’s
soldiers,	and	the	Amalekites	became	the	sworn	enemies	of	the	Jews	(Ex.	17:8–
16).

Which	Jewish	king	is	referred	to	in	this	prophecy?	Certainly	not	King	Saul,
who	failed	to	exterminate	the	Amalekites	and	died	in	disgrace.	Possibly,	it	may
be	David,	but	certainly	it	points	to	Jesus	Christ,	who	is	“higher	than	the	kings	of
the	earth”	 (Ps.	89:27).	There	 seems	 to	be	a	dual	prophecy	here,	 for	during	 the
reign	 of	 Jesus	Christ	 over	 the	 promised	messianic	 kingdom,	 the	 land	 of	 Israel
will	become	like	the	garden	of	Eden	(Isa.	35).

Balaam	 repeats	 the	 images	 of	 the	 ox	 and	 the	 lion	 (Num.	 24:8–9	 NKJV;	 see

23:22,	 24),	 and	 closes	 his	 oracle	 with	 a	 quotation	 from	 God’s	 covenant	 with
Abraham	(24:9;	Gen.	12:3;	27:29).	Balak	didn’t	like	what	he	said,	especially	the
threat	of	being	cursed	if	he	cursed	Israel.	He	told	the	soothsayer	to	go	home,	and
because	Balaam	didn’t	do	 the	 job	 right,	 he	wouldn’t	be	paid.	Because	Balaam
listened	 to	 the	Lord	 and	 spoke	only	His	Word,	King	Balak	 concluded	 that	 the
Lord	had	robbed	Balaam	of	his	reward!

Balaam	 agreed	 to	 return	 home,	 but	 not	 until	 he	 had	 delivered	 his	 fourth
oracle.	 However,	 Balaam	 remained	 with	 Balak	 long	 enough	 to	 engineer	 the
seductive	feast	that	led	to	the	defilement	and	defeat	of	Israel.	He	couldn’t	curse



Israel	but	he	could	tempt	them	into	compromise.
The	 fourth	 oracle	 (vv.	 15–19).	 The	 preface	 is	 similar	 to	 that	 of	 the	 third

oracle	(Num.	24:3–4),	emphasizing	that	what	Balaam	saw	and	heard	came	from
the	Lord.	It	was	so	overwhelming	that	it	left	the	prophet	prostrate	on	the	ground.
You	would	think	that	such	a	remarkable	experience	with	the	living	God	would
have	brought	Balaam	to	the	place	of	submission	and	faith,	but	it	did	not.	It	only
shows	how	close	an	unbeliever	can	come	to	the	knowledge	of	the	Lord	and	still
reject	the	truth	(Matt.	7:15–23).1

The	 vision	 is	 brief	 and	 to	 the	 point;	 it	 focuses	 on	 the	 coming	Messiah	 of
Israel	 and	His	 conquests	 “in	 the	 latter	 days”	 (Num.	24:14).	The	 images	of	 the
star	and	scepter	speak	of	Messiah’s	kingship	and	reign	(Gen.	49:10;	Rev.	22:16),
and	 “out	 of	 Jacob	 shall	 come	he	who	 shall	 have	 dominion”	 certainly	 refers	 to
Messiah	(Num.	24:19;	Ps.	72:8;	Zech.	9:10;	Rev.	1:6).	While	a	part	of	this	vision
may	have	been	fulfilled	in	a	lesser	way	in	the	conquests	of	David,	Jesus	the	Son
of	David	will	 fulfill	 them	completely	when	He	returns	 to	conquer	His	enemies
and	establish	His	kingdom	on	the	earth	(Rev.	19:11—20:6).

Three	concluding	oracles	(vv.	20–25).	But	the	soothsayer	wasn’t	finished.
As	 he	 stood	 on	 the	 top	 of	 Peor,	 he	 had	 visions	 concerning	 other	 nations	 and
predicted	their	destiny.	Amalek	(Num.	24:20)	was	the	first	nation	to	attack	Israel
after	their	exodus	from	Egypt	(Ex.	17:8–16),	but	they	would	be	finally	defeated
and	wiped	out	by	David	(1	Sam.	27:8–9;	2	Sam.	8:11–12).	The	Kenites	(Num.
24:21–22)	were	a	nomadic	people	who	lived	among	the	Midianites.2	They	lived
in	 the	 mountainous	 regions,	 but	 their	 “nest”	 wouldn’t	 protect	 them	 from	 the
invading	 Assyrians	 (Asshur),	 who	 would	 take	 them	 captive.	 The	 fate	 of	 the
nations	 is	 in	God’s	 hands	 (Acts	 17:24–28),	 and	 no	 nation	 or	 individual	 could
survive	apart	from	His	mercy	(Num.	24:23).

The	predictions	 in	 verse	 24	 are	 difficult	 to	 interpret,	 but	 as	Dr.	Roland	B.
Allen	states,	“[O]ne	nation	will	 rise	and	supplant	another,	only	 to	 face	 its	own
doom.	In	contrast	 there	 is	 the	 implied	ongoing	blessing	on	 the	people	of	 Israel



and	their	sure	promise	of	a	future	deliverer	who	will	have	the	final	victory.”3	It
is	a	remarkable	thing	that	God	gave	this	vision	to	a	covetous	Gentile	soothsayer
instead	of	 to	 a	dedicated	 Jewish	prophet.	But	He	 is	 sovereign	 in	 all	His	ways,
and	His	ways	are	higher	than	our	ways	(Isa.	55:8–11).

BALAAM	AND	GOD’S	PEOPLE	(25:1–18)	“Then	Balaam	got	up	and
returned	home”	(Num.	24:25	NIV)	shouldn’t	be	interpreted	to
mean	that	he	returned	immediately	to	Pethor,	because	Balaam
was	among	those	killed	when	Israel	slaughtered	the	Midianites
(31:8).	“Home”	probably	means	the	place	where	Balaam	was
staying	while	visiting	Balak.

The	sin	of	Israel	(vv.	1–5).	Balaam	wasn’t	able	to	curse	Israel,	but	he	knew
how	to	defile	them	and	seduce	them	into	sin	so	great	that	Jehovah	would	judge
them.	 Balaam	 suggested	 to	 Balak	 (Num.	 31:16)	 that	 the	Moabites	 (25:1)	 and
Midianites	(v.	6)	convene	a	religious	feast	to	honor	Baal,	and	that	they	invite	the
Jews	 to	 attend.	 The	 feast,	 of	 course,	 would	 involve	 idolatry	 and	 abominable
immorality	and	would	be	a	flagrant	violation	of	Israel’s	covenant	with	the	Lord.
But	 Moab	 was	 related	 to	 Israel	 through	 Abraham’s	 nephew	 Lot,	 and	 the
Midianites	 were	 the	 allies	 of	 Moab,	 so	 there	 was	 no	 reason	 why	 the	 Jews
shouldn’t	 be	 “neighborly.”	 What	 Balaam	 couldn’t	 do	 by	 appealing	 to	 the
demons,	 he	 accomplished	 by	 appealing	 to	 the	 flesh	 and	 inviting	 the	 Jews	 to
“enjoy	themselves”	at	Baal	Peor.

This	 is	 the	 first	 recorded	occasion	 in	Scripture	of	 Israel	worshipping	Baal,
but	it	certainly	isn’t	the	last.	Baal	was	the	chief	of	the	Canaanite	gods	and	was
especially	responsible	for	rain	and	fertility.	Until	 they	went	off	to	Babylon,	the
Israelites	were	 an	 agricultural	 people,	 and	whenever	 there	was	 a	drought,	 they
often	turned	to	Baal	for	help	instead	of	to	the	Lord.	The	Canaanite	fertility	rites
involved	 both	male	 and	 female	 temple	 prostitutes	 and	 encouraged	 all	 kinds	 of



sexual	 immorality.	 Both	 the	 idolatry	 and	 the	 immorality	 were	 forbidden	 by
God’s	law	(Ex.	20:1–5,	14).

You	would	expect	the	Jews	to	remember	the	nation’s	awesome	experience	at
Sinai	 when	 they	 entered	 into	 their	 covenant	 relationship	 with	 the	 Lord.	 They
would	also	be	expected	to	recall	the	nation’s	idolatry	at	Sinai	when	Aaron	made
the	 golden	 calf	 and	God	 judged	 the	 nation	 (Ex.	 32).	 That	 event	 also	 involved
both	 idolatry	 and	 immorality.	 Israel	 was	 a	 special	 people,	 God’s	 “nation	 of
priests,”	 and	 they	 had	 no	 business	 mixing	 with	 the	 pagan	 Moabites	 and
Midianites	and	worshipping	their	false	gods.

The	Lord	sent	a	plague	that	began	to	kill	 the	people,	so	Moses	moved	into
action.	Following	God’s	orders,	he	commanded	 the	 judges	 in	each	 tribe	 to	kill
the	people	who	had	led	Israel	into	this	terrible	sin,	and	to	expose	their	bodies	as
a	warning	 to	 the	 rest	of	 the	people.	But	one	 special	 act	of	 judgment	helped	 to
bring	the	plague	to	an	end	and	save	the	rest	of	the	nation.

The	courage	of	Phinehas	(vv.	6–15).	Zimri,	a	leader	in	the	tribe	of	Simeon
(Num.	 25:14),	 not	 only	 attended	 the	 idolatrous	 feast	 but	 brought	 a	 Midianite
woman	named	Cozbi	(v.	15)	back	to	the	camp	of	Israel	and	openly	took	her	into
his	 tent	 right	 before	 the	 eyes	 of	 Moses	 and	 the	 weeping	 Israelites	 at	 the
tabernacle	 door.4	 This	was	 a	 brazen,	 high-handed	 sin	 for	which	 there	was	 no
forgiveness.	Zimri	was	a	prince	in	Israel	and	Cozbi	was	the	daughter	of	a	prince,
so	perhaps	they	thought	their	social	status	gave	them	the	privilege	of	sinning.

Aaron’s	 grandson	 Phinehas	 left	 the	 prayer	 meeting	 and	 went	 after	 the
couple,	killing	both	of	them	in	the	tent	with	one	thrust	of	his	spear.	This	stopped
the	plague,	but	not	before	24,000	people	had	died	(Deut.	4:3–4).5	Like	Abraham
when	he	offered	up	Isaac	 (Gen.	22;	James	2:21–24),	Phinehas	proved	his	 faith
by	his	works,	 and	 it	was	“accounted	 to	him	 for	 righteousness”	 (Ps.	106:28–31
NKJV).

Because	of	his	zeal	for	the	honor	of	the	Lord,	Phinehas	was	given	the	special



reward	of	a	 lasting	priesthood	 for	himself	and	his	descendants.	Phinehas	knew
nothing	about	this	reward	before	he	acted,	so	his	motive	wasn’t	selfish.	He	was
motivated	 by	 his	 zeal	 for	 the	 honor	 of	 God	 and	 the	 authority	 of	 His	 law.
Phinehas	went	with	Moses	when	Israel	attacked	the	Midianites	(Num.	31:5–6),
so	he	wasn’t	afraid	of	a	battle.	He	also	was	in	charge	of	 the	gatekeepers	at	 the
tabernacle	and	had	the	presence	of	the	Lord	with	him	in	his	ministry	(1	Chron.
9:20).	Guarding	God’s	sanctuary	was	a	very	responsible	task,	but	Phinehas	had
the	conviction	and	courage	to	do	it	well.

The	 judgment	 of	Midian	 (vv.	 16–18).	 God	 declared	 that	 the	 Midianites
were	to	be	considered	the	enemies	of	Israel	and	had	to	be	killed.	The	account	of
Moses’	 fulfilling	 this	 order	 is	 in	 Numbers	 31:1–24.	 As	 we’ve	 already	 noted,
Balaam,	the	man	who	masterminded	the	feast,	was	killed	at	the	same	time.

Those	 who	 criticize	 the	 Lord	 and	 Scripture	 because	 of	 these	 national
massacres	fail	to	understand	that	God	had	been	patient	with	these	wicked	nations
for	centuries	(Gen.	15:16)	and	had	given	them	ample	opportunity	to	repent.	He
had	 revealed	 Himself	 to	 them	 in	 nature	 (Rom.	 1:18ff.;	 Ps.	 19),	 and	 they	 had
heard	 of	 the	 Lord’s	 judgments	 against	 Egypt	 (Josh.	 2:8–14).	 Their	 religious
practices	 were	 abominably	 filthy,	 and	 the	 only	 way	 God	 could	 remove	 this
cancer	was	 to	wipe	 out	 the	 entire	 civilization.	 Israel	 had	 an	 important	 task	 to
perform	 for	 the	 Lord,	 and	 the	 presence	 of	 those	 wicked	 nations	 was	 only	 a
temptation	to	the	Jews	to	sin.

BALAAM	AND	TODAY’S	CHURCH

As	God’s	people	today,	we	must	not	think	that	the	Old	Testament	narratives	are
past	 history	 and	 simply	 interesting	 stories	 for	 us	 to	 read.	 Until	 the	 New
Testament	was	written,	 the	only	Scripture	 the	 first-century	church	had	was	 the
Old	 Testament,	 and	 from	 it	 they	 were	 able	 to	 get	 encouragement	 and
enlightenment.	 These	 events	 in	 Jewish	 history	 serve	 as	 warnings	 to	 us	 not	 to



disobey	the	Lord	(1	Cor.	10:1–13)	as	well	as	encouragements	to	build	our	faith
(Heb.	11)	and	hope	(Rom.	15:4).

Balaam	 is	 mentioned	 by	 three	 different	 New	 Testament	 writers:	 Peter
(2	Peter	2:15–16),	Jude	(v.	11),	and	John	(Rev.	2:14).

(1)	“The	way	of	Balaam”	(2	Peter	2:15–16).	The	second	chapter	of	2	Peter
focuses	on	the	danger	of	false	teachers	secretly	entering	the	church	and	leading
people	astray.	Peter	promises	that	God	will	judge	these	deceivers	(v.	3),	but	he
also	 warns	 the	 believers	 to	 exercise	 spiritual	 discernment	 lest	 they	 be	 taken
captive	by	false	doctrine.	These	false	teachers	are	like	Balaam	in	that	they	knew
the	 right	way	but	 turned	 from	 it,	 they	were	covetous,	 and	 they	 led	people	 into
immorality	 (v.	 14).	 In	 fact,	 as	 you	 read	 the	 chapter,	 you	 will	 see	 the
characteristics	of	Balaam	exposed.

The	“way	of	Balaam”	is	Balaam’s	lifestyle	as	a	soothsayer	and	false	prophet.
His	motive	was	to	make	money	and	he	used	his	opportunities,	not	to	serve	God
and	His	people,	but	 to	satisfy	his	craving	 for	wealth.	 In	other	words,	he	was	a
hireling	who	sold	himself	 to	 the	highest	bidder.	He	used	religion	only	 to	make
money	and	to	cover	up	his	sinful	cravings.	He	also	used	religion	to	entice	people
to	sin.

Balaam	knew	that	God	didn’t	want	him	to	go	with	the	delegation	and	serve
King	Balak,	but	he	maneuvered	around	God’s	declared	will	and	went	to	Moab.
The	 British	 minister	 F.	W.	 Robertson	 said,	 “He	 went	 to	 God	 to	 get	 his	 duty
altered,	not	to	learn	what	his	duty	was.”6	No	matter	what	he	said	with	his	lips,
Balaam	had	a	hidden	agenda	that	really	wasn’t	hidden	from	God	at	all.	 If	God
isn’t	 allowed	 to	 rule	 in	 a	 person’s	 life,	 He	 overrules	 and	 accomplishes	 His
purposes	just	the	same,	but	the	disobedient	servant	is	the	loser.

God	used	a	“dumb	animal”	 to	 rebuke	Balaam	and	 to	 try	 to	get	him	on	 the
right	track,	but	Balaam’s	heart	never	changed.	The	sight	of	the	angel	of	the	Lord
may	have	 frightened	him,	but	 it	didn’t	bring	him	 to	 surrender	and	 faith.	Balak
had	promised	him	great	wealth	and	he	was	going	to	get	it	one	way	or	another.



When	are	we	walking	in	“the	way	of	Balaam”?	When	we	deliberately	rebel
against	 the	 revealed	 will	 of	 God	 and	 try	 to	 change	 it.	When	 we	 have	 selfish
motives	and	ask,	“What	will	I	get	out	of	it?”	When	we	cause	other	people	to	sin
so	we	 can	 profit	 from	 it.	 Paul	may	 have	 had	Balaam	 in	mind	when	 he	wrote
1	Timothy	6:9–10,	words	that	need	to	be	taken	seriously	today.	“Religion”	is	big
business	and	it’s	easy	for	preachers,	musicians,	executives,	writers,	and	others	in
Christian	 service	 to	 become	more	 concerned	 with	 money	 and	 reputation	 than
with	spiritual	values	and	Christian	character.

(2)	“The	error	of	Balaam”	(Jude	11).	Like	Peter,	Jude	wrote	to	warn	the
church	 about	 false	 teachers	 (vv.	 3–4).	 In	 fact,	 Jude’s	 letter	 is	 an	 echo	of	what
Peter	wrote	in	2	Peter	2,	so	the	Lord	has	given	us	a	double	warning.	This	shows
us	how	 serious	 the	danger	 is	 and	how	great	 is	 our	 responsibility	 to	 detect	 and
defeat	 these	 insidious	 false	 teachers.	 Unfortunately,	 many	 professed	 believers
care	little	about	Bible	doctrine	and	easily	fall	prey	to	heretical	influences.	It’s	a
known	 fact	 that	many	members	of	 false	cults	were	once	members	of	orthodox
churches.	 Cultists	 don’t	 try	 to	 win	 lost	 souls,	 because	 they	 have	 no	 salvation
message	 for	 the	 lost.	 Instead,	 they	 capture	 new	 converts	 and	 bring	 them	 into
bondage	(vv.	18–19).

Balaam’s	 error	 was	 not	 only	 thinking	 that	 he	 could	 disobey	 God	 and	 get
away	with	 it,	 but	 also	 in	 thinking	 that	 those	he	 enticed	 to	 sin	would	get	 away
with	 it.	The	 false	 teachers	 in	 the	days	of	Peter	 and	 Jude	preyed	upon	 ignorant
people	and	tried	to	lead	them	into	sin	(vv.	10,	13,	18;	Jude	4,	8,	18–19),	all	the
time	covering	everything	over	with	a	cloak	of	“religion.”	 If	 the	greatest	evil	 is
the	 corruption	 of	 the	 highest	 good,	 then	 these	 false	 teachers	 were	 indeed	 the
greatest	of	sinners,	for	they	used	the	Christian	faith	as	a	cloak	for	their	wicked
deeds.

Of	course,	reward	was	the	motivation	behind	what	they	did	(v.	11),	and	this
could	 mean	 a	 number	 of	 things:	 money,	 power	 over	 people,	 popularity,	 and
personal	 sensual	pleasure.	 Judas	 Iscariot	 used	ministry	 for	personal	gain	 (John



12:6)	but	ended	up	a	suicide.
(3)	 “The	 doctrine	 of	 Balaam”	 (Rev.	 2:14).	 This	 is	 the	 doctrine	 Balaam

followed	when	he	enticed	Israel	 to	attend	 the	 idolatrous	 feast	at	Baal	Peor	and
commit	immorality	with	the	Midianites	(Num.	25).	The	world	would	express	it,
“When	in	Rome,	do	as	the	Romans	do.	Don’t	be	a	‘holier	than	thou’	isolationist.
Be	a	good	neighbor	and	a	good	sport.	After	all,	you	live	in	a	pluralistic	society,
so	learn	to	respect	the	way	other	people	believe	and	live.”	But	from	God’s	point
of	view,	what	Israel	did	was	compromise	and	a	violation	of	their	covenant	made
at	Sinai.

The	 problem	 at	 Pergamos	 was	 that	 the	 false	 teachers	 had	 gotten	 into	 the
church	and	were	enticing	people	to	attend	the	feasts	at	the	idol	temples.7	As	at
Baal	Peor,	their	sin	was	a	combination	of	idolatry	and	immorality,	but	the	false
teachers	didn’t	present	it	that	way.	They	taught	that	God’s	grace	gave	His	people
the	 freedom	 to	 sin,	 but	 Jude	 called	 it	 “turning	 the	 grace	 of	 God	 into
lasciviousness”	(Jude	4;	and	see	Rom.	6:1ff.).

The	Jews	were	God’s	chosen	people,	set	apart	from	the	rest	of	the	nations	to
serve	and	glorify	Him.	They	were	not	to	worship	the	gods	of	their	neighbors	or
share	in	their	pagan	festivities.	When	they	entered	the	Promised	Land,	they	were
to	tear	down	the	pagan	temples	and	altars	and	destroy	the	idols	(Deut.	7;	Josh.
23),	lest	Israel	be	tempted	to	turn	from	the	true	and	living	God	and	start	imitating
the	 heathen	 neighbors.	 Unfortunately,	 that’s	 exactly	 what	 happened	 after	 the
death	of	Joshua	(Judg.	2:10–3:7).

The	 doctrine	 of	Balaam	 is	 the	 lie	 that	 it’s	 permissible	 for	 saved	 people	 to
live	 like	unsaved	people,	 that	God’s	grace	gives	us	 the	 right	 to	disobey	God’s
law.	Throughout	the	Old	Testament,	Israel’s	compromise	with	idolatry	is	called
“adultery”	and	“playing	the	harlot,”	for	the	nation	was	“married”	to	Jehovah	at
Sinai.	 (See	 Jer.	 2:19–20;	 3:1–11;	 Ezek.	 16;	 23;	 and	 Hos.	 1–2.)	 This	 same
marriage	image	is	applied	to	Christ	and	the	church	in	the	New	Testament	(2	Cor.
11:1–4;	Eph.	5:22–33;	Rev.	19:6–9).	The	believer	compromising	with	sin	is	like



the	husband	or	wife	committing	adultery.
Any	 teaching	 that	 makes	 it	 easy	 and	 permissible	 to	 sin	 is	 false	 doctrine,

because	the	Word	of	God	was	given	to	us	to	enable	us	to	live	holy	lives	(1	Tim.
6:3–4;	Titus	1:1).	Paul	emphasized	the	need	in	the	church	for	“sound	doctrine,”
which	means	“healthy	doctrine”	(1	Tim.	1:10;	2	Tim.	4:3;	Titus	1:9;	2:1).8	False
doctrine	he	compared	to	a	cancerous	growth	(2	Tim.	2:17	NKJV).

When	Israel	killed	Balaam	centuries	ago,	they	couldn’t	kill	the	lies	he	turned
loose	 in	 the	world,	 lies	 that	 still	 influenced	 the	 Jews	 after	 they	had	 conquered
Canaan	(Josh.	22:15–18).	These	lies	influence	individual	believers	and	churches
today,	and	the	cancer	of	compromise	weakens	our	witness	and	saps	our	spiritual
strength	(2	Cor.	6:14—7:1).

We	must	heed	the	warning	of	F.	W.	Robertson:	“Brethren,	beware.	See	how
a	man	may	be	going	on	uttering	fine	words,	orthodox	truths,	and	yet	be	rotten	at
the	heart.”9

“Keep	your	heart	with	 all	 diligence,	 for	 out	 of	 it	 spring	 the	 issues	of	 life”
(Prov.	4:23	NKJV).

QUESTIONS	FOR	PERSONAL	REFLECTION	OR
GROUP	DISCUSSION

1.	What	is	one	thing	God	has	given	you	that	moves	you	toward	contentment?

2.	Balaam’s	third	oracle	(Num.	23:27—24:14)	emphasizes	the	contentment	of
God’s	people	in	their	own	land.	What	reasons	did	they	have	for



contentment?

3.	How	could	Balaam	have	such	a	powerful	experience	of	the	Lord	and	still	not
have	saving	faith?	What	can	we	learn	from	this?

4.	What	comfort	can	a	believer	draw	from	24:23	(NLT),	“Alas,	who	can	survive

when	God	does	this”?

5.	God	did	not	allow	Balaam	to	curse	Israel.	But	after	Balaam	blessed	the
people,	what	did	he	do	(25:1–3;	31:16)?	What	did	Balaam	appeal	to	in	the
Israelites	to	get	them	to	stumble?

6.	What	did	the	Israelites	look	to	Baal	for?	Why	should	they	have	known	better?

7.	In	2	Peter	2,	how	are	dangerous	false	teachers	compared	to	Balaam?

8.	How	can	God	work	out	His	plan	when	people	reject	God’s	rule	over	their
lives?

9.	When	are	we	walking	in	the	“way	of	Balaam”?	What	was	Balaam’s	tragic
error?



10.	What	were	the	sins	of	the	Israelites	at	Baal	Peor?	How	could	they	rationalize
this	“doctrine	of	Balaam”?

11.	How	can	we	be	careful	to	avoid	being	religious	and	yet	“rotten	at	the	heart”?



Chapter	Eleven

A	New	
Beginning

(Numbers	26—29;	36)

The	 transition	 between	 chapters	 25	 and	 26	 reminds	 us	 of	 the	 transition	 from
chapter	14	to	chapter	15,	for	in	both	of	them	the	Lord	moved	from	judgment	to
mercy,	from	punishment	to	promise.	At	Kadesh-Barnea	and	at	Baal	Peor,	Israel
had	sinned	greatly	and	God	chastened	 them,	but	 in	His	grace	He	 forgave	 their
disobedience	and	gave	them	a	new	start.	Ezra	the	scribe	expressed	this	truth	in
his	prayer	of	confession	when	he	said,	“You	our	God	have	punished	us	less	than
our	iniquities	deserve”	(Ezra	9:13	NKJV);	David	felt	the	same	way	when	he	wrote,

“He	does	not	treat	us	as	our	sins	deserve	or	repay	us	according	to	our	iniquities”
(Ps.	103:10	NIV).

As	 Israel	 lingered	 in	 the	 plains	 of	 Moab,	 Moses	 fulfilled	 four	 important
responsibilities	to	prepare	Israel	for	what	lay	ahead.

1.	NUMBERING	THE	SOLDIERS	(26:1–51)
By	the	time	Israel	had	entered	the	Zared	valley	(Num.	21:12),	the	old	generation
had	died	off	(Deut.	2:14–15),	except	for	Moses,	Caleb,	and	Joshua	(Num.	26:63–
65),	 and	 very	 soon,	 Moses	 would	 die.	 Israel	 was	 making	 a	 new	 beginning,



thanks	to	the	faithfulness	and	mercy	of	God.	It	was	time	to	take	a	census	of	the
new	generation	and	start	looking	toward	the	future.

Moses	had	two	purposes	in	mind	when	he	took	the	second	census.1	As	with
the	first	census	(1:1–46),	Moses	needed	to	know	how	many	men	were	available,
twenty	years	and	older,	who	could	serve	in	the	army.	The	second	purpose	for	the
census	was	to	get	an	idea	of	how	much	land	each	tribe	would	need	when	Israel
settled	 down	 in	 Canaan	 and	 claimed	 their	 inheritance	 (26:52–56).	 Assigning
each	 tribe	 its	 inheritance	would	 be	 the	 task	 of	 Joshua,	Eleazar	 the	 high	priest,
and	ten	leaders	representing	the	tribes	that	were	settling	west	of	the	Jordan	River
(34:16–29).

The	first	census	had	revealed	a	total	of	603,550	available	soldiers	(1:45–46),
while	 the	 second	 census	 totaled	 601,730	 (26:51),	 a	 slight	 decrease.	When	 you
consider	that	every	man	who	had	died	during	the	previous	thirty-eight	years	had
now	been	replaced,	except	for	only	1,820	men,	this	total	is	quite	remarkable.	Just
as	God	had	multiplied	His	people	during	 their	years	of	suffering	 in	Egypt	(Ex.
1:7,	 12),	 so	 He	 made	 them	 fruitful	 during	 their	 years	 of	 traveling	 in	 the
wilderness.	 The	 Lord	 was	 faithful	 to	 keep	 His	 covenant	 promise	 (Gen.	 12:2;
15:5;	22:17).

The	available	soldiers	dropped	in	number	in	the	tribes	of	Gad,	Simeon,	and
Reuben,	 with	 the	 tribe	 of	 Simeon	 showing	 the	 biggest	 drop,	 from	 59,300	 to
22,2000.	These	three	tribes	camped	together	on	the	south	side	of	the	tabernacle
and	 may	 have	 been	 a	 bad	 influence	 on	 one	 another.	 Dathan	 and	 Abiram
belonged	to	the	tribe	of	Reuben	and	were	part	of	Korah’s	rebellion,	during	which
nearly	 15,000	 people	 died	 (Num.	 26:9–11;	 16:35,	 49).	 Perhaps	 many	 of	 the
rebels	came	from	that	tribe.	Also,	Zimri,	who	arrogantly	sinned	in	the	matter	of
Baal	Peor	(25:6–15),	was	a	prince	in	the	tribe	of	Simeon.	His	evil	example	may
have	 influenced	 other	 men	 of	 Simeon	 to	 share	 in	 the	 Midianite	 idolatry	 and
immorality,	for	which	sins	they	too	perished.

Judah,	 Issachar,	 and	 Zebulun,	 who	 encamped	 on	 the	 east	 side	 of	 the



tabernacle,	 all	 showed	 significant	 gains.	 It’s	 strange	 that	 Ephraim	 lost	 8,000
people	while	the	brother	tribe	of	Manasseh	gained	20,000.

God	could	have	 sent	 angels	 to	 clean	up	Canaan	 instantly,	 but	He	chose	 to
work	 through	 human	 beings,	 a	 day	 at	 a	 time.	 God	 is	 certainly	 longsuffering
toward	His	people,	and	we	ought	to	count	it	a	great	privilege	to	know	Him	and
be	able	to	work	with	Him	in	doing	His	work.

2.	PREPARING	FOR	THE	INHERITANCE	(26:52—27:11;	36)
Israel	had	not	yet	crossed	 the	river	and	entered	 the	Promised	Land,	and	yet	by
faith	Moses	was	already	preparing	for	the	tribes	to	claim	their	land.	(The	words
inherit	or	inheritance	are	used	twelve	times	in	this	section.)	Except	for	fulfilling
God’s	 command	 to	wipe	 out	 the	Midianites	 (Num.	 25:16–18;	 31:1–11),	 Israel
would	 have	 no	 more	 battles	 until	 they	 arrived	 at	 Jericho.	 Though	 he	 wasn’t
allowed	 to	 go	 in	 himself,	 Moses	 invested	 the	 closing	 weeks	 of	 his	 life	 in
preparing	the	new	generation	to	enter	Canaan	and	claim	the	land	God	promised
to	give	them.

The	tribal	inheritance	(26:52–56).	Once	the	land	had	been	conquered	and
God	had	given	His	people	rest,	Joshua,	Eleazar,	and	the	ten	tribal	representatives
(Num.	34:16–29)	would	 cast	 lots	 to	 determine	 each	 tribe’s	 portion	of	 the	 land
(Josh.	 14—19).	 Naturally,	 the	 size	 of	 the	 tribe	 would	 help	 to	 establish	 the
amount	of	land	that	would	be	assigned.	According	to	the	record	in	the	book	of
Joshua,	 some	 of	 the	 tribes	 gladly	 accepted	 their	 inheritance	 and	went	 to	work
making	 it	 home,	 some	 complained	 about	 the	 land	 they	were	 given,	 and	 some
went	out	and	conquered	more	 territory.	“According	 to	your	 faith	be	 it	be	done
unto	you”	(Matt.	9:29).2

The	Levitical	inheritance	(26:57–62).	From	the	first	census	to	the	second,
the	 number	 of	 Levites	 increased	 slightly	 from	 22,000	 (Num.	 3:39)	 to	 23,000
(26:62).	 The	 Levites	 were	 not	 given	 their	 own	 territory	 to	 possess	 but	 were



scattered	throughout	the	nation	in	forty-eight	assigned	cities	(35:1–5;	Josh.	21).
There	were	at	least	three	reasons	for	this	procedure.

First,	scattering	 the	Levites	 fulfilled	Jacob’s	deathbed	prophecy	 that	Levi’s
descendants	would	be	distributed	 throughout	 the	 land	 (Gen.	 49:1–7).	Levi	 and
Simeon	had	been	violent	in	their	treatment	of	the	people	of	Shechem	(Gen.	34),
and	Jacob	felt	it	would	be	safer	if	the	sons	of	Levi	were	widely	dispersed.

Second,	 by	 scattering	 throughout	 the	 land,	 the	 Levites	 had	 a	 better
opportunity	to	teach	the	law	to	more	people	and	influence	them	to	be	faithful	to
the	Lord.	Parents	were	obligated	to	teach	their	children	God’s	Word	(Deut.	4:1–
10;	6:6–15),	but	it	was	the	responsibility	of	the	priests	and	Levites	to	teach	the
people	 the	meaning	 of	God’s	 law	 and	 the	 blessing	 of	 obeying	 it	 (Lev.	 10:11;
2	Chron.	15:3;	17:7;	Mal.	2:4–7).

The	 third	 reason	 the	Levites	were	not	 allowed	 to	 inherit	 property	was	 that
God	was	their	inheritance	(Num.	26:62).	They	were	privileged	to	serve	God	by
assisting	the	priests,	and	they	shared	in	 the	sacrifices	and	tithes	 that	 the	people
brought	 to	 the	Lord	 (18:20;	Deut.	 10:9;	 12:12;	 14:27–29;	18:1–2;	 Josh.	 13:14,
33).	The	Levites	were	to	devote	themselves	wholly	to	the	service	of	the	Lord	and
His	 people	 and	 to	 live	 by	 faith,	 receiving	what	 they	 needed	 from	God’s	 hand
through	His	people.

The	 family	 inheritance	 (27:1–11).	 Since	 the	 land	 belonged	 to	 the	 Lord
(Lev.	 25:23–28),	 the	 Jews	 couldn’t	 divide	 it	 or	 dispose	 of	 it	 as	 they	 pleased.
Maintaining	the	inheritance	from	generation	to	generation	was	important	to	each
family	and	to	the	tribes	to	which	the	families	belonged.3

As	 with	 the	 other	 nations	 of	 that	 day,	 Israel	 was	 a	 strongly	 masculine
society,	and	fathers	left	their	property	to	their	sons.	The	eldest	son	received	two-
thirds	 of	 the	 inheritance	 and	 the	 other	 sons	 divided	 the	 remaining	 one-third
(Deut.	 21:15–17).	 If	 a	man	 didn’t	 have	 a	 son,	 he	 left	 his	 estate	 to	 his	 nearest
male	relative,	but	not	to	a	daughter.	When	a	daughter	was	married,	she	received
a	dowry	from	her	father	and	would	no	longer	live	in	the	family	home.	The	dowry



was	her	inheritance.
The	five	daughters	of	Zelophehad,	of	the	tribe	of	Manasseh,	thought	that	this

law	of	inheritance	was	unfair,	and	they	asked	Moses,	Eleazar,	the	tribal	princes,
and	 the	whole	 congregation	 to	 consider	 changing	 it.	Why	 should	 their	 father’s
name	 be	 blotted	 out	 of	 Israel	 because	 of	 something	 over	 which	 he	 had	 no
control?	Should	his	family	be	penalized	because	he	had	no	son?

Being	a	wise	man,	Moses	 took	 the	matter	 to	 the	Lord,	 just	as	he	had	done
with	the	problem	of	the	blasphemer	(Lev.	24:10–16)	and	the	man	who	violated
the	 Sabbath	 (Num.	 15:32–36).	 The	 Lord	 agreed	 with	 the	 five	 women	 and
decreed	that	a	father	who	had	no	son	could	leave	his	estate	to	his	daughter.	If	he
had	 neither	 son	 nor	 daughter,	 he	 could	 pass	 the	 land	 on	 to	 his	 nearest	 male
relative.

The	decision	 to	 allow	daughters	 to	 inherit	 solved	one	 problem	but	 created
another	one,	and	the	leaders	of	the	tribe	of	Manasseh	called	it	to	the	attention	of
Moses	(Num.	36).	If	a	daughter	who	had	inherited	her	father’s	land	married	into
another	tribe,	this	would	take	the	land	away	from	the	original	tribe	and	make	it
part	of	her	husband’s	estate.	At	the	Year	of	Jubilee	(Lev.	25:8–24),	it	could	not
return	to	the	original	family,	and	this	would	rob	a	tribe	of	its	property.

Moses	must	have	taken	the	matter	to	the	Lord,	because	he	replied	“according
to	the	word	of	the	Lord”	(Num.	36:5).	The	solution	was	to	require	daughters	who
had	the	inheritance	to	marry	men	who	belonged	to	their	own	tribes.	This	simple
procedure	would	permit	the	daughters	to	marry	but	would	at	the	same	time	keep
family	property	in	the	original	 tribe.	The	five	sisters	obeyed	the	edict	and	each
one	married	a	cousin.

Regulations	like	this	are	unnecessary	in	today’s	society,	but	they	were	very
important	to	God’s	ancient	people.	God	owned	the	land	and	allowed	His	people
to	use	it	as	long	as	they	obeyed	Him.	When	the	Jews	turned	to	idols	and	polluted
the	 land,	 God	 allowed	 other	 nations	 to	 invade	 and	 steal	 the	 produce	 (see	 the
book	of	Judges).	When	Israel’s	sins	became	so	heinous	that	God	could	endure	it



no	longer,	He	took	the	Jews	off	the	land	and	exiled	them	to	Babylon.	There	they
learned	to	appreciate	what	the	Lord	had	given	to	them.

To	 the	 Jews	 in	Canaan,	 possessing	 land	was	 the	 foundation	 for	 building	 a
family,	earning	an	 income,	and	having	security	and	 the	necessities	of	 life.	The
prophets	 frequently	 denounced	 wealthy	 people	 who	 amassed	 great	 estates	 by
stealing	land	from	the	poor	(Isa.	5:8–10;	Mic.	2:1–3;	Hab.	2:9–12).	The	ideal	life
for	an	Old	Testament	Jew	was	to	own	his	own	land	and	be	able	to	sit	under	his
own	fig	tree	and	enjoy	his	family	and	the	fruit	of	his	labor	(1	Kings	4:25;	Mic.
4:4).

3.	DEDICATING	A	NEW	LEADER	(27:12–23)
Though	still	physically	strong,	Moses	was	now	120	years	old	(Deut.	31:2;	34:7),
and	the	time	had	come	for	him	to	move	off	the	scene.	He	had	led	the	people	of
Israel	 faithfully	 for	 forty	years	 (Acts	7:23,	30;	Ex.	7:7),	bearing	 their	burdens,
sharing	 their	 victories,	 and	 teaching	 them	 God’s	 laws.	 God	 and	 Moses
communed	 with	 each	 other	 as	 friend	 with	 friend,	 and	 the	 Lord	 didn’t	 hide
anything	from	His	servant.

Moses	 and	 the	 land	 (vv.	 12–14).	 Because	 Moses	 and	 Aaron	 had	 not
honored	the	Lord	at	Meribah,	they	weren’t	permitted	to	enter	the	Promised	Land
with	 the	 new	 generation	 (Num.	 20:2–13).	 Moses	 repeatedly	 asked	 God	 for
permission	to	enter	the	land	(Deut.	3:23–29),4	but	the	Lord	refused	to	relent.	Not
only	must	Moses	be	disciplined	because	of	his	pride	and	anger	at	Meribah,	but
he	must	not	mar	 the	 type	 that	would	be	expounded	 in	 the	book	of	Hebrews.	 It
isn’t	 the	 law	 (Moses)	 that	 gives	 us	 our	 spiritual	 inheritance	but	 Jesus	 (Joshua;
Heb.	4:8;	and	context).5

After	 Moses	 delivered	 the	 messages	 recorded	 in	 Deuteronomy,	 he	 was
permitted	 to	 ascend	Mount	Nebo	 (Pisgah)	 in	 the	Abarim	mountain	 range,	 and
view	the	land	that	Israel	would	inherit	(Deut.	32:48–52;	34:1–4).	Centuries	later,



Moses	 and	Elijah	would	 stand	 in	glory	on	 the	Mount	of	Transfiguration	when
they	talked	with	Jesus	about	His	impending	death	on	the	cross	(Matt.	17:1–8),	so
he	did	finally	make	it	to	the	Promised	Land.

Moses	 and	 Joshua	 (vv.	 15–23).	 Many	 times	 during	 his	 long	 ministry,
Moses	had	proved	himself	a	true	leader	by	being	more	concerned	for	the	people
than	 for	 himself.	 Twice	God	 had	 offered	 to	 destroy	 the	 Jews	 and	 start	 a	 new
nation	with	Moses,	but	Moses	had	refused	(Num.	14:11–19;	Ex.	32:7–14),	and
often	he	had	interceded	for	the	people	when	God’s	judgment	was	about	to	fall.
He	 had	 been	 misunderstood,	 criticized,	 and	 nearly	 stoned,	 but	 he	 remained	 a
faithful	shepherd	to	his	people.

Though	he	was	about	to	die,	Moses	didn’t	think	about	himself	but	about	the
future	of	the	nation.	His	great	concern	was	that	God	provide	a	spiritual	leader	for
the	people,	for	 they	were	sheep	(Num.	27:17;	see	Ps.	74:1;	79:13;	95:7;	100:3;
2	 Sam.	 24:17),	 and	 sheep	must	 have	 a	 shepherd	 (1	 Kings	 22:17;	 Zech.	 10:2;
Matt.	9:36;	Mark	6:34).

It	 was	 certainly	 no	 surprise	 that	 Joshua	 was	 the	 man	 God	 chose	 to	 take
Moses’	 place,	 for	 Joshua	 had	worked	 closely	with	Moses	 since	 the	 nation	 left
Egypt.	He	led	the	Jewish	army	in	defeating	the	Amalekites	(Ex.	17:8–16),	and	he
ministered	as	Moses’	servant	 (24:13;	33:11;	Num.	11:28),	even	going	up	Sinai
with	Moses	when	God	gave	the	law	(Ex.	32:17).	As	one	of	the	twelve	spies,	he
joined	with	Caleb	in	encouraging	the	people	to	enter	the	land	(Num.	14:6–9).	He
was	 filled	with	 the	 Spirit	 (27:18;	 Deut.	 34:9)	 and	 had	 been	 disciplined	 in	 the
rigors	 of	 Egyptian	 slavery	 and	 the	wilderness	march.	 In	 every	way,	 he	was	 a
perfect	successor	to	Moses.

Moses	 had	 received	 his	 call	 and	 commission	 in	 the	 loneliness	 of	 the
Midianite	wilderness	(Ex.	3),	but	Joshua	was	commissioned	publicly	by	Moses
and	Eleazar	the	high	priest.	Moses	laid	his	hand	on	his	successor	and	bestowed
on	him	the	authority	God	had	given	him,	and	Eleazar	would	use	 the	Urim	and
Thummin	 to	help	 Joshua	determine	 the	will	 of	God	 (28:30).	 In	 the	weeks	 that



followed,	Moses	gradually	gave	more	responsibility	to	Joshua	so	that	the	people
learned	 to	 respect	 him	and	obey	him	as	God’s	 chosen	 leader.6	Part	 of	Moses’
commissioning	speech	 is	 found	 in	Deuteronomy	31:1–8,	and	God	gave	Joshua
further	encouragement	in	Joshua	1:1–9.

During	 his	 years	 of	 service	 with	 Moses,	 Joshua	 learned	 some	 valuable
principles	of	spiritual	life	and	service,	principles	that	still	apply	today.	When	you
read	the	book	of	Joshua,	you	see	that	he	was	concerned	for	the	glory	of	God	and
the	welfare	of	the	people,	and	that	he	was	careful	to	obey	the	orders	God	gave
him.	The	 two	 times	 Joshua	 didn’t	 seek	God’s	will,	 he	 brought	 the	 nation	 into
shameful	 defeat	 (Josh.	 7	 and	 9),	 but	 to	 his	 credit,	 he	 trusted	God	 to	make	 his
mistakes	work	out	successfully	in	the	end.

Under	 Joshua’s	 leadership,	 the	nation	worked	 together	 to	 defeat	 the	pagan
nations	 in	 Canaan	 and	 then	 establish	 the	 nation	 of	 Israel.	 Before	 he	 died,	 he
called	the	leaders	and	the	people	together	and	led	them	in	dedicating	themselves
and	their	families	to	the	Lord,	affirming	to	them,	“As	for	me	and	my	house,	we
will	serve	the	LORD”	(24:15).

One	of	 the	responsibilities	of	Christian	leaders	 today	is	 to	see	to	it	 that	 the
next	generation	is	equipped	to	carry	on	the	work	(2	Tim.	2:2).	Each	local	church
is	 just	 one	 generation	 short	 of	 extinction,	 and	 unless	 we	 teach	 and	 train	 new
leaders,	we	jeopardize	the	future	of	our	homes,	churches,	and	nation.

4.	FOCUSING	ON	WORSHIP	(28:1—29:40)
From	 the	 beginning	 of	 their	 national	 life,	 the	 secret	 of	 Israel’s	 success	 was	 a
relationship	 to	 the	 Lord	 characterized	 by	 faith	 and	 obedience.	 The	 Jews	were
God’s	covenant	people,	chosen	by	Him	to	do	His	will	and	ultimately	bring	the
Redeemer	 into	 the	 world.	 Once	 Israel	 was	 settled	 in	 the	 land,	 they	 had	 to	 be
careful	to	follow	these	instructions	carefully,	for	they	worshipped	the	Lord	God
Almighty.	 The	 pagan	 nations	 around	 them	 could	 invent	 their	 own	 forms	 of



worship,	but	 Israel	had	 to	bring	 the	 right	sacrifices	at	 the	 right	 time	and	 in	 the
right	way,	or	the	Lord	could	not	bless	them	(John	4:22).

Some	of	 the	 instructions	given	here	had	already	been	given	at	Sinai,	while
others	were	new.	The	basis	 for	 their	worship	was	 the	 calendar	of	 special	 days
outlined	in	Leviticus	23,	beginning	with	the	weekly	Sabbath	and	ending	with	the
annual	Feast	of	Tabernacles.7	The	phrase	sweet	savour	 in	the	KJV,	used	seven
times	 in	 these	 two	chapters	 (Num.	28:2,	6,	8,	13;	29:2,	6,	8),	 is	 translated	“an
aroma	pleasing	to	me”	in	the	NIV.	Each	of	the	offerings	had	a	different	purpose
to	fulfill,	but	the	ultimate	goal	was	to	please	the	Lord	and	delight	His	heart.	God
seeks	for	true	worshippers	(John	4:23)	and	delights	in	the	worship	of	His	loving
people.

Daily	sacrifices	(28:1–10).	Each	morning	and	each	evening,	the	priests	were
to	offer	a	lamb	as	a	burnt	offering.	The	new	instruction	was	that	on	the	Sabbath
days	they	were	to	offer	two	lambs	each	morning	and	evening.	(See	Ex.	29:38–43
and	 Lev.	 1.)	 The	 burnt	 offering	 typified	 total	 dedication	 to	 the	 Lord,	 and	 we
should	 begin	 and	 end	 each	 day	 by	 giving	 ourselves	 completely	 to	 the	 Lord
(Rom.	12:1–2).	The	Christian	life	is	a	“continual	burnt	offering,”	except	that	we
are	living	sacrifices,	not	dead	ones.

Monthly	 offerings	 (28:11–15).	 This	 was	 a	 new	 instruction	 to	 the	 priests.
The	 Jewish	 people	 followed	 a	 lunar	 calendar	 (Lev.	 23)	 and	 “new	moon”	was
joyfully	celebrated	by	the	nation	as	a	whole	(Num.	10:10;	Ps.	81:1–3)	as	well	as
by	individual	families	(1	Sam.	20:5,	18,	24).	On	the	first	of	every	month,	along
with	 the	 daily	 continual	 burnt	 offering,	 the	 priests	were	 to	 offer	 an	 additional
burnt	offering	composed	of	two	young	bulls,	a	ram,	and	seven	male	lambs	a	year
old,	along	with	the	proper	meal	offerings	and	drink	offerings.	A	male	goat	was
also	sacrificed	as	a	sin	offering.	Israel	was	to	make	a	new	start	each	new	month.

Offerings	 for	 the	 annual	 religious	 events	 (28:16—29:40).	 Five	 different
annual	events	are	named	here,	starting	with	Passover.	Pentecost	was	celebrated
seven	weeks	after	Passover	(pentecost	means	“fiftieth	day”	 in	Greek),	and	was



also	called	“The	Feast	of	Weeks.”	The	seventh	month	of	the	Jewish	year	opened
with	 the	 Feast	 of	 Trumpets	 (Num.	 29:1–6;	 Lev.	 23:23–25),	 signaling	 the
beginning	 of	 the	 Jewish	 civil	 year	 (Rosh	 Hashana).	 On	 the	 tenth	 day	 of	 that
month,	Israel	celebrated	the	Day	of	Atonement	(Num.	29:7–11;	Lev.	16;	23:26–
32).	Five	days	later,	the	Feast	of	Tabernacles	began	and	lasted	for	a	week.	It	was
a	 joyful	 time	 of	 harvest	 celebration	 when	 the	 Jews	 lived	 in	 booths	 to
commemorate	their	time	in	the	wilderness.	For	each	of	these	special	events,	the
priests	were	instructed	to	offer	appropriate	sacrifices.	For	believers	today,	these
special	annual	events	speak	of	Christ	and	what	He	has	done	for	us.

Passover	 (28:16–25;	 Ex.	 12).	 This	 feast	 celebrated	 Israel’s	 exodus	 from
Egypt	and	also	marked	the	beginning	of	the	nation’s	religious	year	(Ex.	12,	and
note	 v.	 2).	 On	 the	 fourteenth	 day	 of	 the	 month,	 the	 head	 of	 each	 household
brought	a	lamb	to	be	slain	and	later	roasted	and	eaten,	but	on	the	fifteenth	day,
the	priests	had	 to	offer	on	 the	altar	 sacrifices	 identical	 to	 those	offered	at	new
moon:	a	burnt	offering	of	two	young	bulls,	one	ram,	and	seven	male	lambs,	plus
a	male	goat	for	a	sin	offering.	Identical	sacrifices	were	repeated	each	day	for	a
week,	during	which	time	the	Jews	celebrated	the	Feast	of	Unleavened	Bread	and
removed	all	traces	of	yeast	from	their	homes.

For	 the	 Christian	 believer,	 Passover	 speaks	 of	 the	 death	 of	 Christ	 on	 the
cross	 for	 the	 sins	 of	 the	 world	 (John	 1:29;	 1	 Cor.	 5:7–8;	 1	 Peter	 1:18–21;
Rev.	5:5–6).	Yeast	is	a	picture	of	sin,	and	God’s	redeemed	people	must	put	sin
out	 of	 their	 lives	 and	 be	 a	 holy	 people	 (1	Cor.	 5:1–8;	Gal.	 5:7–9;	Matt.	 16:6;
Mark	8:15;	Luke	12:1).

Pentecost	(28:26–30;	Lev.	23:15–22).	This	event	was	celebrated	fifty	days
after	Passover,	counting	from	the	Feast	of	Firstfruits,	which	was	the	day	after	the
Sabbath	 following	 Passover.8	 The	 priest	 offered	 sacrifices	 identical	 to	 those
offered	 for	 new	moon	 and	 Passover.	Christians	 celebrate	 Pentecost	 as	 the	 day
when	 the	 promised	 Holy	 Spirit	 came	 and	 baptized	 believers	 into	 the	 body	 of
Christ	and	filled	them	with	power	for	ministry	(Acts	1:1–5;	2:1–4).	Pentecost	is



the	birthday	of	the	church.
The	 Feast	 of	 Trumpets	 (29:1–6;	 Lev.	 23:23–25).	 The	 blowing	 of	 the

trumpets	on	the	first	day	of	the	seventh	month	signaled	the	beginning	of	a	new
civil	year	for	Israel.	On	that	day	the	Jews	were	not	to	work	and	the	priests	were
to	offer	a	burnt	offering	of	one	bull,	one	ram,	and	seven	male	lambs,	as	well	as	a
sin	offering	of	one	male	goat.

According	to	Numbers	10,	the	trumpets	could	be	blown	for	several	reasons:
to	call	the	people	together	(v.	2),	to	sound	an	alarm	(v.	5),	or	to	announce	a	battle
(v.	9).	Today,	 the	Jews	are	a	scattered	people	(Deut.	28;	Lev.	26),	but	one	day
the	trumpet	will	sound	to	call	them	back	to	their	land	and	prepare	them	for	the
return	of	their	Messiah	(Isa.	27:12–13;	Matt.	24:29,	31).	The	trumpet	sound	that
Christians	 are	 awaiting	will	 announce	 the	 return	 of	 the	 Savior	 for	His	 church
(1	Thess.	4:13–18).

The	Day	 of	Atonement	 (29:7–11;	 Lev.	 16;	 23:26–32).	 This	was	 Israel’s
highest	and	holiest	day,	when	the	people	fasted	and	abstained	from	all	work.	The
priest	offered	sacrifices	identical	to	those	offered	on	the	first	day	of	the	month,
but	he	also	by	himself	followed	the	ceremony	outlined	in	Leviticus	16.	This	was
the	only	day	of	the	year	when	the	high	priest	was	permitted	to	go	beyond	the	veil
into	 the	 Holy	 of	 Holies,	 but	 he	 had	 to	 bring	 with	 him	 burning	 incense	 and
sacrificial	blood.	The	ritual	on	the	Day	of	Atonement	pictures	the	work	of	Jesus
Christ	when	He	died	on	the	cross	for	our	sins.

The	Feast	of	Tabernacles	(29:12–39;	Lev.	23:33–43).	This	joyful	harvest
festival	 began	 five	 days	 after	 the	 Day	 of	 Atonement	 and	 lasted	 for	 a	 week.
During	that	week,	the	priests	offered	over	two	hundred	sacrifices,	including	the
daily	burnt	offerings	(two	lambs),	which	were	doubled	on	the	Sabbath.	This	feast
looks	forward	to	the	time	when	God	will	fulfill	 the	kingdom	promises	made	to
Israel	and	the	nation	will	rejoice	in	their	bountiful	beautiful	land.

Believers	 today	 can	 learn	 at	 least	 three	 practical	 lessons	 from	 these
offerings.	 First,	 all	 of	 them	 are	 fulfilled	 in	 Jesus	 Christ	 (Heb.	 10:1–18).	 The



blood	 of	 animals	 can	 never	 take	 away	 sin	 (vv.	 1–4),	 but	 the	 blood	 of	 Christ
cleanses	us	from	all	sin	(1	John	1:7;	Eph.	1:7;	Rev.	1:5).	These	sacrifices	had	to
be	 repeated	 on	 a	 regular	 schedule,	 but	 the	 sacrifice	 of	 Jesus	Christ	 at	Calvary
accomplished	eternal	salvation	once	for	all	(Heb.	9:24–28;	10:11–14).

Second,	 the	 nation	 could	 not	 have	 functioned	 without	 the	 ministry	 of	 the
priests.	They	 represented	 the	people	before	God	and	offered	 the	 sacrifices	 that
He	required.	Today,	Jesus	Christ	is	the	believer’s	high	priest	in	heaven	(4:14–16)
and	 “always	 lives	 to	make	 intercession	 for	 them”	 (7:25	 NKJV).	 His	 sacrifice	 at

Calvary	was	final,	and	now	He	is	our	high	priest,	advocate	(1	John	2:1–3),	and
mediator	in	heaven	(1	Tim.	2:5;	Heb.	8:6;	12:24).

Third,	these	sacrifices	were	very	expensive.	Totally	apart	from	the	sacrifices
that	the	people	brought	in	their	own	personal	worship,	and	the	great	number	of
lambs	 slain	 at	 Passover,	 each	 year	 the	 priests	 offered	 113	 bulls,	 32	 rams,	 and
1,086	lambs!	If	God’s	people	under	 law	could	do	this,	how	much	more	should
we	do	who	have	experienced	the	grace	of	God!

How	 thankful	 we	 should	 be	 that	 the	 ancient	 sacrificial	 system	 has	 been
fulfilled	 in	 Jesus	 Christ,	 and	 that	 we	 have	 the	 privilege	 of	 coming	 into	 the
presence	 of	God	 at	 any	 time	 through	 the	 new	 and	 living	way	 (10:19–25).	 As
priests	of	God,	we	can	bring	to	Him	our	spiritual	sacrifices	(1	Peter	2:5,	9):	our
bodies	 (Rom.	12:1–2),	people	won	 to	Christ	 (15:16),	money	and	material	gifts
(Phil.	4:18),	worship	and	praise	(Heb.	13:15),	good	works	(v.	16),	a	broken	heart
(Ps.	51:17),	and	believing	prayer	(141:1–2).

Let’s	 imitate	 David	 and	 not	 give	 to	 the	 Lord	 that	 which	 costs	 us	 nothing
(2	Sam.	24:24;	see	Mal.	1:6–11).

QUESTIONS	FOR	PERSONAL	REFLECTION	OR



GROUP	DISCUSSION

1.	What	four	important	responsibilities	did	Moses	fulfill	in	preparation	for
Israel’s	conquering	future?

2.	Wiersbe	writes,	“According	to	the	record	in	the	book	of	Joshua,	some	of	the
tribes	gladly	accepted	their	inheritance	and	went	to	work	making	it	home,
some	complained	about	the	land	they	were	given,	and	some	went	out	and
conquered	more	territory.”	What	parallels	can	you	draw	between	this	and
how	believers	might	react	to	situations	God	has	put	them	in?

3.	How	did	Moses	respond	when	approached	by	the	five	daughters	of
Zelophehad	for	an	unprecedented	inheritance	question	(Num.	27:1–11)?
What	does	this	change	of	policy	tell	us	about	God’s	view	of	women?

4.	What	experiences	and	qualities	in	Joshua	made	him	a	great	choice	for	Moses’
successor?

5.	Faith	and	obedience	were	crucial	for	Israel’s	success.	What	is	a	current
circumstance	in	your	life	that	calls	for	both	of	these?

6.	Think	about	the	daily	sacrifice	(28:1–8).	How	can	your	life	be	a	daily	living
sacrifice	to	God?	Give	some	examples.



7.	Numbers	28:26–30	tells	of	the	Feast	of	Weeks,	also	called	Pentecost.	What
happened	at	a	Pentecost	celebration	in	the	New	Testament?	What	difference
does	this	make	for	us?

8.	What	did	the	holy	Day	of	Atonement	picture?	What	did	the	Feast	of
Tabernacles	look	forward	to?

9.	What	three	lessons	can	believers	learn	from	these	accounts	of	offerings?

10.	How	is	Jesus	Christ	our	high	priest?



Notes

CHAPTER	1
1.	Samuel	Eliot	Morison,	The	Oxford	History	of	the	American	People	(New

York:	Oxford	University	Press,	1965),	1030.
2.	The	Jews	also	call	Numbers	bemidbar,	“in	the	wilderness.”
3.	The	phrase	by	their	polls	in	the	KJV	(vv.	2,	18)	means	“by	their	heads,”	that

is,	one	by	one.	The	modern	“poll	tax”	means	“head	tax.”	In	ancient	times,
men	“polled”	their	heads,	i.e.,	thinned	out	their	hair	(2	Sam.	14:26).

4.	Leviticus	10:9	suggests	that	the	two	sons	of	Aaron	may	have	been	intoxicated
when	they	brought	“false	fire”	into	the	sanctuary.	What	they	did	stemmed
from	pride	because	they	were	disobeying	God’s	clear	instructions.	At	the
beginning	of	Israel’s	formal	worship	at	the	tabernacle,	this	divine	judgment
made	it	clear	to	priests	and	people	alike	that	only	what	God	authorized	must
be	practiced	there.	Innovations	were	not	permitted.

5.	When	you	add	the	numbers	recorded	in	3:22,	28,	and	34,	you	get	a	total	of
22,300,	but	the	total	in	verse	39	is	22,000.	What	happened	to	the	other	300
Levites?	Some	Hebrew	texts	of	verse	28	read	8,300	instead	of	8,600,	and
this	would	make	the	difference.	The	Hebrew	language	uses	letters	for
numbers,	and	it	would	be	easy	for	a	copyist	to	make	an	error.

6.	It	seems	odd	that	the	laver	isn’t	mentioned	in	this	list	of	furnishings,	for	surely
it	had	to	be	carried	in	the	wilderness	march.	This	is	only	one	peculiar	thing
about	it.	Another	is	that	no	dimensions	are	given	for	the	laver,	so	we	don’t
know	its	size	or	shape.	The	laver	is	commonly	thought	to	be	circular,	but
there’s	no	Scripture	to	support	this.	The	Hebrew	word	translated	“laver”	in
Exodus	30:18,	etc.,	is	translated	“scaffold”	(“platform,”	NIV)	in	2	Chronicles

6:13,	and	it’s	clear	that	its	shape	was	square.	The	laver	could	have	been	a
square	container,	perhaps	the	same	shape	as	the	altar	of	burnt	offering,	and



they	may	have	been	carried	together.
7.	The	word	translated	“burden”	in	Galatians	6:5	means	“a	soldier’s	pack,”	and

every	soldier	has	to	carry	his	own	pack.	If	my	car	breaks	down,	my	neighbor
can	help	me	by	driving	my	children	to	school,	but	my	neighbor	can’t	assume
my	parental	responsibilities	in	the	home	so	that	I	can	do	as	I	please.	There
are	some	burdens	that	you	have	to	shoulder	and	can’t	hand	to	others.

CHAPTER	2
1.	This	admonition	is	repeated	in	Leviticus	19:2;	20:7,	26;	21:8;	and	1	Peter

1:15–16.
2.	When	you	compare	verses	16,	18–19,	21,	24,	and	26,	you	get	the	impression

that	certain	actions	were	performed	twice,	but	this	isn’t	the	case.	Verse	24
only	states	that	the	priest	will	give	her	the	water,	while	verse	26	says	that	the
woman	drinks	it.	Verse	16	states	the	intent	of	the	husband	to	“stand	before
the	Lord,”	while	verse	18	describes	the	official	action	of	the	priest.	In	verse
19,	the	priest	puts	her	under	oath,	while	in	verse	21	he	announces	the	curses
attached	to	the	oath.

3.	According	to	the	NIV,	the	judgment	for	her	sin	was	that	her	abdomen	would
swell	and	her	thigh	waste	away	(vv.	21,	27).	The	margin	reads	“have	a
miscarrying	womb	and	barrenness,”	both	of	which	would	make	her
childless.	These	judgments	imply	that,	after	the	trial,	the	guilty	wife	and	her
suspicious	husband	continued	normal	marriage	relations;	otherwise,	how
could	she	conceive	and	miscarry	or	demonstrate	that	her	womb	was	barren?

4.	I’m	not	overlooking	the	fact	that	the	husband’s	motive	may	be	very	noble,	i.e.,
removing	sin	from	the	holy	camp	of	Israel.	But	the	woman	wasn’t	stoned
and	the	sinner	removed	from	the	camp.	She	continued	to	live	in	the	camp,
although	bearing	the	pain	of	her	sin.

5.	Matthew	2:23	states	that	our	Lord’s	title	“Nazarene”	was	given	to	Him	in



fulfillment	of	what	the	prophets	wrote,	but	we	can	find	no	such	prophecy	in
the	Old	Testament.	However,	the	prophets	did	announce	that	Messiah	would
be	poor	and	rejected	and	bear	reproach,	and	Nazareth	was	a	city	that	was
despised	and	scorned	by	many.	When	Jesus	was	connected	with	Nazareth,
and	even	took	the	city’s	name	to	the	shameful	cross	(John	19:19),	He	was
bearing	the	reproach	of	sinners	and	identifying	Himself	with	the	despised
and	rejected	of	humankind.

6.	For	the	spiritual	significance	of	the	Jewish	sacrifices	to	believers	today,	see
my	book	on	Leviticus,	Be	Holy,	published	by	Cook.

7.	Nowhere	in	Scripture	is	wine	condemned	simply	because	it	is	wine.	The	Jews
considered	wine	a	gift	and	blessing	from	God	(Ps.	104:13–15;	Judg.	9:13).
However,	the	Bible	clearly	condemns	drunkenness	(Deut.	21:20–21;
Prov.	20:1;	23:20–21,	29–35;	Isa.	5:11,	22;	Hab.	2:15–16;	Luke	21:34;	Rom.
13:13–14;	1	Cor.	5:11;	Eph.	5:18;	1	Peter	4:3–5).

CHAPTER	3
1.	It’s	unfortunate	that	the	phrase	the	priesthood	of	the	believer	has	become	so

popular,	because	it	ought	to	be	“the	priesthood	of	believers.”	It’s	not	only
that	I	am	“a	royal	priest”	but	that	I	belong	to	a	“royal	priesthood.”	The
exercising	of	priestly	duties	and	privileges	is	a	collective	activity	on	the	part
of	the	church.	Nadab	and	Abihu	acted	independently	of	the	other	priests	and
were	slain	because	of	their	pride	(Lev.	10).

2.	For	details	about	the	tabernacle,	see	Exodus	25—31,	and	for	an	exposition	of
the	significance	of	these	furnishings,	see	my	book	Be	Delivered,	published
by	Cook.

3.	The	people	provided	the	materials	out	of	which	the	tabernacle	was	constructed
(Ex.	25:1–8;	35:4—36:7)	and	also	the	oil	for	the	lamps.	It’s	likely	that	they
also	brought	the	flour	that	was	used	to	bake	the	twelve	loaves	of	bread



(Lev.	24:1–9).
4.	It’s	likely	that	the	shaving	and	washing	of	clothes	took	place	after	the	rest	of

the	ceremony	was	completed.	Otherwise	Moses	and	Aaron	would	have	to
delay	the	ceremony	a	long	time	while	22,000	men	had	their	bodies	shaved
and	their	clothes	washed	and	dried,	all	of	which	demanded	privacy.

5.	When	David	organized	the	priests	and	Levites	in	preparation	for	their
enlarged	ministry	in	the	temple,	he	lowered	the	age	of	entering	service	to
twenty	(1	Chron.	23:24,	27),	apparently	at	the	Lord’s	direction	(28:11–19).

6.	Nehemiah	9:20	adds	that	God’s	Spirit	instructed	the	people	through	the	Word
that	God	gave	through	Moses,	and	that	law	covered	most	of	the	matters
related	to	everyday	life.	No	Jew	ever	had	to	seek	God’s	will	as	to	what	he
should	eat,	because	the	law	told	him	what	foods	were	clean	and	unclean.	For
most	of	the	decisions	God’s	people	have	to	make	today,	we	can	turn	to	the
Word	of	God	and	find	precepts,	principles,	and	promises	that	will	guide	us.
In	matters	where	we	are	perplexed,	God	will	guide	us	if	we	sincerely	want
His	will	(John	7:17)	and	seek	His	will	with	all	our	heart.

7.	These	trumpets	must	not	be	confused	with	the	rams’	horn	trumpets	(shophar)
that	were	used	at	Jericho	(Josh.	6:20)	and	at	Gideon’s	battle	against	Midian
(Judg.	7:16–22),	and	that	are	used	today	in	sacred	services	in	Jewish
synagogues.

8.	In	David’s	day,	the	number	of	trumpeters	had	increased	to	seven,	and	they
blew	their	trumpets	before	the	ark	of	God	(1	Chron.	15:24).	When	Solomon
brought	the	ark	into	the	temple,	there	were	120	priests	blowing	trumpets	as
an	act	of	worship	(2	Chron.	5:12).

CHAPTER	4
1.	It	wasn’t	unusual	in	that	time	and	place	for	people	to	have	more	than	one

name.	Some	think	that	Reuel	was	his	given	name	and	Jethro	his	official	title



as	a	priest.	Jethro	means	“excellence.”
2.	Charles	H.	Spurgeon,	The	Metropolitan	Tabernacle,	vol.	7,	161.
3.	Some	Bible	students	feel	that	the	cloud	not	only	led	Israel	but	also	spread	out

over	the	people	each	day,	sheltering	them	from	the	hot	sun	as	they	marched.
The	NIV	translates	verse	34,	“The	cloud	of	the	LORD	was	over	them	by	day

when	they	set	out	from	the	camp.”	See	Psalm	105:39	and	1	Corinthians	10:1.
4.	David	must	have	meditated	on	these	words	of	Moses	because	he	used	some	of

them	in	the	opening	verse	of	Psalm	68.	The	psalm	glorifies	God	for	His
wonderful	work	of	delivering	and	guiding	His	people,	and	by	faith	David
claimed	God’s	help	in	conquering	his	own	enemies.

5.	Often	at	the	beginning	of	a	new	era	in	salvation	history,	God	judged	sin	in	a
dramatic	way	to	warn	His	people.	Other	examples	are	Nadab	and	Abihu
(Lev.	10),	Achan	(Josh.	7),	Uzzah	(2	Sam.	6:1–7),	and	Ananias	and	Sapphira
(Acts	5).

6.	While	the	Hebrew	word	used	in	Exodus	12:38	is	different	from	the	one	in
Numbers	11:4,	the	idea	is	the	same:	people	of	various	races	who	were	not
Jewish	and	therefore	not	children	of	the	covenant.

7.	Some	of	God’s	greatest	leaders	had	their	times	of	discouragement,	including
Joshua	(Josh.	7),	Elijah	(1	Kings	19),	David	(Ps.	42),	Jeremiah	(Jer.	12:1–4;
15:15–18),	and	Paul	(2	Cor.	1:8–11).

8.	Verse	25	doesn’t	suggest	that	Moses	had	“less	of	the	Spirit”	after	this	event
than	before.	The	Holy	Spirit	is	a	person	and	is	spirit,	and	therefore	is	not
divisible.	God	didn’t	divide	up	the	Spirit	among	seventy-one	men.	He	gave
to	the	elders	the	same	Spirit	that	empowered	Moses.

9.	It	took	only	a	brief	time	each	morning	to	gather	enough	manna	to	sustain	them
for	the	day,	but	the	Jews	were	willing	to	spend	two	days	and	a	night	getting
meat	to	satisfy	their	carnal	appetites.	Unspiritual	people	in	churches	spend
time,	money,	and	energy	on	things	that	satisfy	their	own	desires,	but	they



would	never	make	those	sacrifices	just	to	please	God	and	do	His	will.
10.	Miriam	is	one	of	ten	women	in	Scripture	who	were	called	prophetesses:

Deborah	(Judg.	4:4),	Huldah	(2	Kings	22:14),	Noadiah	(Neh.	6:14),	Isaiah’s
wife	(Isa.	8:3),	Anna	(Luke	2:36),	and	the	four	daughters	of	Philip	the
evangelist	(Acts	21:9).

11.	The	International	Standard	Bible	Encyclopedia,	vol.	1,	839	(Grand	Rapids:
W.	B.	Eerdmans,	1979),	s.	v.	“Cush.”	Because	of	this	fact,	Moses’	marriage
has	no	relationship	to	the	question	of	interracial	marriages.

12.	If	Moses	was	a	meek	man,	why	did	he	tell	us?	Isn’t	this	a	sign	of	pride?	The
Hebrew	root	of	the	word	translated	“meek”	is	simply	“to	be	bowed	down.”
Some	translate	it	“burdened,”	referring	to	all	the	troubles	Moses	had	to	carry
(Num.	11:14).	Others	think	that	an	inspired	“editor”	added	this	verse	at	a
later	date,	but	we	have	no	evidence	to	prove	it.	In	his	writings,	Moses	was
honest	enough	to	record	his	sins	and	failures,	and	we	accept	what	he	wrote,
so	why	can’t	we	accept	a	statement	about	his	godly	character?	Paul	wrote	in
a	similar	way	in	2	Corinthians	10:1,	11:5,	and	12:11–12.

CHAPTER	5
1.	The	rabbis	have	noted	ten	times	when	the	nation	or	individuals	in	the	nation

tested	the	Lord:	at	the	Red	Sea	(Ex.	14:10–12);	at	Marah	(15:22–24);	when
the	manna	was	given	(Ex.	16);	when	some	of	the	Jews	stored	up	the	manna
(vv.	19–20);	when	some	of	them	looked	for	manna	on	the	Sabbath	(vv.	27–
30);	when	the	people	cried	for	water	(17:1–7);	when	they	worshipped	the
golden	calf	at	Sinai	(Ex.	32);	when	they	complained	(Num.	11:1–3);	when
they	cried	for	flesh	to	eat	(vv.	4ff.);	and	when	they	rebelled	at	Kadesh-
Barnea.	However,	the	phrase	“ten	times”	in	14:22	may	simply	mean	“many
times.”

2.	The	KJV	uses	the	word	carcasses	to	describe	the	dead	bodies	of	the	Israelites



(Num.	14:29,	32–33,	35),	as	though	they	were	only	animals	being	buried	in
the	wilderness.	But	the	Hebrew	word	simply	means	“dead	bodies.”	When
the	KJV	was	translated,	“carcass”	meant	the	dead	body	of	either	a	human	or
an	animal,	but	since	the	middle	of	the	eighteenth	century,	the	word	has	been
applied	primarily	to	animals.

3.	Some	people	say,	“I	have	sinned,”	and	really	mean	it,	like	Achan	(Josh.	7:20),
David	(2	Sam.	12:13;	Ps.	51:4;	1	Chron.	21:8,	17),	and	the	Prodigal	Son
(Luke	15:18,	21);	others	are	merely	saying	pious	words,	like	Pharaoh	(Ex.
9:27),	Balaam	(Num.	22:34),	King	Saul	(1	Sam.	15:24,	30;	26:21),	Shimei
(2	Sam.	19:20),	and	Judas	(Matt.	27:4).	It	takes	more	than	words	to	exhibit
true	repentance.

4.	It’s	helpful	to	read	Joshua	1—5	and	see	how	God	prepared	the	new	generation
for	entering	the	land	and	confronting	the	enemy.	The	men	were	circumcised
as	the	covenant	was	renewed,	and	the	nation	celebrated	Passover,
remembering	God’s	great	victory	over	Egypt.	The	ark	went	before	the
people,	and	God	was	glorified	as	they	crossed	the	Jordan	and	entered	the
land.	From	start	to	finish,	the	entire	enterprise	was	directed	by	God,	and	the
people	obeyed.

CHAPTER	6
1.	Thirty-eight	years	later,	Moses	will	rehearse	the	law	to	the	new	generation	in

what	we	call	the	book	of	Deuteronomy;	he’ll	emphasize	the	fact	that
obedience	brings	life	and	blessing	to	the	nation	but	disobedience	brings
death	and	cursing.	Joshua	will	repeat	this	message	after	the	nation	enters
Canaan	and	begins	its	conquest	(Josh	8:30–35).	These	same	principles	apply
to	God’s	people	today.

2.	Of	course,	the	offerings	point	to	Jesus	Christ	(Heb.	10:1–18).	He	gave
Himself	completely	on	the	cross	(burnt	offering)	and	paid	for	the	sins	of	the



world	(sin	offering,	trespass	offering).	He	is	our	peace	and	made	peace	on
the	cross	(peace	offering),	and	He	is	the	satisfying	bread	of	life	(meal
offering).	For	a	study	of	the	Levitical	sacrifices,	see	Be	Holy	(David	C.
Cook).

3.	Fine	flour	would	be	the	very	best	they	had	to	offer.	The	Jews	usually	ate	a
coarse	bread	made	from	ordinary	meal.

4.	Wine	is	also	connected	with	the	Spirit	in	Acts	2:13	and	Ephesians	5:18,	but
only	by	way	of	contrast.	People	who	are	drunk	lose	their	self-control,	but
self-control	is	one	of	the	fruits	of	the	Spirit	(Gal.	5:22–23).	The	hilarity	of
drunken	people	is	foolish	and	embarrassing,	but	the	joy	of	the	Lord	glorifies
God	and	gives	opportunity	for	witness.

5.	When	David	committed	adultery	with	Bathsheba,	it	was	a	deliberate	sin	that
defied	God’s	will,	and	it	was	especially	heinous	because	he	was	the	king	and
not	only	knew	the	laws	of	God	but	had	the	responsibility	of	enforcing	them.
He	could	bring	no	sacrifice	(Ps.	51:15ff.),	so	he	threw	himself	completely	on
the	mercy	of	God.	The	Lord	forgave	him,	but	David	had	to	suffer	the	painful
consequences	of	his	sin	(2	Sam.	12:13–14).

6.	Subordination	doesn’t	imply	inferiority.	A	buck	private	may	have	more
character	and	wisdom	than	the	general,	but	he’s	still	a	buck	private	who	has
to	obey	orders.

7.	It	seems	that	the	sons	of	Korah	were	not	a	part	of	their	father’s	rebellion
because	they	become	well-known	musicians	in	Israel.	“For	[or	by]	the	sons
of	Korah”	is	part	of	the	heading	of	eleven	psalms	(Ps.	42;	44—49;	84—85;
87—88).	They	were	important	musicians	in	the	tabernacle	and	temple
worship.

8.	Cain	belonged	to	the	Devil	(1	John	3:12),	Balaam	seduced	Israel	to	indulge	in
sins	of	the	flesh	(Num.	25;	31:16),	and	Korah	acted	like	the	people	of	the
world	by	promoting	himself	and	defying	the	will	of	God.	Believers	must
constantly	beware	of	temptations	from	the	world,	the	flesh,	and	the	Devil



(Eph.	2:1–3).

CHAPTER	7
1.	The	KJV	and	NIV	both	use	the	verb	join	to	describe	the	Levites’	relationship

to	the	priests	(Num.	18:2,	4).	“Levi”	means	“joined”	in	Hebrew	(Gen.
29:34).

2.	The	tribes	of	Simeon	and	Levi	had	a	bad	reputation	for	anger	and	cruelty
because	of	the	way	they	treated	the	Shechemites	(Gen.	34),	so	Jacob
prophesied	that	they	would	be	scattered	in	Israel	(Gen.	49:5–7).	Simeon	was
absorbed	into	Judah	(Josh.	19:1,	9)	and	the	Levites	were	scattered	to	forty-
eight	locations	across	the	land.	However,	this	also	gave	many	people	the
opportunity	to	learn	the	law	of	God	from	their	Levite	neighbors.

3.	For	an	exposition	of	these	chapters	about	“grace	giving,”	see	my	book	Be
Encouraged	(Cook).

4.	Abraham	failed	in	his	strength,	which	was	his	faith.	David’s	strength	was	his
integrity,	and	that’s	where	he	failed;	Peter’s	strength	was	his	courage,	yet	he
wilted	before	the	question	of	a	young	girl.	Satan	knows	how	to	turn	strength
into	weakness,	but	the	Lord	can	turn	weakness	into	strength.

5.	This	account	should	warn	us	against	building	our	theology	on	events	instead
of	on	Scripture.	The	fact	that	God	meets	a	need	or	blesses	a	ministry	is	no
proof	that	the	people	involved	are	necessarily	obeying	the	Lord	in	the	way
they	minister.

6.	However,	Moses	did	make	it	into	the	land	when	he	came	with	Elijah	to	see
Jesus	glorified	on	the	Mount	of	Transfiguration	(Matt.	17:1–8).

CHAPTER	8
1.	We	have	a	translation	problem	here.	The	KJV	reads,	“Israel	came	by	way	of

the	spies,”	that	is,	the	route	the	twelve	spies	took	forty	years	before	(Num.



13).	The	NIV	and	NASB	have	transliterated	the	Hebrew	word	as	“Atharim,”
assuming	it	is	the	name	of	a	city.

2.	This	vow	applied	not	only	to	Arad	but	to	all	the	cities	in	Canaan.	The	Jews
were	commanded	to	utterly	destroy	the	evil	Canaanite	culture	(Ex.	23:20–
33;	Deut.	7),	and	they	began	with	Arad,	promising	the	Lord	that	they	would
obey	His	will.	We	don’t	have	to	make	vows	in	order	to	receive	God’s	help,
but	we	must	do	God’s	will	in	God’s	way	if	we	expect	to	have	His	blessing.
For	a	description	of	Israel’s	destruction	of	their	enemies,	see	Joshua	10:16–
43.

3.	Their	“We	have	sinned”	recorded	in	Numbers	14:40	couldn’t	have	been	a
sincere	confession	because	they	were	still	rebelling	against	God	and	seeking
to	have	their	own	way.	The	statement	meant,	“So	we	made	a	mistake,	but	we
can	rectify	it.”	Had	they	truly	been	broken	before	God,	they	wouldn’t	have
left	the	camp	and	tried	to	fight	their	way	into	Canaan.

4.	Two	other	books	no	longer	extant	are	The	Book	of	Jasher	(Josh.	10:13;	2	Sam.
1:18)	and	The	Chronicles	of	the	Kings	of	Israel	and	of	Judah	(1	Kings	14:19,
29).

5.	In	our	Lord’s	synagogue	sermon	in	John	6,	note	how	many	times	He	spoke	of
the	bread	“from	heaven”	and	His	coming	down	from	heaven	(vv.	32–33,	38,
50–51,	58).	The	Jews	were	struck	by	this	claim	(vv.	41–42).

6.	During	the	time	when	Jephthah	was	judge,	the	Amorites	claimed	that	Israel
illegally	possessed	their	land,	and	they	wanted	it	back.	But	Jephthah	knew
his	history	and	reminded	them	of	what	really	happened	(Judg.	11:1–28).

7.	Inspiration	guarantees	that	what	is	written	in	the	Scriptures	is	“God-breathed”
and	that	the	text	is	what	God	desires.	What	is	recorded	includes	a	variety	of
literature,	including	the	lies	of	Satan	and	of	men.	Paul	quoted	from	secular
pagan	writers	(Acts	17:28;	1	Cor.	15:33;	Titus	1:12),	but	this	doesn’t	mean
that	these	writers	were	inspired	by	God	in	what	they	wrote.	It	only	means
that	the	Spirit	guided	Luke	as	he	wrote	the	book	of	Acts	so	that	what	He



recorded	was	what	God	wanted	and	therefore	could	be	trusted.
8.	Several	hymns	are	sung	to	a	Croatian	melody	adapted	by	Franz	Joseph	Haydn

for	a	German	patriotic	song,	including	“Glorious	Things	of	Thee	Are
Spoken,”	“Praise	the	Lord,	Ye	Heavens	Adore	Him,”	and	“We	Are	Living,
We	Are	Dwelling.”	The	melody	of	“Joyful,	Joyful	We	Adore	Thee”	is
borrowed	from	Beethoven’s	Ninth	Symphony.	The	Christmas	song	“What
Child	Is	This”	is	usually	sung	to	the	tune	of	“Greensleeves,”	an	old	English
melody.

CHAPTER	9
1.	It’s	unfortunate	that	spiritual	warfare	has	been	caricatured	and	discredited	by

some	people	as	“chasing	after	demons.”	It’s	also	unfortunate	that	some	well-
meaning	people	who	believe	in	spiritual	warfare	have	developed	a	theology
not	consistent	with	biblical	teaching.	For	balanced	biblical	presentations,	see
The	Bondage	Breaker	and	Released	from	Bondage	by	Neil	T.	Anderson
(Here’s	Life),	3	Crucial	Questions	about	Spiritual	Warfare	by	Clinton	E.
Arnold	(Baker),	The	Adversary	and	Overcoming	the	Adversary	by	Mark	I.
Bubeck	(Moody),	Powers	of	Evil	by	Sydney	H.	T.	Page	(Baker),	Spiritual
Warfare	by	Timothy	Warner	(Crossway),	and	The	Strategy	of	Satan	by
Warren	W.	Wiersbe	(Tyndale).

2.	In	the	KJV,	the	Hebrew	word	translated	“divination”	(Num.	22:7;	23:23)	and
“soothsayer”	(Josh.	13:22)	with	reference	to	Balaam	also	describes	the
occult	practices	of	the	witch	of	Endor	(1	Sam.	28:8)	and	the	work	of	the
false	prophets	(Jer.	14:14;	2	Kings	17:17;	Ezek.	13:6,	23).	Balaam	was	not	a
prophet	in	the	biblical	sense,	even	though	God	used	him	to	deliver	true
oracles	about	Israel	(Num.	24:2).	If	God	could	speak	through	Balaam’s
donkey	(22:22–30),	and	communicate	His	truth	to	Pharaoh	(Gen.	41:15ff.),
Abimelech	(Gen.	20),	and	Nebuchadnezzar	(Dan.	4),	then	He	certainly	could



speak	to	and	through	Balaam.	Peter	calls	Balaam	a	prophet	in	2	Peter	2:15–
16,	but	the	context	indicates	“false	prophet.”

3.	Since	Balaam	was	in	Pethor	(Num.	22:5),	the	men	had	to	travel	beyond	the
Euphrates	to	reach	him,	a	distance	of	perhaps	350	miles.

4.	The	fact	that	Balaam	called	Jehovah	“the	Lord	my	God”	(Num.	22:18)	is	no
indication	that	he	was	a	true	believer	in	the	God	of	Israel.	Through	the	Holy
Spirit	(24:2),	God	gave	Balaam	the	messages	He	wanted	him	to	declare,	but
even	this	was	no	proof	of	saving	faith.	Balaam	spoke	the	Word	of	God
(22:8;	18,	20,	35,	38;	23:5,	16;	24:4,	16),	but	he	did	not	have	saving	faith	in
the	God	of	the	Word.	See	John	11:45–53	for	a	parallel.

5.	The	KJV	translates	verse	20,	“If	the	men	come	to	call	thee,”	and	the	ASV
(1901)	reads,	“If	the	men	are	come	to	call	thee,	rise	up,	go	with	them.”	The
Jewish	Publication	Society	translation	reads	the	same	way.

6.	At	least	nine	times	the	text	tells	us	that	what	Balaam	spoke	was	“the	word	of
the	LORD”	(see	Num.	22:8,	18,	20,	35,	38;	23:5,	16;	24:4,	16;	and	see	23:12

and	26).	The	fact	that	the	man	himself	was	devious	and	covetous	didn’t
hinder	the	Spirit	(24:2)	from	using	his	mind	and	tongue	to	communicate
inspired	truth.	In	fact,	that	remarkable	experience	itself	should	have	brought
him	to	his	knees	in	contrition,	but	he	persisted	in	his	sins.

7.	The	aim	of	heathen	religion	was	to	control	the	gods	and	get	them	to	do	what
the	worshippers	wanted,	whether	it	was	to	defeat	their	enemies	or	to	give
abundant	harvests.	In	bargaining	with	their	gods,	the	pagan	peoples	went	to
all	sorts	of	extremes,	even	to	the	point	of	sacrificing	their	own	children.	This
kind	of	“worship”	was	forbidden	in	Israel,	because	Jehovah	is	totally	unlike
the	pagan	gods.

CHAPTER	10
1.	In	verse	16,	Balaam	used	three	different	names	for	God:	El,	Elyon	(Most



High),	and	Shaddai	(Almighty).	He	had	a	head	knowledge	of	Israel’s	God
but	not	a	heart	relationship	with	Him.

2.	Moses’	father-in-law	is	called	both	a	Kenite	(Judg.	1:16)	and	a	Midianite
(Num.	10:29).

3.	The	Expositor’s	Bible	Commentary,	Frank	E.	Gaebelein,	General	Editor
(Grand	Rapids:	Zondervan,	1990),	913,	s.	v.	“Numbers.”

4.	Some	commentators	suggest	that	they	did	their	evil	deed	right	before	the
tabernacle,	or	even	in	the	tabernacle	precincts,	as	if	to	defy	the	Lord	even
more.	They	had	done	it	before	Baal	over	in	the	Midianite	camp,	so	why	not
before	Jehovah	in	the	camp	of	Israel?	However,	the	phrase	into	the	tent	in
verse	8	suggests	the	tent	of	Zimri	and	not	the	tabernacle	itself.

5.	First	Corinthians	10:8	says	that	23,000	died,	so	there	seems	to	be	a
contradiction.	There	are	several	possible	answers.	Verse	7	suggests	that	the
reference	in	verse	8	is	not	to	the	sin	at	Baal	Peor	but	at	Sinai	when	the	Jews
worshipped	the	golden	calf.	We	aren’t	told	in	Exodus	32	how	many	died
because	of	the	golden	calf,	but	Paul	tells	us	in	1	Corinthians	10:8.	A	second
possibility	is	that	only	23,000	died	from	the	plague	God	sent,	but	another
thousand	were	slain	by	the	judges	(Num.	25:5).

6.	F.	W.	Robertson,	Sermons:	Fourth	Series	(London:	Kegan,	Paul,	Trench,
Trubner;	1900),	39.

7.	The	Jerusalem	Conference	tried	to	settle	this	problem	(Acts	15:19–29),	and
Paul	dealt	with	it	in	1	Corinthians	8—10.	The	cheapest	meat	was	sold	at	the
pagan	temples,	and	the	guilds	(ancient	labor	unions)	often	had	their	meetings
and	dinners	there,	so	it	was	tempting	to	Christians	to	go	along	with	the
crowd.

8.	The	Greek	word	translated	“sound”	gives	us	the	English	word	“hygiene.”
Hygeia	was	the	Greek	goddess	of	health.

9.	Robertson,	50.



CHAPTER	11
1.	The	first	census	listed	only	the	tribes	and	the	count,	but	the	second	census

included	the	clans	and	families.	Since	the	second	census	would	assist	Joshua
and	Eleazar	in	assigning	each	tribe’s	inheritance,	this	extra	information
would	be	helpful	to	them.

2.	For	a	study	of	the	book	of	Joshua,	see	my	book	Be	Strong	(Cook).
3.	This	explains	why	Naboth	refused	to	sell	his	property	to	King	Ahab	(1	Kings

21).	See	Leviticus	25:23	and	Numbers	36:7.	Moving	or	removing	a
boundary	marker	was	a	serious	offense	in	Israel	(Deut.	19:14;	27:17;
Prov.	22:28;	23:10).

4.	The	tense	of	the	verb	in	Deuteronomy	3:23	indicates	that	Moses	repeatedly
begged	God	to	allow	him	to	enter	Canaan.

5.	In	spite	of	what	some	hymns	and	popular	gospel	songs	say,	Canaan	is	not	a
picture	of	heaven.	Canaan	represents	our	inheritance	now	in	Jesus	Christ	as
we	follow	God’s	Word	and	claim	His	promises	by	faith.	God	has	a	special
inheritance	of	life	and	service	for	each	of	His	children,	and	we	must	trust
Him	and	obey	His	will.	This	is	one	of	the	major	themes	of	the	book	of
Hebrews.

6.	God	instructed	Moses	to	appoint	a	successor,	but	there’s	no	record	that	God
gave	Joshua	the	same	command	before	he	died.	Some	“leadership	experts”
have	criticized	Joshua	for	this,	but	what	kind	of	leader	could	Joshua	appoint
without	the	express	commandment	of	the	Lord?	Joshua	did	leave	behind	a
generation	of	elders	who	served	the	Lord,	but	the	next	generation	turned
away	from	God	(Judg.	2:7–11).	Moses	was	the	lawgiver	who	built	a	great
nation	out	of	a	collection	of	slaves,	but	Joshua	was	the	general	who	led	that
nation	in	conquering	the	land	and	claiming	the	inheritance.	After	the
conquest	of	Canaan,	the	twelve	tribes	were	established	in	their	God-
appointed	territories,	each	with	its	own	officers	and	judges,	and	the



tabernacle	and	priesthood	were	in	place.	The	people	knew	that	God	was	their
King,	and	they	had	His	law	to	guide	them.	The	collapse	described	in	the
book	of	Judges	didn’t	occur	because	the	tribes	had	no	leadership	but	because
the	people	turned	from	God	their	King	to	the	false	gods	of	their	neighbors.	It
was	spiritual	failure,	not	organizational	or	political.	The	people	had	failed	to
obey	Deuteronomy	6:1–15.

7.	See	my	book	Be	Holy	for	an	application	of	these	feasts	to	the	Christian	life
today	(Cook).

8.	Firstfruits	was	celebrated	on	the	day	after	the	Sabbath	following	Passover,
which	meant	it	was	always	on	the	first	day	of	the	week	(Lev.	23:9–14).	It
speaks	to	the	church	today	of	the	resurrection	of	Jesus	Christ	on	the	first	day
of	the	week	(1	Cor.	15:20–24),	the	Lord’s	Day.	On	that	day,	the	Jewish
priest	cut	a	sheaf	of	grain	from	the	wheat	harvest	and	offered	it	to	God,
indicating	that	the	whole	harvest	belonged	to	Him.	When	Christ	arose	from
the	dead	on	that	first	Lord’s	Day,	He	guaranteed	our	resurrection	as	well
(Rom.	8:18–23;	John	12:23–33).

CHAPTER	12
1.	Moab	had	also	been	involved	in	the	seduction	at	Baal	Peor	(Num.	25:1),	but

since	the	Moabites	were	relatives	of	the	Jews,	God	spared	them	(Deut.	2:8–
9).	For	the	same	reason,	God	wouldn’t	allow	Israel	to	engage	the
Ammonites.

2.	Once	the	nation	was	established,	a	different	law	applied	to	the	treatment	of
captives	taken	in	victories	over	cities	outside	the	land	of	Canaan	(Deut.	20:1
—21:14).	However,	the	conflict	with	Midian	wasn’t	a	normal	battle;	it	was
God’s	punishment	of	Midian	for	trying	to	weaken	and	destroy	His	chosen
people.	He	wanted	the	Midianites	to	be	exterminated	so	they	couldn’t
pollute	the	land	anymore	or	tempt	His	people	to	sin.



3.	That’s	what	Samuel	Johnson	meant	when	he	said,	“Patriotism	is	the	last
refuge	of	a	scoundrel.”	George	Bernard	Shaw	was	in	agreement	when	he
wrote,	“Patriotism	is	your	conviction	that	this	country	is	superior	to	all	other
countries	because	you	were	born	in	it.”	A	love	of	country	that	sees	no	flaws,
prays	no	prayers,	and	tries	to	make	no	improvements	is	idolatry	and	is
dangerous.

4.	During	the	reigns	of	David	and	Solomon,	the	boundaries	of	the	land	did
approach	the	borders	God	set	for	them.	David’s	conquests	reached	north	to
the	Euphrates	and	south	to	the	River	of	Egypt,	and	the	eastern	and	western
boundaries	were	expanded.



www.DavidCCook.com

http://www.DavidCCook.com

	Cover
	Title
	Copyright
	Dedication
	Contents
	The Big Idea
	A Word from the Author
	A Suggested Outline of the Book of Numbers
	2-Dedication and Celebration-Part 1
	3-Dedication and Celebration-Part 2
	4-Marching to Moab
	5-Crisis at Kadesh
	8-Marching in Victory-and Defeat
	Interlude
	9-Principalities and Powers-Part 1
	10-Principalities and Powers-Part 2
	11-A New Beginning
	Notes
	Ad

