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      PREFACE

      Frank Gaebelein wrote the following in the preface to the original Expositor’s Bible Commentary (which first appeared in 1979): “The title of this work defines its purpose. Written primarily by expositors for expositors, it aims to provide preachers, teachers, and students of the Bible with a new and comprehensive commentary on the books of the Old and New Testaments.” Those volumes achieved that purpose admirably. The original EBC was exceptionally well received and had an enormous impact on the life of the church. It has served as the mainstay of countless pastors and students who could not afford an extensive library on each book of the Bible but who wanted solid guidance from scholars committed to the authority of the Holy Scriptures.

      Gaebelein also wrote, “A commentary that will continue to be useful through the years should handle contemporary trends in biblical studies in such a way as to avoid becoming outdated when critical fashions change.” This revision continues the EBC’s exalted purpose and stands on the shoulders of the expositors of the first edition, but it seeks to maintain the usefulness of the commentary by interacting with new discoveries and academic discussions. While the primary goal of this commentary is to elucidate the text and not to provide a guide to the scholarly literature about the text, the commentators critically engage recent academic discussion and provide updated bibliographies so that pastors, teachers, and students can keep abreast of modern scholarship.

      Some of the commentaries in the EBC have been revised by the original author or in conjunction with a younger colleague. In other cases, scholars have been commissioned to offer fresh commentaries because the original author had passed on or wanted to pass on the baton to the next generation of evangelical scholars. Today, with commentaries on a single book of the Old and New Testaments often extending into multiple volumes, the need for a comprehensive yet succinct commentary that guides one to the gist of the text’s meaning is even more pressing. The new EBC seeks to fill this need.

      The theological stance of this commentary series remains unchanged: the authors are committed to the divine inspiration, complete trustworthiness, and full authority of the Bible. The commentators have demonstrated proficiency in the biblical book that is their specialty, as well as commitment to the church and the pastoral dimension of biblical interpretation. They also represent the geographical and confessional diversity that characterized the first contributors.

      The commentaries adhere to the same chief principle of grammatico-historical interpretation that drove the first edition. In the foreword to the inaugural issue of the journal New Testament Studies in 1954, Matthew Black warned that “the danger in the present is that theology, with its head too high in the clouds, may end by falling into the pit of an unhistorical and uncritical dogmatism. Into any new theological undertaking must be brought all that was best in the old ideal of sound learning, scrupulous attention to philology, text and history.” The dangers that Black warned against over fifty years ago have not vanished. Indeed, new dangers arise in a secular, consumerist culture that finds it more acceptable to use God’s name in exclamations than in prayer and that encourages insipid theologies that hang in the wind and shift to tickle the ears and to meet the latest fancy. Only a solid biblical foundation can fend off these fads.

      The Bible was not written for our information but for our transformation. It is not a quarry to find stones with which to batter others but to find the rock on which to build the church. It does not invite us simply to speak of God but to hear God and to confess that his Son, Jesus Christ, is Lord to the glory of God the Father (Php 2:10). It also calls us to obey his commandments (Mt 28:20). It is not a self-interpreting text, however. Interpretation of the Holy Scriptures requires sound learning and regard for history, language, and text. Exegetes must interpret not only the primary documents but all that has a bearing, direct or indirect, on the grammar and syntax, historical context, transmission, and translation of these writings.

      The translation used in this commentary remains the New International Version (North American edition), but all of the commentators work from the original languages (Hebrew and Greek) and draw on other translations when deemed useful. The format is also very similar to the original EBC, while the design is extensively updated with a view to enhanced ease of use for the reader. Each commentary section begins with an introduction (printed in a single-column format) that provides the reader with the background necessary to understand the Bible book. Almost all introductions include a short bibliography and an outline. The Bible text is divided into primary units that are often explained in an “Overview” section that precedes commentary on specific verses. The complete text of the New International Version is provided for quick reference, and an extensive “Commentary” section (printed in a double-column format) follows the reproducing of the text. When the Hebrew or Greek text is cited in the commentary section, a phonetic system of transliteration and translation is used. The “Notes” section (printed in a single-column format) provides a specialized discussion of key words or concepts, as well as helpful resource information. The original languages and their transliterations will appear in this section. Finally, on occasion, expanded thoughts can be found in a “Reflections” section (printed in a double-column format) that follows the Notes section.

      One additional feature is worth mentioning. Throughout this volume, wherever specific biblical words are discussed, the Goodrick-Kohlenberger (GK) numbers have been added. These numbers, which appear in the Strongest NIV Exhaustive Concordance and other reference tools, are based on the numbering system developed by Edward Goodrick and John Kohlenberger III and provide a system similar but superior to the Strong’s numbering system.

      The editors wish to thank all of the contributors for their hard work and commitment to this project. We also deeply appreciate the labor and skill of the staff at Zondervan. It is a joy to work with them—in particular Jack Kuhatschek, Stan Gundry, Katya Covrett, Dirk Buursma, and Verlyn Verbrugge. In addition, we acknowledge with thanks the work of Connie Gundry Tappy as copy editor.

      We all fervently desire that these commentaries will result not only in a deeper intellectual grasp of the Word of God but also in hearts that more profoundly love and obey the God who reveals himself to us in its pages.

      David E. Garland, associate dean for academic affairs and William M. Hinson professor of Christian Scriptures, George W. Truett Theological Seminary at Baylor University

      Tremper Longman III, Robert H. Gundry professor of biblical studies, Westmont College

    
  
    
      ABBREVIATIONS

      Bible Texts, Versions, Etc.

      
        
          	
            ASV

          
          	
            American Standard Version

          
        

        
          	
            AT

          
          	
            The Complete Bible: An American Translation (NT: E. J. Goodspeed)

          
        

        
          	
            Barclay

          
          	
            The New Testament, A New Translation

          
        

        
          	
            Beck

          
          	
            New Testament in Language of Today

          
        

        
          	
            BHK

          
          	
            Biblia Hebraica Kittel

          
        

        
          	
            BHS

          
          	
            Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia

          
        

        
          	
            CEV

          
          	
            Contemporary English Version

          
        

        
          	
            CSB

          
          	
            Christian Standard Bible

          
        

        
          	
            ESV

          
          	
            English Standard Version

          
        

        
          	
            GNB

          
          	
            Good News Bible (see also TEV)

          
        

        
          	
            GWT

          
          	
            God’s Word Translation

          
        

        
          	
            JB

          
          	
            Jerusalem Bible

          
        

        
          	
            KJV

          
          	
            King James Version

          
        

        
          	
            Knox

          
          	
            Holy Bible: A Translation from the Latin Vulgate

          
        

        
          	
            MLB

          
          	
            Modern Language Bible

          
        

        
          	
            Moffatt

          
          	
            A New Translation of the Bible, James Moffatt

          
        

        
          	
            Montgomery

          
          	
            Centenary Translation of the New Testament in Modern English

          
        

        
          	
            NA27

          
          	
            Novum Testamentum Graece, Nestle-Aland, 27th ed.

          
        

        
          	
            NAB

          
          	
            New American Bible

          
        

        
          	
            NASB

          
          	
            New American Standard Bible

          
        

        
          	
            NCV

          
          	
            New Century Version

          
        

        
          	
            NEB

          
          	
            New English Bible

          
        

        
          	
            NET

          
          	
            New English Translation (www.netbible.com)

          
        

        
          	
            NETS

          
          	
            New English Translation of the Septuagint

          
        

        
          	
            NIV

          
          	
            New International Version

          
        

        
          	
            NJB

          
          	
            New Jerusalem Bible

          
        

        
          	
            NJPS

          
          	
            New Jewish Publication Society

          
        

        
          	
            NKJV

          
          	
            New King James Version

          
        

        
          	
            NLT

          
          	
            New Living Translation

          
        

        
          	
            Norlie

          
          	
            New Testament in Modern English

          
        

        
          	
            NRSV

          
          	
            New Revised Standard Version

          
        

        
          	
            Phillips

          
          	
            New Testament in Modern English, J. B. Phillips

          
        

        
          	
            REB

          
          	
            Revised English Bible

          
        

        
          	
            Rieu

          
          	
            Penguin Bible

          
        

        
          	
            RSV

          
          	
            Revised Standard Version

          
        

        
          	
            RV

          
          	
            Revised Version

          
        

        
          	
            Tanakh

          
          	
            Tanakh, a Jewish translation of the Hebrew Bible

          
        

        
          	
            TCNT

          
          	
            Twentieth Century New Testament

          
        

        
          	
            TEV

          
          	
            Today’s English Version

          
        

        
          	
            TNIV

          
          	
            Today’s New International Version

          
        

        
          	
            UBS4

          
          	
            The Greek New Testament, United Bible Societies, 4th ed.

          
        

        
          	
            Weymouth

          
          	
            New Testament in Modern Speech, R. F. Weymouth

          
        

        
          	
            Williams

          
          	
            The New Testament in the Language of the People, C. B. Williams

          
        

      

      Old Testament, New Testament, Apocrypha

      
        
          	
            Ge

          
          	
            Genesis

          
        

        
          	
            Ex

          
          	
            Exodus

          
        

        
          	
            Lev

          
          	
            Leviticus

          
        

        
          	
            Nu

          
          	
            Numbers

          
        

        
          	
            Dt

          
          	
            Deuteronomy

          
        

        
          	
            Jos

          
          	
            Joshua

          
        

        
          	
            Jdg

          
          	
            Judges

          
        

        
          	
            Ru

          
          	
            Ruth

          
        

        
          	
            1-2Sa

          
          	
            1–2 Samuel

          
        

        
          	
            1-2 Kgdms

          
          	
            1–2 Kingdoms (LXX)

          
        

        
          	
            1-2Ki

          
          	
            1–2 Kings

          
        

        
          	
            3-4 Kgdms

          
          	
            3–4 Kingdoms (LXX)

          
        

        
          	
            1-2Ch

          
          	
            1–2 Chronicles

          
        

        
          	
            Ezr

          
          	
            Ezra

          
        

        
          	
            Ne

          
          	
            Nehemiah

          
        

        
          	
            Est

          
          	
            Esther

          
        

        
          	
            Job

          
          	
            Job

          
        

        
          	
            Ps/Pss

          
          	
            Psalm/Psalms

          
        

        
          	
            Pr

          
          	
            Proverbs

          
        

        
          	
            Ecc

          
          	
            Ecclesiastes

          
        

        
          	
            SS

          
          	
            Song of Songs

          
        

        
          	
            Isa

          
          	
            Isaiah

          
        

        
          	
            Jer

          
          	
            Jeremiah

          
        

        
          	
            La

          
          	
            Lamentations

          
        

        
          	
            Eze

          
          	
            Ezekiel

          
        

        
          	
            Da

          
          	
            Daniel

          
        

        
          	
            Hos

          
          	
            Hosea

          
        

        
          	
            Joel

          
          	
            Joel

          
        

        
          	
            Am

          
          	
            Amos

          
        

        
          	
            Ob

          
          	
            Obadiah

          
        

        
          	
            Jnh

          
          	
            Jonah

          
        

        
          	
            Mic

          
          	
            Micah

          
        

        
          	
            Na

          
          	
            Nahum

          
        

        
          	
            Hab

          
          	
            Habakkuk

          
        

        
          	
            Zep

          
          	
            Zephaniah

          
        

        
          	
            Hag

          
          	
            Haggai

          
        

        
          	
            Zec

          
          	
            Zechariah

          
        

        
          	
            Mal

          
          	
            Malachi

          
        

        
          	
            Mt

          
          	
            Matthew

          
        

        
          	
            Mk

          
          	
            Mark

          
        

        
          	
            Lk

          
          	
            Luke

          
        

        
          	
            Jn

          
          	
            John

          
        

        
          	
            Ac

          
          	
            Acts

          
        

        
          	
            Ro

          
          	
            Romans

          
        

        
          	
            1-2Co

          
          	
            1–2 Corinthians

          
        

        
          	
            Gal

          
          	
            Galatians

          
        

        
          	
            Eph

          
          	
            Ephesians

          
        

        
          	
            Php

          
          	
            Philippians

          
        

        
          	
            Col

          
          	
            Colossians

          
        

        
          	
            1-2Th

          
          	
            1–2 Thessalonians

          
        

        
          	
            1-2Ti

          
          	
            1–2 Timothy

          
        

        
          	
            Tit

          
          	
            Titus

          
        

        
          	
            Phm

          
          	
            Philemon

          
        

        
          	
            Heb

          
          	
            Hebrews

          
        

        
          	
            Jas

          
          	
            James

          
        

        
          	
            1-2Pe

          
          	
            1–2 Peter

          
        

        
          	
            1–2–3Jn

          
          	
            1–2–3 John

          
        

        
          	
            Jude

          
          	
            Jude

          
        

        
          	
            Rev

          
          	
            Revelation

          
        

        
          	
            Add Esth

          
          	
            Additions to Esther

          
        

        
          	
            Add Dan

          
          	
            Additions to Daniel

          
        

        
          	
            Bar

          
          	
            Baruch

          
        

        
          	
            Bel

          
          	
            Bel and the Dragon

          
        

        
          	
            Ep Jer

          
          	
            Epistle of Jeremiah

          
        

        
          	
            1-2 Esd

          
          	
            1-2 Esdras

          
        

        
          	
            1-2 Macc

          
          	
            1-2 Maccabees

          
        

        
          	
            3-4 Macc

          
          	
            3-4 Maccabees

          
        

        
          	
            Jdt

          
          	
            Judith

          
        

        
          	
            Pr Azar

          
          	
            Prayer of Azariah

          
        

        
          	
            Pr Man

          
          	
            Prayer of Manasseh

          
        

        
          	
            Ps 151

          
          	
            Psalm 151

          
        

        
          	
            Sir

          
          	
            Sirach/Ecclesiasticus

          
        

        
          	
            Sus

          
          	
            Susanna

          
        

        
          	
            Tob

          
          	
            Tobit

          
        

        
          	
            Wis

          
          	
            Wisdom of Solomon

          
        

      

      Dead Sea Scrolls and Related Texts

      
        
          	
            CD

          
          	
            Cairo Genizah copy of the Damascus Document

          
        

        
          	
            DSS

          
          	
            Dead Sea Scrolls

          
        

        
          	
            1QapGen

          
          	
            Genesis Apocryphon (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            1QH

          
          	
            Hôdāyōt or Thanksgiving Hymns (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            1QIsa

          
          	
            Isaiah (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            1QM

          
          	
            Milḥāmāh or War Scroll (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            1QpHab

          
          	
            Pesher Habakkuk (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            1QS

          
          	
            Serek hayyaḥad or Rule of the Community (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            1QSa

          
          	
            Rule of the Congregation (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            1QpMic

          
          	
            Pesher Micah (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4QpNa

          
          	
            Pesher Nahum (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4QpPs

          
          	
            Pesher Psalms (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q44 (4QDtq)

          
          	
            Deuteronomy (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q174

          
          	
            Florilegium (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q252

          
          	
            Commentary on Genesis A, formerly Patriarchal Blessings (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q394

          
          	
            Miqṣat Maʿaśê ha-Toraha (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q400 = 407

          
          	
            Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q502

          
          	
            Ritual of Marriage (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q521

          
          	
            Messianic Apocalypse (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            4Q525

          
          	
            Beatitudes (texts from Qumran)

          
        

        
          	
            11QPsa

          
          	
            Psalms Scrolla

          
        

        
          	
            11Q13

          
          	
            Melchizedek (texts from Qumran)

          
        

      

      Other Ancient Texts

      
        
          	
            ʾAbot R. Nat.

          
          	
            ʾAbot of Rabbi Nathan

          
        

        
          	
            Abraham

          
          	
            On the Life of Abraham (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Ad.

          
          	
            Adelphi (Terence)

          
        

        
          	
            Aeth.

          
          	
            Aethiopica (Heliodorus)

          
        

        
          	
            Ag.

          
          	
            Agamemnon (Aeschylus)

          
        

        
          	
            Ag. Ap.

          
          	
            Against Apion (Josephus)

          
        

        
          	
            Agr.

          
          	
            De Lege agraria (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            Alc.

          
          	
            Alcibiades (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            Alex.

          
          	
            Alexander the False Prophet (Lucian)

          
        

        
          	
            Amic.

          
          	
            De amicitia (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            An.

          
          	
            De anima (Tertullian)

          
        

        
          	
            Anab.

          
          	
            Anabasis (Xenophon)

          
        

        
          	
            Ann.

          
          	
            Annales (Tacitus)

          
        

        
          	
            Ant.

          
          	
            Antigone (Sophocles)

          
        

        
          	
            Ant.

          
          	
            Jewish Antiquities (Josephus)

          
        

        
          	
            Ant. rom.

          
          	
            Antiquitates romanae (Dionysius of Halicarnassus)

          
        

        
          	
            1 Apol.

          
          	
            First Apology (Justin Martyr)

          
        

        
          	
            Apol.

          
          	
            Apologia (Plato, Tertullian)

          
        

        
          	
            Apos. Con.

          
          	
            Apostolic Constitutions

          
        

        
          	
            Ascen. Isa.

          
          	
            Ascension of Isaiah

          
        

        
          	
            As. Mos.

          
          	
            Assumption of Moses

          
        

        
          	
            Att.

          
          	
            Epistulae ad Atticum (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            b. ʿAbod. Zar.

          
          	
            ʿAbodah Zarah (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            2-4 Bar.

          
          	
            2-4 Baruch

          
        

        
          	
            b. ʿArak

          
          	
            ʿArakin (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. B. Bat.

          
          	
            Bava Batra (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. B. Qam.

          
          	
            Baba Qamma (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Ber.

          
          	
            Berakhot (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Hag.

          
          	
            Hagigah (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Hor.

          
          	
            Horayot (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Ker.

          
          	
            Kerithot (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Ketub.

          
          	
            Ketubbot (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Meg.

          
          	
            Megillah (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Menaḥ.

          
          	
            Menaḥot (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Moʿed Qat.

          
          	
            Moʿed Qatan (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Ned.

          
          	
            Nedarim (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Nez.

          
          	
            Neziqin (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Pesaḥ.

          
          	
            Pesaḥim (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Roš Haš.

          
          	
            b. Roš Haššanah (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Šabb.

          
          	
            Šabbat (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Sanh.

          
          	
            Sanhedrin (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Šebu.

          
          	
            Shevu ʿot (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Soṭah

          
          	
            Soṭah (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Taʿan.

          
          	
            Taʿanit (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Yebam.

          
          	
            Yebamot (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            b. Yoma

          
          	
            Yoma (Babylonian Talmud)

          
        

        
          	
            Bapt.

          
          	
            De baptismo (Tertullian)

          
        

        
          	
            Barn.

          
          	
            Barnabas

          
        

        
          	
            Ben.

          
          	
            De beneficiis (Seneca)

          
        

        
          	
            Bibl.

          
          	
            Bibliotheca (Photius)

          
        

        
          	
            Bibl. hist.

          
          	
            Bibliotheca historica (Diodorus Siculus)

          
        

        
          	
            Bride

          
          	
            Advice to the Bride and Groom (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            Cels.

          
          	
            Contra Celsum (Origen)

          
        

        
          	
            Cic.

          
          	
            Cicero (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            Claud.

          
          	
            Divus Claudius (Suetonius)

          
        

        
          	
            1–2 Clem.

          
          	
            1–2 Clement

          
        

        
          	
            Comm. Dan.

          
          	
            Commentarium in Danielem (Hippolytus)

          
        

        
          	
            Comm. Jo.

          
          	
            Commentarii in evangelium Joannis (Origen)

          
        

        
          	
            Comm. Matt.

          
          	
            Commentarium in evangelium Matthaei (Origen)

          
        

        
          	
            Corrept.

          
          	
            De correptione et gratia (Augustine)

          
        

        
          	
            Cyr.

          
          	
            Cyropaedia (Xenophon)

          
        

        
          	
            Decal.

          
          	
            De decalogo (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Decl.

          
          	
            Declamationes (Quintilian)

          
        

        
          	
            Def. orac.

          
          	
            De defectu oraculorum (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            Deipn.

          
          	
            Deipnosophistae (Athenaeus)

          
        

        
          	
            Deut. Rab.

          
          	
            Deuteronomy Rabbah

          
        

        
          	
            Dial.

          
          	
            Dialogus cum Tryphone (Justin Martyr)

          
        

        
          	
            Diatr.

          
          	
            Diatribai (Epictetus)

          
        

        
          	
            Did.

          
          	
            Didache

          
        

        
          	
            Disc.

          
          	
            Discourses (Epictetus)

          
        

        
          	
            Doctr. chr.

          
          	
            De doctrina christiana (Augustine)

          
        

        
          	
            Dom.

          
          	
            Domitianus (Suetonius)

          
        

        
          	
            Ebr.

          
          	
            De ebrietate (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            E Delph.

          
          	
            De E apud Delphos (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            1–2 En.

          
          	
            1–2 Enoch

          
        

        
          	
            Ench.

          
          	
            Enchiridion (Epictetus)

          
        

        
          	
            Ep.

          
          	
            Epistulae morales (Seneca)

          
        

        
          	
            Eph.

          
          	
            To the Ephesians (Ignatius)

          
        

        
          	
            Epist.

          
          	
            Epistulae (Jerome, Pliny, Hippocrates)

          
        

        
          	
            Ep. Tra.

          
          	
            Epistulae ad Trajanum (Pliny)

          
        

        
          	
            Eth. nic.

          
          	
            Ethica nichomachea (Aristotle)

          
        

        
          	
            Exod. Rab.

          
          	
            Exodus Rabbah

          
        

        
          	
            Fam.

          
          	
            Epistulae ad familiares (Cicero)

          
        

        
          	
            Fid. Grat.

          
          	
            De fide ad Gratianum (Ambrose)

          
        

        
          	
            Flacc.

          
          	
            In Flaccum (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Flight

          
          	
            On Flight and Finding (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Fr. Prov.

          
          	
            Fragmenta in Proverbia (Hippolytus)

          
        

        
          	
            Gen. Rab.

          
          	
            Genesis Rabbah

          
        

        
          	
            Geogr.

          
          	
            Geographica (Strabo)

          
        

        
          	
            Gorg.

          
          	
            Gorgias (Plato)

          
        

        
          	
            Haer.

          
          	
            Adversus Haereses (Irenaeus)

          
        

        
          	
            Heir

          
          	
            Who Is the Heir? (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Hell.

          
          	
            Hellenica (Xenophon)

          
        

        
          	
            Hist.

          
          	
            Historicus (Polybius, Cassius Dio, Thucydides)

          
        

        
          	
            Hist.

          
          	
            Historiae (Herodotus, Tacitus)

          
        

        
          	
            Hist. eccl.

          
          	
            History of the Church (Eusebius)

          
        

        
          	
            Hist. Rome

          
          	
            The History of Rome (Livy)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Acts

          
          	
            Homilies on Acts (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Col.

          
          	
            Homilies on Colossians (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Jo.

          
          	
            Homilies on John (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Josh.

          
          	
            Homilies on Joshua (Origen)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Phil.

          
          	
            Homilies on Philippians (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Rom.

          
          	
            Homilies on Romans (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. 1 Tim.

          
          	
            Homilies on 1 Timothy (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. 2 Tim.

          
          	
            Homilies on 2 Timothy (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hom. Tit.

          
          	
            Homilies on Titus (John Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Hypoth.

          
          	
            Hypothetica (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Inst.

          
          	
            Institutio oratoria (Quintilian)

          
        

        
          	
            Jos. Asen.

          
          	
            Joseph and Aseneth

          
        

        
          	
            Joseph

          
          	
            On the Life of Joseph (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Jub.

          
          	
            Jubilees

          
        

        
          	
            J.W.

          
          	
            Jewish War (Josephus)

          
        

        
          	
            Lam. Rab.

          
          	
            Lamentations Rabbah

          
        

        
          	
            L.A.E.

          
          	
            Life of Adam and Eve

          
        

        
          	
            Leg.

          
          	
            Legum allegoriae (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Legat.

          
          	
            Legatio ad Gaium (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Let. Aris.

          
          	
            Letter of Aristeas

          
        

        
          	
            Lev. Rab.

          
          	
            Leviticus Rabbah

          
        

        
          	
            Liv. Pro.

          
          	
            Lives of the Prophets

          
        

        
          	
            m. Bek.

          
          	
            Bekhorot (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Bik.

          
          	
            Bikkurim (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Giṭ.

          
          	
            Giṭṭin (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Mak.

          
          	
            Makkot (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Mid.

          
          	
            Middot (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Naz.

          
          	
            Nazir (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Ned.

          
          	
            Nedarim (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Nid.

          
          	
            Niddah (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Pesaḥ.

          
          	
            Pesaḥim (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Šabb.

          
          	
            Šabbat (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Sanh.

          
          	
            Sanhedrin (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Šeqal.

          
          	
            Šeqalim (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Taʿan.

          
          	
            Taʿanit (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. Tamid

          
          	
            Tamid (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            m. ṭehar.

          
          	
            ṭeharot (Mishnah)

          
        

        
          	
            Magn.

          
          	
            To the Magnesians (Ignatius)

          
        

        
          	
            Mand.

          
          	
            Mandate (Shepherd of Hermas)

          
        

        
          	
            Marc.

          
          	
            Adversus Marcionem (Tertullian)

          
        

        
          	
            Mem.

          
          	
            Memorabilia (Xenophon)

          
        

        
          	
            Midr. Ps.

          
          	
            Midrash on Psalms

          
        

        
          	
            Migr.

          
          	
            De migratione Abrahami (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Mor.

          
          	
            Moralia (Plutarch)

          
        

        
          	
            Moses

          
          	
            On the Life of Moses (Philo)

          
        

        
          	
            Nat.

          
          	
            Naturalis historia (Pliny)

          
        

        
          	
            Num. Rab.

          
          	
            Numbers Rabbah

          
        

        
          	
            Onir.

          
          	
            Onirocritica (Artemidorus)

          
        

        
          	
            Or.

          
          	
            Orationes (Demosthenes)

          
        

        
          	
            Or.

          
          	
            Orationes (Dio Chrysostom)

          
        

        
          	
            Paed.

          
          	
            Paedagogus (Clement of Alexandria)

          
        

        
          	
            Peregr.

          
          	
            The Passing of Peregrinus (Lucian)

          
        

        
          	
            Pesiq. Rab.

          
          	
            Pesiqta Rabbati

          
        

        
          	
            Pesiq. Rab Kah.

          
          	
            Pesiqta of Rab Kahana

          
        

        
          	
            Phaed.

          
          	
            Phaedo (Plato)

          
        

        
          	
            Phil.

          
          	
            To the Philippians (Polycarp)

          
        

        
          	
            Phld.

          
          	
            To the Philadelphians (Ignatius)

          
        

        
          	
            Phorm.

          
          	
            Phormio (Terence)

          
        

        
          	
            Planc.

          
          	
            Pro Plancio (Cicero)
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1. BACKGROUND

      Commentators on the book of Numbers tend to begin with a survey of the problems this book presents and even express a sense of ennui concerning the matter of the numbers in the book. At the beginning of his sterling work, Raymond Brown admits, “Numbers might not score a high rating in a ‘favourite book of the Bible’ competition.”1 Nonetheless, we begin where Arnold M. Goldberg concludes. In his summary he asserts the importance of the book of Numbers to Heilsgeschichte, the “salvation history” of the people of God.2 Going beyond him we contend that the book of Numbers is sublime. It forms an essential link in that forward-directedness from Adam to Jesus. In the most unusual of ways, it heightens our appreciation of and response to the person of Yahweh. For Christians this book is rewarding, for in it we find ourselves confronting in new ways the meaning of our salvation in Jesus Christ. He who is the goal of all history is the goal of the book of Numbers.3

      God has time; the wilderness has sand. In this aphorism we find the heart of the book of Numbers. All true biblical understanding is based on a solid conviction of the overwhelming grace of God (see Ex 34:5–7). When the people of Israel whom God had redeemed, those whom he had delivered from Egypt and made alive in him—when these people rebelled against him in the wilderness, when they said “No” to action and “No thanks” to his leadership, they risked destruction. But God, who is rich in mercy, did not annihilate them. He did not make an end of them. Rather, he allowed his erring people to live out the rest of their lives in the wilderness—for God has time. And he allowed their children to bury them—for the wilderness has sand.

      Then, to the next generation the challenge was to be given: Would they like their parents say “No” to God? Or would they follow him as he would lead them into the land of promise? Well, God has time and the wilderness has sand. If the second generation behaved as their mothers and fathers had, then they too would be buried in the sands of the wilderness. But one day there would be a generation that would rise up and follow God, follow him all the way to Canaan. This idea is the heart of the book of Numbers. It describes how God chastened in wrath his disobedient people, while he waited for their children to accept the challenge of his gracious gift in leading them to Canaan.

      Worship is an emphasis in the book of Numbers that has not been given sufficient attention. It is generally known that the book contains important materials for the worship patterns of Israel. Documentary-critical scholars, for example, are convinced that much of the book is the work of priests, so pervasive are “priestly” elements in this book.4 But it is not just that the book of Numbers contains worship materials such as the celebrated Aaronic Benediction (Nu 6) or instructions about Passover (Nu 9). In the end we may discover that the pulse of the book is worship; the book of Numbers may be viewed as a worship document. It was a text for the worship of God by Moses and those who aligned themselves with him. By God’s grace it may become a book of worship for us as well.

      However, before the book of Numbers will become a book of worship for us, we will find it to be a book of trouble. The introduction to this book is longer than some in this series because of the (sometimes baffling) problems it presents to the modern reader.

      The book of Numbers yields significant rewards for the patient reader. In a day marked by pop art, quick fixes, and fast foods, the book of Numbers is troublesome. It simply does not appeal to the person who is unwilling to invest time and energy in the study of Scripture. The modern reader will be discouraged first just by the name of the book. “Numbers” seems to be a particularly inappropriate title for a part of the revelation of God. The title seems as interesting as a book named, for example, “Telephone Directory.” A suspicion of increasing dullness may settle in long before the reader finishes the first chapter. By the fifth chapter he or she may have dropped out altogether. Numbers is not “fast food” literature! Indeed, some wonder whether it is any kind of literature at all. Ashley notes, “The Book of Numbers will never replace the Psalms at the heart of Christian devotion nor the Gospel of John and the Epistle to the Romans at the heart of Christian theology, nor should it.” But he continues, “The book of Numbers tells a story.”5 The story is the thing, for the chief actor is God.

      Once a reader braves these murky waters, she or he will discover that there are four major problems to face in the book of Numbers: (1) its seeming lack of coherence as a book, (2) the dizzying variety of its contents, (3) the problematic large numbers of the tribes of Israel, and (4) the fascinating but confusing story of Balaam (Nu 22–24). These factors may combine to arrest the interest of even the most pious readers.6

      In the nonevangelical, critical study of the Bible—the schools of European, British, and American biblical scholarship that have pursued “J-E-D-P source criticism” in the Pentateuch, or some of the more recent forms of redaction criticism—the book of Numbers has provided a fruitful source for analysis. The book is something of a “garden of flowers,” each to be plucked, placed in a different vase, and then labeled according to critical ideas of source criticism. Many of the commentaries on the book of Numbers attempt to trace several supposed sources in the varied materials in the book. Surprisingly, a commentary on the book of Numbers published by a major evangelical house is one of the most critical of all. Philip J. Budd’s commentary is marked by an aggressive appeal to source criticism and a theology that appears to be Unitarian in nature. He is entirely negative concerning the historical value of the book of Numbers. Budd writes, “The book appears to lack the kind of information the historian of the second millenium [sic] requires.”7 In view of these difficulties, then, it is not surprising that many Bible readers do not come to the book of Numbers with noticeable enthusiasm.

      This commentary seeks to provide a modest reason for a reassessment of the book of Numbers as an important contribution to the Torah, as an integral part of Holy Scripture, and as a necessary component in the building of a balanced and informed biblical theology. It also endeavors to rescue this book for worshiping believers. We need to rediscover reverence, recital, and reality as elements of our worship today.

      


  

2. THE BOOK OF NUMBERS AS SCRIPTURE

      For those who take the concepts of Scripture and canon seriously, the book of Numbers may take on increasing significance. Evangelical Christian theologians have long announced the conviction that the Scriptures are the result of the outbreathing of God, or “inspiration.” Indeed, we stand or fall on this conviction. There are churches, denominations, Bible schools, seminaries, and even scholarly societies that hold together on the basic premise of the inspiration of Scripture and its concomitant inerrancy. One of the texts cited repeatedly to buttress this point of view is 2 Timothy 3:16: “All Scripture is God-breathed.” These words are used at times as a prooftext for the divine origin of the Bible—not an inconsiderable issue!

      But as important as they are, these words are not the principal assertion of Paul in this well-known passage. They are the assumption. Paul argues that since Timothy knows that the Scriptures are the outbreathing of God himself, therefore he—and we—should regard them as eminently worthwhile. The Holy Scriptures, which have the ability to make one wise to salvation (2Ti 3:15) and are the product of the outbreathing of God (3:16a), are profitable for “teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” (3:16b). Indeed, they are the means for the full equipping of the Christian for doing every good work of God (3:17).

      Furthermore, the “holy Scriptures” (2Ti 3:15) and “all Scripture” (3:16) to which these verses directly refer comprise the Hebrew Scriptures, or what is commonly known today as the “Old Testament.” To be sure, by extension the designations in 2 Timothy include the NT writings, but these are not the passage’s principal concern. At the time Paul was writing, the NT was not complete, and many believers did not have access to what was written. The Scriptures that Timothy had studied from his earliest youth were not the writings of Paul or the gospels. Timothy was a student of Moses, Isaiah, and David—particularly of Moses. In classical Jewish thought, the Scriptures are first the books of Torah, followed by the Prophets and the Writings. (An emphasis on Torah at the expense of the rest of the OT developed in Judaism following the Council of Jamnia in AD 90.)

      Thus the principal teaching of this classic NT passage on inspiration focuses on the role of the Torah in Christian living. Moreover, Paul’s familiar command to “preach the Word” (2Ti 4:2) continues the postulate of 2 Timothy 3:16–17 (the chapter division notwithstanding). Interestingly, numerous theologians and preachers who from these verses make much of the importance of the inspiration of Scripture fail to recognize the importance of the Torah as the foundational document of biblical faith. The logic of the passage sounds as follows:

      
        Since the Scriptures make you wise to salvation, continue in them as you have from your youth. Since they are the outbreathing of God, these Scriptures are eminently useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness. Indeed, they may equip the person of God for every good work. So preach the Word, a task that begins with the preaching of Torah.

      

      When one discovers the significance of the book of Numbers as a creditable unit in the unfolding of the whole of Scripture, its material becomes essential to building a biblical theology. This commentary proceeds along these lines. Even though the title “Numbers” seems uninspiring, and despite those aspects of the book that the modern reader may consider to be less than scintillating, this book of Torah can make one wise to salvation and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness. The book of Numbers is an essential part of the Holy Scriptures of God. God’s people dare not ignore its teachings.

      


  

3. THE BOOK OF NUMBERS AS TORAH

      The book of Numbers is not only a part of Scripture and, hence, inspired, inerrant, and relevant for doctrine, guidance, and instruction in righteous living; it is also an essential part of the Torah, the Pentateuch of Moses. While many acknowledge the foundational nature of the Torah to the development of Scripture, it would seem that there is rarely a serious consideration of its contributions as authoritative and informing Scripture in the practical outworking of evangelical theology.8 Aside from a few celebrated texts on creation and the fall, selections dealing with the names and ascriptions of deity, and passages presenting the basic ideas of covenant, the Torah is generally neglected. True, passages are chosen from time to time to illustrate truths already affirmed in the NT, but rarely do theologians build theological propositions solidly on Torah truth. Frequently a few passages that are regarded as messianic are selected for study.9 But the rest of the text seems to be regarded as just “filler.” Genesis, understandably, is read more than the rest of the books of the Torah; Numbers, however, is read very little for basic theology.

      Yet the Bible only holds together insofar as it is seen as an organic development from the beginning forward. The books of the Torah are like the full-bud stage of a rose: the entire flower is present—everything the flower will become—but not all of its inner beauty is visible. The Prophets and the Writings are akin to the opening of the rose. They do not so much present new truth as develop and clarify truth that has been already expressed in the books of the Torah.10

      In the teaching of Jesus we find the rose of Scripture, as it were, in the full-bloom stage. His words reveal more fully than ever what God has meant from the beginning in his revelation. In a sense we may say that the teaching of Jesus is the full blossom of Torah truth. The letters in the NT are akin to the rose in the full-blown stage. In this stage of the flower, the bloom is still intact, but the petals are opened to their fullest extent. In this stage much attention is given to the fine detail of a given petal, but there is a danger in losing a sense of the form and contours of the flower.

      To begin a study of Scripture in the NT letters poses the danger of proceeding on the basis of a great deal that is not known. Since the texture of Scripture is so detailed, the balance of teaching the whole of Scripture on a given topic may be lost. This issue is particularly problematic among those evangelicals who believe that only the letters are “church truth,” and that the OT is truly “old,” connected only with the Hebrew people in the past but not really of any real value to God’s people today. Equally disastrous is for the reader to view the Bible as a “flat book” (Walter C. Kaiser’s phrase), devoid of development whatsoever. This view sees the book of Genesis and the book of John as presenting the same theological ideas with the same precision and on the same level. These “gospelizers” of the Torah inadvertently make the early books irrelevant; for if the Torah teaches precisely, and on the same level, what the Gospels teach, then the Torah is not needed. It is merely quaintly redundant.

      This commentary proceeds on the premise that the Torah is foundational to the entirety of Scripture, that the rest of the Bible cannot be understood correctly apart from a solid basis in Torah. Further, this commentary also proceeds on the theses that the book of Numbers is truly a “book,”11 that it has a sense of coherence, and that its problematic use of large numbers is capable of solution. Indeed, the numbers when viewed correctly may become its glory!

      
  

4. TEXT

      The Hebrew text (the MT) of the book of Numbers is relatively free of difficulty. Since the Torah was especially revered in ancient times, its transmission seems to be cleaner than that of many other biblical books. Periodically in the commentary that follows, attention will be given to special textual difficulties, particularly in the poetic sections; and comparisons will be made with the Samaritan recension and the LXX. A few times I will suggest emendations of the MT, new meanings for disputed words, or unusual meanings to more common words. I observe (perhaps with some surprise) that the presence of many numbers in the two census lists (Nu 1–4; 26) do not betray corruption in the process of transmission; thus, those who resort to the solution of the problem of the large numbers by suggesting textual corruption have to assume that such problems are very ancient (pre-Masoretic). The Hebrew text used throughout the commentary is BHS.

      
  

5. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE

      The book of Numbers, the fourth book of the Pentateuch, is traditionally ascribed to Moses. The name of the book in the English versions comes from the LXX (the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible), through the Vulgate (Latin), and is based on the census lists that are found in chs. 1–4 and 26. The Greek name for the book, an attempt to describe the prominence of the numerical listings of the tribes of Israel, is Arithmoi. The Latin translation in the Vulgate is Numeri, the basis for the title “Numbers” in standard English translations.

      Eusebius mentions that Jewish designations for the book include the Hebrew phrase sēper misparîm (“The Book of Numbers”). More commonly, however, we think of two other Hebrew names for the book. One comes from the first word of Numbers 1:1, wayedabbēr (“And [Yahweh] spoke [to Moses]”). This term is significant in that it is a characteristic phrasing that marks section after section in this Torah scroll as the revelation of the Lord to Moses. An even more descriptive Hebrew name for the book is taken from the fourth word in verse 1, bemidbar (“In the Desert,” or “In the Wilderness”).12 This name is generally regarded as more descriptive of its contents. The book is set in the thirty-eight-year period of Israel’s experience in the Wilderness of Sinai following the exodus from Egypt. Hence “In the Wilderness” seems to be a particularly apt description of its contents. This term is not only fitting for the experience of Israel in this part of her early history, but it is also a metaphor for the condition of judgment that fell on the people who refused to enter the land of rest. We will argue, however, that the word “Numbers” really is the superior title for the book as a whole—and that it is in its numbers that the book has significant power.

      This book contains much material that is similar to the books of Exodus and Leviticus in terms of legislation for the people and particularly material dealing with the rights and regulations of the Levites and the priests. The dramatic narrative of the book is most significant. It is in the book of Numbers that we read of the murmuring and rebellions of the people of God against his grace and their subsequent judgment. Those whom God had redeemed from slavery in Egypt and those to whom he had displayed his grace at Mount Sinai responded with indifference, ingratitude, and repeated acts of rebellion. The community of the redeemed was punished by the Lord by being forbidden to enter the Promised Land. They were made to live out their lives in the Wilderness of Sinai; only their children would enjoy the promise that was originally to be theirs.

      Since Numbers presents this story of rebellion, there is a sense in which the book stands in the middle of the salvation experience of the people of God. The generation that was delivered from slavery in Egypt did not continue to respond to the Lord with faith and gratitude. Instead, they forfeited their part in the Land of Promise. Only their children would experience the blessing of conquest, and they would experience it only if they demonstrated a daring faithfulness their parents had not. Again, God has time and the wilderness has sand. The book covers a span of thirty-eight years, from the first day of the first month of the second year of the exodus (Nu 7:1; Ex 40:2, 17; cf. the first day of the second month, Nu 1:1) until the first day of the eleventh month of the fortieth year (Dt 1:3). The whole of the wilderness period is usually called “forty years” (as in Nu 14:33).

      Provisionally, we may state that the original recipients of the book were the people of Israel in the second generation from the exodus awaiting the command of God to cross the Jordan to conquer the land of Canaan. The book describes the affairs of the people of the first generation, but its teaching was for their sons and daughters, who were now mature and were about to enter Canaan.

      We may also venture the purpose of the book in this manner:

      
        	• to compel obedience to Yahweh by members of the new community by reminding them of the wrath of God on their parents because of their breach of covenant,

        	• to encourage them to trust in the ongoing promises of their Lord as they follow him into their heritage in Canaan, and

        	• to provoke them to the worship of God and to the enjoyment of their salvation.

      

      The book also carries an implied threat: If the sons and daughters behave as their parents had done, then they will suffer the same fate—burial in the wilderness. Their children (the third generation) may be the ones to enter the land. Thus the book that describes the “Wilderness Years” is designed to encourage spiritual confidence on the part of the people who are about to leave the wilderness as well as to encourage later generations. Despite its sorry record of blemish, betrayal, and benighted living among the covenantal people, the book of Numbers as a whole portrays a confident life of faith in the fear of Yahweh. Furthermore, this confident living, this spiritual triumphalism, becomes a major element in the worship of Yahweh.

      
  

6. AUTHORSHIP AND DATE

      As noted above, the book of Numbers, at least in its core, has traditionally been ascribed to Moses, the great prophet of God. This position has much to commend it.

      
        	1. The statements concerning the writing activity of Moses found here and elsewhere in the Pentateuch (e.g., Nu 33:1–2; cf. Ex 17:14; 24:4; 34:27 et al.).

        	2. The Pentateuch appears as a unity and comes, in some manner, from one great master writer.

        	3. The excellent training of Moses in the princely educational system was designed to produce, among other leaders, the very pharaohs of Egypt—an education that would have prepared Moses for this great literary task (see the report of the Jewish tradition in the preaching of Stephen; Ac 7:22).

        	4. Moses was the principal human protagonist in the record of the deliverance and wilderness experiences of Israel in its formative years, thus making him the logical choice as the recorder of those events.

        	5. Various NT citations speak of Moses as the one responsible for the books of the Torah (e.g., Mt 19:8; Jn 5:46–47; Ro 10:5; et al.).13

      

      Many modern scholars of the Bible proceed from other lines of inquiry to argue that Moses was not the author of Numbers (either in its final form or basic core) or, for that matter, of any of the books of the Pentateuch. These critical scholars14 believe that at most only a few seed-thoughts of the Pentateuch really go back to the man Moses,15 that Jewish tradition (uncritically adopted by Christian tradition) oversimplified the matter by ascribing the writing of these books to their ancient hero Moses, and that the process of the writing of the book of Numbers was exceedingly complex, the book’s being comprised primarily of Priestly source materials (“P”),16 as well as some materials from the Yahwist (“J”) and the Elohist (“E”).

      The classic statement on the book of Numbers in this regard was given by George Buchanan Gray more than one hundred years ago (1903):

      
        Judged even by itself, Numbers supplies abundant evidence that it is not the work of Moses, or even of a contemporary of the events described. Not only is Moses referred to throughout in the 3rd person, and, in one passage in particular, in terms that have always occasioned difficulties to those who assumed the Mosaic authorship, but the repetitions, the divergent and contradictory accounts of the same matter, the marked differences of style in different parts, the impossible numbers, and many other features of the book, prove clearly that Numbers is not the work of one who was contemporary with the events described, or familiar with the conditions presupposed.17

      

      The “one passage in particular” that was so bothersome to Gray—and indeed even to many readers who are more favorably predisposed to Mosaic authorship—is 12:3: “Now Moses was a very humble man, more humble than anyone else on the face of the earth.” The presumption of many readers is that this is the last possible statement a truly humble man would write about himself. For many documentary-critical readers, this verse is the last nail in the coffin of the question of the Mosaic authorship of the book. (But see the newer view of the meaning of this verse in the present commentary below.)

      Gray then turned to 33:2, which seems to be a clear statement of Mosaic authorship: “At the LORD’s command Moses recorded the stages in their journey.” Even this verse gets turned on its head as Gray writes:

      
        In one passage only (33:2) does the book lay any claim to the authority of Moses for its statements; that passage is closely related to others (P) which are clearly of far later origin than the age of Moses, and consequently the Mosaic authorship even of this particular passage cannot be seriously considered.18 (emphasis his)

      

      The negative-critical assessment of the contribution of the historical Moses to the writing of the book of Numbers presented with such confidence by Gray near the beginning of the last century has been carried on with little waning of enthusiasm by critical scholars throughout the decades that have followed. We may cite just a few examples.

      Otto Eissfeldt approached the first books of the Bible not as the Pentateuch (Genesis through Deuteronomy) but as the Hexateuch (Genesis through Joshua) and argued that these books have connections as well with the books of Kings. He also presented his discovery of a new stratum in these books, a stratum he called “L” (Lay). The materials earlier attributed to “J” (the Yahwist) he believed to be in fact a combining of two sources, “L” and “J,” and in doing so he followed suggestions from H. Gunkel and R. Smend. In his major work, after eighty-eight pages of dense prose, he then had much of the German text of the first six books of the Bible printed in columnar form under four headings: L, J, E, and P. (In the case of the book of Deuteronomy, he included only chs. 31–34, since he regarded the balance as D.) A non-documentarian who pages through the book may find that the results are simply astonishing.

      Where large blocks of material are assigned to one source, Eissfeldt simply summarizes. Hence Numbers 1:1–10:10 is assigned to P, so that text is not printed out in its column. In other cases in his partitioning of the book of Numbers, Eissfeldt asserts considerable interplay of putative sources, usually with paragraphs printed as blocks in the “correct column.” But at Numbers 14:1, he divides phrases in this one verse among three sources (P, E, J), and in verse 2, he assigns all the verse to P except for the words “all Israel,” which are assigned (alone!) to E.19

      Not many people are going to plow through the convoluted columns of Eissfeldt’s tome. To ease the chore for the curious modern reader, a new book has made the task of distinguishing sources far simpler—by printing the text of the Pentateuch with varied colors and fonts. Thus in The Bible with Sources Revealed, J is represented with a light green font, E with a bold green font, P with a blue font, RJE (portions where the Redactor combined J and E, a task achieved sometime following the destruction of Samaria in 722 BC) with a green font with a background screen, R (for Redactor, the work of the final editor) with a blue font with a background screen. No fewer than three colors are used to distinguish putative layers of D (Deuteronomy), and Genesis 14 bears the distinction of having its own colored font (blue italic) to indicate an independent source, the chapter revealing none of the traits of J or E or P.20

      Otto Kaiser, former professor of Old Testament at the University of Marburg, published his widely used Old Testament Introduction (in German) in 1969; the English translation was published in 1975.21 This book contains no section on the book of Numbers or, for that matter, on the books of Genesis, Exodus, or Leviticus. Kaiser approaches the content of these four books (“the Tetrateuch”) with only slight modifications of the literary-critical stance of Karl Heinrich Graf, Abraham Kuenen, and Julius Wellhausen. With (characteristic) German assurance of his position, Kaiser writes:

      
        The documentary hypothesis . . . has proved well suited to solve the problem of the involved narrative, and so performed not only a literary task, but one which is at the same time decisive for our knowledge of the sources for the history and theology of Israel. The sources have been by and large distinguished correctly . . . [and] they have been set, at least relatively correctly, in the context of the history of Israel, and so provide the framework for the history of its faith.22

      

      Thus Kaiser’s treatment pays no attention to the five books of Moses; instead his chapters are titled:

      
        	(7) The Growth of the Pentateuchal Narrative at the Pre-Literary Stage

        	(8) The Yahwistic History

        	(9) The Elohistic History

        	(10) The Priestly Writing

        	(11) Deuteronomy23

      

      Another major figure of modern German critical scholarship writing in the mid-twentieth century was Martin Noth. He minced no words in his negative evaluation of the unity of the book of Numbers and the role of Moses in its composition:

      
        There can be no question of the unity of the book of Numbers, nor of its originating from the hand of a single author. This is already clear from the confusion and lack of order in its contents. It is also clear from the juxtaposition of quite varied styles and methods of presentation, as well as from the repeated confrontation of factually contradictory concepts in one and the same situation. It is also clear, finally, from the relationship of secondary dependence which can sometimes be established between one section and another. These facts are so self-evident that the assertion of the disunity of the book does not require exhaustive proof.24

      

      Near the end of the twentieth century, we have yet another, only slightly less dogmatic assertion. Budd states with approval:

      
        The confidence of these earlier analysts is not often shared by more recent investigators, particularly in matters of detail, but there remains a very wide measure of agreement as to the identity and extent of the priestly material (P). In the book of Numbers there is very general acceptance of a total priestly contribution in the following chapters—1–9, 15, 17–19, 26–31, 33–36—and of a substantial influence in 10, 13–14, 16, 20, 25, 32. The only chapters lacking such influence would appear to be 11–12, 21–24.25

      

      Many of the arguments given by these scholars may be countered by evidence from within the Bible and from what we now know concerning patterns of writing in the ancient world that run directly counter to the basic postulates of standard critical theory.26 But the most telling distinction between nonevangelical scholars and evangelical scholars is one’s starting point. When a person begins with the postulate of the divine inspiration of Scripture and of its concomitant inerrancy, that person reads the data of Scripture quite differently from the manner of one who does not begin with a belief in the inspiration, authority, and inerrancy of Scripture.

      I believe it is prudent to make the following points:

      (1) Gray and others notwithstanding, Moses certainly wrote the travel itinerary of the book (see 33:2), as explicitly stated by Scripture. Gray’s rejection of the statement, based on an appeal to prior late-dating of the putative Priestly document, is simply nothing more than an example of special pleading. He argues that Moses cannot have been the author because the book does not assert his authorship; and in the one verse where the book does assert that Moses wrote a section, Gray dismisses that datum for other reasons. With this approach one can deny just about anything.

      (2) Moses is portrayed as the central character of the book (with the exception of chs. 22–24, which feature Balaam). This factor makes it probable that, if Moses was a historical figure, Moses was the source of the materials. Employing the third person allows the writer to use his name repeatedly. The third-person format in the book is a factor that we observe; but this seeming peculiarity may be just a matter of taste and style, not necessarily the betrayal of the hand of another author.

      (3) Moses is the person the book repeatedly emphasizes as the one who received the words of Yahweh. Among the most characteristic phrases in the book are the statements speaking of the revelation of Yahweh to Moses (e.g., 1:1: “The LORD spoke to Moses in the Tent of Meeting”). Maarsingh writes, “Over and over we hear such expressions as ‘the Lord spoke to Moses,’ ‘the Lord commanded Moses,’ and ‘according to the word of the Lord.’ In the book of Numbers alone these expressions, almost always addressed to Moses, occur 139 times.”27 If a person other than Moses wrote the book of Numbers, and if the book relates genuine revelation of God to Moses, then that writer would have had to have been quite dependent on Moses for his material. One may, of course, decide that the relevance of these words to the real person of Moses is inconsequential. Some believe the phrasing, “And the LORD said to Moses,” serves merely to introduce a new topic but has neither historical, revelatory significance nor any personal reference to the Moses of history. It is suggested that later writers, desiring to present their material as authoritative, would have used these formulaic words as a matter of course.28 But it is also possible, and is the belief of many, that these words may indeed report Moses’ reception of the word of God.29

      When one argues for the Mosaic composition of the book of Numbers, it is not necessary to claim that the book came from his hand complete and finalized. With reference to Moses, we may style the book of Numbers, “The Memoirs of Moses in the Wilderness.” The varied styles and the seeming inconsistencies of the book may have been produced in part by its occasional nature in the lifetime of Moses. Further, this book may have received some additions following the lifetime of Moses, though this material may also have reached back to the time of Moses. Thus some of what we may regard as later insertions may be just as ancient, having been written by a contemporary of Moses, as the larger framework into which they are placed. The insertions may have been added to the book as a whole, under the direction of the Holy Spirit at a later time, or the book may have been compiled by another hand using Mosaic material. This would also explain the inclusion of the Balaam story.

      Further, if we accept the possibility of insertions and additions to Numbers or that the book is a compilation from a period later than Moses, we would still accept them as a part of the Holy Spirit’s ongoing work on his Word. We certainly confront instances of this ongoing work in the book of Psalms. Numerous psalms have later editorial (sometimes musical) additions; and some psalms are later constructions of various parts of earlier poems. Yet the “reverent critical reader” of the Psalms still speaks of the product as the work of the Spirit of God through various hands.30 The additions and insertions from a later time—if that is what they are—are still Scripture. They are a part of the Word of God as we have received it; the additions and insertions also comprise a part of the Hebrew-Christian canon. The proper stance for the reader who has sought to determine these factors is not in judgment but in acknowledgment, not in superior knowledge but in reverent submission.

      When we examine the text of Numbers, we conclude that it is possible that some portions of the book were additions from later periods of Israel’s history.31 For example, the supposed protestation of the humility of Moses (12:3) would hardly be convincing if it came from his own mouth, as Gray and countless others have observed.32 One section in Numbers 14 seems to be oddly placed within the larger chapter. There is a medieval tradition that Numbers 10:35–36 formed a part of the (suppressed) book of Eldad and Medad (see Note). Numbers 14:26–35 seems to be a “layer” with respect to 14:20–25 (see comments). Numbers 18:21–24 may appear to have something of a retrospective element (see comments). A more likely example of an addition to the book in my judgment is the passage in Numbers 15 describing the incident of the man caught in violation of the Sabbath rest (vv.32–36). Notice the way this section begins: “While the Israelites were in the wilderness” (v.32). This is similar to other biblical accounts that were written long after the events they portray. Compare, for example, the opening words of the book of Ruth: “In the days when the judges ruled” (Ru 1:1). The words in Numbers 15:32 appear to take the reader back to an earlier age;33 they seem to be surprising in a book whose setting from the beginning was “in the wilderness” (see 1:1).

      Equally difficult in Numbers is the origin of the Balaam story (chs. 22–24). As observed in the commentary, great speculation centers on the possible ways that this story complex could have come to Israel and become a part of the book of Numbers. Since Moses was not a participant in these events, their origin as Scripture is problematic. (Although the pericope is about Balaam and Barak, it is definitely an Israelite document. A good analogy would be the book of Job, whose author we do not know and whose main characters are people outside the covenantal community.) It is not my purpose to list all the passages in Numbers that may have been later additions, but we may pose the possibility of later additions.

      If we are willing to admit even one sentence (12:3), one pericope (15:32–36), or one section (chs. 22–25) as a possible addition to the book at a later time than that of Moses, then we should be willing to examine each pericope with the question as to whether it, too, may be a possible later addition.34 We will not conclude with the critical scholar that the entirety of the book came from a later time, but neither should we insist that every word and every verse necessarily came from the pen of Moses. Evangelicals have usually been pressed so hard by documentary-critical scholars who deny any part of the book as coming from Moses that the former have tended to claim too much for Moses. My desire is to be ruggedly, radically biblical, no matter where that may lead us.35

      We may conclude, however, that it is reasonable to assume that the essential content of Numbers did come from Moses, the servant of the Lord. His name is cited repeatedly in the book; he was the principal human protagonist in the book; and he was the one with the training, opportunity, motivation, and opportunity to produce the book. It is almost axiomatic to observe that God brings good out of even the most grim, the most dismal situations. We may reckon that one of the good things that came out of the ghastly waste of life and energy of the condemned, rebellious first generation of the Hebrew people was the opportunity the wilderness experience afforded to Moses, prince and prophet of God, to write the books associated with his name.

      An interesting use of the principal story line of Numbers is found in the message of the judge Jephthah to the Ammonites (Jdg 11:15–27). The basic plot and many of the details of Numbers were well known by this Hebrew judge and were used by him with the facility of a Stephen of a much later day. The knowledge of these events during the chaotic period of the judges suggests that at least part of the basic story line of Numbers was known in Jephthah’s day; thus, it is not unreasonable to suggest that the framework of the book was written before the period of the judges—something explained in the traditional belief in the Mosaic authorship of the book. The best suggestion for the time the book reached finished form seems to be during the united monarchy. Much later (and against critical thought), some of the cultural and geographical issues of the book become moot and arcane. So I believe the finished form36 of Numbers may have come as early as the time of Samuel, but certainly by the age of Solomon.37

      
  

7. UNITY AND ORGANIZATION

      Numbers is not easy to analyze or outline to show its inner structure. The contents are remarkably varied, and the arrangement of materials seems problematic. It is difficult to know how to divide the book; some even despair of thinking that the thirty-six chapters really form a “book,” seeing no real independent unity within the book of Numbers. Goldberg, for example, says that Numbers was never a self-standing literary work; its existence as a “book” was always as just a part of the larger Pentateuch.38 Rendtorff begins his discussion of Numbers in this vein: “Of all the books in the Pentateuch, the Book of Numbers is the hardest to survey. It contains a great deal of material of a markedly varied kind and gives the impression of being very heterogeneous. It is even difficult to decide how to divide it.”39

      While we all are aware of the ancient Jewish and Christian designation that speaks of “the Five Books of Moses,” or the Pentateuch, some scholars believe that this arrangement is not apt. Of the five “books” in that section of the Bible, Numbers is considered by many to be the least clearly a “book.” We expect a book to have a beginning, middle, and end, as is true of Genesis and Deuteronomy and, perhaps to a lesser degree, Exodus and Leviticus. But many feel that the book of Numbers has no real beginning, no clear ending, and only a muddled middle.

      Readers tend to find the opening chapters of Numbers to be merely a continuation of the situation of Israel in the region of Sinai that begins in Exodus 19, a situation that includes the extensive materials in the book of Leviticus. The last chapters of Numbers present Israel in the plains of Moab, which is the staging area for Deuteronomy. In between are a few connecting passages describing the misadventures of Israel in the region of Kadesh. In all this narrative, many believe there is just a miscellany of varied accounts. Indeed, some commentators present the material of Numbers as a collection of disconnected parts of other books in the Torah.

      An example of the disconnected-collection approach is afforded by Gray.40 He suggests that the materials of Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers would be far better regrouped into these sections:

      
        	1. The Exodus from Egypt to Sinai (Ex 1–18)

        	2. At Sinai (Ex 19–Nu 10:10, including the book of Leviticus)

        	3. From Sinai to the Jordan (Nu 10:11–36:13)41

      

      Noth also speaks strongly against the literary integrity of Numbers: “We can scarcely speak of a special significance peculiar to the book of Numbers. It has its significance within the framework and context of the greater Pentateuch [as a] whole.”42

      Thus some feel that the “book” of Numbers may exist merely to allow the (presumably) sacred or mystical number five to be used in the seminal section of the Bible, i.e., the Torah, and the arrangement of the material in the book may be rather inadequate. In fact, we have no solid information that the number five had a mystical or sacred sense apart from the fact that the Torah is in five parts. Eissfeldt, for example, suggests that the fivefold division of the books of the Torah is secondary in nature, that it arises from a desire to divide the larger complex into five manageable parts of approximately equal size.43

      The seeming appearance of Numbers to lack a literary sense of coherence as a “book” is compounded by the sense that the materials in it seem to present themselves in a nearly incoherent variety. The book contains numerous lists of names and numbers, involved genealogies, dramatic historical narratives, arcane rites of purification and ritual sacrifice, lists of sites visited in the wanderings of Israel, lovely poetry, the quintessential blessing of Yahweh on his people, impassioned personal encounters, rather dull and prosaic documents on priestly duties, engaging flashes of personality conflicts, stories of intrigue and betrayal, accounts of robust heroism and daring faith, tedious descriptions of detail in ritual, some hymn fragments, quotations from other ancient books, exultant praises to Yahweh, and—most surprisingly—exalted poetic prophecies providing a blessing of Israel from a pagan mantic prophet who has fallen under the “spell” of Yahweh, God of Israel. With all this discordant material in view, it is difficult to imagine a biblical category of writing (except perhaps apocalyptic—yet even there see 24:23–24) that does not find some part or other in this book. In all this variety one searches for meaning and coherence. What is it, we wonder, that holds the book together?

      So we turn to the question of the nature of the “book” of Numbers. The standard approach to the study of a book of the Bible begins with an attempt to discover the author’s intended structure. On the basis of this structure, one may develop an outline and begin to see how the parts relate to the whole. Organizing principles of a book of the Bible may be one of several types. Some books are arranged along chronological lines; some along geographical lines; some along thematic lines; some along logical lines of deductive reasoning. Some books present a narrative flow (tell a story); others argue ideas.

      The problem with Numbers is that it does not seem to follow any of these several lines of development. There is some attention to the issues of chronology in the book. But the chapters that have chronological notes are not given in sequence, and some of the chronological notes are only partial. We do not seem to be helped in our quest for a sense of meaning in Numbers by examining the chronological notices. There are several notices of time, but they are incomplete and are not arranged in a strict order:

      
        	1:1—On the first day of the second month of the second year of the exodus; this follows the erection of the tabernacle by one month (see Ex 40:2, 17)

        	7:1—On the first day of the first month of the second year of the exodus; the day of the completion of the tabernacle (see Ex 40:2, 17)

        	9:1—In the first month of the second year of the exodus; a notice that precedes ch. 1

        	9:15—On the day the tabernacle was set up; agreeing with 7:1

        	10:11—On the twentieth day of the second month of the second year of the exodus, that is, following the events described in 1:1

        	20:1—In the first month. The year is not given, but a comparison of 20:22–29 with 33:38 leads to the conclusion that this date is in the fortieth year of the exodus, that is, thirty-eight years after the events of the earlier chapters.

      

      We are appreciative of these few dates, for without them we would make several errors in our understanding of Numbers. But these few dates are scarcely sufficient for rendering a scheme for the order and structure of the book as a whole. In fact, the larger period of Israel’s experience in the wilderness is passed over with scarcely a comment—a strange phenomenon if chronology was the binding glue for the book. Noordtzij observes:

      
        The thirty-eight years of Israel’s wanderings, punishment for their refusal to enter Canaan from Kadesh (ch. 14), thus fall between the first five and the sixth dates. Of this period we are only told of the rebellion of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram (ch. 16), the budding of Aaron’s staff (ch. 17), and Moses’ sin (20:7–12). The school of Wellhausen concluded from the paucity of information that the author knew little or nothing about those years; but this ignores the fact that the Old Testament does not give us a history of Israel, but rather a history of God’s revelation. Periods during which little or nothing happened that would be important for a knowledge of that history are simply passed over in silence.44

      

      The problem we face in attempting to discover the principal framework for the arrangement of Numbers is exacerbated when we survey the ways that scholars have attempted to arrange the larger sections of the book in a major structural outline. Many scholars tend to look at Numbers in terms of three large units based on geographical considerations. The book begins, as we have noted, with Israel encamped in the Wilderness of Sinai (1:1). A common break is proffered to come after 10:10, where the people move from Sinai to make their way to Kadesh (10:11). Third, the people are suddenly in the region of Moab, across from Jericho, some thirty-eight years later in ch. 22. However, the precise division between these second and third sections is generally debated.

      Here we may survey some examples of standard outlines of the book to make the issue plain. Gray’s outline of Numbers is in three parts:45

      
        	(1) Numbers 1:1–10:10 (plus 10:29–32)
          
            	Scene: The Desert of Sinai

            	Period: nineteen days

          

        

        	(2) Numbers 10:11–21:9
          
            	Scene: North of Sinai, west of the Arabah

            	Period: thirty-seven (or, in round numbers, forty) years

          

        

        	(3) Numbers 21:10–36:13
          
            	Scene: East of the Arabah (Jordan valley)

            	Period: Not more than five months

          

        

      

      There are two unusual factors in his outline. The first is the reminder that Moses’ invitation to his brother-in-law Hobab to accompany Israel on their journey must have preceded their leaving Sinai; hence the inclusion of 10:29–32 in the first section. The other is his singular marking of the second/third division at 21:9/21:10, which speaks of the Hebrews beginning their journey to Moab.

      A more common example of a three-part structure to the book of Numbers is given by Unger in his popular Bible dictionary:

      
        	(1) Departure from Sinai (1:1–10:10)

        	(2) From Sinai to Moab (10:11–21:35)

        	(3) Plains of Moab (22:2–36:13)46

      

      Rendtorff has a slightly more complex three-part outline:

      
        	(1) Part of the Sinai pericope, which begins with Exodus 19:21; primarily regulations about the cult (1:1–10:10)

        	(2) The stay of the Israelites in the desert, connected with Exodus 15:22–18:27 (10:11–20:13)

        	(3) The occupation of Transjordan (some make the break only within or at the end of ch. 21). Passages in 33:50–56 and others display a marked Deuteronomistic stamp (20:14–36:13).47

      

      Again, Rendtorff’s approach has a geographical break in the latter part of the book, but he is not sure where to place it (20:13/14, or somewhere within or at the end of ch. 21).

      Here is an outline of the book of Numbers that has four parts by inserting a subdivision of the initial march of Israel from Sinai to Paran (10:11–12:16):

      
        	(1) Organization Prior to Leaving Sinai (1:1–10:10)

        	(2) Israel on the March—Sinai to Paran (10:11–12:16)

        	(3) The Murmurings in the Desert of Paran (13:1–21:35)

        	(4) Israel Encamped in the Plains of Moab (22:1–36:13).48

      

      Here is an outline that has five parts, the standard three geographical divisions coupled to two units of journeys:

      
        	(1) Israel in the Desert of Sinai (1:1–10:10)

        	(2) From Sinai to Kadesh (10:11–12:16)

        	(3) In the Kadesh area (13:1–20:21)

        	(4) Detour to avoid Edom (20:22–21:35)

        	(5) Israel in the plains of Moab (22:1–36:13).49

      

      Here is an outline with five parts as well, but observe that the divisions do not match the one just noted:

      
        	(1) Preparations for Travel (1:1–10:10)

        	(2) The Journey to Kadesh Barnea (10:11–14:45)

        	(3) The Journey to the Plains of Moab (15:1–22:1)

        	(4) The Moabites and Balaam (22:2–25:18)

        	(5) Final Preparations for Entering Canaan (chs. 26–36).50

      

      Finally, here is one of the most satisfactory of the standard, geographically based outlines. The presentation I give shows the subordinate relationship of the journey motifs to the stationary sections:

      
        	(1) At Sinai: Preparations for departure (1:1–10:10)
          
            	—Journey from Sinai to Kadesh (10:11–12:16)

          

        

        	(2) At Kadesh in the Desert of Paran (13:1–20:13)
          
            	—Journey from Kadesh to the plains of Moab (20:14–22:1)

          

        

        	(3) On the plains of Moab (22:2–32:42)
          
            	—Miscellaneous matters (33:1–36:13).51

          

        

      

      This sampling of outlines for the book of Numbers shows a tendency to group its materials along geographical lines in three broad categories, with occasional resorts to transitional elements. But these outlines also show the difficulty that scholars have in coming to a consensus in this endeavor. While there is a general agreement that the first section ends in 10:10, there is little agreement on the ending of the second section of the book. Childs writes:

      
        However, the problem of determining the structure from the geographical indicators appears most clearly in the division of 21:9. From a literary perspective a major division at this point is far from obvious. Moreover, Noth ends his second section at 20:13 before the beginning of the conquest traditions, and de Vaux sets the break at 22:1 when Israel encamped on the plains of Moab beyond the Jordan at Jericho. This disagreement confirms the impression that there are no clear indications within the text of how the editors wished to divide the material at this juncture. For this reason, although geographical features are significant, their importance in establishing a structure should not be exaggerated. The biblical editors seem less concerned with this literary problem than are modern commentators.52

      

      This uncertainty leaves us somewhat uncomfortable. There are two principal difficulties with the standard approach to outlining the book of Numbers geographically. First, as Childs observes, the details of the text are not sufficiently clear (and have little scholarly consensus) to make these divisions convincing. Second, the threefold division of the book on geographical terms only adds to the sense that the “book” of Numbers is not really a book at all, only a strange cluster of varied chapters that really belong to the larger unity of the Pentateuch. Again we hear the words of those scholars from Gray to Budd that suggest the “book” of Numbers really has no independent unity or independent significance.

      The problem with this general approach to Numbers is that it leaves the book dependent on both Exodus and Deuteronomy and somewhat derivative of both. Some writers are so taken with this notion that they have developed the idea of a “tri-teuch” instead of a “pentateuch.” They assert the independent existence of the books of Genesis and Deuteronomy but lump Exodus–Leviticus–Numbers together, principally on geographical grounds.

      Dennis T. Olson was one of the first to break from this tradition of the geographical approach and to develop the view that Numbers is an independent book with a convincing structural integrity of its own. He presented his patterns first in his doctoral dissertation and subsequently in his commentary on Numbers.53 The book of Numbers assuredly has its place in the larger Torah, but it is truly a book on its own merits with a coherent beginning, middle, and end. He observes, as we have done, that “the central problem in the interpretation of the book of Numbers . . . is the failure to detect a convincing and meaningful structure for the book.”54 The direction of Olson’s work is simply stunning. In my reading he is the first to break through the morass of scholarship that treats the “book” of Numbers as merely a convention and not a true book, a weak sister in the Pentateuch.

      The genius of Olson’s approach is that once he has stated it, the reader says, “Of course!” And one wonders why no one has approached the book in this way before Olson. Most of the treatments we have surveyed are somewhat at a loss to explain the chronological abnormalities in the book. Why does it begin “out of order,” with the events of the second month of the second year of the exodus (1:1) rather than with the events of the first month (7:1; 9:1, 15)? Rashi (AD 1040–1105), cited by Noordtzij,55 thought this was the case so the book could begin on a positive note rather than on something that reflected negatively on Israel. Yet there is really nothing negative in the events of chs. 7 and 9. Furthermore, the tendency of many readers is to rush through the numbers to get to the heart of the book. The importance of the “numbers” in Numbers has simply not been understood. Since the book of Numbers begins with the “numbers,” so shall we.

      Olson argues that the two census lists in the book are its framing principle; these lists serve as “the overarching literary and theological structure of the book of Numbers.”56 The first census, of course, describes the first generation of Hebrews who left Egypt in the exodus. The second census describes the second generation of Hebrews who left Egypt. The first generation of Hebrews rebelled against Yahweh; they were consigned to living out their lives in the wilderness. The second generation was given the opportunity by God to recapture the promises first given to their parents, to move into the Land of Promise, and to receive their proper inheritance. Olson characterizes this pattern as “the death of the old and the birth of the new.”

      Olson begins with the census lists in chs. 1 and 26. Olson finds these chapters to be essentially important in establishing the correct approach to the book. Indeed, the book of Numbers is a biped rather than a triped. The first major unit concerns the experiences of the first generation of the exodus and their failure to act in obedience to the Lord to claim their inheritance in the land of Canaan. Hence the text moves resolutely to a presentation of the word of God for the second generation. The “famous” division at 10:11 turns out to be subordinate to the principal division markers that center on the numbers of the tribes (chs. 1, 26). The reason for the second census list is because the first census listing became irrelevant for the new generation. The first listing was of their parents. The new listing was for the people of their own day.

      This observation led Olson to propose an outline that has two unequal sections, 1:1–25:18 and 26:1–36:13. In the first section the focus is on the first generation of the people of God in their march in the wilderness; the second section presents the new generation being prepared to enter the Promised Land. In the first section there are two major subdivisions: the preparation for the march (1:1–10:36), a subsection that presents the hope of conquest in a positive manner, followed by the cycle of rebellion (11:1–25:18), in which there is a mixture of texts of hope and failure. The second section has two “parts” as well, one stated and the other implied. It is in his “implied subsection” that the genius of Olson’s approach may be seen. The stated subsection (26:1–36:13) is the preparation for the people to enter the land, a section that roughly parallels the first part of the book and is positive in nature. The book ends in an implied question: Will the new generation be faithful to God, or will they rebel as their parents did? We may paraphrase, “God has time and the wilderness has sand.”

      Here is a modification of Olson’s basic structural outline,57 which I shall follow in my commentary (references in the outline being tied to the commentary):

      
        	I. The Experience of the First Generation in the Wilderness (1:1–25:18)
          
            	A. The Preparation for the Triumphal March to the Promised Land (1:1–10:36)
              
                	1. Setting Apart the People (1:1–10:10)

                	2. Setting Forth the People (10:11–36)

              

            

            	B. The Rebellion and Judgment of a Fearful People (11:1–25:18)
              
                	1. A Cycle of Rebellion and Atonement and the Record of Death (11:1–20:29)

                	2. A Climax of Rebellion and Hope and the End of Their Dying (21:1–25:18)

              

            

          

        

        	II. The Prospects for the Second Generation to Enter the Promised Land (26:1–36:13)
          
            	A. The Preparation for the Triumphal March to the Promised Land, the Second Generation (26:1–32:42)

            	B. A Review of the First Generation’s Journey, and Words of Warning and Encouragement to the Second Generation (33:1–56)

            	C. An Anticipation of the Promised Land (34:1–36:13)

            	D. [The Prospects for the Second Generation Are for Good, but the Warning from the Experience of the First Generation Must Not Be Forgotten]

          

        

      

      
  

8. THEOLOGICAL THEMES

      The Old and the New

      The simplest summary of the theology of Numbers is found in the slogan of Olson that we have referred to above: “the death of the old and the birth of the new.” Numbers presents the concept of the chastening wrath of God on his own disobedient people. Yet in his wrath Yahweh remembered mercy; a new generation would arise to inherit the land. The association of the Lord’s wrath and mercy, the coupling of his anger and his love—no matter how strange it may seem to us—these are marked features of the teaching of the Torah and the Prophets.58

      An entire generation that had formed a holy community; a people related to God by the sovereignty of grace and the cultic rites of the sacrifice of Passover; a nation delivered from its formidable foes by the direct intervention of God’s powerful right hand in the exodus from Egypt; a community entrusted with his Torah, graced with his word, and allowed to participate in his holy worship—this people lost their right to enjoy the Promised Land, their true heritage in the Lord. Of all the nations of the earth, the word of God had come only to the descendants of Jacob (see Ps 147:19–20). Of all the nations of the earth, the right hand of the Lord had reached out only to them in their deliverance (see Dt 4:32–34). Of all the peoples of the earth, only they were the family of God (see Dt 7:7–10). But even on them his heavy hand had fallen.

      Because of their rebellion against God’s grace and disbelief in his power to deliver them to the uttermost, the people of Israel were in breach of covenant. Those who were caught in the breach comprised an entire generation (all persons over the age of twenty), including women and men, mighty and lowly, godly and profane. Miriam and Aaron, yes, and even Moses, the great prophet and servant of the Lord, were not exempt from God’s wrath when they disobeyed him or resisted his will (see esp. 20:1–13).

      The fourth book of the Pentateuch thus presents a sobering, chilling reality. The God who had entered into covenant with Abraham (Ge 12), who had delivered his people from bondage in the exodus (Ex 14–15), who had revealed his holiness and the means to approach his grace through celebrative and sacrificial worship (Lev 1–7)—this same Yahweh was also a God of wrath and a consuming fire. His wrath extended to his errant children as well as to the enemy nations of Egypt and Canaan.

      God’s wrath, as von Rad writes, is his wrath, not the supposed wrath of the law. God’s wrath is a mark of his sovereignty—and a memorial of his grace:

      
        Certainly, the Old Testament tells of many judgments which overtook the disobedient nation. But who was their author? Was it the Law? It was God himself acting on Israel, and not a legal system of salvation which worked out according to a prearranged plan. In particular, it was God himself who always remained Lord even over Israel’s sin, and whose judgments even the preexilic prophets—and their successors even more clearly than they—represented as being at the same time evidence of his faithfulness to his chosen people. None of these judgments brings irrevocable rejection. The Lord never failed to accompany his faithful people, and he always took them back.59

      

      That even Moses would come under the wrath of God is stunning! Chapter 20, which records the error of Moses, begins with the notice of the death of Miriam (v.1) and concludes with the record of the death of Aaron (vv.22–29). Here was the passing of the noblest of the leadership of the people, the old guard. Those whom God had used to establish the nation were dying before the nation came into its land. Miriam, who had led the joyful singing at the day of redemption (Ex 15), would not live to sing a song of praise to the Lord in Canaan. Aaron, who for a generation had led the people in worship by means of the sacrifice of untold numbers of animals, would not be allowed to offer a tiny pigeon in the Promised Land. And Moses, hoary old man that he was—having led a life difficult to rival in the service of God, save only by Jesus—Moses, who had spoken the words of God from the holy mount of Sinai, would see the Promised Land only from a promontory in Moab.

      Questions no doubt came to a people who had experienced such greatness at the hand of God and now sensed such ignominy: Has God indeed finished with us? Is he done with the nation as a whole? Are the glorious promises God gave to our fathers and mothers just a thing of the past? Have we no hope?

      Balaam

      In one of the most remarkable sections of the Bible, the Lord worked providentially and directly to proclaim his continued faithfulness to his people, despite their continuing unfaithfulness. This section is the comic account of the pagan diviner Balaam (Nu 22–24). Here the God of laughter brings a smile to his people to encourage them in the prospects of their new hope, even as the older persons among them were still dying. God’s promises would still be realized, they now came to believe—realized in themselves!

      In Balaam we have the pagan counterpart to Moses the man of God. This idea has become clearer in a recent archaeological discovery of texts bearing Balaam’s name at Deir ʿAllah in Jordan. The discovery of these prophetic texts in Aramaic (dated variously from the mid-eighth through the sixth centuries BC) shows how famous Balaam was in the ancient Near East even centuries after his death.60 Balaam was an internationally known prophet, a diviner who was expert in examining the entrails of animals and in watching the movement of birds to discover the will of the gods. He thought that the Lord God of Israel was like any other deity whom he imagined he might manipulate by mantic acts. But from the early part of the narrative, when he first encountered the true God in visions, and in the hilarious narrative of the journey on the donkey (ch. 22), Balaam began to learn what for him was a strange, bizarre, even incomprehensible lesson: An encounter with the true God was fundamentally different from anything he had ever known. But then he had never known Yahweh!

      When at the instigation of Balak, king of Moab, Balaam finally began to utter his curse on the nation of Israel, the pagan mantic found his mouth unable to express the least of the contempt he desired to declare. Instead, from his mouth, and at the loss of his honorarium (!), came the loveliest of blessings on Israel and the most ferocious of curses on the enemies roundabout (chs. 23–24). Balak was furious! And Israel, who later heard this account, rollicked joyfully with the laughter of God.

      In his seven prophetic oracles, Balaam proclaimed God’s great grace for his people, his grace revealed in his blessing: “I have received a command to bless; he has blessed, and I cannot change it” (23:20).

      It is the blessing of God on Israel that is the heart of the book of Numbers and the heart of the Torah. This reminder of the blessing of God in the most unusual circumstances of the oracles of Balaam leads us to the celebrative and joyful aspects of the book. Zdeněk Soušek writes:

      
        The Balaam pericope is a weighty component of the message concerning the salvation work of Yahweh. The superiority of Yahweh over all his foes is there demonstrated. The incident is a mighty comfort to the threat and quaking in the presence of wicked powers and is an eloquent testimony that no annihilator, no destroyer, no death has the last word—but Yahweh, who intervenes entirely unexpectedly to save his community, to open to it new horizons and to give to it new hope.61

      

      Soušek is not the only scholar deeply impressed with the importance of the Balaam story in biblical theology. Moriarty writes:

      
        Textual difficulties disregarded, few sections in the Pentateuch are more important theologically than this remarkable narrative. In a real sense the Balaam story may be said to summarize the revelation of God’s purpose as it was communicated to Moses.62

      

      God’s blessing on Israel rests in his sovereign will. The immediate enjoyment of God’s blessing will ever be dependent on the faithfulness of his people. But the ultimate realization of God’s blessing is sure—because of the character of God, which is incapable of change:

      
        God is not a man, that he should lie,

        nor a son of man, that he should change his mind.

        Does he speak and then not act?

        Does he promise and not fulfill? (Nu 23:19)

      

      Most remarkably, this untoward, alien man Balaam—who stood at enmity with Israel and was no friend of God—was given a prophetic vision of the coming of a Victor-King, a Deliverer who is the Promised One, even Messiah Yeshua:

      
        I see him, but not now;

        I behold him, but not near.

        A star will come out of Jacob;

        a scepter will rise out of Israel.

        He will crush the foreheads of Moab,

        the skulls of all the sons of Sheth. (Nu 24:17)

      

      The story of Balaam the pagan mantic has its sorry side, however. What he was unable to do by means of the negative prophetic word, the curse viewed as a word of power, he did by means of seduction and deception. The events of Numbers 25 are sometimes thought to be just more in the long recital of the sins of Israel against God, followed by yet another outburst of God’s anger against his sinning people. In a sense, however, the rebellion in Numbers 25 is the spiritual nadir of the book. And Balaam was at the heart of it, though we do not discover so until ch. 31.

      At the instigation of Balaam, Midianite women (Moabite enemies of Israel) seduced leading figures of Israel to join them in the worship of their god, the manifestation of Baal at Peor. The worship of Baal employed some of the same terminology as the worship of the Lord. Perhaps some of the people went to the pagan sacrificial feasts in innocence. But the terms carried different meanings in the two religions. Instead of celebrating the wonder of knowing God and being his people of all the peoples of the earth, the worship of Baal moved from feasting and drinking to the most debased of sexual orgies. It is not unlikely, though some have overstated the case, that hallucinogenic drugs were involved. Certainly the rites became a frenzy of sexual activity. As the people easily succumbed to Egyptian-styled pagan rites at Sinai while Moses was speaking with God (see Ex 32, where the golden calf was similar to the Egyptian bull-god Apis), so now they had their first taste of the seductive religion of Canaan in the sexually oriented worship of Baal and his consorts.

      At one unbelievable moment the frenzy broke into the camp of Israel and extended to the very entrance of the tabernacle of God (see commentary). One prince of Israel brazenly copulated with a woman, likely a Midianite priestess of the Baal cult, in boldest daring, in the very proximity of the place for the worship of the Lord. As they gyrated one against the other in their primeval dance in celebration of Baal, in profanation of the holy that is nearly unspeakable, Phinehas, a great hero of faith, thrust a spear through both of them. The blade pierced through the back of the man and into the belly of the woman. A grandson of Aaron, Phinehas showed himself of all the men present to be a hero. His zeal for Yahweh was like the very zeal of God himself, and it reminds us of the zeal of the Promised One (Pss 2; 110). Phinehas typifies the strong sword of Jesus (Rev 19:11–16). Moreover, his action stemmed the plague that had broken out in the camp. This was the last plague; it was the end of the dying of the older generation. Now they were all gone.

      Then two things transpired. First, Yahweh established his covenant of peace with Phinehas. In addition to the great covenant God established with Israel through Moses on Mount Sinai (beginning in Ex 19), we are accustomed to think of the earlier covenant of God with Abraham (Ge 15) and the later covenant of God with David (2Sa 7). We also look forward in the Hebrew Scriptures to the establishment of the new covenant (Jer 31). In the book of Numbers we discover another of God’s gracious covenants, his covenant with Phinehas (Nu 25). This covenant with God’s priest was as important for true worship as was the covenant God established with David for the true royal house. Second, through the action of Phinehas “atonement was made for Israel” (25:13). The holy relationship of God and people was reestablished.

      Worship

      The book of Numbers has a great deal to contribute to the theology of worship. The NT concept that in worship all should be done in an orderly and fitting manner (1Co 14:40) finds its basis in the book of Numbers. Not only do we learn of order and procedure, we also learn of pageantry and procession, festival and fasting, demanded sacrifices and freewill offerings, restrictions and blessings. Other special features of the book include the provisions for the Nazirite vow (6:1–21), the beauty of the Aaronic Benediction (6:22–27), and the repetitive, lengthy record of the dedication offerings given by the elders of each tribe (ch. 7), the lengthy repetitions emphasizing the solemnity of the event and the magnanimity of the people in their gratitude to God the Deliverer. But the most prominent feature of all is blessing. The words God gave to Aaron and to his sons (hence words vouchsafed to Phinehas) are words whereby God showed his desire to bestow blessing on his people—his desire that they sense the smile of his face (see the comments on 6:23–27).

      Thus, it is in the book of Numbers that the ongoing purposes of God for his covenantal people are reaffirmed. Despite his judgment on the first generation of those he redeemed from Egypt, his murmuring people, God was still determined to bring the new generation into the Land of Promise and realization.

      From this observation it follows that the entire book of Numbers is a pointing back to failure and an addressing forward of the possibility of success. But in all there is warning. “God has time and the wilderness has sand.” The second generation had to act—but the expectation was that they would. Yes, the first generation failed; no, the new generation did not have to fail. Yes, there were repeated instances reported of the rebellions of the first generation (chs. 1–25); but as yet there had been none, not one, reported of the second generation (chs. 26–33). The first generation was one of the dead and the dying; but there is not one death mentioned in the latter section of the book (chs. 26–33).

      The fortunes of the people were not the result of time and tide, of chance and happenstance, of the fickle wills of capricious deities. The people could make their own fortune, for the eternal God had given them carte blanche. If they would respond in faithfulness and in wholehearted obedience, there was no promise he had given that would not be fulfilled. If they behaved as their parents had done, then there might have to be another forty years of waiting it out in the wilderness—and the wilderness has sand.

      God has time! He is not in a hurry. Finally he would have a generation of people like Joshua and Caleb who would focus on him entirely and not be intimidated by the walls of cities and the stature of their men, or be swayed by the sniveling words of the weak and the cowardly. The book of Numbers is the call to a robust faith in the Lord. And for people of such faith, there is no end of blessing.

      Numbers

      What seems to be the most embarrassing element of the book—the numbers that seem impossibly inflated for a small nation at the beginning of its existence—are its crown and glory. These numbers are a mark of God’s blessing. They are a fulfillment of his covenant. They anticipate numbers of peoples who will be like the stars of the heavens, the sand of the seashore.

      The numbers in each of the census takings, the old and the new (Nu 1; 46), add up to more than six hundred thousand fighting men, an immense army under the banners of the Lord. These numbers lead us to extrapolate a population that may extend to 2.5 or 3 million persons—perhaps even more. The numbers lead us to think in superlatives. They remind us of God’s grace, they point to his mercy, and they anticipate his glory. These numbers have a theological meaning. They are used for effect, not simple bombast.

      Poor old Balaam thought he had the “number” of the people of Israel. He found that he could not number their dust (see comments on 23:10)! It was God who had Israel’s number! And their number was their destiny. Their number was their full complement. This truth, too, Balaam saw. He looked down from his height and saw their expanse, and what he saw was only the fringe of their habitation; he saw that their dwelling was apart from all nations (23:9).

      The number of the people had grown from a small figure to an immense number in an amazingly brief period of time. But their number at present was only a cipher compared to their number in God’s future for them. The numbers in the book of Numbers are also part of its theology. The numbers extol the glory of God in his people.

      Numbers includes more than numerical listings of the tribes. This book records events of lasting significance for Israel and for the inheritors of blessing in God’s church. God did display his wrath even against his errant people; but his grace was renewed as surely as is the dawn.

      
  

9. THE PROBLEM OF THE LARGE NUMBERS

      The exceedingly high numbers of the able-bodied men over the age of twenty conscripted into the armies of Israel (chs. 1 and 26) are troublesome, to say the least. The numbers of soldiers in each list total in excess of six hundred thousand (603,550 in 1:46; 601,730 in 26:51). These numbers of men mustered for warfare demand a total population estimated to be at least 2.5 million. Indeed, perhaps a population of nearly five million might be required to supply a conscripted army of six hundred thousand able-bodied men over twenty years old. Such numbers seem to be exceedingly (impossibly?) large for the times, the locale, the wilderness sojourn, and in comparison to what we now judge to have been the numbers of the inhabitants of the land of Canaan whom the Israelites would set out to conquer.

      We may observe that problems with large numbers in historical studies are not limited to biblical texts. Just as an example, we may think about the ideas of the numbers of indigenous peoples in the Americas on the eve of European contact. Schweikart and Allen deal with this issue in the excursus, “Did Columbus Kill Most of the Indians?” They document a vast array of conjectures of the numbers of native peoples in the Americas (and the numbers that may have been killed as a result of European contact).63 In an extensive bibliography on the subject, they cite “the best” review of the literature as the work of John D. Daniels, “The Indian Population of North America in 1492.”64 The difference between this debate and that relating to the book of Numbers is significant; in the latter case we are dealing with inspired Scripture, not with estimates and guesses from older sources.

      Many faithful readers of the Bible have taken these large numbers at face value and without question.65 Frankly, I am sympathetic with them, and elsewhere I have written in support of this point of view.66 Some commentators have gone to considerable length to work out the mathematical possibilities of these numbers in terms of birthrate statistics, the logistics of crossing the Red Sea in one night, dwelling in the wilderness, marching in the order of the tribes, massing on the eastern shore of the Jordan River, population density probabilities, and the issues relating to conquering the Promised Land. None of the early modern conservative commentators worked so hard on these issues as C. F. Keil.67

      Yet the more that modern scholars study such attempts to make these large numbers manageable in the constraints of what we now know about the social-geographical context of the Late Bronze Age, the more difficult these issues become. Frankly, we begin to wonder whether we are not engaging in special pleading. At issue is not a lack of belief in miracles, as is sometimes assumed; for numerous reverent or conservative scholars have been attracted to one or more options concerning the nature of these large numbers. The work of God with his people was miraculous throughout the wilderness experience, no matter how many or how few they might have been. These approaches are based on an attempt to find what is believed to be a more realistically accurate number for the peoples of Israel at this time.

      The first-time visitor to the nation of Israel faces a number of shocking realizations. None is more striking than the observation of how very small the country is. It is astonishingly small!68 When one looks about a bit, there often comes a sudden realization: the numbers in the book of Numbers are simply impossibly large. The land is just not extensive enough to make sense for numbers this large in an age so long ago.

      Corruption in Transmission

      Various suggestions have been made to solve the problem of the large numbers. Some have argued that these numbers may have been corrupted in transmission. The general faithfulness of the textual transmission of the Hebrew Bible (and the Greek NT) is truly marvelous.69 At the same time, in neither testament was this process perfect. We have certain examples of the corruption of numbers in parallel passages in the historical literature. An event described in 2 Samuel 10:18 speaks of seven hundred chariots, but the parallel text in 1 Chronicles 19:18 reads seven thousand. First Samuel 13:1 lacks the number altogether for the age of Saul: “Saul was . . . years old.” The number of people who died in the final plague of Numbers is listed as twenty-four thousand (25:9), but 1 Corinthians 10:8 gives twenty-three thousand for the same event.

      Thus, it is possible for one to argue that the numbers of the census lists in Numbers 1 and 26 have suffered problems in scribal transmission; however, the apparatus of BHS does not betray notices of textual difficulties in the numbers in these two chapters. Moreover, if error in textual transmission is suggested as the explanation for these large numbers, it would not be the isolated addition of a digit here or the dropping of a hundred there. For textual transmission difficulties to be of any “help” in a significant reduction of numbers in these census lists, scribal errata would have to be massive in scope. The entire list has to be in error. Again, the textual record does not betray any discussion of such problems. It almost takes more faith to believe in textual-transmission problems in these lists than it does to work out the logistics of the numbers as they presently stand.

      A Later Period or a Fabrication

      Some critical scholars have suggested that the large numbers in the census lists in Numbers 1 and 26 are actually projections backward from the time of David. This proposal by the nineteenth-century German scholar Dillmann helped to preserve the numbers, but much was lost in terms of the integrity of Torah.70 Others (more critical) simply dismissed the numbers as fictional—as indeed is the tendency today for many scholars to hold most of the OT story line as fabrication.71 Budd, for instance, holds nothing back: “The historical difficulties in accepting the figure as it stands are insuperable.”72 In his own approach, Budd posits a back-reading from a postexilic time based on haggadic speculation. He suggests that the tabernacle tax of 301,775 shekels in Exodus 38:25–28, at one-half shekel per person, gave rise to the idea of 603,550 men liable for the tax; therefore, the numbers in Numbers 1 and 26 arose not from any misunderstanding “but from haggadic contemplation of the priestly Tabernacle, and from what was doubtless a post-exilic level of Temple tax.”73

      Different Meanings

      The Bible student who does not have skills in reading biblical Hebrew may be surprised to learn that numbers in the Hebrew Bible are presented not in numerical characters but in words. Thus the sum for the fighting men of the tribe of Reuben in 1:21 does not appear in the MT as in English versions (46,500); rather, the numbers are words, written out in a laborious but serviceable pattern. Here are the words in transliteration: šiššâ weʾarbāʿîm ʾelep waḥamēš mē ʾôt, “six and [plus] forty thousand and [plus] five hundreds,” woodenly expressed.74

      Considerable focus has been given to the word ʾelep (GK 547), translated “thousand” in these lists. Many scholars have felt that this word for “thousand” might have a different meaning here than the usual numerical idea. The issue is made more complex in that there may be three homonyms (words with the same spelling) that could be confused, either in ancient times or today. One Hebrew word ʾelep certainly means “thousand” and is correctly so translated. But another Hebrew word ʾelep is a graphic term derived from pastoral language that was used to number herds.75 As one would look out over many cattle, one might speak in approximate terms of animals numbering ʾelep (“a thousand”). Thus the word “thousands” may be a simple statement of approximation: There were “thousands” of persons in each tribe.

      In some biblical passages the Hebrew word for “thousand” (ʾelep) is a technical term for a company of men that may or may not equal one thousand (e.g., Nu 31:5; Jos 22:14 [“a family division”]; 1Sa 23:23 [“clans”]).76 One might argue that the term ʾelep has lost all sense of a specific numerical value and means simply a “troop.” Each tribe might be composed of thirty to seventy troops, and the total of the fighting men for these troops would number in the hundreds. This would mean that for Reuben, instead of an actual count of forty-six thousand five hundred men (Nu 1:21), there were perhaps forty-six troops with five hundred fighting men; for Simeon, instead of fifty-nine thousand three hundred men (Nu 1:23), there were fifty-nine troops with three hundred fighting men, etc. This would yield a total of 589 troops and some 5,550 fighting men, with each troop having about nine or ten men. This is the preferred conclusion of Noth.77

      The problem with this approach, however, is that in Numbers 1:44–46 the numbers are totaled in such a way as to regard the term ʾelep as one more than 999. Regarding the word ʾelep as a rough approximation only works where approximation appears to be the intent (see, e.g., 1Sa 4:10, where Israel had thirty thousand foot soldiers defeated by the Philistines, the number in this passage doubtless giving merely an approximation of the number of soldiers who were defeated).

      Others have observed that the term ʾelep (“thousand”) is close in spelling to the word ʾallûp (BDB, 49b; HALOT 1:54), a term meaning “chieftain” or “commander” elsewhere in the Bible.78 In Genesis 36:15–43, this word is used for the chieftains of Edom. Sir Flinders Petrie argued in 1923 that the term ʾelep may mean a family unit, family members living in one tent—perhaps a “clan.” One solution, then, for the large numbers in these lists may be found in this confusion of the word for “thousand” and that for “chieftain” or “clan.” In this way the figure fifty-three thousand four hundred (of Asher in 26:47) might mean “fifty-three units (chiefs, clans) and four hundred men.” The figure thirty-two thousand two hundred (of Manasseh in 1:35) would mean “thirty-two units (chiefs, clans) and two hundred men.” Such a procedure would give a greatly reduced total for the whole population.

      But this procedure would also be at variance with the fact that the biblical text adds the “thousands” in the same way that it adds the “hundreds” for the large total. The numbers joined to ʾelep and to the hundreds are linked in Hebrew by the simple “and” (we), which normally suggests that they should be added together. This approach would presuppose that the early meaning of the word ʾelep (or ʾallûp) as “chief” or “clan” was not understood by later editors, who mistakenly added these words as numbers to the hundreds. Such an approach leads to a greatly reduced number for the fighting men and the total population of Israel than is usually assumed. The totals for the twelve tribes in this approach would be 5,550 men and 598 “chiefs.”79 With the additional numbers required for women and children, the population of the community would be reduced dramatically to about fifteen thousand to eighteen thousand, rather than the two million or more required by the traditional understanding of these numbers.80

      This sort of speculation, however, presents its own new difficulties, which may be as hard to solve as the problem of the larger numbers. First, the proportion of “chiefs” to fighting men seems top-heavy (forty-six “chiefs” for five hundred men in Reuben; fifty-nine “chiefs” for three hundred men in Simeon; etc.). This is a high percentage of officers to fighting men in any army. Second, the totals in 1:46 and 2:32 do not sustain this distinction in the meaning of the term ʾelep. The ancients were able to add figures in the same manner as we do, and they seem to have added the numbers for the twelve tribes without any distinction for the hundreds and the thousands as different types of groupings. They carried the figures for the hundreds into the column for the thousands, as any school child might.81

      A variation on the above approach is given by Noordtzij,82 who states that we cannot translate the term ʾelep as “thousand” but only by an X, as we no longer know how large it was. He concludes that the total complement of the army of Israel in Numbers 1:46 should not be read 603,550, but 603 X + 550 men.83

      Dual Meanings

      John Wenham has a more complex solution to the problem of these large numbers. He believes that the term ʾelep is used in two distinct ways in these lists, one to indicate “armed men” and the other to indicate “thousands.” Along the way scribes seemed to have confused the two meanings and simply added both terms as though they were “thousands.” Wenham says the numbers for the tribe of Simeon, given as fifty-nine thousand three hundred (Nu 1:22), were originally intended to mean something like this:

      fifty-seven armed men and twenty-three hundreds of units.

      But this came to be written:

      fifty-seven ʾlp and two ʾlp, three hundreds.

      He summarizes:

      
        Not realizing that ʾlp in one case meant “armed man” and in the other “thousand,” this was tidied up to read 59,300. When these figures are carefully decoded, a remarkably clear picture of the whole military organization emerges. The total fighting force is some 18,000 which would probably mean a figure of about 72,000 for the whole migration.84

      

      Many would regard a total of fewer than one hundred thousand people to be a satisfactory number for the Hebrew population in terms of these factors: (1) the former slave status in Egypt, (2) the gravely difficult conditions for provision of such a large population in the wilderness, and (3) the fright of the people occasioned by the smallness of their numbers against the fortified cities of Canaan. Further, there are some texts in the Torah that suggest the population of the Hebrew nation was rather small. For example, Deuteronomy 7:7 states that the Lord’s affection was set on Israel not because they were more numerous than other peoples, “for you were the fewest of all peoples” (but see below).

      Yet in this case, as in the former ones, the totals of 1:46 and 2:32 would have had to be regarded as errors of understanding by later scribes of an unusual, complex, and otherwise nonattested use of the word ʾelep. Those who believe strongly in the reliability of the text of Scripture have difficulty in approaches such as these, for these ideas seem to allow or to suggest the possibility of actual errors in the text of Scripture. There are later insertions in the Bible that most scholars, including inerrantists, regard as mistakes. The “three witnesses” text of 1 John 5:7–8 is a classic example. Yet the textual evidence is clear in that instance; no Greek texts from before the sixteenth century have this reading. There is, however, no known textual suspicion of the integrity of Numbers 1:46.

      It may be observed that the type of reduction suggested by Wenham for the numbers in Numbers 1 and 2 will not solve other problems of “large numbers” in the book but will only compound them.85 What, for example, is to be done with the totals for the tribe of Levi, namely, twenty-two thousand males from one month old and upward (3:39)? Surely here one could not speak of twenty-one chiefs and one thousand men (chiefs from one month old and upward?). Yet if the figure of twenty-two thousand males is maintained for this tribe, it would be unusually lopsided with respect to the revised numbers of a population of sixty to seventy-five thousand members. There is in fact a rather strong consistency in the totals given in the Bible for the large numbers of Numbers 1:46 (see Ex 12:37; 38:26; Nu 2:32; 11:21; 26:51). Suggestions for changes in Numbers 1 and 2 would demand a wholesale revision of numerous other texts and would assume a methodological path of basic misunderstanding in various points of Scripture.

      Further, the uses of numbers of peoples who are said to have died in various plagues do not accord with a smaller population suggested by modern scholars. One example only is the destruction of twenty-four thousand in the plague at Baal Peor (Nu 25:9). Would this number be read as twenty-three chiefs and thirteen hundred fighting men? Not likely, especially when at least one woman was included with the men among the slain (see vv.9, 18). Yet twenty-four thousand would be nearly a third of the entire population on the basis of revisionary theories. (However, see the commentary on ch. 25.)

      For a number of reasons, many conservative writers conclude that despite the clever and interesting suggestions made by some scholars to reduce significantly what appear to be impossibly large numbers in these chapters—and despite their own sense of uneasiness about these large numbers—it appears to be prudent to stay with the large numbers of the census figures of Numbers 1 and 26.86

      Further, the words “fewest of all peoples” of Deuteronomy 7:7 may be either an example of the use of hyperbole for effect, or perhaps a reference not to the population of Israel at the time of the exodus but at the time of God’s choice of her in one man (Abram) and in the subsequent family of seventy that made its way to Egypt at the beginning of the sojourn. (Yet see further on 1:46 for another interpretation.)

      Symbolic Meanings

      Options have been presented that regard these large numbers as symbolic figures rather than strictly mathematical items. One possibility for the meaning of the large numbers may lie in gematria, a rhetorical-symbolical use of numbers for effect. The Hebrew people gave numerical values to letters, basically following the order of the alphabet. In this case aleph = 1; beth = 2; gimel = 3; etc. One suggestion is that in using this scheme, one discovers that the numerical equivalent for the Hebrew letters in the phrase, “people [children] of Israel” (benê-yiśrāʾēl), works out to 603, the number of the thousands of Israel (b = 2 + n = 50 + y = 10 + y = 10 + ś = 300 + r = 200 + ʾ = 1+ l = 30 for a grand total of 603).87 Less convincing are the attempts to discover the gematria underlying the number 550.88 Nor is there any convincing gematria presented to explain the 601,000 in Israel in the census of Numbers 26.89 Further, there is no pattern alleged to explain the seemingly random numbers for each of the tribes leading to the grand sum of 603,550.

      Some believe that legitimate examples of gematria are found in the Bible.90 One may be found in the book of Proverbs. The second large section of the book, “the proverbs of Solomon” (Pr 10:1–22:16) has precisely 375 proverbs, the numerical equivalent for the consonants in the name of Solomon ([image: ] [šelômōh]—š = 300; l = 30; m = 40; h = 5). Scholars question, however, whether the gematria concept was known as early as the time of Moses—and if it was known, would it have been used in Numbers?

      One more observation many have made about the numbers in these census lists is that while they are rounded off, they appear to be random in nature.91 Olson has observed, however, that the impression of randomness is not really accurate. Both of the sums approximate six hundred thousand. This is the product of 12 x 50,000. In other words, the twelve tribes have an average of fifty thousand members in the army. Further, in each list there are six tribes that have fewer than fifty thousasnd men and six that have greater than fifty thousand. Moreover, the tribe of Judah has the largest number in both lists, a mark of its superiority (over Reuben!) in the wilderness experience. Olson nicely concludes that the number, as it presently stands, “appears to express the gracious extent of God’s blessing of Israel in multiplying Israel’s descendants to such large numbers and strength.”

      An even more complicated explanation has been advanced by M. Barnouin, where the numerical totals for each tribe are said to be symbolic of the numeric equivalents of certain astronomical periods. For example, the number of the men of Benjamin (thirty-five thousand four hundred; Nu 1:37) is one hundred times a short lunar year (354 days). Other numbers are said to be compounds of the periods of various planets (Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn) in differing combinations.92 This point of view seems to be faulted seriously both in its complexity and in its unexpectedness in a literature that seems to bear no clues of this type of hidden significance.

      It appears to me that comparing the tribes of Israel to astral and planetary bodies would be a precarious venture, given the antipathy of the (orthodox) faith of Israel to these ideas. We proceed on the basis of divine revelation in Torah, not fanciful human speculation. It is possible, of course, that such procedures might be used in a subtle polemic against Babylonian religion, but it would seem that this would only be appropriate in the context of a clash with the Babylonian world. This type of argument might carry more weight for one who argues for an exilic provenance for the book of Numbers (which provenance Barnouin, the proponent of this theory, indeed suggests).

      We may observe as a preliminary conclusion that while the problems of the large numbers have not been solved satisfactorily today—or at least that the solutions that have been suggested have not seemed to have won large appeal—the Bible does point to a remarkable increase of the descendants of Jacob within the four centuries of their sojourn in Egypt (see Ex 1:7–12), and that these high numbers, with all of their problems, point to the great role of providence and miracle in God’s dealings with his people during their life in the wilderness.

      
  

10. THE LARGE NUMBERS—TOWARD A SOLUTION

      The Problem

      The principal problem is one of suitability. To put it bluntly, the numbers of the conscripted soldiers in the tribes of Israel stated and implied in this book just seem to be far too large to be historically credible. If the numbers of the men who were mustered for war from the age of twenty and up actually add up to over six hundred thousand, then the total populace would have had to be at least two million individuals—perhaps considerably more. This number does not seem large for a nation in our own crowded day, but it seems an almost impossibly large sum for the totals of the nation of Israel in ancient times at the very beginning of its existence. They were a fugitive people who fled Egypt, crossed the seabed in one night, gathered at a mountain at Mount Sinai, and then lived for a generation in the wilderness before finally entering Canaan.

      Perhaps some perspective is in order. The city near which I live for part of the year is moderately sized by modern standards. The population of the city of Portland, Oregon, is in excess of half a million. When the surrounding cities and towns that make up the metropolitan area are added, the number increases to 1.3 million. Now this is a lot of people. When I look around the area where I live, I see wide-ranging territories, massive structures, and large areas of single-family homes that are built to house and provide for this populace.93 But if the numbers of Numbers 1 and 26 are correct, I have to imagine a population twice the size of the metropolitan area in which I live and then view that vast number of people living their lives in the Wilderness of Sinai for a period of forty years. I know that scholars have attempted to explain exactly how such numbers can be accounted for. Keil, for example, even worked out the mathematics for the crossing of the Red Sea by a population of this size. Yet I have to ask whether it is reasonable to have to account for these large numbers in this manner.

      Here is another comparison. The estimate for the population of modern state of Israel is 5.5 million. This present population of Israel is roughly twice the size of the number of Hebrews who approached from the wilderness with great fear to conquer the land. The population of modern Israel is mixed between scattered rural settlements, small towns, and three large cities. As we look at the modern cities with their sprawling size and multistoried buildings, we wonder how the ancient farmlands, towns, and walled cities might have accommodated such numbers. Further, one’s breath is taken away when the ideas of water, sewage, food supply—the practical matters of living—come into play. Since the testimony of the wicked Hebrew spies (tribal agents) was an exaggerated report of the size of the cities, their towering walls, and hulking men—all the stuff of fear—the implication at the least is that the Canaanite population was significantly larger and more powerful than the approaching Hebrew populace (see, e.g., the refrain of proportion: “to drive out before you nations greater and stronger than you,” Dt 4:38; 7:1). The more we think of these numbers, the more they boggle our minds.

      What do we know of the population of Canaan in the biblical period? Numerous attempts have been made to estimate populations at various periods. More recent scientific estimations of the population of Canaan during the Iron Age reduce greatly earlier estimates of several million. Israeli archaeologist Yigal Shiloh suggests the combined population of Judah and Israel in the eighth century BC to be about nine hundred thousand.94 Since we may presume that the population of Canaan was considerably more dense in the eighth century BC under Hebrew settlement than in the fifteenth century BC during Canaanite times, it is most difficult to imagine an invading force of Hebrews that numbered several million to have much sense of need to trust in the Lord for the conquest of the land. By sheer numbers they would simply overwhelm the native population.

      Other issues are not as difficult. The observation is sometimes raised that in Exodus 1:15 there were just two midwives, Shiphrah and Puah. This would certainly mean they were very overworked women for a nation so large! Actually, this is a nonissue. It does not matter how large or how small the nation of Israel was; two midwives were insufficient in all cases. Thus these two women are celebrated for their faith, but they were the leaders of, not the whole of, the guild of midwives.

      Another well-worn issue has to do with the allegedly impossible growth of the people from seventy persons to more than two million in just four centuries. There have been commentators who have worked out the mathematics of this increase and have stated that such an increase, while grandly dramatic, is not beyond the possibility of human reproduction—particularly when that reproductive capacity is enhanced and blessed by the Lord in fulfillment of his promise to make his people many, though they began with so few.

      In fact, Scripture assures us that the growth of the population of the Hebrew people was a dramatic outworking of God’s grace, a fulfillment of his promise. The narrative of growth in Exodus 1:7 is emphatic. Three verbs along with complementary adverbs and rhetorical flourish exult in the work of God in their dramatic growth: “but the Israelites were fruitful and multiplied greatly and became exceedingly numerous, so that the land was filled with them.” This unprecedented growth of the nation was in fulfillment of numerous promises of God to the fathers (see Ge 17:2, 6; 22:17; 26:4; 28:14; 35:11; 48:4). Moses was able to use the patriarchal phrase of abundance as he recounted his experience as their leader: “The LORD your God has increased your numbers so that today you are as many as the stars in the sky” (Dt 1:10; cf. Ex 32:13).95

      Yet there are counter-indications to this immense size of the population that are also well known. Some writers point to the rhetorical underplaying of the size of the nation in Deuteronomy 7:7, where the numbers of the Hebrews are greatly minimized: “for you were the fewest of all peoples.” This is a rhetorical use of language, but its effect will be in proportion to the sense of the people, “Yes, we were few compared to other great nations.”

      Another counter-indication has to do with the sheer logistics of two million people or more crossing the Red Sea in one night, coupled with their organization and provision in the wilderness for a generation. Now all this is certainly possible within the wonder of the work of the Lord. We have no doubt of God’s ability to provide for two million or two billion persons, if that were his pleasure. But we still wonder at these large numbers in terms of the lands and cities of the ancient world. Were the cities of ancient Canaan (most of which were smaller than thirty acres in size) in the Late Bronze Age sufficiently large to be a formidable threat to the millions of Hebrews who were about to descend on them from the wilderness? Would the ten tribal agents (the “spies”) have been so fearful of the residents of the land if they represented a people so large in numbers? And could the land of Canaan have absorbed such a huge company in biblical times, right at the beginning of Israel’s experience? We do not doubt that the population of Israel under her great kings David and Solomon might have numbered upwards of one million. But we pause at the thought of more than twice that many persons right at the beginning of her history.

      So there we have it: The numbers of the book of Numbers are just too large!

      A Suggestion

      For the above reasons, I suggest for consideration the possibility that the large numbers in the census lists in the book of Numbers are deliberately and purposefully exaggerated as a rhetorical device to bring glory to God, bring derision to enemies, and point forward to the fulfillment of God’s promise to the fathers that their descendants would be innumerable as the stars.

      We know of indisputable examples of the rhetorical use of numbers in the Torah; see, for example “thousands of myriads” in Genesis 24:60 (the blessing on Rebekah by her family) and “myriads of thousands” in Numbers 10:36 (the words of blessing in the “Battle Song of Moses”—see commentary and Note on Nu 10:36). Here are these vibrant phrases:

      [image: ] (leʾalpê rebābâ, “for thousands of myriads”)

      [image: ] (ribebôt ʾalpê yiśrāʾēl, “the countless thousands of Israel”)

      It appears possible to me that the figures given in the two census lists for the army of Israel may be a magnification by a factor of ten. An army of about sixty thousand men would fit what we know of the criteria of the region and the times. John Wenham’s reduction to eighteen thousand (see above) seems to be too small a figure and is based on too complex a solution to be convincing. Similarly, Barnouin’s reduction by the factor of one hundred and Petrie’s and Noth’s proposals leave much too small a figure and are based on an extraordinarily complex and alien system. We desire a solution that is both simple in concept and yet provides a sufficiently large population to be the fulfillment of promise, but not so large as to be seemingly impossible.

      The suggestion of a rhetorical exaggeration by a factor of ten has much to commend it. It is a simple answer that does not demand convolutions in numbers that other suggestions require. It takes into account the “round” number nature of each integer. It fits in nicely with the approximation of six hundred thousand as a multiple of 50,000 x 12, the number of the tribes. It results in an army in excess of sixty thousand men, with a total population of about two hundred fifty to three hundred thousand. This sum seems to fit the requirements of the social, geographical, and political realities without diminishing at all the sense of the miraculous and providential care of God.

      An army of sixty thousand is not an insignificant force, but it was likely smaller than the combined armies of the city-states of Canaan at the time. In this way the peoples of Israel must have seemed to be a “swarm” as they lived in Egypt, but they were still “the smallest of nations” when ranked with great world powers. This smaller number accords with the large (but not supernatural!) force the Egyptian pharaoh sent in pursuit of them to the Red Sea. Six hundred chariots (Ex 14:7) is a considerable force and would surely be a death threat against the unorganized people of Israel. This approach also allows for the drama of the conquest of the book of Judges, where battles were won by the armies of Israel in league with Yahweh, their Great Warrior. This smaller number also fits the Hebrews’ failure to occupy the full land also detailed in Judges. In addition, it accords well with the famous Mernepthah stele, which records Israel as among the peoples of Canaan during that pharaoh’s raid, aptly dated to the period of the judges. A population of several million would have made more of an impression on Pharaoh Mernepthah!

      Perhaps the strongest textual support for this magnification of the numbers of the people by a factor of ten is found in the text describing the redemption of the firstborn sons of the families of Israel (Nu 3:40–51). The number of firstborn sons above the age of one month was calculated to be 22,273 (Nu 3:43). In a section of the book in which all the other sums appear to be rounded, this is the only figure that is specific to the digit. Further, it is far too small a sum to represent a population in the millions (see commentary in loc.). Such would require that each family in Israel would have had to produce upwards of fifty children—a number “unbearable” (pun intended!).96 But the quantity 22,273 (which is also a number in Numbers!) would work admirably with a population one tenth the common conclusion—that is, two hundred fifty thousand persons. In this case, live births—and surviving children—would be more in the range of five per family.

      Unknown to me at the time I was writing the first edition of this commentary, then-doctoral student David M. Fouts was working on his dissertation on large numbers in the OT, particularly in the records of the monarchy. Fouts’s work includes discussions of population density studies in ancient Israel and the methodologies used to determine these concepts. His conclusions, drawn especially on Akkadian records, indicate a widespread use of what he calls “the ancient Near Eastern literary convention of numerical hyperbole in military contexts,” often with a factor of ten (or sixty in cultures where the sexagesimal system prevailed).97 Needless to say, Fouts’s research has been enormously encouraging to me!98

      Again, this smaller number does not diminish the miraculous aspect of God’s work in causing the growth of the Hebrew people in Egypt.99 It possibly enhances it, for we confront now a cluster of miracles that we may embrace readily rather than shun from some sense of embarrassment, as some do! The supernatural increase of the people in Egypt, the crossing of the Red Sea in one night, the gathering of the people at Mount Sinai, their daily provision in the wilderness, their entry into the Promised Land—all was miraculous! Only the Lord could so provide for this vast number of people in this manner; and mark it well, a population of over a quarter million is indeed vast. But now we can envision a series of miracles that better fits the geography, the topography, and the times. The “myth” of the exodus becomes the history of redemption.

      Furthermore, now we can also deal with the large numbers not as problem words but as power words. The deliberate exaggeration was not for misrepresentation or for simple bombast. This rhetorical use of numbers (see above) was a mark of faith in the Lord, who had provided great increase to a family of seventy persons and who one day would make his people as the stars in number. One day they would truly be innumerable—except to him, who counts them all and knows their names! These “embarrassing numbers” should be seen as not embarrassing at all. These numbers celebrate Yahweh. They are numbers of worship! I envision these texts being read in worship celebrations. The studied units, with their formulaic structure and power numbers, would evoke pride of patriotism, sense of belonging, and—most important—the celebration of the Lord.100

      John Wenham may offer a historical parallel that serves as an explanation for this magnification of the numbers by ten, although he applies it only to the tribe of Levi. He writes that there is now a solution to the mystery of Plato’s Atlantis. Plato received his information on this civilization from Egyptian priests. What they gave him was a detailed account of the Minoan culture. But they had inflated the population by a factor of ten. Plato could not locate such an immense population in the Mediterranean. Instead he placed it in the Atlantic and removed the date to remote antiquity.101

      It appears to me that the numbers of the census are real figures. They are treated like real integers; there is no confusion of hundreds and thousands. Here are numbers that are internally consistent and coherent. Yet I propose that for rhetorical reasons they may have been deliberately magnified by a factor of ten. The promise was that the people would number as the stars. Six hundred thousand must have seemed like an “astronomical” number in these early biblical times. Certainly the “real” number of sixty thousand men was large, particularly for the wilderness sojourn. But the sixty thousand would still not be an overwhelming force for the task ahead—that of conquering the peoples of the land, who were seven in number and far more numerous than Israel. To have any success in their task, this army would need to have the help of the Lord along every step of their path. From the abortive battle with the Amalekites in the first generation (Nu 14:44–45), to their decisive victories over Arad (21:1–3) and the small kingdoms of Sihon and Og a generation later (21:21–31), these numbers fit the situation. Here now is a seasoned army of approximately sixty thousand men, ready to march across the (dry bed of the) Jordan River and to take the ancient city of Jericho as the firstfruits of conquest in the land—an offering to Yahweh.

      This number of about sixty thousand fits the requirements of both a great (miraculous) growth and a manageable size for the time and place of their habitation. The use of deliberate exaggeration by a factor of ten may be regarded as a celebration of the work of the Lord. We have not taken seriously enough the formulaic nature of the chapters that give the numbers of the tribes. Not only does this make “neat” record keeping; there is also within these sections a sense of the sublime, of the orderly presentation of an offering of joy to God. These census lists that some moderns find frightfully dull may well have been conceived by their author as a joyful offering of praise to God. And may we not think that God takes pleasure in these words still?

      This rhetorical use of numbers is also a prophetic symbol (a type!) of the numbers yet to come! One day the people of God will be astral-like—they will be innumerable, uncountable to all but him who knows the number and name of every star (Ps 147:4)!

      The obvious objection one may bring, that people do not use numbers in this way today, is not overwhelming. We know that in ancient times numbers were used with deliberate exaggeration for rhetorical effect. One needs only to think of the ancient Sumerian king list to find an example that long predates the time of Moses. In this list the reigns of kings from remote antiquity were vastly exaggerated. We believe this was for the rhetorical function of indicating their tremendous importance.102

      An even more common use of rhetorical language is in battle braggadocio and mottoes of heroes:

      
        Saul has slain his thousands,

        and David his tens of thousands. (1 Sam 18:7)103

      

      I am aware that some may regard the concept of “rhetorical use of numbers” as a departure from “literal interpretation.” But that is not necessarily the case. A departure from literal interpretation would be to spiritualize the numbers, to find some mystical significance in them that was never really intended, or to pretend to some bizarre meaning imported from another environment. Without evidence in the text, Barnouin’s approach, using Babylonian astrological symbolism, appears to me to be spiritualizing the text.

      Literal interpretation of numbers includes understandings that extend from mathematical exactitude, through general approximation, to literary license. The only demand of literal interpretation (better, “normal” interpretation) is that the reader ought to seek to find the use he or she believes the text itself presents and demands. It is an abuse of literal interpretation to insist that the way we use numbers in our digital and pocket-calculator age is the way that biblical persons did in fact use numbers in their day.

      In summary, the book of Numbers is just that! It is a book that uses numbers to celebrate the work of the Lord! And in these numbers is his praise.

      
  

11. BIBLIOGRAPHY

      
        Albright, William. “The Oracles of Balaam.” Journal of Biblical Literature 43 (1944): 207–33.

        Allen, Ronald B. “The Theology of the Balaam Oracles.” Pages 79–119 in Tradition and Testament: Essays in Honor of Charles Lee Feinberg. Edited by John S. Feinberg and Paul D. Feinberg. Chicago: Moody Press, 1981.

        Allen, Ronald B., and Craig H. Allen, The Wonder of Worship: A New Understanding of the Worship Experience. Nashville: Nelson, 2003.

        Budd, Philip J. Numbers. Word Biblical Commentary 5. Edited by David A. Hubbard and Glenn W. Barker. Waco, Tex.: Word, 1984.

        Cole, R. Dennis. Numbers. The New American Commentary 3B. Edited by E. Ray Clendenen. Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2000.

        Dever, William G. What Did the Biblical Writers Know & When Did They Know It?: What Archaeology Can Tell Us about the Reality of Ancient Israel. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001.

        ———. Who Were the Early Israelites and Where Did They Come From? Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003.

        Ginsburg, Christian D. Introduction to the Massoretico-Critical Edition of the Hebrew Bible. 1897. Repr., New York: KTAV, 1966.

        Goldberg, Arnold M. Das Buch Numeri. Die Welt der Bibel. Dusseldorf: Patmos, 1970.

        Gray, George Buchanan. A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Numbers. International Critical Commentary. Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1903.

        Greenstone, Julius H. Numbers, With Commentary. The Holy Scriptures. Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 5699/1939.

        Harrison, R. K. Numbers. The Wycliffe Exegetical Commentary. Edited by Kenneth L. Barker. Chicago: Moody Press, 1990.

        Hirsch, Samson Raphael. The Pentateuch Translated and Explained. Vol. 4, Numbers. Translated by Isaac Levy. London: Isaac Levy, 1964.

        Howard, David M. Jr., and Michael A. Grisanti, eds. Giving the Sense: Understanding and Using Old Testament Historical Texts. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2003.

        Keil, C. F., and F. Delitzsch. The Pentateuch. Vol. 3 of Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament. Translated by James Martin. Repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, n.d.

        Kitchen, Kenneth. On the Reliability of the Old Testament. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003.

        ———. Poetry of Ancient Egypt. Documenta Mundi: Aegyptiaca 1; Jonsered, Sweden: Paul Åströms, 1999.

        Merrill, Eugene H. “Numbers.” In The Bible Knowledge Commentary—Old Testament. Edited by John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck. Wheaton, Ill.: Victor/SP, 1985.

        Milgrom, Jacob. Numbers. The JPS Torah Commentary. Edited by Nahum M. Sarna and Chaim Potok. Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1990.

        Noordtzij, A. Numbers. Bible Student’s Commentary. Translated by Ed van der Maas. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983.

        Noth, Martin. Numbers: A Commentary. The Old Testament Library. Translated by James D. Martin. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1968.

        Olson, Dennis T. The Death of the Old and the Birth of the New: The Framework of the Book of Numbers and the Pentateuch. Brown Judaic Studies. Chico, Calif.: Scholars, 1985.

        Von Rad, Gerhard. Old Testament Theology. 2 vols. Translated by D. M. G. Stalker. San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1962.

        Wenham, Gordon J. Numbers: An Introduction and Commentary. Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 1981.

        Williams, Ronald J. Hebrew Syntax: An Outline. 2nd ed. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1976.

      

      
  

12. OUTLINE

      
        	I. The Experience of the First Generation in the Wilderness (1:1–25:18)
          
            	A. The Preparation for the Triumphal March to the Promised Land (1:1–10:36)
              
                	1. Setting Apart the People (1:1–10:10)
                  
                    	a. The Census of the First Generation (1:1–4:49)
                      
                        	i. The muster (1:1–54)
                          
                            	(a) The command of the Lord (1:1–4)

                            	(b) The names of the men (1:5–16)

                            	(c) The summary of the census (1:17–19)

                            	(d) The listings of the census by each tribe (1:20–43)

                            	(e) The summary of the census (1:44–46)

                            	(f) The reason for the exclusion of the Levites (1:47–54)

                          

                        

                        	ii. The placement of the tribes (2:1–34)
                          
                            	(a) Summary command (2:1–2)

                            	(b) Details of execution (2:3–33)
                              
                            	(i) Eastern encampment (2:3–9)

                            	(ii) Southern encampment (2:10–16)

                            	(iii) Tent and the Levites (2:17)

                            	(iv) Western encampment (2:18–24)

                            	(v) Northern encampment (2:25–31)

                            	(vi) Summary totals (2:32–33)

                          

                        

                            	(c) Summary conclusion (2:34)

                          

                        

                        	iii. The placement and the numbers of the Levites and firstborn of Israel (3:1–51)
                          
                            	(a) The family of Aaron and Moses (3:1–4)

                            	(b) The duties for the Levites (3:5–10)

                            	(c) The separation of the Levites (3:11–13)

                            	(d) The census of the Levites (3:14–39)
                              
                            	(i) The principals (3:14–20)

                            	(ii) Gershon (3:21–26)

                            	(iii) Kohath (3:27–32)

                            	(iv) Merari (3:33–37)

                            	(v) Moses and Aaron (3:38)

                            	(vi) The sum (3:39)

                          

                        

                            	(e) The census and redemption of the firstborn (3:40–51)
                              
                            	(i) The census (3:40–43)

                            	(ii) The redemption (3:44–51)

                          

                        

                          

                        

                        	iv. The numbers of the Levites in tabernacle service (4:1–49)
                          
                            	(a) The command for the census and a description of duties (4:1–33)
                              
                            	(i) The family of Kohath (4:1–20)

                            	(ii) The family of Gershon (4:21–28)

                            	(iii) The family of Merari (4:29–33)

                            

                          

                            	(b) A description of the census (4:34–45)

                            	(c) A summary of the census and the work of Moses in the census (4:46–49)

                          

                        

                      

                    

                    	b. Diverse Commands and Rituals in Preparation for the Triumphal March (5:1–10:10)
                      
                        	i. The test for purity and the law of jealousy (5:1–31)
                          
                            	(a) The expulsion of the impure from the camp (5:1–4)

                            	(b) Restitution for personal wrongs (5:5–10)

                            	(c) The law of jealousy (5:11–31)
                              
                            	(i) The seed of jealousy (5:11–15)

                            	(ii) The curse of the oath (5:16–22)

                            	(iii) The bitter waters (5:23–28)

                            	(iv) The summary of the law of jealousy (5:29–31)

                          

                        

                          

                        

                        	ii. The vow of the Nazirite and the Aaronic benediction (6:1–27)
                          
                            	(a) The vow of the Nazirite (6:1–21)
                              
                            	(i) The basic prohibition against wine (6:1–4)

                            	(ii) Basic prohibitions concerning hair and dead bodies (6:5–8)

                            	(iii) The specific prohibition concerning accidental death (6:9–12)

                            	(iv) The ritual for the completion of the vow (6:13–20)

                            	(v) The summary of the Nazirite vow (6:21)

                          

                        

                            	(b) The Aaronic Benediction (6:22–27)

                          

                        

                        	iii. The offerings at the dedication of the tabernacle (7:1–89)
                          
                            	(a) The presentation of carts and oxen (7:1–3)

                            	(b) The distribution of the carts and oxen (7:4–9)

                            	(c) The plan of the tribal offerings (7:10–11)

                            	(d) The offerings of the Twelve Tribes (7:12–83)

                            	(e) The totals of the offerings (7:84–88)

                            	(f) Moses’ conversation with God (7:89)

                          

                        

                        	iv. Setting up the lamps and the separation and age of service of the Levites (8:1–26)
                          
                            	(a) Setting up the lamps (8:1–4)

                            	(b) The separation of the Levites (8:5–22)
                              
                            	(i) Their ceremonial cleansing (8:5–14)

                            	(ii) Their position before the Lord (8:15–19)

                            	(iii) A summary of their separation (8:20–22)

                          

                        

                            	(c) The age of service of the Levites (8:23–26)

                          

                        

                        	v. The celebration of the Passover (9:1–14)
                          
                            	(a) The command to keep the Passover (9:1–5)

                            	(b) The ceremonially unclean (9:6–8)

                            	(c) Divine permission for a legitimate delay (9:9–13)

                            	(d) The rights of the alien at Passover (9:14)

                          

                        

                        	vi. The covering cloud (9:15–23)

                        	vii. The two silver trumpets (10:1–10)
                          
                            	(a) The command to fashion two silver trumpets (10:1–7)

                            	(b) The ordinance for the silver trumpets (10:8–10)

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

                	2. Setting Forth the People on the Triumphal March (10:11–36)
                  
                    	a. The March Begins (10:11–13)

                    	b. The Grand Procession of Tribes and Levites (10:14–28)

                    	c. The Request for Hobab to Join the March (10:29–32)

                    	d. The Three-day Procession behind the Ark of the Lord (10:33–36)

                  

                

              

            

            	B. The Rebellion and Judgment of a Fearful People (11:1–25:18)
              
                	1. A Cycle of Rebellion and Atonement and the Record of Death (11:1–20:29)
                  
                    	a. The Beginning of Sorrows (11:1–35)
                      
                        	i. A judgment of fire (11:1–3)

                        	ii. A surfeit of quail (11:4–34)

                        	iii. A journey note (11:35)

                      

                    

                    	b. The Opposition of Miriam and Aaron (12:1–16)
                      
                        	i. The attack on Moses from his family (12:1–3)

                        	ii. The defense of Moses by the Lord (12:4–9)

                        	iii. The punishment of Miriam (12:10–15)

                        	iv. A journey note (12:16)

                      

                    

                    	c. The Twelve Agents and the Mixed Report (13:1–33)
                      
                        	i. The command of the Lord (13:1–2)

                        	ii. The roster of names (13:3–16)

                        	iii. The instructions of Moses (13:17–20)

                        	iv. A summary of the reconnaissance (13:21–25)

                        	v. The mixed report (13:26–33)

                      

                    

                    	d. The Rebellion of the People and Defeat by the Amalekites (14:1–45)
                      
                        	i. The final rebellion of the faithless people (14:1–4)

                        	ii. The words of the faithful warning against rebellion (14:5–9)

                        	iii. The appearance of the Lord to withstand the rebels (14:10–12)

                        	iv. The pleading of Moses on behalf of the rebellious people (14:13–19)

                        	v. The judgment of the Lord against the rebels (14:20–35)

                        	vi. The death of the evil agents (14:36–38)

                        	vii. Defeat by the Amalekites (14:39–45)

                      

                    

                    	e. Laws on Offerings, the Sabbath, and Tassels on Garments (15:1–41)
                      
                        	i. Teaching on special offerings (15:1–16)

                        	ii. Instructions for the cake offering (15:17–21)

                        	iii. Instructions about offerings for unintentional sins (15:22–29)

                        	iv. Instructions about punishment for sins of defiance (15:30–31)

                        	v. A man who violated the Sabbath (15:32–36)

                        	vi. Instructions for tassels on garments (15:37–41)

                      

                    

                    	f. The Rebellion of Korah and His Allies (16:1–50)
                      
                        	i. The beginning of Revolt (16:1–3)

                        	ii. Moses’ rejoinder (16:4–7)

                        	iii. Moses’ warning to the rebels (16:8–11)

                        	iv. Confrontation with Dathan and Abiram (16:12–14)

                        	v. Judgment on his enemies (16:15–35)

                        	vi. The aftermath of the contest—more distress (16:36–50 [17:1–15])

                      

                    

                    	g. The Budding of Aaron’s Staff (17:1–13 [16–28])
                      
                        	i. The test for the true priest (17:1–7 [16–22])

                        	ii. The outcome of the ordeal (17:8–13 [23–28])

                      

                    

                    	h. The Priests and the Levites (18:1–32)
                      
                        	i. Their general duties (18:1–7)

                        	ii. Their offerings and support (18:8–13)

                        	iii. The firstborn offerings and redemptions (18:14–19)

                        	iv. Aaron’s special portion (18:20)

                        	v. The tithes and the Levites (18:21–24)

                        	vi. The contributions of the Levites (18:25–32)

                      

                    

                    	i. The Red Heifer and the Cleansing Water (19:1–22)
                      
                        	i. The statute of the red heifer (19:1–10)

                        	ii. Application of cleansing waters (19:11–13)

                        	iii. Specifics of uncleanness (19:14–16)

                        	iv. Application of the cleansing waters for uncleanness (19:17–22)

                      

                    

                    	j. The Ultimate Rebellion in the Sin of Moses (20:1–13)

                    	k. The Resistance of Edom (20:14–21)

                    	l. The Death of Aaron and the Succession of Eleazar (20:22–29)

                  

                

                	2. A Climax of Rebellion and Hope and the End of Their Dying (21:1–25:18)
                  
                    	a. The Destruction of Arad (21:1–3)

                    	b. The Bronze Snake (21:4–9)

                    	c. The Journey toward Moab and the Song of the Well (21:10–20)

                    	d. The Defeat of Sihon of Heshbon (21:21–31)

                    	e. Israel’s Defeat of Og of Bashan (21:32–22:1)

                    	f. Balak and Balaam (22:2–41)
                      
                        	i. The “call” of Balaam (22:2–20)

                        	ii. The donkey story (22:21–41)

                      

                    

                    	g. Balaam’s Seven Oracles (23:1–24:25)
                      
                        	i. Balaam’s first oracle (23:1–12)
                          
                            	(a) The setting of the oracle (23:1–6)

                            	(b) The oracle: the blessing of Israel is irrevocable (23:7–10)

                            	(c) The aftermath (23:11–12)

                          

                        

                        	ii. Balaam’s second oracle (23:13–26)
                          
                            	(a) The setting of the oracle (23:13–17)

                            	(b) The oracle: the source of Israel’s unique blessing (23:18–24)

                            	(c) The aftermath (23:25–26)

                          

                        

                        	iii. Balaam’s third oracle (23:27–24:14)
                          
                            	(a) The setting of the oracle (23:27–24:2)

                            	(b) The oracle: the beauty and strength of Israel (24:3–9)

                            	(c) The aftermath (24:10–14)

                          

                        

                        	iv. Balaam’s fourth oracle (24:15–19)

                        	v. Balaam’s fifth oracle (24:20)

                        	vi. Balaam’s sixth oracle (24:21–22)

                        	vii. Balaam’s seventh oracle (24:23–25)

                      

                    

                    	h. Israel’s Final Rebellion with the Baal of Peor and the Death of the First Generation (25:1–18)
                      
                        	i. The involvement of Israel in the worship of Baal Peor (25:1–3)

                        	ii. The judgment of the Lord on his errant people (25:4–5)

                        	iii. The zeal of Phinehas (25:6–9)

                        	iv. The Lord’s covenant with Phinehas (25:10–13)

                        	v. The aftermath of the rebellion (25:14–18)

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

        	II. The Prospects for the Second Generation to Enter the Promised Land (26:1–36:13)
          
            	A. The Preparation for the Triumphal March to the Promised Land, the Second Generation (26:1–32:42)
              
                	1. The Second Census, That of the New Generation, Who Will Enter the Land (26:1–65)
                  
                    	a. The Command of the Lord to Take the Census (26:1–4)

                    	b. The Enumeration of the People by Their Ancestral Tribes and Clans (26:5–50)
                      
                        	i. The tribe of Reuben (26:5–11)

                        	ii. The tribe of Simeon (26:12–14)

                        	iii. The tribe of Gad (26:15–18)

                        	iv. The tribe of Judah (26:19–22)

                        	v. The tribe of Issachar (26:23–25)

                        	vi. The tribe of Zebulun (26:26–27)

                        	vii. The tribe of Manasseh (26:28–34)

                        	viii. The tribe of Ephraim (26:35–37)

                        	ix. The tribe of Benjamin (26:38–41)

                        	x. The tribe of Dan (26:42–43)

                        	xi. The tribe of Asher (26:44–47)

                        	xii. The tribe of Naphtali (26:48–50)

                      

                    

                    	c. The Grand Celebrative Number, to the Praise of the Lord (26:51)

                    	d. The Allotment of the Land on the Basis of the Names of the Families of Israel (26:52–56)

                    	e. The Families and Numbers of the Levites, the Holy Tribe of Israel (26:57–62)

                    	f. A Recapitulation of the Point of the Census: This Is the New Generation (26:63–65)

                  

                

                	2. The Inheritance of Women on Entering the Land (27:1–11)

                	3. The Successor to Moses (27:12–23)

                	4. Commands for the Second Generation on Regular Offerings, Festival Offerings, and Vows (28:1–30:16)
                  
                    	a. Regular Offerings (28:1–15)
                      
                        	i. The daily offerings (28:1–8)

                        	ii. The Sabbath offerings (28:9–10)

                        	iii. The monthly offerings (28:11–15)

                      

                    

                    	b. Festival Offerings (28:16–29:40)
                      
                        	i. The Passover (28:16–25)

                        	ii. The Feast of Weeks (28:26–31)

                        	iii. The Feast of Trumpets (29:1–6)

                        	iv. The Day of Atonement (29:7–11)

                        	v. The Feast of Tabernacles (29:12–38)

                        	vi. Summary (29:39–40)

                      

                    

                    	c. Vows (30:1–16)
                      
                        	i. The issue of vows to the Lord (30:1–2)

                        	ii. The vows of a woman who lives with her father (30:3–5)

                        	iii. The vows of a (newly) married woman (30:6–8)

                        	iv. The vows of a widow or a divorced woman (30:9)

                        	v. The vows of a married woman (30:10–15)

                        	vi. A summary statement (30:16)

                      

                    

                  

                

                	5. The Reprisal against Midian, Moses’ Last Campaign (31:1–54)
                  
                    	a. The Report of the Battle (31:1–24)
                      
                        	i. The instructions for the battle (31:1–6)

                        	ii. The report of the victory (31:7–12)

                        	iii. The destruction of the women and boys (31:13–18)

                        	iv. The purification of the soldiers (31:19–20)

                        	v. The purifying of the goods (31:21–24)

                      

                    

                    	b. The Division of the Spoils (31:25–54)
                      
                        	i. The share for the soldiers (31:25–41)

                        	ii. The share for the people (31:42–47)

                        	iii. The extra share for the Lord (31:48–54)

                      

                    

                  

                

                	6. The Settlement of the Transjordan Tribes (32:1–42)
                  
                    	a. The Request of Reuben and Gad to Settle in Transjordan (32:1–19)
                      
                        	i. The original request (32:1–5)

                        	ii. The angry response of Moses (32:6–15)

                        	iii. The assurances of Reuben and Gad (32:16–19)

                      

                    

                    	b. The Decision of Moses for Their Settlement (32:20–30)

                    	c. The Public Declaration of the Agreement (32:31–32)

                    	d. The Territories of Reuben and Gad (32:33–42)

                  

                

              

            

            	B. A Review of the First Generation’s Journey, and Words of Warning and Encouragement to the Second Generation (33:1–56)
              
                	1. The Stages of the Journey in the Wilderness (33:1–49)
                  
                    	a. Introduction (33:1–2)

                    	b. The Point of Departure (33:3–4)

                    	c. The Stages of the Journey from Rameses to Mount Hor (33:5–37)
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                    	f. The Encampment in Moab as the Staging Area for the Assault on the Land of Canaan (33:48–49)

                  

                

                	2. Words of Warning and Encouragement to the Second Generation (33:50–56)

              

            

            	C. An Anticipation of the Promised Land (34:1–36:13)
              
                	1. A Preview of the Land (34:1–26)
                  
                    	a. The Boundaries (34:1–12)
                      
                        	i. Introduction (34:1–2)

                        	ii. The southern boundary (34:3–5)

                        	iii. The western boundary (34:6)

                        	iv. The northern boundary (34:7–9)

                        	v. The eastern boundary (34:10–12a)

                        	vi. Summary (34:12b)

                      

                    

                    	b. The Inheritance in Transjordan (34:13–15)

                    	c. The Personnel of the Inheritance (34:16–29)

                  

                

                	2. Levitical Cities and Cities of Refuge (35:1–34)
                  
                    	a. The Levitical Cities (35:1–5)

                    	b. The Cities of Refuge (35:6–33)
                      
                        	i. The basic concept of the cities of refuge (35:6–8)

                        	ii. Further details on the cities of refuge (35:9–15)

                        	iii. Basic stipulations concerning the taking of life and the cities of refuge (35:16–21)

                        	iv. Cases to be decided concerning the taking of life and the cities of refuge (35:22–32)

                        	v. The divine perspective on murder and the land (35:33–34)

                      

                    

                  

                

                	3. A Review of the Inheritance of Women (36:1–13)
                  
                    	a. Concerns of the Gileadites for the Daughters of Zelophehad (36:1–4)

                    	b. The Law for the Marriages of the Women Who Inherit Familial Land (36:5–9)
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            	[D. The Prospects for the Second Generation Are for Good, but the Warning from the Experience of the First Generation Must Not Be Forgotten]

          

        

      

      

      
        
          1. Raymond Brown, The Message of Numbers—Journey to the Promised Land (BST; ed. H. A. Motyer; Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1984), 14. It is evident throughout his commentary that this situation is one that Brown, former principal of Spurgeon’s College in London, wishes to change—and change mightily.

        

        
          2. Arnold Goldberg, Das Buch Numeri (Die Welt der Bible; Dusseldorf: Patmos, 1970), 136. He goes on, “For the Christian reader, this book is first of all an epoch of Heilsgeschichte, an epoch of that history that moves forward from Adam the fallen man to Jesus.” (Note that all translations from German, French, and Dutch sources are my own, unless otherwise noted.)

        

        
          3. This sentiment is that of Johann Christian Konrad von Hoffmann (1810–77), the scholar who gave the term Heilsgeschichte its classic, precritical definition. See the sympathetic exposition of von Hoffmann’s contribution to biblical theology by Hans-Joachim Kraus, Die biblische Theologie: Ihre Geschichte und Problematik (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1970), 247–53.

        

        
          4. They term the book the work of P; more on this topic later.

        

        
          5. Timothy R. Ashley, The Book of Numbers (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), ix.

        

        
          6. The history of the study of the book of Numbers only exacerbates the problem. For the most part evangelicals have not found a great interest in this book. The comparison is unfair, perhaps; but a check of the computer catalog in a theological library will confirm a suspicion that may arise in a casual search of a Christian bookstore: there are few independent works on the book of Numbers. Most commentaries (including this one) have been published as part of a larger series that covers each of the books of the Bible. This said, three major commentaries on Numbers by evangelical writers have been published since the first edition of the present work; these works are by Timothy R. Ashley (NICOT), R. Dennis Cole (NAC), and R. K. Harrison (WEC).

        

        
          7. Philip J. Budd, Numbers (WBC 5; Waco, Tex.: Word, 1984), xxvi. Note that “millenium” may be a British spelling for the American “millennium.”

        

        
          8. Certainly we do not suggest that all have neglected the teachings of the Torah as informing evangelical faith. A number of evangelical scholars have written spirited presentations of numerous biblical themes from the Pentateuch. These writers include, among others, Walter C. Kaiser Jr., Meredith G. Kline, G. Herbert Livingston, Eugene H. Merrill, Allen P. Ross, John H. Sailhamer, Elmer B. Smick, Willem A. VanGemeren, Bruce K. Waltke, Ronald F. Youngblood, and others. My point is that these writers and others notwithstanding, the broad teachings of the Torah as important contributions to biblical faith for evangelical churches are still waiting to be discovered by many scholars.

        

        
          9. In E. W. Hengstenberg’s significant, classic study of messianic texts in Hebrew Scripture, he considered only one passage in the book of Numbers—Numbers 24:17–19, Balaam’s fourth oracle. This work, by a formidable defender of orthodox faith in turbulent times of growing rationalism in Europe, was published first in German in 1828. A second, greatly expanded edition was published in 1854–57. Presently, a fine, abridged edition in English (with a foreword by Walter C. Kaiser Jr.) is The Christology of the Old Testament and a Commentary on the Messianic Predictions (trans. Reuel Keith; abridg. Thomas Kerchever Arnold; repr., Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1970). What was Hengstenberg’s conclusion respecting Balaam’s “star and scepter” prophecy respecting messianic prophecy? It is negative! In section 91 he concludes: “There is, then, no sufficient reason for referring this prophecy to the Messiah” (p. 36).

        

        
          10. This concept of Scripture as an “opening rose” is developed considerably further in Ronald B. Allen, Grace, Always Grace (Grand Rapids: Kregel, forthcoming).

        

        
          11. There are some approaches to the book of Numbers that see it as merely a convenient section of the whole, with due allowance for the number of columns of text handily maintained in a scroll. In these approaches, there is no real sense of a “book.”

        

        
          12. The traditional rendering of midbar (GK 4497) as “desert” may lead the modern reader to think of expanses of sand dunes such as an image of the Sahara presents. The “wilderness” was not hospitable, but neither was it as bleak an area as the term “desert” may convey.

        

        
          13. Standard evangelical introductions to the OT detail these points and others. The reader is encouraged to review the arguments in his Survey of Old Testament Introduction. After a long, productive life, Dr. Archer died in 2004. His volume has had a lustrous history; the first edition was published in 1964, the second in 1974. In its third edition (1994), Archer observed concerning Moses: “It seems absolutely incredible that he would have committed none of his records to writing (as even twentieth-century critics contend), when he had the grandest and most significant matters to record which are to be found in all of human literature” (SOTI-1994], 125). The conclusion of Dillard and Longman is the following: “In the final analysis, it is possible to affirm the substantial Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch in line with the occasional internal evidence and the strong external testimony, while allowing for earlier sources as well as later glosses and elaboration” (Introduction to the Old Testament, 47).

          In the first edition of their Old Testament survey (OTS-1982), William Sanford LaSor, David Allan Hubbard, and Frederic Wm. Bush concluded: “Although it is unlikely that Moses wrote the Pentateuch as it exists in its final form, the connectedness and uniformity of the evidence certainly affirms that he is the originator, instigator, and the most important figure in the stream of literary activity that produced it” (ibid., 63 [emphasis theirs]). In the second edition (OTS-1996), these authors affirm some role of Moses in the “production and formation” of the Pentateuch, but something less than describing him as its author: “Hence Moses’ role in the production of the Pentateuch must be affirmed as highly formative, although it is unlikely that Moses wrote the Pentateuch as it exists in its final form” (ibid., 9 [emphasis theirs]).

        

        
          14. By the term “critical scholars,” I refer to those who to some degree follow the “assured results of [higher] criticism” usually associated with the Graf–Kuenen–Wellhausen school of Documentary Hypothesis, or to more modern scholars who follow various schemes of redaction criticism and who distance themselves from the concept of divine inspiration of the Bible. The phrase “critical scholars,” to be sure, is not a helpful term; it is far too vague. Archer chose to use the terms “Documentarian Critics” (SOTI-1996, 268) and “the School of Negative Criticism” (ibid., 112). Numerous critical theories respecting Pentateuchal origins have come into play since Wellhausen’s “triumph.” Moreover, not all critical scholars are as “critical” as others. Some display a robust faith in God and a lively interest in the theology of the text, even when they criticize its origin and unity. Numerous conservative scholars are “critical” in the sense that they bring the text under a literary and critical purview but with different results from the standard documentarian scholar. Some evangelicals tend to gather all critical scholars in the same pouch and then to dismiss them entirely. Along the way we may even speak in judgment of their faith in God, a judgment we should not make apart from a clear denial on the part of such a scholar. Actually, we all owe a debt of a sort to these critical scholars. They have been marked by a rugged determination to observe details in the text that others might tend to ignore; they have forced those who are more conservative writers to think through issues more deeply rather than to read the text with a simplistic naiveté. In our responses to some of their more egregious opinions, we may have come nearer truth concerning the origin of Scripture than we might have done had there never been these attacks on the integrity of Scripture. The one common element that marks those whom I designate “critical scholars” is their lack of interest in, or denial of, inspiration and its corollary, inerrancy. Critical scholars may even seem to come to the text with a bias against inspiration and inerrancy; the text comes under their judgment and acumen. The ideal stance of the conservative, evangelical (I suggest, the “reverent”) scholar is that while he or she reads the text with attention to detail and is forced to deal with ambiguities, astringencies, and abnormalities, nonetheless such a reader comes to the text from the vantage of faith in the inerrancy of the Word of God. Finally, the “reverent scholar” (who may use some critical tools) stands not over the text but under its authority. Rather than the scholar’s being critical of the text, the text is critical of him or her, as it is of all faithful readers.
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          32. However, see the commentary on this verse for an alternative explanation. The translation of this troubling verse of Moses’ vaunted humility may be something different from what is commonly supposed. In the commentary, following the suggestion of Cleon Rogers, I suggest a rendering of this verse that greatly relieves its difficulty respecting the issue of Mosaic authorship; more importantly, it advances the story line.
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          71. See, e.g., Gray, Numbers, 13.

        

        
          72. Budd, Numbers, 6. Consider this dour view of Budd (xxvi):
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          87. The pattern is not as obvious as it might seem. The first yod ([image: ]) is actually not a consonant; it is a “vowel-letter,” an aid to the lengthening (and signing) of the vowel ṣērê (viz. [image: ] = ê). We may observe that this formula works only if the ṣērê-yod combination that ends the word benê is given the consonantal equivalent of “y = 10”; otherwise the total is only 593.
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          93. I certainly do not mean to suggest that peoples in ancient times lived in similar structures and territories as people in modern, Western cities. But a view of a modern city gives at least a sense of the enormity of what we mean when we say, perhaps a little glibly, that the people of Israel numbered in the millions at the beginning of their history as a nation.

        

        
          94. Yigal Shiloh, “The Population of Iron Age Palestine in the Light of a Sample Analysis of Urban Plans, Areas, and Population Density,” BASOR 239 (Summer 1980): 32.

        

        
          95. In his commentary on Numbers, my friend and beloved former student R. Dennis Cole (Numbers, 81–82) does me the honor of quoting at some length my presentation on this issue from the first edition of EBC. He notes (correctly), “the number of stars visible to the naked human eye on a clear night is approximately seventeen thousand, and thus even sixty thousand far exceeds that expectation” (ibid., 82, n. 39). To this point I make two observations: (1) the comparison to the stars in God’s promise for the increase of the descendants of Abraham is sustained in Torah and beyond (Ge 22:17; 26:4; Ex 32:13; Dt 1:10; 10:22; 28:62; cf. 1Ch 27:23; Ne 9:23; Jer 33:22; cf. Heb 11:12), and (2) when the conditions are right (the night very dark and the sky very clear), one may see not only the “standard glory” of some seventeen thousand stars, but also the unbelievable wonder of the visible portion of the Milky Way galaxy, with its “billions and billions and billions” of stars (à la the late astronomer Carl Sagan).

        

        
          96. Wenham, Numbers, 61; Cole, Numbers, 78–79. These estimations are mind-boggling!

        

        
          97. David M. Fouts, “The Use of Large Numbers in the Old Testament with Particular Emphasis on the Use of ʾelep” (Th.D. diss., Dallas Theological Seminary, 1992); see also his “A Defense of the Hyperbolic Interpretation of Large Numbers in the Old Testament,” JETS 40 (1997): 377–87, and “The Incredible Numbers of the Hebrew Kings,” in Giving the Sense: Understanding and Using Old Testament Historical Texts (ed. David M. Howard Jr. and Michael A. Grisanti; Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2003), 283–99.

        

        
          98. This “fix” is certainly not a “slam dunk.” An impartial reader of both my ideas and those of Fouts could easily object, “But does this ‘fix’ not create a false impression?” The answer is not easy, for it may. And certainly it has done so in the minds of modern readers. But it is possible that in ancient times the rhetorical hyperbole of numbers in military contexts was such a “given” that it would occasion little confusion.

        

        
          99. Unbelieving rationalism undermines the whole notion of the irruption of God in the lives of his people. Rationalism as an antitheistic point of view is to be contrasted with the role of reason in biblical interpretation. A view that is more reasonable but does not attempt to diminish the miraculous should not be brashly charged with the ugly notion of rationalism.

        

        
          100. The principal objection that may come to the position I advance is the observation that the number 603,550 is in general agreement with the similarly large number in the second census in 26:51 (601,730); and it is in accord with other statements in the Torah of a population of about six hundred thousand men (see again Ex 12:37; 38:26). We may observe that the same deliberate rhetorical function occurs in the second census. In fact, it is even more important that the new generation was regarded with the same significance as the first. The words of Balaam (Nu 23:10) emphasize the “mystique” of the immense numbers of Israel. But what to him was but “mystique” was to Moses nothing less than the power of God.

          Kaiser has concern for any view that seeks to reduce the gross numbers because of his attention to the parallel numbers in Exodus, particularly with reference to the tabernacle tax. “All attempts to whittle down this number . . . fail to meet the standard of consistency with other contexts” (A History of Israel, 102).

          As to the numbers in Exodus, they must be based on the numbers in the census lists of Numbers 1:46; that is, the interpretation of the numbers in the book of Numbers has priority over the interpretation of these same numbers in Exodus as there was no census taken before that given in Numbers. This approach means that the interpretation we derive in Numbers will work as well for the round figure of six hundred thousand in Exodus 12:37. Exodus 38:26 is more difficult because of the specific numbers used for weights (vv.25–31). Yet if the pattern of six hundred thousand (strictly 603,550) is established as the power number for Israel, then the payment of the redemption price would be rhetorically inflated to fit the established number. The “truth” of the passage is that there was the exact payment of one-half shekel for each of the numbered men in the census, whatever that exact number might have been. The one problem remaining is the payment of the half-shekel in Exodus 38:25–26. This 100 talents + 1,775 shekels form the one number that does not easily arise from a purposeful tenfold increase. I suggest, with some temerity, that the numbers in this passage may have been inserted into the text of Exodus on the basis of the census of Numbers 1–4. The number 603,550 in Exodus 38:25 is certainly based on the census total in Numbers 1:44. That is, once the factor of a tenfold magnification was established in Numbers, then the payment of the redemption price, to be consistent, would be presented in such a way as to agree with this larger number.

        

        
          101. Wenham, “Large Numbers,” 192.

        

        
          102. We may also find rhetorical uses of numbers in the genealogies of Genesis. Dwight Wayne Young has developed several considerations that help explain the immense numbers used in the lives of the antediluvians. He contends that the attribution of extraordinary length of life was a rhetorical device to elevate these thirty patriarchs to an elite circle in the Pentateuch (“The Incredible Life Spans of the Antediluvian Patriarchs,” JNESCU 47 [1988]: 123–29).

        

        
          103. Some may ask, “But is not this simply poetic license?” And I would respond, “Of course!” Battle braggadocio is indeed poetic license—a rhetorical use of language. Notice especially Saul’s response: “‘They have credited David with tens of thousands,’ he thought, ‘but me with only thousands’” (v.8). More modern examples of rhetorical numbers are used by politicians and (dare we say it) some evangelists! It is also fascinating to see that the praise of David is an inflation of Saul’s praise by a factor of ten. David had in fact not killed thousands, not even hundreds. He had killed just one enemy. But when the enemy was of the size and threat factor of Goliath, well, the singers of songs from the villages knew what to do! For their new hero they magnified by ten the praise they had previously accorded to their king.

        

      

    
  

      Text and Exposition

      OVERVIEW

      Two types of response are possible for the modern reader who first glances at ch. 1 of the book of Numbers. One is ennui, a sense of boredom. First the reader is told about the command of the Lord for Moses and Aaron to take a military census of Israel. This sounds rather unpromising. Then the reader is assaulted by a list of unfamiliar, compound Hebrew names (1:5–15), names that are a threat to any but the most self-assured Scripture reader. As though this were not enough, the reader then finds twelve two-verse paragraphs that are identical in wording except for the name of the tribe and the sum of its people (1:20–43).

      Worse, the paragraphs all center on numbers. The first chapter of the book teams with numbers; everywhere we turn we read number after number. No wonder the book has come down to us in English with a singularly uninspiring title! Who but a mathematician could rise with joy to a book called “Numbers”?

      But these same features may bring another response, especially for the reader who approaches tasks with curiosity. This is the response of intrigue, interest, and even wonderment. Surely the Torah was not written to bore the reader—ancient or modern! The listing of names was never meant simply to test the skills of a reader, nor could the repetitions merely have been designed to test a person’s resolve to continue reading—no matter what! There must be significance in these names, numbers, and repetition.

      Further, we soon discover that the tedious repetition in ch. 1 is not unique to the book. The repetition of ch. 7 similarly seeks to undermine whatever appreciation we might try to muster up for the values underlying such repetitious language.

      Thus the expectations of the modern reader in approaching this text are irrelevant to a valid evaluation of the purpose and nature of the book. As with any book of Scripture—indeed, any book of intrinsic merit—the book of Numbers must be read on its own grounds. The Bible sets its own agenda; the materials of Scripture take their own shape. That its interests and methods may be different from our own is beside the point. If this book is to be received by the modern reader with the integrity and demands of Scripture as a significant part of the divine outbreathing (2Ti 3:16)—the fourth portion of the Torah, the book of Moses—then we must set bias aside, avoid negative prejudgments, escape first impressions, and come to the book as it is.

      The best approach toward any obtuse or “difficult” portion of Scripture is to pepper it with questions. In the case at hand we might ask: Why would the ancient sages feel it important to include the names of each tribal representative? Why was it believed impressive to list the number of men from each tribe in such a formal manner, requiring the measure of repetition as 1:20–43 presents? What are the values suggested by these repeated paragraphs? Is it possible that in this alien aesthetic form these verses of repeated phraseology are not to be regarded as tiresome at all but something of dignity, solemnity, and even beauty? Is there perhaps an impressive nature to these paragraphs that speaks of the pride of each tribe?

      Indeed, the repetitions are likely instructive as to the power of God and his faithfulness to his promises. That reader who first turned his face away from these pages with disdain may have turned away from something that is intended to bring praise to God and confidence among his people. It becomes our point of view that these numbers, in their highly stylized environments, are a matter of celebration of the faithfulness of Yahweh to his covenantal people. So as we come to these numbers and words, let us come to them on their own terms to see what in them is impressive—and what in them is instructive for us.

      
  

I. THE EXPERIENCE OF THE FIRST GENERATION IN THE WILDERNESS (1:1–25:18)

      OVERVIEW

      An explanation is given in the Introduction (Unity and Organization) for the unusual outline this commentary presents. Following the lead of Dennis T. Olson, I see the macrostructure of the book of Numbers as a bifid of unequal parts. The two censuses (chs. 1–4, 26) are the keys to our understanding the structure of the book. The first census (chs. 1–4) concerns the first generation of the exodus community; the second census (ch. 26) focuses on the experiences of the second generation, the people to whom this book is primarily directed. The first generation of the redeemed was prepared for triumph but ended in disaster. The second generation now has an opportunity for greatness—if only the people will learn from the failures of their fathers and mothers the absolute necessity of robust faithfulness to Yahweh despite all obstacles.

      A. The Preparation for the Triumphal March to the Promised Land (1:1–10:36)

      OVERVIEW

      The record of the experiences of the first generation is presented in two broad parts. Chapters 1–10 record the story of their preparation for triumph; chs. 11–25 follow with the sorry record of repeated acts of rebellion and unbelief, punctuated by bursts of God’s wrath and instances of his grace.

      1. Setting Apart the People (1:1–10:10)

      OVERVIEW

      As the book as a whole presents itself as a bifid of unequal parts, so chs. 1–10 also form a bifid of unequal sections: 1:1–10:10 records the meticulous preparation of the people for their triumphal march into Canaan; 10:11–36 describes their first steps under the leadership of Moses.

      a. The Census of the First Generation (1:1–4:49)

      i. The muster (1:1–54)

      (a) The command of the Lord (1:1–4)

      
        1The LORD spoke to Moses in the Tent of Meeting in the Desert of Sinai on the first day of the second month of the second year after the Israelites came out of Egypt. He said: 2“Take a census of the whole Israelite community by their clans and families, listing every man by name, one by one. 3You and Aaron are to number by their divisions all the men in Israel twenty years old or more who are able to serve in the army. 4One man from each tribe, each the head of his family, is to help you.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 Each phrase of verse 1 is significant for our study; we need to move slowly here. One of the most pervasive emphases in the book of Numbers is that Yahweh spoke to Moses, and through Moses, to Israel. From the opening words of the book (1:1) to its closing words (36:13), this concept is stated over 150 times and in more than twenty ways. One Hebrew name for the book of Numbers is waye dabbēr (“and [Yahweh] spoke”), the first word in the Hebrew text. This name is highly appropriate, given the strong emphasis on God’s revelation to Moses in Numbers.

      The opening words set the stage for the chapter and, indeed, for the entire book. The phrase, “the LORD [Yahweh] spoke to Moses,” presents a point of view that will be repeated (and restated) almost to the point of tedium throughout this book. Yet it is just such a phrase that is so important to the self-attestation of the divine origin of Numbers. The phrasing announces the record of a divine disclosure of the eternal God to his servant Moses, and from Moses a faithful transmission to the people of God. This type of phrase does not satisfy our curiosity as to how Moses heard the word of God, whether as the articulated words of a human voice; a mystical inner sensation, perhaps a clearly articulated cluster of words in his mind; or some vague mental image. This phrase merely presents the source and reception of communication. Numbers 12:6–8 is the major text describing the Lord’s use of Moses as his prophet. This section will indicate something of the special manner of the divine disclosure to Moses, but the phrasing that is most characteristic merely states the most important point: Yahweh spoke to Moses.

      That the subject of the verb “spoke” is Yahweh points to his initiation and, by that measure, to his grace. The fact that God speaks at all to anyone is evidence of his mercy, that he continued to speak to Moses throughout his leadership of the people of God is a mystery, and that he spoke to Moses with the intent that others would read these words throughout the centuries is a marvel. The repetition of phrases such as this throughout the Torah serves for emphasis. We are to be duly impressed with the fact that the Lord is the Great Communicator, that of his own volition he reached out to Moses to convey to him the divine word and to relate through him to the nation the divine will. Other gods are mute. Other gods are silent. Other gods are no God at all. But the God of Scripture, the Lord of covenant—Yahweh, God of Israel—speaks! What he desires more than anything else is a people who will hear him, who will take joy in obeying him, and who will bring him pleasure by their response.

      The second phrase of v.1 (NIV) centers on the place of God’s speaking to Moses: “in the Tent of Meeting” (beʾōhel mô ʿēd); this phrase follows “in the Desert of Sinai” in the Hebrew construction). There are other terms and phrases used for this tent in Numbers. It is called “the tabernacle” (hammiškān; vv.50, 51) and “the tabernacle of the Testimony” (miškan hāʿēdut; vv.50, 53). The expression “the Tent of Meeting” speaks of the revelatory and communion aspect of the tent. The term “tabernacle” by itself points to the temporary and transitory nature of the tent; it was a moveable and portable shrine, specially designed for the worship of God by a people on the move. The expression “the tabernacle of the Testimony” suggests the covenantal signification of the tent; within were the symbols of the presence of the Lord among his people, his guarantees of continuing relationship.

      Critical scholarship has confounded the issue by suggesting that these several terms refer to different tents, or that they are telltale pointers to different strata in the tortured path (in their view) of the composition of the Torah. But this approach is unnecessary; it seems preferable to read these several terms as correlative, stylistic variants used for effect to describe various realities of the central focus of God’s relationship with his people in the wilderness—the tent of his presence.

      The more common Hebrew name for the book of Numbers is bemidbar (“In the Wilderness”), the fifth word in the Hebrew text. God spoke to Moses in the Tent of Meeting during the lengthy period that Israel spent in the Desert of Sinai. The wilderness setting is pervasive in Numbers. Recall from the introduction, “God has time, and the wilderness has sand.”

      The book begins with the leadership of Israel’s following faithfully the commands of the Lord and the people’s being mustered together for war against the cities of Canaan in anticipation of a great conquest of the Land of Promise. But because of the perfidy of the people, that great event of conquest—the realization of the promise of God to the fathers and mothers of Israel—was denied for a generation. Instead, in judgment for doubt and for casting the worst possible accusations against God about their deliverance—that their “wives and children will be taken as plunder” (14:3)—the entire populace over the age of twenty would spend the rest of their natural days in the wilderness. Only Joshua and Caleb, because of their exceptional, unswerving faith in the face of their timid compatriots, would enter the land.

      As it turned out, Miriam and Aaron—and even Moses—died in the wilderness. The expression “in the wilderness” is rich in its meaning and associations. It is not just descriptive of a physical feature of topography; it is also a metaphor for the experience of the people of Israel described in this book. One day their descendants would enter the land, but this book is the record of the experience of the people “in the Desert of Sinai.”

      This first verse also gives a specific temporal notice for the command of God to take a census of the nation—a date that is precise and detailed: “on the first day of the second month of the second year after the Israelites came out of Egypt.” The book of Numbers begins thirteen months after the great exodus. The people had spent the previous year in the region of Mount Sinai receiving the law, erecting the tabernacle, and becoming a people. Now they were to be mustered as a military force and formed into a cohesive nation to provide the basis for an orderly march. The events of Numbers cover a period of thirty-eight years and nine or ten months, i.e., the period of Israel’s wilderness wanderings. The second month in the Hebrew calendar corresponds roughly to our April. Later, when Israel was established in Canaan, this second month would be the month of general harvest between the Feast of Firstfruits and Pentecost or Weeks, seven weeks following Passover. That Israel was being numbered during a time that later would be associated with the harvesting of crops would probably not have been lost on the later readers of this book.

      This pattern of dating events from the exodus signified the centrality of the exodus in the experience of God’s people. Time would now be measured from their leaving Egypt. The wording is not unlike the Christian reckoning of time as “BC” (“Before Christ”) and “AD” (“Anno Domini,” meaning “in the Year of our Lord”). Time, for Israel, had its beginning with the exodus, just as time for the Christian has its beginning and meaning with the salvation provided in the Savior, Jesus. The exodus was God’s great act of deliverance of his people from bondage; the story of the exodus is the gospel in the OT.

      Another example of dating from the exodus is found in 1 Kings 6:1, where the beginning of the building of the temple of Solomon is dated in the four-hundred-eightieth year of Israel’s exodus from Egypt. Whether this date is an exact figure (i.e., one year more than four hundred seventy-nine years) or, as is sometimes suggested, a round number suggesting twelve generations (i.e., 12 x 40—the approximation of a generation), the point is still sure: the dating of Israel’s experience with God begins with the exodus from Egypt (see Notes).

      Gordon J. Wenham, 56, observes that the materials of the book of Numbers are not arranged strictly in chronological order (also, see Introduction: Unity and Organization). The descriptions of 7:1–9:15 belong to the first two weeks of the first month of the second year of the exodus (cf. Ex 40:2; Nu 9:1), whereas the census and related affairs of Numbers 1–6 begin on the first day of the second month (see, again, 1:1). The concern of the writer was thematic rather than strictly chronological; it was literary rather than pedantic. The issues of the numbering of the people and the ordering of the camp were believed to be foundational to the understanding readers would need for the stories of offerings, worship, and Passover in chs. 7–9. Moreover, as noted in the introduction, Olson has shown the book of Numbers to be a biped, each section beginning with a census (chs. 1–4; 26; see Notes). The deliberate changing of chronology of the materials of the book is a signal to the reader that chronology is not nearly as important as the fact of the census.

      The dating of the exodus itself remains a deeply debated issue among biblical scholars, both moderate and conservative. (More liberal scholars—sometimes called “minimalists”—do not regard the exodus as a historical event; for them the issue is moot.) Archaeological evidence has been adduced for both an early thirteenth-century date (the “late date view”) as well as a mid-fifteenth-century date (the “early date view”). Kenneth A. Kitchen has argued ably for the thirteenth-century date (Ancient Orient and Old Testament [Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1966], 57–75; see now his Reliability, 241–74). Gleason L. Archer Jr., however, has argued vigorously for the fifteenth-century date for the exodus (see his introductory article on “The Chronology of the Old Testament” in EBC1, 1:366–67). Such a pattern would suggest that the events of the book of Numbers extended thirty-eight years into the second half of the fifteenth century BC (see Notes).

      2 The Hebrew verbs śeʾû (“take”; v.2) and tipqedû (“number”; v.3; see Notes) are in the plural, indicating that Moses and Aaron were to complete this task together (see v.3, “you and Aaron”), but the primary responsibility for the task lay with Moses. The purpose of this census was to form a military roster, not a social, political, or taxation document, as some modern interpreters have suggested. There are other reasons for the census however: (1) to demonstrate to the people the extent of God’s faithfulness in fulfilling the provisions of the Abrahamic covenant in multiplying the physical descendants of Abraham (Ge 12:2; 15:5; 17:4–6; 22:17), (2) to provide a clear sense of family and clan identity for the individual, and (3) to provide the means for an orderly march of the people to their new home in Canaan.

      There is a remarkable specificity in the numbering process, moving from the broadest groupings to the individual. These Hebrew phrasings are “clans,” “families,” “names,” and “every male by their heads.” This stylistic device, common in Hebrew prose, moves from the most general to the specific, thus giving a sense of the totality of a task and the enormity of carrying it out. We find the same type of approach in the words that came to Abram describing the associations he must leave as he was to set out on his journey of faith with the Lord: “your country,” “your people,” “your father’s household” (Ge 12:1; order as in the MT). Similarly, in the story of the binding of Isaac Abraham was told to take his “son,” his “only son,” whom “he loves,” “even Isaac” (Ge 22:2; order as in the MT).

      3 The words of verse 3 also point clearly to the principal military purpose of the census: those males who were over the age of twenty and who were able to serve in the army. This type of phrase occurs fourteen times in ch. 1 and again in 26:2.

      Readers who are bothered by the military nature of the census prefer to view it as an early experiment in sociology. The wording of the MT is so patently military in nature, however, that this escape simply does not seem to be possible. The point of the census was to prepare the armies of Israel for their triumphal war of conquest against the peoples of Canaan. In fulfillment of the promise Yahweh made to father Abraham (Ge 15:16–21), the descendants of those who went to Egypt were to return with great possessions and would then be given the land inhabited by numerous nations and ethnic groups. Evil pervaded those nations and groups; the sins of the Amorites had now reached full measure (cf. Ge 15:16). The campaign of conquest was soon to begin.

      Our knowledge of the end of the story makes this a sad record to read: all the peoples who were numbered for military duty in this chapter—every one of them save only Joshua and Caleb—died without ever experiencing God’s war of conquest. It is true that some participated in the abortive engagement with the Amalekites following their rebellion against the Lord (14:44–45), but this was not a glorious war of victory. It was an ignoble rout! Victory would come only to their children, a generation removed. Hence this listing, intended by God to be a roster of soldiers, a table of heroes, a memorial of victors, became instead a memorial of those who were to die in the wilderness without ever experiencing God’s greater purpose in their lives.

      There was another mustering of soldiers for war at the end of the wilderness period (ch. 26). The men in that account were entirely different persons from those listed in ch. 1. Except for Joshua and Caleb, all those in ch. 1 died in the wilderness between slavery and liberty, between cursing and blessing, between there and here, with hopes dashed and desires never fulfilled. All died in the dry, barren wilderness, though God had intended for them the enjoyment of the good life in the good land and his gracious hand. But in the new roster of Numbers 26 there was a new generation, a new beginning, a new hope. It was “the death of the old and the birth of the new” (cf. Olson’s title; see Introduction).

      4 By having a representative from each tribe assist Moses and Aaron, not only would the task be made somewhat more manageable, but also all would regard the resultant count as legitimate. No tribe would have reason to suggest that it was under- or overrepresented in the census, since a worthy man from each tribe was a partner with Moses and Aaron in accomplishing the task. Election observers in our own day fill a similar role.

      NOTES

      1 The wording of the first verse of Numbers, when compared with the wording of the last verse (36:13), fits well with the concept that Numbers is an independent “book” within the larger collection of the fivefold book, the Pentateuch. This is a point argued well by Olson, 46–49. He also ties the book of Numbers to the [image: ] (tôledôt, “generations, family histories”) formula of Genesis (cf. Ge 2:4a; 5:1; et al.; see Nu 3:1 and Notes). This wording provides the overarching structure for the entirety of the Pentateuch (Olson, 83–114; also in Dennis Olson, Numbers [Interpretation; Louisville, Ky.: John Knox, 1996], 3–7); cf. comments on 3:1).

      [image: ] (leṣēʾtām mē ʾereṣ miṣrayim, “their leaving the land of Egypt”) is not simply a slogan; the miraculous departure of the people of Israel from Egypt, the exodus, is the fundamental act in their history. A recent presentation for the “early date” ca. 1446 BC (or even a bit earlier) is made by William H. Shea, “The Date of the Exodus,” in Howard and Grisanti, eds., Giving the Sense, 236–55. Conservative scholars who support the “late date” (ca. 1290 BC) include LaSor, Hubbard, and Bush, in OTS–1996, 59–60, and Kitchen, Reliability, 307–10. Conservative scholars continue to debate the dating of the exodus. The position taken in this commentary is based on the “early date” chronology. However, the greater issue these days is not when the exodus took place, but whether it ever happened. William G. Dever (What Did the Biblical Writers Know? 2001; Who Were the Early Israelites? 2003), not known as an evangelical writer, nevertheless has been in the forefront in the engagement of those scholars (sometimes called “minimalists”) who deny most of the historicity of the OT story. Recent evangelical works that challenge minimalists include those by Kitchen (Reliability) and Raymond B. Dillard and Tremper Longman III (AIOT).

      3 [image: ] (tipqedû, “number”) is a use of the significant Hebrew verb [image: ] (pāqad, “to attend to, visit, muster”; GK 7212) that at times describes Yahweh’s “visiting” his people, either in great grace (e.g., Ge 21:1) or in horrific judgment (e.g., Hos 1:4). In Numbers it is used with the idea of “passing in review, mustering, numbering.”

      4 The Hebrew expression [image: ] (ʾîš ʾîš lammaṭṭeh, lit., “man, man for the tribe”) is distributive: “one man from each tribe”; see Williams, Hebrew Syntax, sec. 15; cf. Nu 9:10; 14:34).

      (b) The names of the men (1:5–16)

      
        
          5These are the names of the men who are to assist you:

          from Reuben, Elizur son of Shedeur;

          6from Simeon, Shelumiel son of Zurishaddai;

          7from Judah, Nahshon son of Amminadab;

          8from Issachar, Nethanel son of Zuar;

          9from Zebulun, Eliab son of Helon;

          10from the sons of Joseph:

          from Ephraim, Elishama son of Ammihud;

          from Manasseh, Gamaliel son of Pedahzur;

          11from Benjamin, Abidan son of Gideoni;

          12from Dan, Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai;

          13from Asher, Pagiel son of Ocran;

          14from Gad, Eliasaph son of Deuel;

          15from Naphtali, Ahira son of Enan.”

        

        16These were the men appointed from the community, the leaders of their ancestral tribes. They were the heads of the clans of Israel.

      

      COMMENTARY

      5–15 The names of these luminaries occur again in chs. 2, 7, and 10; as noted above, more is the sadness as the list of those who would die in the wilderness is given three times! Most of these names are theophoric; that is, they are built by compounding one of the designations for God into a name that is a significant banner of faith in the person and work of God. The antiquity of this list of names is revealed by the fact that many are built on the names El (ʾēl, “God”), Shaddai (šadday, traditionally translated “Almighty”), Ammi (ʿammî, “My Kinsman”), Zur (ṣûr, “Rock”) and Ab (ʾab, “Father”). (See also the list naming the leaders of Levitical families in 3:24, 30, 35, where the same patterns are in play.) At a later time in Israel’s history, we would expect many names to be based on the covenantal name Yahweh because of the revelation of this name and its significance (see Ex 2:23–3:15; 34:1–8).

      The paucity of names based on Yahweh (e.g., names beginning with “Jeho-” or ending in “-jah” or “-iah”) in this list may be a significant argument for the antiquity of this text (see Notes). Whereas the name Yahweh was available for name-building in the period before the exodus, it did not come into greater use until after the revelation of a new significance of that name in Yahweh’s revelational encounter with Moses and the subsequent teaching of these truths to the populace of Israel. Here are the names and suggested probable meanings (in order of their listing):

      
        	Elizur (ʾelîṣûr, “[My] God Is a Rock”) son of Shedeur (šedê ʾûr, “Shaddai Is a Flame”), chief of Reuben (v.5);

        	Shelumiel (šelumî ʾēl, “[My] Peace Is God”) son of Zurishaddai (ṣûrîšaddāy, “[My] Rock Is Shaddai”), chief of Simeon (v.6);

        	Nahshon (naḥšôn, “Serpentine”) son of Amminadab (ʿammînādāb, “[My] Kinsman [God] Is Noble”), chief of Judah (v.7);

        	Nethanel (netanʾēl, “God Has Given”) son of Zuar (ṣû ʿār, “Little One”), chief of Issachar (v.8);

        	Eliab (ʾelî ʾāb, “[My] God Is Father”) son of Helon (ḥēlōn, “Rampart-like” [?]), chief of Zebulun (v.9);

        	Elishama (ʾelîšāmāʿ, “[My] God Has Heard”) son of Ammihud (ʿammîhûd, “[My] Kinsman [God] Is Majesty”), chief of Ephraim (v.10);

        	Gamaliel (gamlî ʾēl, “Reward of God”) son of Pedahzur (pedâṣûr, “The Rock [God] Has Ransomed”), chief of Manasseh (v.10);

        	Abidan (ʾabîdān, “[My] Father [God] Is Judge”) son of Gideoni (gid ʿōnî, “My Hewer”), chief of Benjamin (v.11);

        	Ahiezer (ʾaḥî ʿezer, “[My] Brother [God] Is Help”) son of Ammishaddai (ʿammîšadāy, “[My] Kinsman [God] Is Shaddai”), chief of Dan (v.12);

        	Pagiel (pagʿî ʾēl, “Encountered by God”) son of Ocran (ʿokrān, “Troubled”) chief of Asher (v.13);

        	Eliasaph (ʾelyāsāp, “God has Added”) son of Deuel (deʿû ʾēl, “Know God!”), chief of Gad (v.14; see Note at 2:14);

        	Ahira (ʾaḥîraʿ, “My Brother Is Evil”) son of Enan (ʿênān, “Seeing”), chief of Naphtali (v.15).

      

      Noth, 13–19, argues that the source for this material is the putative P (late in the fifth century BC) because of the schematic nature and orderliness of presentation, but that the name lists that P used in his record must have come from a very early period in Israel’s experience (at least from a pre-Davidic period). His admission of the antiquity of the names is in fact something that may slightly undermine his approach to the writing of this text.

      16 The Hebrew adjective underlying the phrase “the men appointed” (qārîʾ, singular) is a technical term for representatives used only here and in 26:9. Verse 16 is legal, formal, and precise in tone. Three phrases are used to give sanction to each of these leaders. Levi is not represented in this list (see 1:47).

      NOTES

      5 On the problems and precarious nature of attempting to discover the precise meaning of Hebrew names, see comments on 13:4–15. The meaning we may adduce for a biblical name is a bit tenuous, as the meaning cannot be determined by context in the same manner as with other nouns and verbs. Most of the suggested translations given here are from BDB. The argument for the antiquity of the list, based on the phenomenon of the patterns of formation, is significant because it is “substructural.” That is, if these lists were fraudulent concoctions from a later period (as critical scholars allege), the tendency would have been for the forger to use nominal patterns of the period of the writing—unless, of course, the creative forger knew that by using antique patterns of names he (she?) would fool later (modern?) readers!

      16 The Hebrew word [image: ] (nāśîʾ, “leader”; GK 5954) speaks of one who is “lifted up” or “selected.” The noun is derived from the verb [image: ] (nāśāʾ, “to lift up”; GK 5951). The vowel pattern of this noun is the same as that for the word “prophet,” [image: ] (nābîʾ). It presents a passive infix.

      (c) The summary of the census (1:17–19)

      
        17Moses and Aaron took these men whose names had been given, 18and they called the whole community together on the first day of the second month. The people indicated their ancestry by their clans and families, and the men twenty years old or more were listed by name, one by one, 19as the LORD commanded Moses. And so he counted them in the Desert of Sinai:

      

      COMMENTARY

      17 This verse indicates the leadership of Moses and Aaron in the task, as it does their obedience to the command of Yahweh. This chapter is marked by a studied triumphalism. Numbering the tribes and mustering the army were sacred functions that prepared the people for their war of conquest under the right hand of God, who was their Warrior (see Ex 15:3, “The LORD is a warrior”).

      18 The expression “twenty years or more” is taken by Gershon Brin (“The Formulae ‘From . . . and Onward/Upward,’” JBL 99 [1980]: 161–71) to indicate generational identity; i.e., one who was under the age of twenty was still regarded as a member of his father’s house, while one over the age of twenty was an individual who was morally and civilly responsible.

      19 Hebrew prose often gives a summary statement and follows with details that explicate the summary. This verse is that summary, and verses 20–43 present the details. Genesis 1:1 may be viewed as a similar summary statement, the details being given in the rest of the chapter.

      (d) The listings of the census by each tribe (1:20–43)

      
        20From the descendants of Reuben the firstborn son of Israel:

        All the men twenty years old or more who were able to serve in the army were listed by name, one by one, according to the records of their clans and families. 21The number from the tribe of Reuben was 46,500.

        22From the descendants of Simeon:

        All the men twenty years old or more who were able to serve in the army were counted and listed by name, one by one, according to the records of their clans and families. 23The number from the tribe of Simeon was 59,300.

        24From the descendants of Gad:

        All the men twenty years old or more who were able to serve in the army were listed by name, according to the records of their clans and families. 25The number from the tribe of Gad was 45,650.

        26From the descendants of Judah:

        All the men twenty years old or more who were able to serve in the army were listed by name, according to the records of their clans and families. 27The number from the tribe of Judah was 74,600.

        28From the descendants of Issachar:

        All the men twenty years old or more who were able to serve in the army were listed by name, according to the records of their clans and families. 29The number from the tribe of Issachar was 54,400.

        30From the descendants of Zebulun:

        All the men twenty years old or more who were able to serve in the army were listed by name, according to the records of their clans and families. 31The number from the tribe of Zebulun was 57,400.

        32From the sons of Joseph:

        From the descendants of Ephraim:

        All the men twenty years old or more who were able to serve in the army were listed by name, according to the records of their clans and families. 33The number from the tribe of Ephraim was 40,500.

        34From the descendants of Manasseh:

        All the men twenty years old or more who were able to serve in the army were listed by name, according to the records of their clans and families. 35The number from the tribe of Manasseh was 32,200.

        36From the descendants of Benjamin:

        All the men twenty years old or more who were able to serve in the army were listed by name, according to the records of their clans and families. 37The number from the tribe of Benjamin was 35,400.

        38From the descendants of Dan:

        All the men twenty years old or more who were able to serve in the army were listed by name, according to the records of their clans and families. 39The number from the tribe of Dan was 62,700.

        40From the descendants of Asher:

        All the men twenty years old or more who were able to serve in the army were listed by name, according to the records of their clans and families. 41The number from the tribe of Asher was 41,500.

        42From the descendants of Naphtali:

        All the men twenty years old or more who were able to serve in the army were listed by name, according to the records of their clans and families. 43The number from the tribe of Naphtali was 53,400.

      

      COMMENTARY

      20–43 For each tribe there are two verses in repetitive, formulaic structure giving: (1) the name of the tribe, (2) the specifics of those numbered, (3) the name of the tribe restated, and (4) the total enumerated for that tribe.

      Certainly one of the most difficult issues in the book of Numbers concerns the large numbers of these lists. Noth, 21, places the issue darkly: “The main problem of the section 1.20–46 consists in the figures that are given. Their size, as is generally recognized, lies outside the sphere of what is historically acceptable. In no sense do they bear even a tolerable relationship to what we otherwise know of the strength of military conscription in the ancient East.”

      More recently Budd, 6, concurs, “The central difficulty here is the impossibly large numbers of fighting men recorded. The historical difficulties in accepting the figure as it stands are insuperable.” More conservative writers concur. Here is an assessment by LaSor, Hubbard, and Bush (OTS–1996, 105):

      
        Most cities that have been excavated [in Israel] cover sites of a few acres that could have housed a few thousand people at the most. At no time would Palestine [Israel] have had more than a few dozen towns of any significant size. Every bit of available evidence, biblical, extrabiblical, and archaeological, seems to discourage interpreting the numbers literally.

      

      That the numbers for each of the tribes are rounded may be seen in that each unit is rounded to the hundreds (but Gad to the fifties [1:25]). A peculiarity in the numbers that leads some to believe they may be symbolic is that the hundreds are grouped between two hundred and seven hundred; there are no hundreds in zeros, one hundreds, eight hundreds, or nine hundreds. Yet whatever we may make of these factors, we may observe that the same numbers are given for each tribe in ch. 2, where there are four triads of tribes with consistent use of numbers, sums, and grand totals. Further, the total might have been rounded to six hundred thousand but was not (see 1:46; 2:32).

      In this chapter the Hebrew word translated “thousand” (ʾelep) is clearly taken to mean one thousand for the total to be achieved in verse 46. Varied suggestions have been made (such as that by Noth) that demand the totals arose only in a later period in which there was confusion about the unusual meaning of the term ʾelep in this section. But that appears to be an attempt to play the game from two sides. The passage cannot have come from a later time (as is believed by documentarians; this is a “P text”!), and yet contain a misuse of the word ʾelep—at the time of the writing. (See the extensive treatment of this term in the Introduction: The Problem of the Large Numbers).

      Because the descendants of Levi were excluded from the census (see on v.47), the descendants of Joseph are listed according to the families of his two sons, Ephraim (vv.32–33) and Manasseh (vv.34–35). In this way, the traditional tribal number of twelve is maintained, and Joseph is given the “double portion” of the ranking heir of Jacob (cf. Ge 49:22–26; Dt 33:13–17). Second Kings 2:9 is also to be understood in this manner; Elisha was not asking Elijah that he might have double the power of his master or that he might do double the number of miracles of his mentor. Rather, of all the sons of the prophets who might wish to be regarded as the proper heir of Elijah, Elisha desired that honor for himself. The phrase “a double portion of your spirit” suggests the honor of the privileged son who would receive a double share of the inheritance of the father.

      (e) The summary of the census (1:44–46)

      
        44These were the men counted by Moses and Aaron and the twelve leaders of Israel, each one representing his family. 45All the Israelites twenty years old or more who were able to serve in Israel’s army were counted according to their families. 46The total number was 603,550.

      

      COMMENTARY

      44–46 As noted in the introduction, there appears to be no textual difficulty in the Hebrew tradition in the soundness of this large number (or the integers used to achieve it) for the census of the fighting men of Israel. The number 603,550 is the proper sum of the twelve components listed in verses 21–43. And there is no convincing unusual meaning suggested for the word “one thousand” (ʾelep).

      The mathematics of these numbers is accurate and complex. It is complex in that the totals are reached in two ways: (1) a linear listing of twelve units (1:20–43), with the total given (1:46); (2) four sets of triads, each with a subtotal, and then the grand total (2:3–32), which equals the total in 1:46. These numbers are also consistent with the figures in Exodus 12:37–38 (“about six hundred thousand men on foot, besides women and children”) and in Exodus 38:26 (603,550 men of twenty years old or more). Furthermore, they relate well to the figures of the second census in Numbers 26:51 (601,730 men) at the beginning of the new generation. This large number of men conscripted for the army suggests a population for the entire community in excess (perhaps considerably) of two million people.

      There are at least three implications we may draw from this immense number: (1) Moses was responsible for this immense number of people in the most difficult of circumstances, the management task God gave to Moses being exceedingly demanding; (2) the demands on God’s providence (and overt miracle) were immense during the generation of wilderness sojourn; and (3) in the end, all those people who were numbered, along with the women and the other males not counted—all of them, excepting only Joshua and Caleb, would die in the wilderness because of their collective act of unbelief in the power of God and their lack of trust in his faithfulness to his promise.

      Another concept related to these large numbers concerns the wonders in the fulfillment of the particular blessing of God in the unusual growth of the people of the family of Jacob in Egypt. Exodus 1:7 describes in five Hebrew phrases the stunning growth of the Hebrew people in Egypt during the four centuries of their sojourn. So numerous had the Hebrew people become that they were regarded as a threat to the security of Egypt (Ex 1:9–10, 20). Israel’s numerical growth from the seventy who entered Egypt (Ex 1:5) was an evidence of God’s great blessing and his faithfulness to his covenant with Abraham (Ge 12:2; 15:5; 17:4–6; 22:17). The growth of the nation was God’s benediction on them. As we are troubled with the immensity of the numbers, we should not neglect to reflect on this benediction the numbers present and respond to the Lord in gratitude.

      It is not necessary to magnify difficulty in order to praise God. As we return to the difficulty of these numbers, we find ourselves concluding with most critical scholars and many conservative scholars that these numbers cannot be what they first appear to be. Yet because of the manner in which they are added together, we may find ourselves uncomfortable with those suggestions that speak of earlier understandings that the later scribes forgot. To speak of their adding hundreds and “thousands” as an “understandable error” is a troubling expression. Understandable error is still error.

      So we return to the position suggested in the Introduction: The Problem of the Large Numbers. We may treat these numbers as “real” numbers (better, “common numbers”), even as the text appears to present them. The hundreds were added to the thousands as in all such sums. But these numbers (in terms of their addition) are numbers that were used for effect. I suggest there is a deliberate exaggeration, a rhetorical device used to give praise to God and hope to his people, of the sums for each tribe and hence for the total. By deliberately magnifying these numbers by a common factor (ten, the number of the digits), the writer was able to use them as “power words.” That is, the ancients who were the recipients of these words knew what we may have forgotten, that numbers may be used for purposes other than merely reporting data.

      By deliberately exaggerating the numbers of the fighting men of the tribes of Israel, the point achieved was a type of “believers’ braggadocio!” The nation that had been crafted by God within the context of slavery and servitude was now a power to be reckoned with among the great powers of the ancient world. More, God had promised that the descendants of Abraham would outnumber the stars, would be more numerous than grains of sand on the shore of the sea. The unprecedented growth of the nation fulfilled numerous promises of God to the fathers (see Ge 17:2, 6; 22:17; 26:4; 28:14; 35:11; 48:4). Moses was able to use the patriarchal phrase of abundance as he recounted his experience as their leader: “The LORD your God has increased your numbers so that today you are as many as the stars in the sky” (Dt 1:10; cf. Ex 32:13).

      Moreover, the greatly inflated numbers promise greater things to come. One day, families of all nations will find their blessing in the same God who brought blessing to Abraham. One day the Seed of Abraham will be the Savior of the world. Big numbers at the beginning are a promise of even bigger numbers at the end! If numbers have ever been used for propaganda (!), here, it appears, is a biblical precedent for the exaggeration of numbers in praise of God.

      We may ask: What is the role of deception in all this? The answer is simple, even if it may not be convincing to some. None of those who first read these words would have been deceived. All would have known that these “power numbers” far outstripped the acutal facts of the day. The appearance of deception arises only when the conventions of using numbers in these manners are forgotten.

      Here is an example of the “proper role” of archaeology as it relates to the Bible. When surveys of excavated sites in the little land of Israel present city mounds (tells) that are measured in acres instead of in tens of miles squared, when actual house plans are surveyed within these city mounds and extrapolations are made of the numerical possibilities these ancient plots present—well, then, these and other considerations gel together to help one come to a reappraisal of the actual facts of the case. In the process we are in a discovery of the “original meaning” of the biblical text. For the “original meaning” does not just come in a parsing of verbs or a word study of nouns or a syntactical study of a clause—original meaning also includes the manner in which the ancient writers used these verbs, nouns, and clauses—and numbers.

      Here is the clincher: how they used numbers was their concern! It is not up to modern readers to sit in judgment; our task is merely to understand, to appreciate, and then to begin to share with the ancients their joy in these exquisite numbers! Hence, in the alchemy of the mind in one’s new appreciation of numbers, we join them in their celebration.

      (f) The reason for the exclusion of the Levites (1:47–54)

      
        47The families of the tribe of Levi, however, were not counted along with the others. 48The LORD had said to Moses: 49“You must not count the tribe of Levi or include them in the census of the other Israelites. 50Instead, appoint the Levites to be in charge of the tabernacle of the Testimony—over all its furnishings and everything belonging to it. They are to carry the tabernacle and all its furnishings; they are to take care of it and encamp around it. 51Whenever the tabernacle is to move, the Levites are to take it down, and whenever the tabernacle is to be set up, the Levites shall do it. Anyone else who goes near it shall be put to death. 52The Israelites are to set up their tents by divisions, each man in his own camp under his own standard. 53The Levites, however, are to set up their tents around the tabernacle of the Testimony so that wrath will not fall on the Israelite community. The Levites are to be responsible for the care of the tabernacle of the Testimony.”

        54The Israelites did all this just as the LORD commanded Moses.

      

      COMMENTARY

      47–49 The Levites, because of their sacral tasks, were excluded from this military listing; they were to be engaged in the ceremonies and maintenance of the tabernacle. Chapter 3 discusses their families, numbers, and functions.

      50 As in Exodus 38:21, the sanctuary is here called “the tabernacle of the Testimony.” The “Testimony” refers to the Ten Words (Ten Commandments) written on stone tablets (Ex 31:18; 32:15; 34:29). These tablets were placed in the ark (Ex 25:16, 21; 40:20), leading to the phrase “the ark of the Testimony” (Ex 25:22; 26:33–34; et al.). In Psalm 19:7[8] the Hebrew term ʿēdût (“testimony”; “statutes,” NIV) is used for the word of God in a more general sense but still with the background of the Ten Words of Exodus.

      51–52 The Hebrew word hazzār, rendered “anyone else” (v.51), is often translated “stranger, alien, foreigner” (as in Isa 1:7; Hos 7:9). Thus a non-Levitical Israelite was considered an alien to the religious duties of the tabernacle (see Ex 29:33; 30:33; Lev 22:12). The punishment of death is reiterated in Numbers 3:10, 38; 18:7 and was enacted by divine fiat in 16:31–33 (see 1Sa 6:19). The sense of the Divine Presence was both blessing and cursing in the camp: blessing for those who had a proper sense of awe and wonder of the nearness of deity, and cursing for those who had no sense of place, no respect for the Divine Presence.

      53 The tents of the Levites are detailed in 3:21–38. The encampment of the Levites around the tabernacle was a protective hedge against trespassing by the laity (non-Levites) to keep them from incurring the wrath of God. The dwelling of the Levites around the central shrine was a measure of God’s grace and a reminder of his presence.

      54 In view of Israel’s great disobedience in the later chapters of Numbers, these words of initial compliance to God’s word have a special poignancy. Israel began so well, then failed so terribly; her experience remains a potent lesson to all people of faith who follow them. Ending well is the desire. Most racers get off the blocks reasonably well, but the winner is only certified as such at the end of the course.

      ii. The placement of the tribes (2:1–34)

      OVERVIEW

      Chapter 2 has a symmetrically arranged structure (see Introduction: Outline). The details of this chapter are presented in studied orderliness as a literary exhibit of the physical symmetry expected of the peoples who would be encamped around the central shrine. As in the case of ch. 1, the details of this chapter seem to reflect the joy of the writer in knowing the relation each tribe has to the whole, each individual to the tribe, and the nation to the central shrine—and how all relate to the Lord Yahweh. Thus in some manner this chapter is another means of bringing glory to God. The book of Numbers should be read as a book of the worship of Yahweh! There is an element of pride, joy, and expectation in the seemingly routine matters of this chapter. Here was the place of encampment for each tribe in proximity to the Divine Presence, and from these camps the people would set out under the hand of God to enter the Land of Promise and take possession in his power. The chapter should be read with expectation that the conquest will be as orderly and purposeful as the place of camping in the wilderness.

      There is a sense in which the orderliness of these early chapters of Numbers is akin to the orderliness of Genesis 1. As God has created the heavens and the earth and all that fills them with order, beauty, purpose, and wonder, so he constituted his people with order, beauty, purpose, and wonder. And as the heavens and earth may “praise” God in their responses to his commands (Ps 147:13–18), so the peoples of God may praise him in their responses to his commands (Ps 147:19–20). Indeed, his people must praise him.

      Critical scholars respond to the orderliness and symmetry of this text in quite another manner. N. H. Snaith (Leviticus and Numbers [NCB; Greenwood, SC: Attic, 1967], 186), for example, regards the whole chapter “as an idealistic reconstruction to fit in with later religious ideas.” For such writers, the very beauty of the text becomes its downfall. For ourselves, let the beauty of the text be its strength and lead us to be reflective of the beauty of the Lord in the midst of his people.

      (a) Summary command (2:1–2)

      
        1The LORD said to Moses and Aaron: 2“The Israelites are to camp around the Tent of Meeting some distance from it, each man under his standard with the banners of his family.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 The standard pattern of formal Hebrew prose is followed in this chapter. First there is an announcement of the topic, and then come the details of that topic in an orderly presentation, followed finally by a summary of the whole. This type of organization must have been satisfying to the ancient writers by its giving a sense of wholeness, direction, and orderliness to an account. As in the case of ch. 1, material of this sort may fail to excite the modern reader. Yet if one pauses to think of the order and structure of the text, the underlying significance of the passage may be realized more easily. God is about to bring to pass a great marvel with his people, but it only will occur as they are rightly related to him and to one another.

      The relatedness of the people round about the central shrine was the essence of their meaning as a people. Apart from this order, the Hebrews would have remained a disorganized group, nearly a mob—large, disorganized, unruly, and bound for disaster. With this pattern and the discipline and devotion it implied, there was the opportunity for grand victory. The order of the chapter is a promise of the fulfillment of the working of God in their midst. That Israel in fact did fail God is the sadder story, for he had given to them the means for full success.

      This chapter begins with the announcement of the revelation of the Lord to Moses and Aaron (using the Hebrew verb dābar in the Hiphil, “to speak”). The more usual phrasing in the Torah is “And Yahweh spoke to Moses, saying,” as in 1:1. Here the words “and Aaron” are added, as in 4:1, 17; 14:26; 16:20; 19:1. A similar phrase (with a different Heb. verb, ʿāmar, “to say”: “And the LORD said to Moses and Aaron”) is found in 20:12, 23. The reference to Aaron along with his illustrious brother in this chapter indicates the strong focus on the shrine of God’s presence in the center of the camp. Aaron, as will be detailed in ch. 3, had the principal task of maintaining the purity, order, and organization of the work respecting the central shrine.

      2 The Hebrew word order of verse 2 stresses the role of the individual in the context of the community; each one was to know his or her exact position within the camp. A more literal translation, following the studied order of the Hebrew original, follows:

      
        Each by his standard,

        by the banners of their fathers’ house,

        the Israelites will encamp;

        in a circuit some way off from the Tent of Meeting

        they will encamp.

      

      The repetition of the verb “will encamp” is for stately stress. Here was the meaning of the individual in Israel, and here was the significance of his family.

      The people of Israel were a community that had their essential meaning in relationship to God and to one another. But ever in the community was the continuing stress on the individual to know where one belonged in the larger group. Corporate solidarity in ancient Israel was a reality of daily life, but the individual was also very important. The words interplay in these texts: each individual/the people // the people/each individual.

      The text stresses not just the relationship each person and each tribe was to have to the central shrine but also that no one was to approach the shrine too casually. The dwelling of the tribes was in a circuit about the shrine but at some distance from it. The Hebrew word minneged means “some way off” or “from a distance.” These words build on 1:52–53 and the protective grace of God, demanding a sufficient distance to serve as a protective barrier from any untoward approach to the shrine of the Divine Presence. The warning was to prevent the judgment of God that such an approach might provoke. Gerhard von Rad, 2:374–78, writes that all true knowledge of God begins with the assertion of his hiddenness. Too casual an approach betrayed too minimal a reverence.

      Here we sense anew a recurring theme in the Torah: God’s holiness may not be forgotten by his people, but his grace is protective for them. His desire was not to destroy the unwary but to protect such from their own folly—and to demonstrate the wonder of his person in the midst of their camp.

      God could have maintained “distance” between himself and the people, thus rendering the warning unnecessary. Then no one would be in danger of harm. The true believer, however, so caught up with the wonder of knowing that the God of the whole universe was present in some mysterious way in the midst of the encampment of the people of the new Israel, would seek to learn to live with the mystery of God’s awesome presence. The fright of danger could be lost in the sense of the proximity of his glory and the nearness of his grace.

      Each tribe had its banner and each triad (group of three) of tribes had its standard. Jewish tradition suggests that the tribal banners corresponded in color to the twelve stones in the breastpiece of the high priest (Ex 28:15–21). Further, this tradition holds that the standard of the triad led by Judah had the figure of a lion, that of Reuben the figure of a man, that of Ephraim the figure of an ox, and that of Dan the figure of an eagle (see the four living creatures described in Eze 1:10; cf. Rev 4:7). These traditions are late, however, and difficult to substantiate; Torah does not describe the nature or designs of the banners of Numbers 2 (see KD 3:17).

      (b) Details of execution (2:3–33)

      (i) Eastern encampment (2:3–9)

      OVERVIEW

      In ch. 1 the nation was mustered and the genealogical relationships clarified. In ch. 2 the nation was set in structural order; further, the line of march and the place of encampment were established. The numbers of ch. 1 are given in new patterns of arrangement—four sets of triads—but they are the same numbers. The repetition of these grand sums of each tribe is a further reflection of the grace of God in their increase during their sojourn in Egypt. The numbers in chs. 1 and 2 are in agreement; if one offers ways to change the seemingly clear sense of the numbers in ch. 1, then that person also has to deal with the repetitions in this chapter. The same leaders of ch. 1 figure again here and also in 10:14–28. The listing of their names is a matter of significant honor; it is also a matter of sadness. These names were not forgotten in Israel, but their lives were lost in the wilderness, far from the land of God’s gracious promise.

      
        3On the east, toward the sunrise, the divisions of the camp of Judah are to encamp under their standard. The leader of the people of Judah is Nahshon son of Amminadab. 4His division numbers 74,600.

        5The tribe of Issachar will camp next to them. The leader of the people of Issachar is Nethanel son of Zuar. 6His division numbers 54,400.

        7The tribe of Zebulun will be next. The leader of the people of Zebulun is Eliab son of Helon. 8His division numbers 57,400.

        9All the men assigned to the camp of Judah, according to their divisions, number 186,400. They will set out first.

      

      COMMENTARY

      3–9 Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun were the fourth, fifth, and sixth of the six sons born to Jacob by Leah. It is somewhat surprising to have these three tribes first in the order of march since Reuben is regularly remembered as Jacob’s firstborn son (1:20). However, because of the perfidy of the three older brothers (Reuben, Simeon, and Levi; see Ge 49:3–7), Judah was ascendant and was granted pride of place among his brothers (49:8). Judah became scion of the royal line in which the Messiah would be born (49:10; Ru 4:18–21; Mt 1:1–16).

      Further, the placement on the east was significant in Israel’s thought. East is the place of the rising of the sun, the source of hope and sustenance. Westward was the sea. Israel’s traditional stance was with its back to the ocean and the descent of the sun. The ancient Hebrew people were not a seafaring folk like the Phoenicians and the Egyptians. For Israel the place of pride was on the east; hence there we find the triad of tribes headed by Judah, Jacob’s fourth son, the father of the royal house that leads to King Messiah.

      (ii) Southern encampment (2:10–16)

      
        10On the south will be the divisions of the camp of Reuben under their standard. The leader of the people of Reuben is Elizur son of Shedeur. 11His division numbers 46,500.

        12The tribe of Simeon will camp next to them. The leader of the people of Simeon is Shelumiel son of Zurishaddai. 13His division numbers 59,300.

        14The tribe of Gad will be next. The leader of the people of Gad is Eliasaph son of Deuel. 15His division numbers 45,650.

        16All the men assigned to the camp of Reuben, according to their divisions, number 151,450. They will set out second.

      

      COMMENTARY

      10–16 Reuben, Jacob’s firstborn son, led the second triad, on the south. As one’s stance in facing eastward has the south on the right hand, there was a secondary honor given to the tribes associated with Reuben. He was joined by Simeon, the second son of Jacob by Leah. Levi, Leah’s third son, was not included with the divisions of the congregation but was reserved the special function of the service of the tabernacle and the guarding of the precinct from the untoward actions of the rest of the community (see v.17 and ch. 3). This triad is completed by Gad, the first son of Leah’s maidservant, Zilpah.

      NOTE

      14 There is a well-known textual difficulty in 1:14 and 2:14 respecting the name [image: ] (deʿû ʾēl, “Deuel”). The MT actually reads [image: ] (reʿû ʾēl, “Reuel”) here in 2:14 but has “Deuel” in 1:14 and in 7:42. The Hebrew letters dalet [image: ] (d) and resh [image: ] (r) were confused at times by scribes because of their similarity in form. See the NIV’s margin on Genesis 10:4, where a similar problem is presented by the name Rodanim versus Dodanim. Other MSS of the MT, along with the versions, read “Deuel” here in 2:14, which reading I suspect is the superior one.

      (iii) Tent and the Levites (2:17)

      
        17Then the Tent of Meeting and the camp of the Levites will set out in the middle of the camps. They will set out in the same order as they encamp, each in his own place under his standard.

      

      COMMENTARY

      17 The tent here is the tabernacle—the great Tent of Meeting in the center of the encampment. This was representative of Yahweh’s presence within the heart of the camp. It is a change from Exodus 33:7–11. Then Moses’ personal tent (see Note) was without the camp, and Moses would go outside the camp to seek the word of God. Here the tent is within the camp, and all Israel was positioned around it. Earlier, the Lord would “come down” from time to time; here he was continually in their midst.

      There is a sense here of the progressive manifestation of the presence of God in the midst of the people. First he was on the mountain of Sinai; then he came to the tent outside the camp; then he indwelt the tent in the midst of the camp. One day he would reveal himself through the incarnation in the midst of his people (Jn 1:1–18); and, on a day still to come, there will be an even greater realization of the presence of the person of God dwelling in the midst of his people in the new Jerusalem (Rev 21:1–4). The story of the Bible is largely the story of the progressive revelation of God among his people (Heilsgeschichte—“the history of salvation,” in the “good sense”) and the progressive preparation of a people to be fit to live in his presence.

      This verse relates not only to the manner of encampment but especially to the manner of their march. On the line of march the triads of Judah and Reuben would lead the community; next would come the tabernacle with the attendant protective hedge of Levites (see 1:53); then would come the triads of Ephraim and Dan. In this way there was not only the sense of the indwelling presence of God in the midst of the people, there was also the sense that the people in their families and tribes were protecting before and behind the shrine of his presence.

      NOTE

      17 Some critical scholars have made much of the position of the tent within or without the camp as a means of distinguishing putative sources (JE, the tent without the camp as a source of revelation; P, the tent within the camp as a place of worship). Yet James Orr (The Problem of the Old Testament Considered with reference to Recent Criticism [New York: Scribner’s Sons, 1906], 165–70) showed long ago that the texts agree that it was God’s intention that the regular placement of the tent was to be within the camp, both for revelation and for worship.

      (iv) Western encampment (2:18–24)

      
        18On the west will be the divisions of the camp of Ephraim under their standard. The leader of the people of Ephraim is Elishama son of Ammihud. 19His division numbers 40,500.

        20The tribe of Manasseh will be next to them. The leader of the people of Manasseh is Gamaliel son of Pedahzur. 21His division numbers 32,200.

        22The tribe of Benjamin will be next. The leader of the people of Benjamin is Abidan son of Gideoni. 23His division numbers 35,400.

        24All the men assigned to the camp of Ephraim, according to their divisions, number 108,100. They will set out third.

      

      COMMENTARY

      18–24 The tribes descended from Rachel were on the west. Joseph’s two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim, received a special blessing from their grandfather Jacob; but in the process the younger son, Ephraim, was given precedence over Manasseh (Ge 48:5–20). Here, true to Jacob’s words, Ephraim was ahead of Manasseh. Benjamin came last—the lastborn son of Jacob, Joseph’s younger brother, on whom the aged father doted after the presumed death of Joseph.

      (v) Northern encampment (2:25–31)

      
        25On the north will be the divisions of the camp of Dan, under their standard. The leader of the people of Dan is Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai. 26His division numbers 62,700.

        27The tribe of Asher will camp next to them. The leader of the people of Asher is Pagiel son of Ocran. 28His division numbers 41,500.

        29The tribe of Naphtali will be next. The leader of the people of Naphtali is Ahira son of Enan. 30His division numbers 53,400.

        31All the men assigned to the camp of Dan number 157,600. They will set out last, under their standards.

      

      COMMENTARY

      25–31 Dan was the first son of Bilhah, the maidservant of Rachel. Asher was the second son of Zilpah, the maidservant of Leah. Naphtali was the second son of Bilhah. These, then, are secondary tribes and are positioned on the northern side of the shrine of the presence, as it were, on the left hand. Here again we need to read these texts with the values of the people who first experienced them. Our orientation tends to be to the north, but Israel’s orientation was to the east. In the final settlement of the land, these three tribes situated to the north of the shrine actually settled in the northern sections of the land of Canaan.

      (vi) Summary totals (2:32–33)

      
        32These are the Israelites, counted according to their families. All those in the camps, by their divisions, number 603,550. 33The Levites, however, were not counted along with the other Israelites, as the LORD commanded Moses.

      

      COMMENTARY

      32–33 These verses conform to and summarize 1:44–53. The total number is the same as in 1:46 (see Introduction), and the distinction of the Levites is maintained (see comments on 1:47–53). The arrangement of the numbers of the tribes in triads (each with subtotals, as well as the grand total for the whole) signifies the concept of stability in these large numbers in the text. Suggestions to reduce the numbers to obtain a “more manageable” portrait should be presented with due care for all the citations, not just a few. Kitchen’s suggestions, for example, may be seen as an effective way to lower the gross numbers drastically; but his approach does not appear to manage subsidiary numbers (see Introduction: The Problem of the Large Numbers).

      (c) Summary conclusion (2:34)

      
        34So the Israelites did everything the LORD commanded Moses; that is the way they encamped under their standards, and that is the way they set out, each with his clan and family.

      

      COMMENTARY

      34 As in 1:54, these words of absolute compliance contrast with Israel’s later folly. This verse also speaks of significant order—a major accomplishment for a people so numerous, so recently enslaved, and more recently a mob in disarray. The text speaks well of the administrative leadership of Moses, God’s reluctant prophet, and of the work done by the twelve worthies who were the leaders of each tribe. Certainly the text points to the mercy of God and his blessing on the people. It may have been the beauty of the order of this plan of encampment that led the unlikely prophet Balaam to say, “How beautiful are your tents, O Jacob, / your dwelling places, O Israel!” (Nu 24:5).

      Fittingly, Balaam’s words—the gasp of an outsider—became among the most treasured in the community. Cyrus Gordon wrote of them, “They have remained the most cherished passages in Scripture throughout Synagogue history” (Before the Bible: The Common Background of Greek and Hebrew Civilizations [London: Collins, 1962], 41). In receiving praise from the outsider Balaam, the order and beauty of the camp must continue to stir the heart of the faithful to exhibit even more robust praise. Again the book of Numbers, despite our initial misgivings, is a book of worship.

      NOTE

      34 The diagram of the camp (with an eastern orientation!) would look like this:

      
        [image: ]

      

      iii. The placement and the numbers of the Levites and firstborn of Israel (3:1–51)

      OVERVIEW

      The notion of order continues to lace itself unabatedly through this chapter. When the reader slows down to the pace of the text, he or she begins to discover something of the beauty and dignity of these chapters. True, no one would confuse these texts with great literature (but there are texts of sublime artistry in the book; see the Balaam cycle, 22:2–24:25). Dillard and Longman (AIOT, 87) write, “The book of Numbers is not among the literary high points of the Old Testament.” There is nothing in these texts about story, characterization, emotive depth, or literary finesse. These chapters are neither psalm nor proverb, neither oracle nor epic.

      This is not to say, however, that these early chapters of Numbers are not written well—for indeed they are. They have about them a stately grace, a dignity, and a sense of presence. When the modern reader attempts to envision the magnitude of the task the Lord gave to Moses to bring order to an immense number of people who were so recently slaves and now so newly free, the resulting sensation the reader may feel is one of overwhelming burden. But these chapters do not speak of burden at all. There is about them a sense of calm control—the control of God himself. In these chapters is an implied call to order in our own lives and affairs—a call that may cut some of us deeply who have grown accustomed to the disaster of disorder.

      Not only is each chapter marked by order, but so also is the placement of these several chapters in the book. The first chapter of Numbers records the organization of the nation of Israel along the lines of family, clan, and tribe, with leaders for each tribe and the totals of the fighting men for each of the tribes. Chapter 2 shows how the various tribes are arranged around the central shrine in their encampments. In the midst of the tribes was the shrine, and about the shrine were the priestly and Levitical families who served as a protective hedge for the laity (non-Levites) and as the authorized personnel admitted to handle sacred things on behalf of the people. In ch. 3 we draw closer to the center and observe the families and their numbers who made up these cultic personnel.

      (a) The family of Aaron and Moses (3:1–4)

      
        1This is the account of the family of Aaron and Moses at the time the LORD talked with Moses on Mount Sinai.

        2The names of the sons of Aaron were Nadab the firstborn and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar. 3Those were the names of Aaron’s sons, the anointed priests, who were ordained to serve as priests. 4Nadab and Abihu, however, fell dead before the LORD when they made an offering with unauthorized fire before him in the Desert of Sinai. They had no sons; so only Eleazar and Ithamar served as priests during the lifetime of their father Aaron.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 At first blush the wording “the family of Aaron and Moses” (v.1) seems out of order because of the normal placing of Moses before Aaron. But the emphasis is correct: it is the family of Aaron that is about to be described (see v.2). The genealogy of Exodus 6:16–20 (cf. 1Ch 6:1–3) suggests that Aaron and Moses were the (immediate) sons of Amram and Jochebed. However, it is likely that portrayal of this picture is incomplete (a common practice among the writers of these lists in the Bible, and one that must be kept in mind in reading all biblical genealogies, including those of Genesis and Matthew). Amram and his wife-aunt Jochebed were likely more remote ancestors of Aaron and Moses.

      At the time of the exodus, there were numerous descendants of Amram, as we learn in this chapter (v.27). Moses’ and Aaron’s sister, Miriam, was the oldest of the three siblings. It was she who kept watch over the infant Moses when he was placed in his boat in the reeds of the Nile (Ex 2:4). Aaron was three years older than Moses (Ex 7:7). Aaron’s wife was Elisheba, the daughter of Amminadab and sister of Nahshon (prince of the tribe of Judah; see Nu 1:7; 2:3), and the mother of the four sons noted in this chapter (see Ex 6:23).

      Olson, 98–114, has remarked on the singular importance of the Hebrew term tôledōt(“generations”; “account of the family,” NIV; GK 9352) in verse 1. He regards the phrase “these are the generations of Aaron and Moses” to be the principal link that ties the books of the Pentateuch together. This use of the word tôledōt harks back to the eleven times it is used in the book of Genesis (see Notes). He states (108):

      
        For the first time after the formative events of the exodus deliverance and the revelation on Mount Sinai, the people of Israel are organized into a holy people on the march under the leadership of Aaron and Moses with the priests and Levites at the center of the camp. A whole new chapter has opened in the life of the people of Israel, and this new beginning is marked by the tôledōt formula.

      

      Then Olson, 114, presents the structure of the books of Genesis through Numbers based on the term tôledōt (presented below with slight alteration).

      
        	I. Genesis: The first generations of God’s people to whom the promises were made, and the tôledōt of each succeeding generation up to the tôledōt of Jacob

        	II. Exodus: The first generation of God’s people who experienced the exodus out of Egypt and God’s revelation at Mount Sinai; the tôledōt of Jacob

        	III. Leviticus: Further instructions to the generations of the exodus and Sinai; the tôledōt of Jacob continued

        	IV. Numbers: The death of the old generation and the birth of the new
          
            	A. The continuation of the tôledot of Jacob and the introduction of the tôledōt of Aaron and Moses (Nu 1–25)

            	B. The continuation of the tôledōt of Jacob and the tôledōt of Aaron and Moses into a new generation (Nu 26–36)

          

        

      

      3 Exodus 28:41 records God’s command to Moses to anoint his brother, Aaron, and his sons as priests of Yahweh (see Ex 30:30; Lev 8:30). This solemn act gave recognition to a special consecration to the Lord and a particular knowledge on their part that they were no longer ordinary—they were now special to God. Olive oil was used commonly to anoint prophets (1Ki 19:16) and kings (1Sa 16:13) for special service to God; but apparently so was the oil of the ancient persimmon (called “balsam” by Greek writers). There is a report of a discovery of a Herodian jug still containing once-fragrant oil of the type used to anoint the kings of Judah. It was found buried in one of the Qumran caves in 1988. In this case the fragrance of the ancient oil came from the (now extinct) ancient persimmon (cf. Joel Brinkley, “Ancient Balm for Anointing Kings Found,” New York Times Service [Feb. 16, 1989]).

      Inanimate objects could be anointed as well, for example, the stone at Bethel (Ge 28:18) and the altar of the tabernacle (Ex 29:36). The general Hebrew term meaning “anointed one” (māšîaḥ; GK 5417) became in time the specific term for the Messiah (Christ). While many individuals may be anointed (and be a “messiah”), it is Jesus alone who is the Messiah, the Anointed One, who fulfills all God’s covenantal promises.

      This anointing led naturally to being ordained. The Hebrew idiom “who were ordained” literally reads, “to fill the hand” (ʾašer-millēʾ yādām lekahēn, “those whom—he filled their hands—as priest”; see also Ex 29:9; 32:29). The act was an investing of authority, a consecration, and a setting apart. The hands of the anointed ones were filled with an awesome sense of the presence of the divine mystery. These were men of moment, servants of God.

      4 For the primary story of Nadab and Abihu, see Leviticus 10:1–2. The accentuation of Numbers 3:2 indicates that Aaron may still have been grieving for his firstborn son, Nadab. The accents lead to the following punctuation: “Now these are the names of the sons of Aaron: the firstborn, Nadab; also Abihu, Eleazar, and Ithamar.” Hirsch, 23, observes, “It is as if the report pauses painfully over Nadab, then lingers on Abihu and then quickly adds Eleazar and Ithamar.” Nadab is given double “honor” in this wording; he is identified as the firstborn, and the accents set his name off from those of his brothers. It is for these reasons that the mysterious report of the sin of Nadab and Abihu is so trenchant to us—and remained so to Aaron!

      “Unauthorized fire” translates a Hebrew expression (ʾēš zārâ, “strange fire, alien fire”)—a term that seems deliberately obscure. It is as though the narrator found the concept to be distasteful. This is not unlike the reserve of the Torah in detailing the nuances of the notorious scandal of the behavior of the “sons of God” in Genesis 6:1–4. The essential issue here is that Nadab and Abihu were using fire that the Lord had not commanded (Lev 10:1). The pain of the account is strengthened by its brevity and mystery. We are left at a loss to explain their motivation, just as we do not know the precise form of their error. Were they rebellious or presumptuous? Were they careless or ignorant? Or was their sin some combination of these and other things? The prohibition of wine and beer to the priests in their priestly service, directed in the subsequent text (Lev 10:8–11), may lead us to infer that these sons of Aaron had committed their offense against God while in a drunken state.

      Verse 4 states the matter of the death of these errant priests of the Lord succinctly: “[They] fell dead before the LORD.” Leviticus 10:2 specifies more fully: “So fire came out from the presence of the LORD and consumed them, and they died before the LORD.” This wording suggests that Yahweh may have used a bolt of lightning; the same seems to be the case of the fire from Yahweh that consumed the offering and the altar of Elijah on Mount Carmel (1Ki 18:38). There is tragic poetic justice that these wicked priests who used unauthorized fire in the worship of the Lord were themselves destroyed by fire from his presence.

      Nadab’s and Abihu’s fate was made even sadder, from a cultural point of view, in that they did not leave sons to continue their names among the priestly rolls in Israel. When they died, their story was over. Each time they are mentioned in the Bible, it is with sadness (cf. Nu 26:61; 1Ch 24:2). It was also the mercy of God that Aaron had two other sons who were not involved in the perfidy of their brothers. Hence the Aaronic priestly line was extended through the two younger sons, Eleazar and Ithamar (see 1Ch 24:1–4), who continued to minister throughout the lifetime of Aaron.

      NOTES

      1 [image: ] (tôledôt, “the account of” or “family histories”) is used as the organizing principle of the book of Genesis, where it occurs ten times—at the beginning of each main section (2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27; 25:12, 19; 36:1 [with a repetition for emphasis at 36:9]; 37:2).

      3 [image: ] (hammešuḥîm, “the anointed ones,” a plural old Qal passive participle) is related to the verb [image: ] (māšaḥ, “to anoint, consecrate”); see Notes at 7:1; 18:8.

      4 On the idea of regarding things too casually, Western Christians may learn lessons from emerging Christian communities in non-Western lands. In a preaching and teaching ministry in Thailand, I found that there were printed cards given to American ministers requesting that they not place their Bibles on the floor. “It is a holy book,” the gentle reminder said.

      REFLECTION

      All the commands for obedience on the part of the priests beginning in Leviticus 8:1 leave us unprepared for the rash disobedience of the older sons of Aaron. The story is shocking. It is marked by the pathos of a father forbidden to grieve over the death of his sons (Lev 10:3–7). The lesson was starkly evident: proximity to the holiness of God placed tremendous demands of righteousness, exactitude, and obedience on his priests. For all time the deaths of Aaron’s newly consecrated sons should warn God’s ministers of the awesome seriousness of their tasks (see also 1Sa 2:12–17, 22–25, 27–36; 3:11–14; 4:1–11). The most common reports of failure we hear of God’s ministers in our own day are of their malfeasance, indolence, greed, lust, and abuse of power. Tragically the lessons of the past are forgotten with frightful ease. The spiritual descendants of Nadab and Abihu continue to occupy the ranks of the “ministers” of God.

      The reference to Nadab and Abihu serves another purpose: it sets the tone for the seriousness of the priestly and Levitical duties this chapter presents. If a person who had no right to be in the proximity of the central shrine, or near its holy things, happened to come near, that person might die. This warning is given repeatedly (Nu 1:51, 53; 2:2, “some distance from it”). A person who came near without authorization was like a stranger, an alien; such a person had no right to approach and might lose his or her life by doing so. But those whose proper place was in the proximity of holy things and near the holy shrine were themselves under warning. They were also to take care, for opportunity for sin was enhanced by their familiarity with holy things.

      It is ever this way. Some preachers tend to tell jokes about the Bible, to use the Lord’s name casually, to speak light-heartedly of the institutions of the Lord. Often devout laypeople have a higher sense of reverence for the things of God than those whose job it is to handle those things reverently but who deal with them routinely (see Notes).

      (b) The duties for the Levites (3:5–10)

      
        5The LORD said to Moses, 6“Bring the tribe of Levi and present them to Aaron the priest to assist him. 7They are to perform duties for him and for the whole community at the Tent of Meeting by doing the work of the tabernacle. 8They are to take care of all the furnishings of the Tent of Meeting, fulfilling the obligations of the Israelites by doing the work of the tabernacle. 9Give the Levites to Aaron and his sons; they are the Israelites who are to be given wholly to him. 10Appoint Aaron and his sons to serve as priests; anyone else who approaches the sanctuary must be put to death.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      5–8 These commands are not followed by a report of obedience, as were those in chs. 1 and 2, but further details are given in ch. 8. Clear distinctions are made here between the priestly house (the sons of Aaron) and the Levites. The latter were to be aids to the priests. The Levites served not only Aaron but also the entire nation in the process (vv.7–8). The Levites come out from among the nation; they were a part of the nation but were now distinct.

      Interestingly, Moses is addressed in verse 5. He was responsible for the nation as a whole and, hence, for the faithful obedience of the Levites in their service of the priestly house of Aaron. Moreover, the tribe of the Levites was to be “brought near” (v.6)—terminology for approaching the Divine Presence. Only Moses had an open invitation to draw near to God in a direct manner. Now he is presented with the task of drawing these other ministers near to their work before the Lord. This work consisted of service to Aaron and the guarding of the ministry relating to him and the whole congregation (v.7). Moreover, they were responsible for the tasks of moving the furnishings of the tabernacle at times when the camp would be on the move (v.8).

      The key to the work of the Levites during times when the camp was not on the move may be in the words “perform duties for him” (v.7). The Hebrew phrase combines both verb and noun from the same root (wešomrû ʾet-mišmartô), a common form of emphasis in Hebrew rhetorical style. The basic meaning of the Hebrew verb šāmar is “to keep watch, guard.” Hence, as Wenham, 70, suggests, the Levites apparently had two tasks: to guard the holy things from affront by foolish people, and to care for the holy things when the people were on the move.

      9 The Levites were subsidiary to the priests, as is made clear by the wording of this verse. The verse begins with a directive form of the verb “to give” (nātan), then uses an expression made emphatic by repetition (netûnim netûnim, “given given” (“wholly given,” NIV), an idiom for totality (Williams, Hebrew Syntax, sec. 16). Despite the textual difficulty in this passage (see Note), the issue here is service to Aaron (and through him to the Lord); in 8:16 it is to the Lord.

      10 The warning of the death penalty of 1:51 is repeated. The Hebrew term hazzār is, literally, “the strange one” (“anyone else,” NIV), anyone lacking authorization. Service at the tabernacle could be performed only at the express command of God.

      There is a special poignancy in this verse as it follows the paragraph reminding us of the deaths of Aaron’s sons. They were authorized persons and used unauthorized means. If the sons of Aaron were put to death at the commencement of their duties, how dare an unauthorized person even think to trespass (see 3:38; 18:7)? Wenham, 70, suggests that the Levites were those who were authorized to carry out the death penalty, to keep the wrath of God against untoward offenders of his majesty and holiness from breaking out against the entire camp. Numbers 25:7–8 presents a powerful example of this stricture. But there the protagonist was not a Levite but a priest, Phinehas, son of Eleazar. Perhaps the Levites in that occasion were so lax that Phinehas decided he had to work quickly himself or there would not be time to quell the evil that was right before the tent (see ch. 25).

      NOTE

      9 [image: ] (lô, “to him”) is the reading in our text, but some MSS of the MT, Samaritan recension, and LXX read [image: ] (lî, “to me”), as in 8:16. It appears that here the issue is service to Aaron; in 8:16 service is respecting the Lord.

      (c) The separation of the Levites (3:11–13)

      
        11The LORD also said to Moses, 12“I have taken the Levites from among the Israelites in place of the first male offspring of every Israelite woman. The Levites are mine, 13for all the firstborn are mine. When I struck down all the firstborn in Egypt, I set apart for myself every firstborn in Israel, whether man or animal. They are to be mine. I am the LORD.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      11–13 The Hebrew word taḥat (“in place of”; v.12) serves as a clear example of substitution in the Hebrew Scriptures (cf. Ge 22:13: “a ram . . . instead of his son”; cf. also Mt 20:28).

      The MT has a grand emphasis on Yahweh as he speaks of himself and his work in these verses. The text uses the word “mine” (lî, “for myself”) four times in vv.12–13; in addition, note the emphatic “I” at the beginning of v.12, the concluding “I am the LORD,” and three verbs constructed with the first person pronoun (“I have taken,” “I struck down,” and “I set apart”). Again we are told that the Levites were from among the people of Israel but were now designated to be the exclusive property of Yahweh (see Ex 13:2).

      The last phrase of this section, “I am the LORD,” is a characteristic punctuation in the legislative portions of the Torah. These words add authority, significance, and weight to the text. This phrase is a reminder of both what has been revealed about his blessed person and work and what he has shown himself to be in relation to his people. The phrase points to him and to his people in relationship to him, but it does so as a divine punctuation of the text.

      (d) The census of the Levites (3:14–39)

      (i) The principals (3:14–20)

      
        14The LORD said to Moses in the Desert of Sinai, 15“Count the Levites by their families and clans. Count every male a month old or more.” 16So Moses counted them, as he was commanded by the word of the LORD.

        
          17These were the names of the sons of Levi:

          Gershon, Kohath and Merari.

          18These were the names of the Gershonite clans:

          Libni and Shimei.

          19The Kohathite clans:

          Amram, Izhar, Hebron and Uzziel.

          20The Merarite clans:

          Mahli and Mushi.

          These were the Levite clans, according to their families.

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      14–20 The enumerating of the Levites corresponds to that of the other tribes in chs. 1–2, but this roster was to be done of males from the age of one month rather than twenty years. The Levites were not being mustered for war but for special service in the sacral precincts of the Lord. They were distinct from the rest of the tribes in several aspects: (1) they had their service in and about the holy things and the holy place of God; (2) they were not numbered among the tribes but were to be distributed among them; (3) they were numbered differently from the other tribes; (4) they were not the fighting men of Israel but her ministers, subject to the leadership of the priests; and (5) they had certain restrictions of behavior and manner that marked their office as distinct from the rest of the people.

      The obedience of Moses to the commands of God in these early texts of Numbers is explicit and total. These records of his obedience will serve to display the incongruity of his terrible lapse as described in 20:1–13. Also in 3:14–16 we have one of many texts in Numbers that speaks of the revelation of the word of God to his servant Moses. Those who minimize the role of Moses do so in the face of abundant, direct textual assertions to the contrary.

      (ii) Gershon (3:21–26)

      
        21To Gershon belonged the clans of the Libnites and Shimeites; these were the Gershonite clans. 22The number of all the males a month old or more who were counted was 7,500. 23The Gershonite clans were to camp on the west, behind the tabernacle. 24The leader of the families of the Gershonites was Eliasaph son of Lael. 25At the Tent of Meeting the Gershonites were responsible for the care of the tabernacle and tent, its coverings, the curtain at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting, 26the curtains of the courtyard, the curtain at the entrance to the courtyard surrounding the tabernacle and altar, and the ropes—and everything related to their use.

      

      COMMENTARY

      21–26 The words of 1:53—“their tents around the tabernacle of the Testimony”—are detailed by the four paragraphs in verses 21–38 (all describing Levitical families):

      
        	Gershon to the west (vv.21–26);

        	Kohath to the south (vv.27–32);

        	Merari to the north (vv.33–37);

        	Moses and Aaron and sons to the east (v.38).

      

      In the laic (non-Levitical) tribes, the list begins with the most favored:

      
        	Judah on the east (2:3);

        	Reuben on the south (2:10);

        	Ephraim on the west (2:18);

        	Dan on the north (2:25).

      

      In the Levitical clans, the listing moves up to the most favored, as noted above. The leaders of the Levitical houses correspond to the leaders of the laic tribes (see 1:5–15). As in the case of the names of the other tribal leaders, these names are theophoric (built on compounds of terms for God). Also, as in the names listed in 1:5–15, these names show formations with the same building blocks, but not with the divine name Yahweh.

      
        	Eliasaph (ʾelyāsāp, “[My] God Has Added”) son of Lael (lāʾēl, “Belonging to God”) (3:24)

        	Elizaphan (ʾelîṣāpān, “[My] God Has Protected”) son of Uzziel (ʿuzzî ʾēl, “My Strength Is God”) (3:30)

        	Zuriel (ṣûrî ʾēl, “My Rock Is God”) son of Abihail (ʾabîḥāyil, “My Father [God] Is Might”) (3:35)

      

      Under the leadership of Eliasaph, the clan of Gershon was to camp on the west side of the tabernacle (v.23), that is, away from its entrance. Their particular charge was the structure itself: the tent, its coverings, and the varied curtains and ropes. This was a significant charge for the people of the house of Gershon, whose male members over the age of one month numbered seventy-five hundred.

      There were three curtains or covering screens of the tabernacle: (1) one at the gate of the court (v.26; 4:26); (2) a second at the entrance of the tent (vv.25, 31; 4:25); (3) and a third dividing off the Most Holy Place within the tent (4:5).

      (iii) Kohath (3:27–32)

      
        27To Kohath belonged the clans of the Amramites, Izharites, Hebronites and Uzzielites; these were the Kohathite clans. 28The number of all the males a month old or more was 8,600. The Kohathites were responsible for the care of the sanctuary. 29The Kohathite clans were to camp on the south side of the tabernacle. 30The leader of the families of the Kohathite clans was Elizaphan son of Uzziel. 31They were responsible for the care of the ark, the table, the lampstand, the altars, the articles of the sanctuary used in ministering, the curtain, and everything related to their use. 32The chief leader of the Levites was Eleazar son of Aaron, the priest. He was appointed over those who were responsible for the care of the sanctuary.

      

      COMMENTARY

      27–32 The Kohathites under the leadership of Elizaphan were to encamp on the southern side of the sanctuary. This clan, the largest of the Levitical families, had particular concerns for the care of the principal furnishings of the tabernacle, including the ark, the table, the lamps, and the altars, along with many implements of their service. Aaron’s son Eleazar, “the chief leader” (ûneśîʾ neśî ʾê hallēwî, lit., “the leader of the leaders of the Levite[s]”; v.32), was placed over this group of Levites, probably because of the inordinately sensitive nature of their work.

      The term “Amramites” (v.27) reminds us of the family of Aaron and Moses. Aaron was an Amramite (see Ex 6:20). The presence of the family of the Amramites suggests that Amram was not the immediate father of Aaron, Miriam, and Moses but a notable ancestor. Hence Aaron and Moses were from the family of Kohath, of the tribe of Levi. The Kohathites were responsible for the care of the most holy things (4:4–18).

      The total number of Levites given in v.39 is 22,000, which is 300 fewer than the total of 7,500 Gershonites (v.22), 8,600 Kohathites (v.28), and 6,200 Merarites (v.34), together totaling 22,300. Many scholars believe that there has been a textual corruption in the number in v.28, that the correct number of the Kohathites is 8,300 (as in the LXX). Because the totals of all other numbers in these chapters of Numbers are consistent, it is reasonable to assume a dysfunction in textual transmission in this instance. But the fact that there is a textual difficulty with a number here cannot be projected back to the numbers of ch. 1 as a way to evade the problems of the large numbers. For textual corruption to have been a factor, it would have to have happened on a scale unprecedented in the Bible. In this instance we have the proverbial exception that proves the rule.

      (iv) Merari (3:33–37)

      
        33To Merari belonged the clans of the Mahlites and the Mushites; these were the Merarite clans. 34The number of all the males a month old or more who were counted was 6,200. 35The leader of the families of the Merarite clans was Zuriel son of Abihail; they were to camp on the north side of the tabernacle. 36The Merarites were appointed to take care of the frames of the tabernacle, its crossbars, posts, bases, all its equipment, and everything related to their use, 37as well as the posts of the surrounding courtyard with their bases, tent pegs and ropes.

      

      COMMENTARY

      33–37 The house of Merari, encamped on the northern side of the tabernacle, was led by Zuriel and numbered 6,200 males from the age of one month. Their particular charge was the care of the frames, posts, bases, and crossbars of the tent, as well as all auxiliary materials. It is fitting that this clan of Levites was stationed on the north, as their work was not nearly as glamorous as that of the other two companies of Levites. There was a consistency in that this house of the Levites was on the same side of the tent as the triad of tribes led by Dan.

      (v) Moses and Aaron (3:38)

      
        38Moses and Aaron and his sons were to camp to the east of the tabernacle, toward the sunrise, in front of the Tent of Meeting. They were responsible for the care of the sanctuary on behalf of the Israelites. Anyone else who approached the sanctuary was to be put to death.

      

      COMMENTARY

      38 Moses and Aaron had the most honored location, as we would expect. They guarded the entrance to the Tent of Meeting, and they did so facing the sun. There is a sense in which the opening of the tent best faces the east, for this was the direction of the encampment of the people. Later, when Solomon built the holy temple in Jerusalem, its entrance also faced eastward. The morning sun would shine first on the entrance of the Holy Place, as a symbol of the life-giving light of God, thus illumining the location of his presence.

      Moses and Aaron were not placed in the posture of arrogance on the eastern side of the tabernacle; they were placed there for a representational ministry (“on behalf of the Israelites”). Theirs was an exclusive work but beneficent to the community. Service in the tabernacle was an act of mercy, a means for the people to come before God. Yet it was marked by severity—all had to be done in God’s way! God receives the worship of his people only because of his mercy. The sovereignty of God was evident in his limitations on the means to approach him. The “stranger” (hazzār; “anyone else,” NIV) could be a better man or woman, more pious and devout than a given descendant of Aaron; yet he or she would still face death in the case of actions based on presumption. The warning of death to the “stranger” is found four times in the book (see 1:51; 3:10, 38; 18:7).

      (vi) The sum (3:39)

      
        39The total number of Levites counted at the LORD’s command by Moses and Aaron according to their clans, including every male a month old or more, was 22,000.

      

      COMMENTARY

      39 Concerning the grand sum of 22,000 Levites, we observe first of all that this is a bit small compared with the numbers given for the other tribes in ch. 1. (There is consistency, however, when this number is compared to the 23,000 Levites in the second census; see 26:62.) The sum is particularly small when we realize that the 22,000 included all males in the tribe of Levi who were over the age of one month rather than over the age of twenty years, as in the other tribes.

      The single, most difficult issue in the numbers of the tribes is the relative fewness of Levites compared to the other tribes. This case remains true however we interpret the meaning of these numbers. If we suggest that the numbers of the other tribes were deliberately inflated by a factor of ten (see Introduction), then the totals for Reuben would be 4,650 and for Simeon 5,930 from the age of twenty and upward. The smallest of the laic tribes would be Benjamin at 3,400; the largest Judah, with 7,400. If we assume that the numbers for the tribe of Levi are similarly inflated, they would number 2,200—again a small number with respect to the other tribes. If we were to regard the number for the tribe of Levi as the only noninflated figure of the tribes of Israel, then the 22,000 males over the age of one month would suggest a tribe that was large—indeed, they would become the largest tribe of all.

      Even with the priest-centeredness of the book of Numbers, we would be surprised to find a number this large in proportion to the whole for the tribe of Levi. The smaller figure, then, of 2,200 seems the more reasonable. John Wenham suggests the number (22,000) of the tribe of Levi is likely inflated by a factor of ten (see Introduction). This number, too, would have been rhetorically exaggerated as a power number (see Introduction for a description of this concept).

      NOTE

      39 The word [image: ] (weʾaharōn, “and Aaron”) has a dot or point (puncta extraordinarius) over each letter of the word, thus indicating doubt on the part of ancient scribes as to the inclusion of Aaron’s name in this verse. This word is one of fifteen words in MT marked with these superior dots; three of the other examples are in Numbers (9:10; 21:30; 29:15). The presence of these dots over a questionable word (or a letter of a word) the scribes were loath to drop completely shows the level of care and concern for the minutiae of the text by the Jewish scholars through the ages. The word “Aaron” is lacking in numerous Hebrew MSS of 3:39 as well as in the Samaritan recension and the Syriac, but it is included in the LXX. It may have been included here because of the presence of the name “Aaron” at the beginning of the chapter and in 4:1. The great authority on minutiae of MT was the nineteenth-century Hebrew Christian scholar Christian D. Ginsburg, whose book Introduction to the Massoretico-Critical Edition of the Hebrew Bible was first published in 1897. He explains the issue here as a scribal dispute as to whether Moses alone was to number the Levites (as 3:14–16 might suggest), or whether Moses was to be joined by Aaron in doing so (as in 4:41, 45–46; cf. 1:3–4; ibid., 328–29).

      (e) The census and redemption of the firstborn (3:40–51)

      (i) The census (3:40–43)

      
        40The LORD said to Moses, “Count all the firstborn Israelite males who are a month old or more and make a list of their names. 41Take the Levites for me in place of all the firstborn of the Israelites, and the livestock of the Levites in place of all the firstborn of the livestock of the Israelites. I am the LORD.”

        42So Moses counted all the firstborn of the Israelites, as the LORD commanded him. 43The total number of firstborn males a month old or more, listed by name, was 22,273.

      

      COMMENTARY

      40–43 This pivotal passage centers on the concept of redemption of the firstborn in Israel. This first paragraph may be judged to be the most significant passage in Numbers with respect to our understanding of the issue of how numbers are used in the census lists.

      The basic teaching is that the male Levites over the age of one month were to be regarded by Yahweh as “belonging to him” as the payment of redemption for the firstborn of the nation. The firstborn of animals were to be sacrificed to the Lord, but God never countenanced the sacrifice of persons on his altars. Hence a substitution was made. A male Levite was regarded as a substitution for the firstborn member of a family in a non-Levitical tribe. Notice that the firstborn of the livestock were also included in the substitutionary arrangement: Levite for firstborn of Israel, and Levite’s livestock for firstborn livestock of Israel.

      God’s command is specific in this text (v.40). There was to be a count of a discrete populace grouping, and the name of each individual was to be written down (“make a list”; cf. 1:2). The number of kol-bekôr zākār (“all the firstborn males”) of the Hebrew families came to 22,273 (v.43). This number stands out from all the other numbers in these three chapters. All the other numbers are rounded, including the total number of the Levites, 22,000. The number here is specific to the final digit. Yet this specific number of the firstborn of Israel is related to the rounded number of the Levites to provide a surplus of 273 firstborn males, for whom a redemption price had to be made (v.46).

      As the number of firstborn Israelite males exceeded the number of the Levites by 273 (v.43), the remainder had to be redeemed by the payment of five shekels each (v.47; see 27:6). A question presents itself as to why the rounded number of the Levites (22,000) is posed against a specific number of the firstborn of Israel (22,273). Perhaps the rounded number was in accordance with the rounded numbers of the other tribes. This disparity in types of numbers allows the text to bear a significant lesson on redemption.

      The number of the firstborn sons of Israel (22,273) is patently much too small for a population that is usually regarded to have been 2.5 million. Each mother would have had to give live births in excess of fifty children even to approach this grand sum! The disparity of this number of firstborn sons (22,273) to the “high” sums (2.5 million) is, frankly, impossible to sustain. This number appears to be the key for the problem of the large numbers in the book.

      This number of firstborn sons would accord very well for a population of about 250,000 (one-tenth of the sum of the common view). Again, it is the only number in the series that is not rounded off—it stands out as a specific sum. This number presents the best opportunity for finding a means to reduce the huge sum of ch. 1.

      Conservative writers who strive to defend the sense of the integrity of the Bible have had to find a way to deal with this surprisingly small number. The great nineteenth-century expositor C. F. Keil (3:9–11) proposed a solution for the seeming disparity. He argued that the 22,273 firstborn of Israel were those born since the time of the exodus, all the firstborn of Israel at the time of the exodus having already been sanctified to the Lord at the Passover (Ex 12:22–23). But this solution presents its own problem, “since nowhere is that allegedly distinct group assigned any special service of the Lord” (NIV Study Bible, note on 3:43). It also suggests some special pleading. There is no indication in the text that these firstborn were born after the exodus. Nor would it have been likely that anyone would have thought that this number of the firstborn of Israel was restricted to those born since the exodus—except in an attempt to deal with the (implausibly) large numbers of the population indicated in ch. 1 (see Notes).

      With some temerity I suggest the following possibility, a proposal of an alternative way of thinking of these numbers. In this passage, we confront two difficulties: one concerns the disparity of a mere 22,273 firstborn sons in a population of several million; the other concerns the subtraction of a rounded number (22,000) from a specific number (22,273) and then making much of the difference between the two. Keil’s proposal was based on the postulate that the numbers of the conscripted troops of Israel were “ordinary numbers,” as were these two disputed numbers of 22,273 firstborn and 22,000 Levites of a certain age. Hence he had to deal with the unusually small number of firstborn sons of Israel for a population so very large. My suggestion is that the unexpectedly small number of the firstborn is an impressive clue to the size of the population as a whole and that there may be two different uses of numbers in this passage, specific and rhetorical. Although we normally do not use numbers in this way today, that fact is beside the point. Neither would we subtract a rounded number (22,000) from a specific number (22,273)—and then make a major point of the remainder (273). Yet this is precisely what this passage does!

      My proposal, then, is that Moses here presents a comparison of numbers of different sorts. The one number is specific and exact (22,273); the other is rounded, inflated, rhetorical (22,000). The number of the firstborn of Israel (22,273) is a specific, concrete number of the firstborn of all the families of Israel in the first generation. This is the surest figure for calculating the numbers of the whole community; the extrapolation of 250,000 is considered fitting for this number of firstborn persons. Against this specific figure (22,273) is pitted a rhetorical figure (22,000, the number of Levites of a certain age) in order to provide an analogy of redemption. The “surplus” of these two discordant types of figures (one specific, concrete; one inflated, rounded off) affords the opportunity to deal with the problem of a surplus.

      The payment of a redemption price of five sanctuary shekels per individual teaches us that every individual needs to be accounted for, no matter how these numbers are used. That is, there is the possibility that the point of the passage is not the numbers per se but that which the numbers represent—the importance of paying the redemption price for each individual firstborn person in the young nation as a symbol of the redemption of each individual in the nation. The theology of the exodus demands that the nation as a whole be under the blood of the Passover, that the nation as a whole was rescued from Egypt, and that the nation as a whole was a part of the new community in relation to Yahweh. In the attention given to the 273 supernumeraries, there is a focus on the individuals who make up the nation. Certainly we are not interested in making any numerical symbolism of the number 273. The number is not as important as the issue the number represents: corporate solidarity and the importance of the individual are twin realities in the new community of Israel.

      NOTES

      41 The words [image: ] (ʾanî yhwh, “I am the LORD”) add solemnity and emphasis. The phrase is intrusive in the original—startling and surprising, having the force: “Listen to ME!” What is being commanded conforms to God’s character, as expressed in his covenantal name, Yahweh.

      43 The number 22,273, representing the firstborn sons among all the families of Israel is, as noted above, far too small for the 2.5 million people that conservative writers have sought to uphold, based on (good) convictions of inspiration and accuracy of the Word of God. One of the problems posed by the large numbers of people in this traditional standpoint is the idea of this massive populace—along with herds and flocks—living in the wilderness for a generation. We know about God’s provision of manna, but what were the provisions for the animals? I so admire Keil because of his clear desire to honor God’s Word. But he did engage in special pleading by suggesting that the conditions of the Sinai Peninsula “yielded much more subsistence in ancient times than is to be found there at present.” Such “paleo-agricultural” concepts—even if true—could not have been known in the late nineteenth century, when he wrote these words. At best, his assertion appears to be well-intentioned wishful thinking.

      (ii) The redemption (3:44–51)

      
        44The LORD also said to Moses, 45“Take the Levites in place of all the firstborn of Israel, and the livestock of the Levites in place of their livestock. The Levites are to be mine. I am the LORD. 46To redeem the 273 firstborn Israelites who exceed the number of the Levites, 47collect five shekels for each one, according to the sanctuary shekel, which weighs twenty gerahs. 48Give the money for the redemption of the additional Israelites to Aaron and his sons.”

        49So Moses collected the redemption money from those who exceeded the number redeemed by the Levites. 50From the firstborn of the Israelites he collected silver weighing 1,365 shekels, according to the sanctuary shekel. 51Moses gave the redemption money to Aaron and his sons, as he was commanded by the word of the LORD.

      

      COMMENTARY

      44–51 To make up for the number of the firstborn Israelites beyond the number of the Levites, a special tax of five shekels (the price of a slave for a boy under the age of five; see 27:6) was to be paid for each of the 273 supernumeraries (see Note). This payment is a redemption price according to the heavier sanctuary shekel. That silver was then paid to Aaron and his sons, as commanded by the Lord so that the full complement of the firstborn sons of the community might all be redeemed together.

      The redemption of the firstborn was a marvelous expression of God’s grace. Never since the story of the binding of Isaac (Ge 22) had God demanded the firstborn son of any of his people be slain as a sacrifice to his majesty. Nor did God demand that his people enslave themselves to him (cf. Ro 12:1–2). Nevertheless, the firstborn sons were the special possession of the Lord. God did not demand the life of these sons; such would be abhorrent to the Hebrew faith. God did not demand their enslavement; such would be a slight on his mercy. But he did demand their redemption—and provided the means for bringing it to pass.

      We suspect the community paid the redemption price; it is possible that the families of those judged to be the supernumeraries may have had to pay this tax themselves. The resultant weight of the silver payment collected (1,365 shekels, v.50) is given as a statement of the impressive nature of the transaction and a witness to its accuracy (5 x 273). The pattern was one Levite for each firstborn, five shekels for each child beyond the number of the Levites. In this way each firstborn was accounted for in God’s plan of redemption.

      Christians cannot help but turn their thoughts to the NT and the Savior who has redeemed his people—not by the payment of silver and gold, but with his own precious blood. And so we have been redeemed.

      NOTE

      47 In [image: ] (ḥamēšet ḥamēšet, “five, five”), the duplication of the word is for distribution: “five from each,” as in Williams, Hebrew Syntax, sec. 15. Compare 29:15, “one tenth, one tenth.”

      [image: ] (šeqālîm, “shekels”; GK 9203) is a problematic word, as the modern reader likely assumes that coins are in view here, as would be the case when monetary units are mentioned in the NT. In fact, coins did not come into use until the Persian period (the sixth century BC). All references to “shekels” in early OT narratives are actually describing “weighed” amounts of (precious) metals. The basic meaning of [image: ] (šeqel) is “weight.” See David Hendin’s definitive work, Guide to Biblical Coins (4th ed.; New York: Amphora, 2001), 57–70 (“A Time before Coins”), with values by Herbert Kreindler; see also the photographic examples of ancient shekel weights on Plate 1 in the appendix.

      iv. The numbers of the Levites in tabernacle service (4:1–49)

      OVERVIEW

      The sense of order and organization already observed in Numbers comes to its finest point in this chapter. Again we observe that the standard pattern in Hebrew prose is a movement from the general to the specific, from the broad to the particular. Chapters 1–4 follow this concept nicely. Chapter 1 presents the leaders and the numbers of the soldiers conscripted from each tribe; ch. 2 shows how each of the tribes is related to groupings surrounding the Tent of Meeting; ch. 3 gives the census of the Levitical males from one month and older and a listing of the Levites by their families; and ch. 4 presents the census of the Levites from twenty-five to fifty years of age and the work each family was to do. The chapters have moved from the nation as a whole to the particular families of the one tribe that has responsibility to maintain the symbols of Israel’s worship of the Lord. Each chapter gets more specific, narrower in focus, with the central emphasis on the worship of the Lord at the Tent of Meeting.

      Another standard feature of Hebrew prose is to give a topic sentence, detail the particulars relating to that topic, and then conclude with a summary of the completion of the intended action. Genesis 1:1–2:3 is written in this way: 1:1 gives the topical sentence on creation, 1:2–31 details the creative actions of God, and 2:1–3 (or, better, 2:1–4a) summarizes God’s creative work. We find a variation on this same pattern nicely displayed in Numbers 4. In this case there is not a topical sentence but an extended command (vv.1–33) followed by a report of its execution (vv.34–45) and a summary (vv.46–49).

      (a) The command for the census and a description of duties (4:1–33)

      (i) The family of Kohath (4:1–20)

      
        1The LORD said to Moses and Aaron: 2“Take a census of the Kohathite branch of the Levites by their clans and families. 3Count all the men from thirty to fifty years of age who come to serve in the work in the Tent of Meeting.

        4“This is the work of the Kohathites in the Tent of Meeting: the care of the most holy things. 5When the camp is to move, Aaron and his sons are to go in and take down the shielding curtain and cover the ark of the Testimony with it. 6Then they are to cover this with hides of sea cows, spread a cloth of solid blue over that and put the poles in place.

        7“Over the table of the Presence they are to spread a blue cloth and put on it the plates, dishes and bowls, and the jars for drink offerings; the bread that is continually there is to remain on it. 8Over these they are to spread a scarlet cloth, cover that with hides of sea cows and put its poles in place.

        9“They are to take a blue cloth and cover the lampstand that is for light, together with its lamps, its wick trimmers and trays, and all its jars for the oil used to supply it. 10Then they are to wrap it and all its accessories in a covering of hides of sea cows and put it on a carrying frame.

        11“Over the gold altar they are to spread a blue cloth and cover that with hides of sea cows and put its poles in place.

        12“They are to take all the articles used for ministering in the sanctuary, wrap them in a blue cloth, cover that with hides of sea cows and put them on a carrying frame.

        13“They are to remove the ashes from the bronze altar and spread a purple cloth over it. 14Then they are to place on it all the utensils used for ministering at the altar, including the firepans, meat forks, shovels and sprinkling bowls. Over it they are to spread a covering of hides of sea cows and put its poles in place.

        15“After Aaron and his sons have finished covering the holy furnishings and all the holy articles, and when the camp is ready to move, the Kohathites are to come to do the carrying. But they must not touch the holy things or they will die. The Kohathites are to carry those things that are in the Tent of Meeting.

        16“Eleazar son of Aaron, the priest, is to have charge of the oil for the light, the fragrant incense, the regular grain offering and the anointing oil. He is to be in charge of the entire tabernacle and everything in it, including its holy furnishings and articles.”

        17The LORD said to Moses and Aaron, 18“See that the Kohathite tribal clans are not cut off from the Levites. 19So that they may live and not die when they come near the most holy things, do this for them: Aaron and his sons are to go into the sanctuary and assign to each man his work and what he is to carry. 20But the Kohathites must not go in to look at the holy things, even for a moment, or they will die.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 When the sons of Levi are mentioned in 3:17, their order is Gershon, Kohath, and Merari; this order also informs the structure of the balance of ch. 3: Gershonites (vv.21–26), Kohathites (vv.27–32), and Merarites (vv.33–37). The same order is given in the familial records of Jacob (Ge 46:11), Moses and Aaron (Ex 6:16), and the Levitites (1Ch 6:1, 16).

      2 The order of the list of sons in the Bible is not necessarily that of birth order; but the consistent pattern Gershon, Kohath, and Merari suggests that birth order is intended. This makes the order of the Levitical families in Numbers 4 somewhat unexpected, as the families of Kohath (the presumed second son) are mentioned first (vv.2–20), then the families of Gershon (vv.21–28), and finally the families of Merari (vv.29–33). The same pattern is recapitulated in the numberings listed at the end of the chapter (vv.34–45).

      The reason for this elevation of the second son over his older brother seems to be based on the sovereign selection of the Lord and the favored work he gave this family in proximity to the holiest things. Furthermore, this reflects a recurring pattern in the OT: the surprising elevation of a lesser son over his older brother. These are examples of the grace of God that reaches out in sovereign selection, bringing blessing to whom he wishes to bring blessing, elevating whom he desires to elevate, for reasons of his own will. The pattern is found repeatedly in the Pentateuch and the subsequent historical narrative (Isaac over Ishmael, Jacob over Esau, Joseph over Reuben, Moses over Aaron, Saul and David over their respective brothers). It almost would seem that the standard place of ascendancy in God’s program was to be the second, or the younger, son!

      3 The census in this chapter is distinct from that of ch. 3. Here the census is of all males from “thirty to fifty years of age.” In ch. 3 the census listed all males over the age of one month (v.15). The present chapter lists those Levites who are of the age to serve in the tabernacle. Of the 22,000 Levite males mentioned in 3:39, there are 8,580 of service age (v.48). If these numbers are to be reduced by a factor of ten (see comment on 3:39), then the corresponding numbers would be 2,200 and 858. From 8:24 we learn that the beginning age for service is twenty-five; perhaps the first five years are something of an apprenticeship.

      Critical scholars seize on “contradictions” such as these as markers of confusion in the development of the putative P source. J. Alberto Soggin, for example (Introduction to the Old Testament [trans. John Bowden; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976], 140), cites the contrasting ages for the Levites and differing offerings in similar texts and then concludes: “Even at the heart of P we have contradictions, duplicates and interpolations of compositions which clearly show signs of being of autonomous origin.” Yet there are other ways of dealing with the difficulties of these texts.

      Along with the negative conclusions these approaches bring to the text in terms of its veracity are the damaging attitudes these approaches yield with respect to the artistry and beauty of the text. When a writer begins with P and then decides that P is made of numerous conflicting elements, which now become new centers of research, the sense of the whole of the text is lost. Variety of expression is not seen as stylistic creativity but as an indication of fracture; disagreements of parallel passages are not amenable to harmonization in the whole but are necessary components of a theory of the discovery of supposed parts. The result is the loss of Scripture—the loss as the authoritative Word of God as the living sword, sharp and active, as a beautiful expression of the person of God.

      4–5 The paragraphs detailing the work of the Kohathites in their care of the most holy things (v.4) come to the modern reader as truly from another time. The attention to care and detail for holy things is, lamentably, a lost art. Even though the primary care of these holy things was given to the Kohathites, they were forbidden to touch them (v.15)—or even to look on them (v.20)—lest they die. These strictures are stunning. As the holy angels who surround the throne of the Divine Presence shield their faces and feet from his presence (cf. Isa 6:1–3), so the Kohathites were to shield themselves from too familiar an approach to the holiest of things (v.5), for the most holy things symbolize the presence of the most holy God.

      All the work of the Kohathites was to be supervised strictly by Aaron and his sons; only the priests themselves were able to touch and look on the unveiled holy things. We presume that even they had to be extremely careful in this regard; the memory of the story of Nadab and Abihu still rings in our ears (see 3:2–4).

      Several impressions emerge from the reading of this section:

      (1) The sense of planning, order, and execution. Nothing in the holy things of God was to be left to chance or to improvisation. None of the sacred persons who ministered in his presence was to be unprepared or untaught. All the preparation suggests a rigorous training schedule before actual work would be done by a given priest. As noted above, this call for preparation may account for the distinction of twenty-five years of age in 8:24 and thirty years in 4:3. That intervening five-year period was presumably a time of intense internship.

      (2) The sheer quantity and variety of the holy things. At times we have an impression of a crude, primitive nature of the worship patterns of ancient Israel, especially in the earliest periods. Yet if these texts adequately reflect the times of Moses, as a natural reading suggests, then the worship implements from the time of Moses were many and varied—and, we suspect, quite precious.

      (3) The use of color, texture, and layers. Each of the covering curtains must have been impressive in color, texture, and design; but the variety of the coverings and their several uses speak of a legitimate enjoyment of luxury in worship and a celebration of the presence of God. The solid blue cloth, the scarlet cloth, the blue cloth, the gold altar, the bronze altar, the purple cloth, plus numerous hides, skins, and other cloths all present a wondrous delight in serving in the presence of God.

      (4) The mobility and transportability of the tabernacle. A further impression is the sense we have that everything was movable. The tent was designed to be set up and taken down; it was a temporary abode.

      (5) The sense of hierarchy among the workers, along with an affirmation of the sense of dignity of purpose and the importance of work in one’s life. Each individual was given a task to do (see v.33). Some tasks were more elegant than others, but every task had to be done.

      6–15 Translators have had difficulty in identifying the precise nature of the “hides of sea cows” (i.e., the outer covering of the ark) and some of the other items of holy furniture. The Hebrew word rendered “sea cow” (taḥaš) is similar to the Arabic term for the dolphin; hence, porpoise-hide or hide of sea cows seems correct.

      The use of dramatic colors in the elements of holy worship in Israel has led to speculation as to the symbolic interpretation each color represents; however, the fact that colors were emphasized at all may be more significant for some modern readers, who may tend to have a dour view of worship in ancient Israel and perhaps an unimaginative appreciation of color in their own worship tradition.

      The manner of the transport of the holy things was by foot, with the six packages of holy things suspended between carriers by poles (see vv.6, 8, 11, 14) or kept on a carrier frame (vv.10, 12). The sad story of Uzzah, who attempted to keep the ark of the covenant from tumbling to the earth when David was having it brought to the city of Jerusalem (2Sa 6:6–7), was an unwitting test of the profound significance of these words.

      16 The special functions of the high priest are specified in this section both as delimitation and as mercy to the other sacral persons. The priest had certain duties peculiar to his office that no one else might ever do. But in God’s mercy he did provide a person who could draw near to the most holy things on behalf of the people. Were the high priest unable to attend to the holy things, there could be no worship from any of the community. Hence his welfare ought to have been the concern of the people, for theirs was certainly tied to him.

      17–20 The final section relating to the Kohathites in this portion concerns their ongoing service before the Lord in the context of God’s people. But it also presents a significant warning: any improper approach toward, touch of, or glance at the sacred things would mean death.

      As in other instances of this sort, the underlying reason on God’s part may well have been mercy. It is through his mercy that God made himself known to anyone; through his continuing mercy he did not take the lives of more persons because of their wickedness; and through his condescending mercy he presented himself in their midst. The revelation of God’s word brought with it demands, some of which seem harsh and difficult. But God was near. Some demands seem so judgmental; yet God has not destroyed all. Some seem to be so threatening; yet God by his mercy allowed some sense of his presence to remain known in the camp. His manifestation was based on his mercy; his strictures allowed his mercy to continue to be realized.

      NOTE

      16 [image: ] (hāmmišḥâ, “the anointing oil”) is a word related to the verb [image: ] (māšaḥ, “to smear, anoint”); see the similar word [image: ] (mošḥâ, “consecrated portion”) in 18:8 (see Note).

      (ii) The family of Gershon (4:21–28)

      
        21The LORD said to Moses, 22“Take a census also of the Gershonites by their families and clans. 23Count all the men from thirty to fifty years of age who come to serve in the work at the Tent of Meeting.

        24“This is the service of the Gershonite clans as they work and carry burdens: 25They are to carry the curtains of the tabernacle, the Tent of Meeting, its covering and the outer covering of hides of sea cows, the curtains for the entrance to the Tent of Meeting, 26the curtains of the courtyard surrounding the tabernacle and altar, the curtain for the entrance, the ropes and all the equipment used in its service. The Gershonites are to do all that needs to be done with these things. 27All their service, whether carrying or doing other work, is to be done under the direction of Aaron and his sons. You shall assign to them as their responsibility all they are to carry. 28This is the service of the Gershonite clans at the Tent of Meeting. Their duties are to be under the direction of Ithamar son of Aaron, the priest.

      

      COMMENTARY

      21–28 What we term “typical Hebrew stylistics” are displayed in this chapter, with its repetition and restatement—the very literary devices that classical criticism has taken in a wrong-headed direction. Repetition and restatement in the prose sections of the Bible may have a similar effect on the reader as the use of parallelism in the poetic portions. We are in an alien aesthetic when we come to passages such as this. Before arrogantly dismissing them, we should learn to understand their underlying values. Then we will be better able to appreciate these values.

      The Gershonites cared for the outer curtains and hides of the tabernacle. They and the Merarites were permitted to touch the things they were responsible for; the men of Kohath were not to touch or even look at the things of the Most Holy Place. But the Gershonites and the Merarites were not to do their work alone. Even with them Aaron was to be the chief responsible agent, but he was able to delegate some of that responsibility to his son Ithamar (v.28).

      (iii) The family of Merari (4:29–33)

      
        29“Count the Merarites by their clans and families. 30Count all the men from thirty to fifty years of age who come to serve in the work at the Tent of Meeting. 31This is their duty as they perform service at the Tent of Meeting: to carry the frames of the tabernacle, its crossbars, posts and bases, 32as well as the posts of the surrounding courtyard with their bases, tent pegs, ropes, all their equipment and everything related to their use. Assign to each man the specific things he is to carry. 33This is the service of the Merarite clans as they work at the Tent of Meeting under the direction of Ithamar son of Aaron, the priest.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      29–33 Similar phrasing to the two other family units graces this section, with instructions that the family of Merari was to have their principal work with the frames, crossbars, posts, bases, pegs, ropes, and other equipment. Their work was as important as that of any other family group; for without it the more desirable, prestigious work of the tabernacle could not have been done. Hence the Merarites could take an interest even in the placing of a post, a peg, or a rope, not because each of these items is a distinct, suitable “type of Christ,” but because the worship of God could not proceed—nor could the camp move out—unless these people were doing their holy work.

      (b) A description of the census (4:34–45)

      
        34Moses, Aaron and the leaders of the community counted the Kohathites by their clans and families. 35All the men from thirty to fifty years of age who came to serve in the work in the Tent of Meeting, 36counted by clans, were 2,750. 37This was the total of all those in the Kohathite clans who served in the Tent of Meeting. Moses and Aaron counted them according to the LORD’s command through Moses.

        38The Gershonites were counted by their clans and families. 39All the men from thirty to fifty years of age who came to serve in the work at the Tent of Meeting, 40counted by their clans and families, were 2,630. 41This was the total of those in the Gershonite clans who served at the Tent of Meeting. Moses and Aaron counted them according to the LORD’s command.

        42The Merarites were counted by their clans and families. 43All the men from thirty to fifty years of age who came to serve in the work at the Tent of Meeting, 44counted by their clans, were 3,200. 45This was the total of those in the Merarite clans. Moses and Aaron counted them according to the LORD’s command through Moses.

      

      COMMENTARY

      34–45 The most notable thing in the census of the Levitical families in this section is the use of numbers. The numbers still appear to be rounded; but since the numbers are smaller than the numbers in ch. 1, the rounding is done to the tens: 2,750 from Kohath, 2,630 from Gershon, and 3,200 from Merari.

      (c) A summary of the census and the work of Moses in the census (4:46–49)

      
        46So Moses, Aaron and the leaders of Israel counted all the Levites by their clans and families. 47All the men from thirty to fifty years of age who came to do the work of serving and carrying the Tent of Meeting 48numbered 8,580. 49At the LORD’s command through Moses, each was assigned his work and told what to carry.

        Thus they were counted, as the LORD commanded Moses.

      

      COMMENTARY

      46–49 Here we find the seemingly routine use of a summary text in which notice is given of compliance on the part of the leaders. Further, the total number of the men from the three Levitical families from the age of thirty to fifty who worked in and about the Tent of Meeting was 8,580. The addition of the three addends could be displayed as follows: 2,750 + 2,630 + 3,200 = 8,580—the total number of Levites who were mustered for the service of God in the Tent of Meeting. Again, if the theory of a tenfold inflation of these figures is presumed, then the numbers may be reduced to 275 + 263 + 320 = 858. In either case, the addition is the same.

      These summary texts give a sense of completion to the unit. Hebrew style seems to allow the reader to enjoy a sense of “going full circle.” When the summary of actions of obedience is given as here, there is a sense in which the reader may derive satisfaction. When there is no summary, no record of final action, then questions arise: What is the point? Where is the obedience? What is the basic meaning?

      b. Diverse Commands and Rituals in Preparation for the Triumphal March (5:1–10:10)

      i. The test for purity and the law of jealousy (5:1–31)

      OVERVIEW

      The ordering, numbering, and structuring of the camp was completed at the end of ch. 4. Men of military age have been mustered for service (ch. 1); the secular tribes have been arranged around the central shrine (ch. 2); the Levites have been numbered, arranged around the inner core of the shrine (ch. 3) and given their appropriate duties in the management of the holy things (ch. 4). The next six and one half chapters present various commands for ritual purity within the camp—all necessary to the final preparations for the movement of the people through the wilderness and their journey on to their new home in the land of Canaan. This new stage—the setting forth of the holy people on their triumphal march—begins in 10:11.

      The information in ch. 5 is especially interesting and is marked by symmetry of the chapter and its elements. There are three issues in this chapter: (1) a command of the Lord for expelling from the camp those who are ritually defiled (vv.1–4); (2) a command of the Lord for restitution for offenses against another person within the camp (vv.5–10); and (3) a command of the Lord for a ritual procedure in cases of marital jealousy (vv.11–31). Each section begins in precisely the same way and develops in a similar manner (though of uneven length): (1) an introductory monocolon with the command of the Lord to Moses (see vv.1, 5, 11); (2) a subordinate command for Moses to speak the command to the people (see vv.2a, 6a, 12a); (3) the substance of the command and its application in the life of the people (see vv.2b–3, 6b–8, 12b–28); (4) a concluding section on the command (see vv.4, 10, 29–31).

      The introductory commands of the Lord to Moses (vv.1, 5, 11) are not to be read merely as stylistic devices to introduce a new subject, though this is one function of this phrasing. Reverent readers find in the wording, “And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying . . . ,” a recurring emphasis on the divine origin of these texts and a repeated emphasis that Yahweh has taken the initiative in communicating his word to his people through his servant Moses. There are some passages and narratives that were provoked by the inquiry of the people, and the response of the Lord is forthcoming (see, e.g., the story of the daughters of Zelophehad, ch. 27). But the customary pattern in Torah is the initiation of God in his gracious self-disclosure and in the presentation of his will for the good of his people.

      Further, the subordinate commands for Moses to relate the word of the Lord to the people (vv.2a, 6a, 12a) present three aspects of the divine communication: (1) Moses is the prophet of Yahweh, the great nābîʾ—one who was called by God and who spoke for him; (2) the commands of God were to be disseminated throughout the community, not reserved for Moses or some elite few in an inner circle; and (3) the words of God were to be presented to the people as authoritative commands, not just as divine suggestions (“command the Israelites,” v.2a; “speak to the Israelites,” v.6a; “speak to the Israelites and say to them,” v.12a).

      (a) The expulsion of the impure from the camp (5:1–4)

      
        1The LORD said to Moses, 2“Command the Israelites to send away from the camp anyone who has an infectious skin disease or a discharge of any kind, or who is ceremonially unclean because of a dead body. 3Send away male and female alike; send them outside the camp so they will not defile their camp, where I dwell among them.” 4The Israelites did this; they sent them outside the camp. They did just as the LORD had instructed Moses.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 In biblical times, skin diseases, especially open sores, were among the three prominent factors (along with oozing discharges and contact with dead bodies) that rendered a person unclean. Such persons were regarded as unfit to be in the community and were potential contaminants of the tabernacle and the pure worship of the Lord. They were to be excluded from the community during the period of their malady. This brief paragraph uses the verb šālaḥ (“to send away, expel”) no fewer than four times in vv.1–4. The emphasis on this strong verb points to the seriousness of the situation: such people must be expelled.

      The OT concept of “uncleanness” is hard for the modern, Western reader to understand. We may think of the idea of “unclean” as meaning “dirty” or “soiled.” In Scripture, the idea of “unclean” has more to do with being “unfit, unsuitable”—unfit in the realm of the purity of the rule of God. Aspects of uncleanness were not left in the arena of the abstract or theoretical; the focus was on tangible issues such as clearly evident skin diseases. It is implied that the priests were the agents for dismissing the unclean from the congregation—and agents for readmitting the cleansed.

      The Hebrew word for “skin disease” (ṣārûaʿ, Qal passive participle from ṣāraʿ; GK 7665; v.2) has traditionally been translated “leper, one struck with leprosy.” A view commonly held today is that this word was not used in the Bible to describe what we know as leprosy, usually termed “Hansen’s disease” (but see Note). John Wilkinson has described the biblical data in clinical terms (“Leprosy and Leviticus: The Problem of Description and Identification,” SJT 30 [1984]: 153–69). The verb ṣāraʿ and the corresponding noun ṣāraʿat (used esp. in Lev 13) do not seem to describe one specific disease but a number of complex disorders of the skin, including swellings, eruptions, spots, and itches (see Lev 13:2). These disorders are further described in terms of five secondary features: change of skin color, change of hair color, infiltration of the skin, extension or spread in the skin, and ulceration of the skin.

      Some modern interpreters have attempted to give precise identifications of these various diseases. E. V. Hulse (“The Nature of Biblical ‘Leprosy’ and the Use of Alternative Medical Terms in Modern Translations of the Bible,” PEQ 107 [1975]: 87–105) suggests that some of the diseases indicated in Leviticus 13 and Numbers 5 include psoriasis, favus, leucoderma, and various types of eczema. While Hulse is likely correct in his general lines of identification, the issue of these texts does not appear to be the precise diagnosis of disease so much as the observation of certain symptoms of disease.

      Wilkinson suggests that the priests of the period were not required to identify a specific disease, only a manifestation of a serious disorder. Leviticus 13 gives a diagnostic flow chart in which certain physical manifestations, not the underlying disease, were signs for the priests to rule as to whether or not a person was ritually unclean and hence not permitted to remain in the camp of Israel during the period of skin inflammation. The issue in skin disease was similar to that of the identification of animals that were clean or unclean according to the dietary laws of Israel (see Lev 11). Again, the principal issue in that chapter is not the precise identification of genus and phylum but, with reference to the animals, an observation of digestive habits and an examination of the hoof.

      Even the NIV’s translation in these passages—“an infectious skin disease”—may be too specific. It is not clearly indicated that the offending skin disease was infectious, for some of the diseases that might cause the disorders described in Leviticus 13 (e.g., psoriasis) are not infectious. A preferable, nonspecific translation of the noun ṣāraʿat and the passive forms of the verb ṣāraʿ is “[to suffer] a serious skin disorder.” Incidentally, the broad range of meaning for the Hebrew term translated “a serious skin disorder” may carry over into the NT (Greek) words as well. “Leprosy” appears to be too specific a translation in either testament and has been misleading for many readers and unfortunate for many who suffer from Hansen’s disease today (but see Notes). We may also observe that this text presents the basis in the book of Numbers for an application in the life of Miriam (see ch. 12).

      The second issue rendering a person ritually unclean in v.2 is a discharge of any kind (see Lev 15:2). The Hebrew term zāb (GK 2307) is used in four ways in Scripture: (1) of the flowing of water from the rock (Ps 78:20); (2) of the land flowing with milk and honey (Ex 3:8); (3) of one pining away from hunger (La 4:9); and (4) of an uncontrolled discharge of fluid from a man (Lev 15:2) or a woman (v.25). These discharges were primarily from the sexual organs and were chronic in nature. Again, these matters were tangible. The people who suffered from these maladies became living object lessons to the whole camp of the necessity for all people to be “clean” in their approach to God.

      In ancient Israel, the third factor rendering a person unclean, and hence to be excluded from the camp, was contact with a dead body. The ultimate, tangible sign of uncleanness was the corpse. Processes of decay and disease in dead flesh were evident to all. Physical contact with a corpse was a sure mark of uncleanness (and possibly a source of [infection, though such would not have been known by the people of the time)]; normal contacts with others in the community of those who had become unclean would have to be curtailed until proper cleansing had been made (see comment on 6:6).

      3 The modern reader should be impressed with the fact that the various disorders that rendered one unclean—and hence to be expelled from the camp—affected male and female alike. The concepts of clean and unclean cut across gender lines. Women were excluded along with men, and women might be released from exclusion along with men.

      The essential issue in all laws of purity in Israel was not magic or health or superstition; the great reality was the presence of Yahweh in the camp—there can be no uncleanness where he dwells. The last words of v.3 are dramatic in their presentation: “I am dwelling in their midst” (see Notes).

      4 Verse 4 presents the full compliance of Israel to this law when it was initiated. As in 1:54; 2:34; 3:16, 42, 51; 4:49, this section ends with a report of the obedience of the people and of Moses to the commands of God. It is with sadness we will recall these reports at later times in Israel’s experience, when she learned the pattern of failure to obey the Lord’s commands.

      NOTES

      2 [image: ] (ṣārûaʿ, a Qal passive participle of the denominative verb [image: ] [ṣāraʿ], “to be struck with leprosy, be leprous”; used as a substantive, “one struck with leprosy, a leper”; GK 7665) and [image: ] (ṣāraʿat, “leprosy”) are generally regarded today as generic terms for skin disease, not terms specifically to be identified with leprosy (Hansen’s disease). However, R. K. Harrison focused specially on medical issues in his studies of OT issues. He believed that leprosy is indicated by these terms. He writes (101):

      
        According to epidemiological and other studies, there is little doubt that Hansen’s disease, caused by the tiny organism Mycobacterium leprae, was known and feared in Palestine by at least the time of Amos (ca. 760 BC). The dread disease may be the one referred to in a cuneiform tablet from the Old Babylonian period (ca. 2250–1175 BC), but this cannot be demonstrated with certainty. If the ukhedu disease of the Ebers medical papyrus from ancient Egypt (ca. 2300 BC) was a form of clinical leprosy, which is certainly possible, then the disease would be well known in Egypt by 1500 BC.

        Despite claims by some modern doctors and theological writers that the ṣāraʿat of Leviticus 13 in its malignant form could not possibly have been Hansen’s disease, there are in fact striking correspondences between it and the malignant form of ṣāraʿat described in Leviticus. Those who deny such an identification have failed to suggest a plausible clinical alternative.

      

      See also Harrison’s work on this term in the following sources: “Leprosy,” ISBE2, 3:103–6; “Leprosy,” IDB, 3:111–13; “Leprosy,” NIDNTT, 2:463–66.

      Allen P. Ross argues that there are more serious biblical issues than the exact taxonomy of the disease(s) indicated by the Hebrew word: “Any exposition must begin with the intended meaning of the passage in its context. In this case the expositor must look at these diseases as part of the contamination of a fallen world” (Holiness to the LORD: A Guide to the Exposition of the Book of Leviticus [Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002], 278).

      3 [image: ] (ʾanî šōkēn betôkām, “I am dwelling in their midst”) marks the loveliest of ideas—the fact that the living God condescended to make his presence known in the midst of his people. The verb [image: ] (šākan, “to settle down, abide”; GK 8905) is here a participle describing an ongoing, gracious action of Yahweh. This verb is particularly associated with its nominal complement, [image: ] (miškān, “dwelling place, tabernacle”), as God’s presence was “centered” in the great tent, particularly in and over the Most Holy Place. See especially Exodus 40:34–35, which exults: the “glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle [[image: ], hammiškān)] . . . the cloud had settled [[image: ], šākan)] upon it.” These words would give rise to the term “Shekinah,” the idea of God’s abiding presence among his people. See also Numbers 9:15–23.

      It is a fascinating congruence that the NT (Greek) term in John 1:14 that describes the dwelling of Christ amid his people (σκηνόω, skēnoō, “to dwell”; GK 5012) has the same consonants (s-k-n) as the Hebrew verb [image: ] (šākan). This Greek verb is also used of the future dwelling of God with people (see Rev 21:3)—a gracious action that harks back to the tabernacle and then goes so far beyond that historic experience of Israel in the wilderness. See Ronald B. Allen, “Affirming Right-of-Way on Ancient Paths,” BSac 153 (January–March 1996): 3–11.

      4 In his healing ministries, Jesus reached out to meet the physical needs of all manner of people, “healing every disease and sickness among the people” (Mt 4:23), including the types of maladies described in this passage. He healed lepers (Mk 1:40–43) and a woman with a discharge (Mk 5:25–34), and he reached out to, touched, and raised (!) the dead (Mk 5:35–43; Lk 7:11–17). He healed women as well as men, the poor and the broken, thus fulfilling the prophecy of Messiah promised by Isaiah 61:1–2a (see Lk 4:16–20).

      REFLECTION

      When we think through the issues of vv.1–4, we discover mercy. We may observe, in view of the dramatic phrase, “I am dwelling in their midst,” that the essential reason for the importance of “uncleanness” in the camp was the indwelling presence of the Lord. His commands that the unclean be expelled from the camp were, essentially, expressions of his mercy: (1) the polluting presence of the unclean may make others unclean, thus spreading the problem; (2) the continuing presence of the unclean within the camp may demand God’s judgment; and (3) the pervasive spread of uncleanness in the camp may demand that the Lord withdraw his own presence. It was Yahweh’s lavish mercy that allowed him to abide with his people at all; it was his continuing desire to express that mercy that prompted the expulsion of the unclean from the camp.

      For these reasons Christians are impressed with the fact that the Lord Jesus extended the mercy of God dramatically, in that he reached out to meet the needs of persons who had become unclean from each of the three stipulations of this text (see Note on v.4). Furthermore, following the wording of v.3, “male and female alike,” we see that Jesus in his ministry reached out both to women and to men who were ritually unclean. In these deeds of mercy, the Lord acted as healer and as priest; he cleansed their diseases and then declared them pure.

      (b) Restitution for personal wrongs (5:5–10)

      OVERVIEW

      Another issue that led to impurity in the camp was an unresolved personal injury. This type of evil would have been harder to diagnose than the mysterious skin disorders or fluid discharges of the earlier section. While the skin disorders and contact with dead bodies might lead to exclusion from the ritual of the worship of God in the community, social disorders would equally disrupt the cohesion of the people. These are examples of the OT concept sometimes described as “corporate solidarity” (see, e.g., the story of the sin of Achan in Jos 7). The health and effectiveness of the whole community depended on the health and effectiveness of the individuals within the community. There was an inner flow of continuity between the concepts of the community and the individual in these texts.

      
        5The LORD said to Moses, 6“Say to the Israelites: ‘When a man or woman wrongs another in any way and so is unfaithful to the LORD, that person is guilty 7and must confess the sin he has committed. He must make full restitution for his wrong, add one fifth to it and give it all to the person he has wronged. 8But if that person has no close relative to whom restitution can be made for the wrong, the restitution belongs to the LORD and must be given to the priest, along with the ram with which atonement is made for him. 9All the sacred contributions the Israelites bring to a priest will belong to him. 10Each man’s sacred gifts are his own, but what he gives to the priest will belong to the priest.’”

      

      COMMENTARY

      5–7 In this situation one person within the camp has wronged another. The connection of vv.5–10 (personal wrongs) to the first paragraph (ritual uncleanness) may be one of moving from the outward and visible to the inward and more secret faults that would mar the purity of the community. Those with evident marks of uncleanness were to be expelled for the duration of their malady. But more insidious were those people who had overtly sinned against others in the community and who thought they might continue to function as though there were no real wrong.

      A casual reader of the English versions may notice the consistent use of masculine pronouns and assume that this is yet another text dealing with the religious and moral obligations of the male believer under the provisions of Torah. Yet the section clearly begins with the words, “when a man or a woman” (ʾîš ʾô-ʾiššâ, emphasis added; v.6; see also at 6:2). The point is that the worship of God was for women and for men. The obligations of repentance were for men and for women. Women are also sinners. Women are also significant. It is important that the woman reader see herself in these words just as the male reader does.

      The particulars of the text demanded a procedure for restitution in the case of unspecified personal wrongs. Of first importance was the recognition that such wrongs were not slight offenses between people only; in fact, they were acts of treachery against Yahweh, the Great Suzerain. The expression “and so is unfaithful to the LORD” may be more strongly rendered, “to commit a serious act of treachery against Yahweh.” As David was later to confess, his principal sin was not against Uriah or Bathsheba or his family or his nation—though he had sinned against them all. He said, “I have sinned against the LORD” (2Sa 12:13; Ps 51:4 [6 Heb]).

      The steps in the ritual for restitution included (1) a condition of guilt—the person was guilty (v.6), and this guilt excluded that person from active participation in the community as surely as a serious skin disease or contact with a dead body did; (2) a public confession of that sin (v.7a)—presumably in the precincts of the sacred shrine, before witnesses and priests; (3) full restitution plus one fifth to the one wronged (see Lev 22:14; 27:11–13, 31); (4) a sacrifice to the Lord of a ram as an offering for atonement.

      8 Each of these steps is enumerated in Leviticus 6:1–7 in the initial presentation of the law of defrauding. However, Numbers 5 has an additional provision. What if a person had defrauded someone but that person was no longer living and had no living relative to whom restitution might be paid? Verse 8 adds the next proviso: (5) the payment of restitution was to be made to the priest when there was no suitable relative to whom such payment might otherwise be made. In this way the debt was paid fully, no matter who of the injured family had survived. The term for “close relative” is gō ʾēl, often translated “kinsman-redeemer” (e.g., Ru 4:3; see Note).

      9–10 Finally, a note is added that the offerings presented to the priests truly belonged to the priests. It was not a sham that was then withdrawn secretly after a public presentation.

      Again, the intent of this law on defrauding is clear in the context of this chapter: purity among the people was essential for their successful journey through the wilderness and their eventual triumph over the inhabitants of the land. Just as the physically impure needed to be expelled from the camp, so those attitudes and jealousies one might have against another of a petty or serious nature also needed to be dealt with equitably for the camp to remain pure.

      NOTE

      8 [image: ] (gō ʾēl, “close relative”; GK 1457) is a word especially significant in the book of Ruth. It was the duty of the male relative of a deceased person who left a childless widow to redeem her from childlessness through marriage; such a one was called “redeemer” (from [image: ], gāʾal, “to redeem”; HALOT, 1:169). In an unpublished paper, Donald A. Glenn of Dallas Theological Seminary argued that the fundamental meaning of the term [image: ] (gō ʾēl) is “protector of family rights.” This meaning is especially fitting in Numbers 5:8, a situation describing the one “who receives restitution for a wrong” (HALOT, 1:169).

      (c) The law of jealousy (5:11–31)

      OVERVIEW

      Yet another element that would lead to impurity within the camp was undetected marital infidelity. The law concerning jealousy is best read in the context and flow of the two earlier laws in this chapter. As a diseased person who was ritually unclean would compromise the entire camp and so had to be expelled during the time of his or her disease (5:1–4), and as an unrequited wrong would bring trouble between people who were within the camp as surely as would be brought by one with disease of the skin (5:5–10), so the unexposed but treacherous act of marital infidelity also would bring harm to the camp as a whole. Acts of marital infidelity were not regarded as peccadilloes in Israel; to be unfaithful to one’s spouse was to be unfaithful to one’s God. The following text has its harsh side; there is also mercy in it, as we will discover.

      (i) The seed of jealousy (5:11–15)

      
        11Then the LORD said to Moses, 12“Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘If a man’s wife goes astray and is unfaithful to him 13by sleeping with another man, and this is hidden from her husband and her impurity is undetected (since there is no witness against her and she has not been caught in the act), 14and if feelings of jealousy come over her husband and he suspects his wife and she is impure—or if he is jealous and suspects her even though she is not impure—15then he is to take his wife to the priest. He must also take an offering of a tenth of an ephah of barley flour on her behalf. He must not pour oil on it or put incense on it, because it is a grain offering for jealousy, a reminder offering to draw attention to guilt.

      

      COMMENTARY

      11–13 Again, the connection with the preceding two paragraphs seems to be a progression from the more open and obvious to the more personal and hidden sins. Issues of purity were established with the physical marks (vv.1–4), expanded to interpersonal relationships (vv.5–10), and then extended into the most intimate of relationships, that of the marriage bed of a man and woman (vv.11–31). A test for marital fidelity was far harder to prove than a test for a skin disorder; hence the larger part of the chapter is given over to this most sensitive of issues.

      The provisions of this law have connections (and discontinuities) with other laws in the ancient Near East. The Code of Hammurabi (ca. 1727 BC) has a pair of laws that we may compare with our text (ANET, 171):

      
        CH 131: If a seignior’s wife was accused by her husband, but she was not caught while lying with another man, she shall make affirmation by god and return to her house.

        CH 132: If the finger was pointed at the wife of a seignior because of another man, but she has not been caught while lying with the other man, she shall throw herself into the river for the sake of her husband.

      

      These laws from ancient Babylon deal with two types of accusation. The second law suggests community knowledge of infidelity, but the woman had not been caught “in the act.” The presumed unfaithful woman was to undergo the ordeal of trial by death by flinging herself into the “sacred” Euphrates River. If she were guilty, it was presumed she would drown; if innocent, she would survive the ordeal and would be able to return to her husband with no attachment of guilt (see G. R. Driver and John C. Miles, The Babylonian Laws [Oxford: Clarendon, 1952], 2:283–84). The first law is closer to the biblical example in Numbers 5:11–31. In this case the husband had only a private suspicion of his wife’s infidelity. She was to present herself in a temple for a solemn oath and might then return to her home.

      This text has an implied possibility of failure to affirm (or survive the false affirmation of) this oath. The Akkadian text does not say how that failure might be recognized, but the parallel Hebrew text suggests one possibility. We may find in this type of law both an affirmation of the importance of marital fidelity in the ancient world—even in Babylon!—as well as a measure of protection for a woman under false accusation. Without limiting legislation such as this, presumably the husband might have done her physical harm—or even killed her—on the sole basis of private feelings of jealousy, real or imagined. A function of law in the ancient Near East was to limit private acts of vengeance and retribution while maintaining propriety and civil order. The fascinating aspect of comparing this text from the Code of Hammurabi with Numbers 5 lies in the paucity of information concerning the oath ceremony in the Babylonian temple compared to the unusual richness of the text in Scripture.

      14–15 The husband’s “feelings of jealousy” (v.14) may have been provoked on the basis of good cause and the issue needed to be faced; the concern was not just for the bruised feelings of the husband but was ultimately based on the reality of God’s dwelling among his people (v.3). Yet the chapter has a strong and serious thrust to it that is designed to prevent a childish, self-centered charge of unfaithfulness. As in Babylonian law, this text was not to be used as a pretext by a capricious, petty, or malevolent husband to badger a good woman. Everything about the text speaks of seriousness, intention, and the presence of the Lord in the process.

      The use of the word “impure” (niṭmāʾâ, a third feminine singular Niphal perfect from ṭāmēʾ, “to be, become unclean”; v.14) shows the subject matter of this chapter is of a piece—the purity of the camp of the people whom God indwells is the burden of the text. Further, the religious nature of the text is seen in the presentation of the woman under accusation to the priest (v.15). The actions presented in this chapter seem to be severe and harsh. Perhaps we should imagine the consequences on a woman justly or falsely charged with adultery by an angry husband in a context in which there was no provision for her guilt or innocence to be demonstrated. That she was taken to the priest is finally to be seen as an act of mercy.

      This chapter provides abundant insight into the role of ritual in ancient Near Eastern thinking, practices remote to the Western reader but more common among certain Eastern and (especially) African peoples. The text is of special interest to those who search for what they believe to be remnants of primitive rites within the books of Moses. Each element of the ritual is charged with meaning, though we may not understand all the meaning today. Yet we need to take our lead from the text, not from supposed African or even ancient Near Eastern parallels. This passage is not an ordeal of death; the Hebrew woman did not cast herself into the sacred river or drink a magic potion. She presented herself before the Lord and his priest for vindication or condemnation; the results would be seen in the future in her own body (see below).

      The gravity of the ritual for a suspected unfaithful wife shows that Torah regards marital infidelity most seriously. Such was not just a concern of a jealous husband; the entire community was affected by this breach of faith. Hence the judgment was in the context of the community. Our contemporary attitudes that suggest sexual infidelity is a minor, personal matter are far removed from the teaching of Scripture.

      This celebrated text is subject to much discussion during these days in which the issues of women and men continue to be debated within the circle of faith. With respect to women, this text may be viewed constructively and sympathetically or negatively and angrily. The negative, angry approach tends to focus on the obvious inequities inherent in the situation. The husband of a woman might shame her publicly and force her to a rigorous, demeaning religious trial merely on the (unfounded) suspicion of a misdeed on her part, that of marital faithlessness. She may have presented no evidence whatsoever; merely the thought on the part of the husband was sufficient to bring her to trial. Further, there is no mention whatsoever of the guilt, trial, and judgment of the man with whom this woman is supposed to have been involved—all the weight of guilt, shame, trial, and judgment rested on the shoulders of the woman under accusation. Again, the accusation was by her husband, a presentation suggestive of intense marital discord.

      There is, however, another manner of approach to this and similar passages. The alternative approach, as noted even with reference to the Babylonian law, is to suggest the passage actually presents a timely limitation on an angry, suspicious husband—a protection of the wife from his abusive hand. Were there not such a provision as in this text in a male-dominated culture, we may suppose that an angry, suspicious husband might have lashed out against his wife without any sure reason for his angry suspicions, harmed her physically and mentally, and even taken her life. Certainly there have been men throughout history who have behaved in just this manner. But God reaches out through Moses and the gift of the Torah—and with the precedent of ancient Near Eastern law!—and provided a means of escape for a woman under suspicion of unfaithfulness by a jealous husband. The trial she was taken to was not a kangaroo court; it was in the precincts of the tabernacle, under the jurisdiction of the priests, in concert with a solemn sacrifice—she placed herself under the hand of Yahweh. (This entire picture assumes that the principals in the tabernacle [and later the temple] were godly people who gladly followed Torah. In much of Israel’s history, these ideals were rarely realized.)

      The woman who had been brought to such a place would not take this issue lightly. Public humiliation, shame, anger at her spouse, and exposure before priests and people were all terrifying prospects. But then neither would her husband take these issues lightly. For he was not just spreading rumors or digging at his wife in the privacy of their home; he, too, was coming before Yahweh, and he, too, might be judged. Hence the better approach to this text is not to think along the lines of primitive magic or of rampant male dominance. It is rather another expression of God’s mercy toward women, so often abused by prideful men, particularly in antiquity. Here was a means of escape from suspicion and evasion of punishment.

      If the woman was indeed guilty of unfaithfulness, the husband was vindicated. His vindication was important—not just to relieve the pique he might be feeling, but for the sense of the ongoing stability of the family. If a woman was unfaithful to her husband, she might be carrying the child of another man; and the rights of inheritance in a tribe/clan/family setting might become hopelessly enmeshed in the complexities of family relationships that are common in modern society (and soap operas) but unusual in earlier days.

      But if the woman was indeed innocent, her husband would have his reasons for jealousy alleviated. Again, this is a limitation on his jealous nature. Most men, we suspect, would be very careful before pressing the issue. The results could be disastrous for themselves.

      NOTE

      14–15 The idea that these laws in Torah are ameliorative in the larger social and cultural setting of the ancient Near East is also presented by William J. Webb, Slaves, Women & Homosexuals: Exploring the Hermeneutics of Cultural Analysis (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2001). He writes (79), “Neither in Israel nor in other ancient Near Eastern countries was there a reciprocal ordeal for the wife to impose upon the husband suspected of adultery. Thus a clear gender inequality existed in Israel and its broader environment. However, the fact that Israel had the more civil and less-easily-abused approach to the matter yields a sense of quiet reduction in patriarchal powers compared to its foreign context. The suspected adulteress is simply turned over to Yahweh in an oath and temple ritual.”

    
  
    
      (ii) The curse of the oath (5:16–22)

      
        16“‘The priest shall bring her and have her stand before the LORD. 17Then he shall take some holy water in a clay jar and put some dust from the tabernacle floor into the water. 18After the priest has had the woman stand before the LORD, he shall loosen her hair and place in her hands the reminder offering, the grain offering for jealousy, while he himself holds the bitter water that brings a curse. 19Then the priest shall put the woman under oath and say to her, “If no other man has slept with you and you have not gone astray and become impure while married to your husband, may this bitter water that brings a curse not harm you. 20But if you have gone astray while married to your husband and you have defiled yourself by sleeping with a man other than your husband”—21here the priest is to put the woman under this curse of the oath—“may the LORD cause your people to curse and denounce you when he causes your thigh to waste away and your abdomen to swell. 22May this water that brings a curse enter your body so that your abdomen swells and your thigh wastes away.’”

        “‘Then the woman is to say, “Amen. So be it.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      16 The central phrasing of this text is that the priest would have the woman stand before the Lord. The repetition in v.18 is for emphasis. These phrases demand that we distance ourselves from the approach of some interpreters who suggest that this passage is merely an adventure in magic and potions or psychology and manipulation. The biblical phrasing demands a theological understanding of the woman’s judgment. Further, that she is brought before the Lord helps again to demonstrate the concept of purity and the proper connection of this law with the two earlier laws of the chapter.

      17–18 Admittedly, the wording of v.17 (cf. v.23) seems like what we might imagine a magical rite to be. Taking holy water, adding dust, and mixing a doubtful drink seems to be worlds away from things we understand. Many interpreters assume that adding the dust from the floor to the holy water is what made that water “bitter” (v.18). Yet that assumption is unlikely. A small amount of soil from the floor of the tabernacle was not likely to make the water taste “bitter.” Rather, we should concentrate on the holiness of the place; hence we think of the extension of holiness to the very ground on which the tabernacle was placed. Holy dust was added to holy water not to change the taste but to emphasize the holiness of the matter.

      In v.18 the woman was made to loosen her hair. This act may be a sign of openness on her part. In the solemn place in which she found herself, with holy priests and holy drinks, the tendency for this woman might be to shrink away, to cover herself with her garments. She was not to do so, however. She was to be presented in a manner of openness before Yahweh. This loosening of the hair would be for the guilty woman an expectation of judgment and mourning (see Lev 13:45; 21:10). For the innocent wife, who had nothing to fear but the demonstration of the glory of the Lord, the loosening of her hair might be a strengthening act of feminine personhood in the Holy Place.

      The terminology of bitter water’s bringing a curse is problematic. The Hebrew phrase (see Note) could also be translated, “the curse-bringing water of bitterness.” It is not that the water was bitter tasting but that this water had the potential of bearing with it a bitter curse. That this potion was neither simply a tool of magic nor merely a psychological device to determine stress is to be seen in the repeated emphasis on the role of the Lord in the proceedings (vv.16, 18, 21, 25). That is, the verdict of the woman was precipitated by her physiological and psychological responses to the bitter water, but the judgment was from the Lord. The bitterness of the water was potential, not actual; the cursing associated with the water was also potential, not essential. The water was holy, set apart for specific function in the worship of God. But it was not necessarily of a bad taste. Again, the phrase may be rendered in a somewhat expansive manner: “the water that may result in bitterness and provoke a profound curse.”

      19–20 The priest presents two possibilities. First, the woman might be truly innocent (v.19). In this case his specific prayer to the Lord was that the water with the potential of bitterness not bring harm to her. The priest’s words to the innocent woman assured her of no harm from the bitter water. Second, if she were truly guilty of the deed that her husband suspected (v.20), then the full onus of the curse-bearing waters would come to her, enter her body, descend through her intestines, and be the physical means the Lord would use to produce a physical change in her body.

      21–22 Verse 21 describes the physical change: “your thigh to waste away and your abdomen to swell.” The NIV’s margin has “causes you to have a miscarrying womb and barrenness.” The figurative language here (and in vv.22, 27) speaks of the woman’s loss of capacity for childbearing (and, if pregnant at the time of her judgment, her miscarriage of the child). This meaning becomes clear in the opposite case (v.28), in the determination of the fate of a woman wrongly charged: “she will be cleared of guilt and will be able to have children.” For a woman in the ancient Near East to be denied the ability to bear children was a personal loss of inestimable proportion. In that culture, it was in bearing children that a woman’s significance was realized. Barrenness was a grievous punishment indeed!

      We reject, then, those interpretations that suggest the woman who was guilty would drop dead following her drinking of the potion. Rather, like the woman in the Babylonian text, she might return to her home to await the outcome of the oath. If she were innocent of infidelity, she should count on bearing children. This means, of course, that she would return to her husband’s embrace. If she were guilty of infidelity but not caught in the act, she would suffer debilitating physical symptoms that would prohibit successful pregnancies. Again, this development also presumes that she returned to the embrace of her husband. She would then bear her guilt in her body and the inner chambers of her heart. In either case the woman was to hear the words of the curse, in the midst of the solemn precincts, and then bring that potential curse on herself by saying to the Lord and his priest, “Amen. So be it” (v.22). The double “Amen” (lit. Heb.) would be her signal that she understood the issues and was in agreement with the judgment—or would escape from judgment—that would come into her body.

      NOTE

      18 [image: ] (mê hammārîm hamʾārarîm, “the bitter, curse-bringing waters”) forms a strong, ominous phrase. The verbal form is [image: ] (ʾārar, “to curse,” here a Piel masculine plural participle; GK 826), used as descriptive of the “bitter waters.” The Piel of this verb means “to produce a curse on.” Compare the expressions in 8:7, [image: ] (mê haṭṭāʾt, lit., “water of sin,” meaning, “water that purifies from sin”), and in 19:9, [image: ] (mê niddâ, “water of cleansing,” for purification from sin).

      (iii) The bitter waters (5:23–28)

      
        23“‘The priest is to write these curses on a scroll and then wash them off into the bitter water. 24He shall have the woman drink the bitter water that brings a curse, and this water will enter her and cause bitter suffering. 25The priest is to take from her hands the grain offering for jealousy, wave it before the LORD and bring it to the altar. 26The priest is then to take a handful of the grain offering as a memorial offering and burn it on the altar; after that, he is to have the woman drink the water. 27If she has defiled herself and been unfaithful to her husband, then when she is made to drink the water that brings a curse, it will go into her and cause bitter suffering; her abdomen will swell and her thigh waste away, and she will become accursed among her people. 28If, however, the woman has not defiled herself and is free from impurity, she will be cleared of guilt and will be able to have children.

      

      COMMENTARY

      23–28 The language of this section is somewhat repetitive of the earlier paragraphs. These repetitive and similar wordings have prompted critical scholars to posit varied textual strata inelegantly pieced together. The tendency today, however, is to view the text as a whole. In this approach the repetitions and similar phrasings are marks of literary purpose and structure (see, e.g., Michael Fishbane, “Accusations of Adultery: A Study of Law and Scribal Practice in Numbers 5:11–31,” HUCA 45 [1974]: 25–45; Herbert Chanan Brichto, “The Case of the Sota and a Reconsideration of Biblical ‘Law,’” HUCA 46 [1975]: 55–70; and esp. Tikva Frymer-Kensky, “The Strange Case of the Suspected Sotah [Numbers V 11–31],” VT 34 [1984]: 11–26).

      Verses 23–28 give the final step in the procedure. After the words of cursing had been announced, the priest would write them on a scroll (or perhaps a wooden tablet) and then blot the letters off into the water. The woman was not only to hear the words, but in a dramatic, figurative sense she was to drink them. In this way the awful sense of taking the curse into one’s own body was realized. The bitterness of the waters, again, was not in their taste but in the potential they bore in their association with the curse attendant to them.

      The NIV suggests the very drinking of the water would cause suffering: “this water will enter her and cause bitter suffering” (v.24). This phrase may also be read in a more benign manner: “and the waters that cause curses shall enter her for bitterness.” The bitterness was not in taste, convulsions, or physical shock but in the latent sense of the potential judgment on her body of childlessness. “Bitterness” is a most appropriate term for just this potential judgment. The innocent woman would not suffer the bitterness of the water, for she was innocent of the curses associated with it.

      (iv) The summary of the law of jealousy (5:29–31)

      
        29“‘This, then, is the law of jealousy when a woman goes astray and defiles herself while married to her husband, 30or when feelings of jealousy come over a man because he suspects his wife. The priest is to have her stand before the LORD and is to apply this entire law to her. 31The husband will be innocent of any wrongdoing, but the woman will bear the consequences of her sin.’”

      

      COMMENTARY

      29–31 The summary statement of this law is put in terms of the woman who has been justly accused by her husband. Again, in this summary statement there is repetition and recapitulation of dominant themes from the involved legislation—typical devices of the writers of biblical prose. The section ends ominously, as the chapter began. The chapter’s cohesion comes from its addressing of instances relating to the maintaining of purity within the camp. The importance of marital fidelity in this passage should not be lost on modern readers in a time in which such ideas are thought by so many to be quaint but irrelevant. Numerous NT texts may be cited (esp. 1Co 5) supporting God’s reaffirmation of the prohibition given in the seventh commandment: You are not to commit adultery.

      ii. The vow of the Nazirite and the Aaronic benediction (6:1–27)

      OVERVIEW

      Numbers 6 continues the theme of the purification of the people of the new nation in two disparate manners. First is the presentation for the opportunity for an individual to make an extraordinary vow of religious devotion as a distinctive way of showing one’s separation to the Lord for a limited period of time. The chapter then provides the regular manner in which the priests were to invoke the blessing of the Lord on the entire community. The text thus moves from the particular to the general, from the unusual to the regular. In this way the issue of special relationship with God is presented in a comprehensive manner.

      (a) The vow of the Nazirite (6:1–21)

      The special, unusual vow of the Nazirite is the first focus of the chapter.

      (i) The basic prohibition against wine (6:1–4)

      
        1The LORD said to Moses, 2“Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘If a man or woman wants to make a special vow, a vow of separation to the LORD as a Nazirite, 3he must abstain from wine and other fermented drink and must not drink vinegar made from wine or from other fermented drink. He must not drink grape juice or eat grapes or raisins. 4As long as he is a Nazirite, he must not eat anything that comes from the grapevine, not even the seeds or skins.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 When one thinks of the term “Nazirite,” the name Samson may come to mind (Jdg 13–16). But it turns out that his situation did not reflect the normal meaning of the Nazirite vow (and, as is well known, he did not keep the vows well at all!). Neither is it generally known that these vows of special devotion to God could be made by a woman as well as a man. Many simply assume that the religious vows of the Nazirite were intended for males only. However, this text expressly begins, “If a man or woman” (Heb. ʾîš ʾô-ʾiššâ; see also 5:6). Thus, women were not precluded from this vow (contra the pronominal renderings in most English versions; but see 30:1–16, which speaks of the differences between other vows of men and women).

      The Hebrew text uses an unusually strong verb in describing the vow of the Nazirite in the phrasing “wants to make a special vow.” The verb pālāʾ (GK 7098) in the Hiphil means “to make a hard, difficult vow” (cf. 15:3, 8, where this verb in the Piel means “to complete a special, difficult vow”). This verb in the Niphal is used extensively throughout the Bible with God as subject and is often rendered by words of wonder or amazement (cf. Ex 3:20, “the wonders that I will perform”; Ps 118:23, “it is marvelous in our eyes”). In our passage, as in Leviticus 27:2, the Hiphil is used of an extraordinary vow of a devotee of Yahweh. This vow, then, does not describe a routine matter or even an expected act of devotion one might make from time to time. This vow was an act of unusual devotion to God, based perhaps on an intense desire to demonstrate to the Lord one’s utter separation to him.

      The term “Nazirite,” a transliteration of the Hebrew nāzîr (GK 5687), describes the person who has marked out a specific period for personal separation or consecration, a special time for unusual devotion to God. This text speaks of a restricted period of time for the Nazirite vow, though some persons took the vow for a lifetime. The word Nazirite is sometimes confused with Nazarene, the word used to describe Jesus as coming from his hometown, Nazareth (see Mt 2:23; Mk 14:67; 16:6; Ac 24:5; see Note).

      In discussions of the Nazirite, attention is usually given to the prohibitions demanded on the person who took this vow. Yet more important is the positive “separation to Yahweh” afforded by the vow (vv.2, 8). It is on this aspect that the text lays its primary stress; the prohibitions were means of achieving the sense of separation. The Nazirite vow was not just an act of superior self-discipline, an achieving of spiritual prowess; it was to be regarded as a supreme act of total devotion to the person and work of the Lord that would override certain normal and expected patterns of behavior.

      The person who made pledges for a particular time of special devotion to the Lord as a nāzîr had to face three demanding limitations: (1) absolute abstinence from all produce of the vine, (2) total forswearing of trimming of (and likely all caring for) the hair, and (3) utter separation from contamination by any contact with a dead body. Thus three areas of life were regulated for the Nazirite during the period of his vow: diet (ordinary pleasure), appearance (ordinary care), and associations (ordinary obligation). Every Israelite was under regulations in these general areas, but for the Nazirite each of these regulations was heightened.

      Leviticus 11 details the dietary restrictions for the nation as an act of daily holiness (the practice of being distinct, separate). For the Nazirite one major clean food was prohibited during the course of one’s vow. This chapter is not a tract against the drinking of wine by spiritual people; rather, it concerns a specific aspect of the expected (good!) diet that was voluntarily foresworn for a period of time as a physical reminder of the duty of devotion to God. After the period of the consecration was over, wine (along with all other grape products) was permitted again (v.20). An analogy may be found in the practice of some Christians of foregoing certain good foods during the period of Lent to prod spiritual devotion to Christ in the special period of remembrance of his sufferings.

      3–4 The first paragraph contains prohibitions concerning the produce of the vine. All intoxicating drinks (as indicated by the hendiadys formed by the Hebrew words sometimes translated “wine and strong drink,” meaning “all intoxicants”) and everything associated with them were prohibited to the Nazirite during the period of the vow. The term “fermented drink” (v.3) is šēkār (“beer”; GK 8911), a word often used in association with “wine” (yayin), as here, and often found in texts condemning drunkenness (see 1Sa 1:15; Pr 20:1; Isa 5:11, 22; 28:7; 56:12; Mic 2:11). But this word is also used in other texts describing the normal, moderate drinking (along with wine) that was to become a part of the expected, common food of the people of Israel when they would enter the land, but which they had not had the opportunity to enjoy during the wilderness experience (see Dt 29:6), as well as for sacral meals enhanced with wine and fermented drinks in the true worship of God (see Nu 28:7; Dt 14:26).

      Further, šēkār could be used in the drink offering (Nu 28:7) in the worship of the Lord. Since we know that yayin is the fermented product of the vine, we now conclude that šēkār is the fermented product of the field, i.e., beer (see KB, 972). Again, the usual association with this word is drunkenness, but this association is not a necessary one. The Nazirite was to abstain from both wine and beer and from everything associated with the wine grape (v.3).

      Verse 3 prohibits the Nazirite from partaking of anything that comes from the grapevine—not just the fermented beverages but also even the vinegar (ḥōmeṣ) that results when such products sour. Moreover, the prohibition included fresh grape juice, grapes either fresh or dried, and even the seed and skin of the grape. It appears to be the case that the forbidding of all products of the grapevine was a way of saying that the person undertaking the vow was not to have even a remote association with wine. The Hebrew words translated by the NIV as “seeds and skins” are uncertain in meaning, but they refer to the most insignificant products of the vine. The prohibition could not have been more inclusive. The Nazirite was not even “to smell the cork,” as it were.

      I conclude, therefore, that here the basic issue for the person under the solemn, difficult vow of the nāzîr was abstaining from all use of the grape and vine as a disavowal of “ordinary pleasure.” That is, for the period of time of her or his vow, wine—and everything associated with it—was now off limits, as wine symbolized pleasure (see Ps 104:15, “[Yahweh makes] wine that gladdens the heart of man”).

      NOTE

      2 The Hebrew term [image: ] (nāzîr, “consecrated one, devotee, Nazirite”) has two other uses in the OT besides the person who takes the special vow intended in this chapter; these other uses help us to understand its special meaning here. Joseph is called a nāzîr in the blessings of Jacob on his sons (recorded in Ge 49). Joseph was given the chief blessing of his father. He was regarded as a nāzîr, in the sense of “a prince, a consecrated person”: “Let all these [blessings] rest on the head of Joseph, / on the brow of the prince among his brothers” ([image: ], nezîr ʾeḥāyw; Ge 49:26).

      The word is also used of “untended” vines [image: ] (weʾet-ʿinnebê nezîrekā, “and the grape [vines] of your non-tending”) during the time of the sabbatical year (Lev 25:5, 11). Presumably these vines are termed nāzîr because they were not tended or trimmed, just as the Nazirite was not to trim his or her hair during the period of special vow. Thus a nāzîr was a person who was specially consecrated to Yahweh and who was marked out as distinct by his or her lack of ordinary personal care.

      The word “Nazirite” is often confused with the term “Nazarene,” used in the NT to describe Jesus in terms of his Galilean hometown, Nazareth (see Mt 2:23). However, the spelling of this town name in Hebrew is distinct from the verbal root of the nāzîr. Nazareth is not spelled with a “z” (Heb. zayin) but with an explosive “ts” (Heb. tsade [ṣādê]). “Nazirite” and “Nazarene” are not related. Following the lead of Bargil Pixner (With Jesus through Galilee: According to the Fifth Gospel [trans. Christo Botha and Dom David Fisher; Rosh Pina, Israel: Corozin, 1992], 14–19), I believe the term “Nazarene” is best understood as a fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah 11:1, “from his roots a Branch [[image: ], neṣer] will bear fruit.” See Ronald B. Allen, “Does Anything Good Come from Nazareth?” Kindred Spirit 23/9 (Winter 1999): 2–3, 11.

      (ii) Basic prohibitions concerning hair and dead bodies (6:5–8)

      
        5“‘During the entire period of his vow of separation no razor may be used on his head. He must be holy until the period of his separation to the LORD is over; he must let the hair of his head grow long. 6Throughout the period of his separation to the LORD he must not go near a dead body. 7Even if his own father or mother or brother or sister dies, he must not make himself ceremonially unclean on account of them, because the symbol of his separation to God is on his head. 8Throughout the period of his separation he is consecrated to the LORD.

      

      COMMENTARY

      5 A second voluntary prohibition for the Nazirite was the normal and expected trimming of the hair. During the period of one’s Nazirite vow, the hair was not to be trimmed at all (see Jdg 13:5 for the beginning of the account of Samson, a lifelong nāzîr). The unexpectedly long hair of a (long-term) Nazirite man would be a physical mark of his vow of special “separation” (nezer, from the same root as the term “Nazirite”; GK 5694) to the Lord; as distinctive, say, as the habit of a monk or a nun. It would be misleading to call these persons the “monks and nuns” of Israel, however, as they were not required to be celibate.

      Since most persons would not take long-term vows as Nazirites, it is difficult to appreciate the prohibition of going without a hair trim for a significant period of time. I suspect that getting one’s hair trimmed in biblical times would not come more often than once per month in any event. Further, since women in most cultures wear their hair longer than men do, one wonders what the issue would be for a female nāzîr not getting her hair trimmed in a month’s time. So I propose that we should take our lead from the extensive comments concerning wine in vv.1–4. In that case, not only was the drinking of wine and beer prohibited—one could not even touch a grape leaf. So it seems likely that the prohibition concerning the hair would go beyond just the trimming of it. I propose that the expected understanding (contextually) would include forgoing the ordinary care of one’s hair. And that would be particularly impressive for a woman—and not a small thing even for a man.

      We may presume that the Nazirite woman might not only have let her hair grow long but may also have allowed it to remain relatively unkempt (cf., again, the use of nāzîr regarding untended vines in Lev 25:5, 11), or perhaps she would let it hang loose as opposed to putting it up. Otherwise, it is difficult to see how the (unusually) long hair of a woman would be a distinctive sign of her period of vow. The Nazirite was to be “holy” (v.5); the untrimmed (and perhaps unkempt) hair would be a special mark of one who was so set apart. (Leviticus 21:5 prohibited the priests of Israel from certain types of shaving of the head or the beard, presumably in imitation of pagan mantic practices.) The Nazirite was not to trim his or her hair. Compare as well the shaving of the entire body of the Levite at the time of his initial consecration in the service of the Lord in the holy tabernacle (8:7). The paragraph ends with the primary issue of the Nazirite relationship: he or she was consecrated to the Lord (6:8). Such a person was to abstain from ordinary personal care.

      6–8 The third prohibition for the Nazirite concerned physical contact with dead bodies (see comment on 5:2 for general contamination by contact with dead bodies). For the Nazirite the prohibition extended even to the deceased within his own family (v.7). The listing of family members who might die during the time of one’s vow makes this text particularly piquant; the prohibition stings the soul. In this way the general commands become intense; here a person faced heart-rending decisions not to behave normally in times of great grief because of a prior decision based on a desire for a time of intense consecration to the Lord.

      No one making a Nazirite vow would be able to know for certain what the personal demands might be in this regard during the time period of the vow. Even a priest was expected to care for the dead body of a close relative (Lev 21:1–3). But the Nazirite could not care for such a body, no matter how beloved the person might have been, or he or she would bring personal contamination. This was a prohibition of ordinary obligation.

      The vow of the Nazirite was most serious indeed! The prohibition of ingesting wine and grapes meant that one would forswear ordinary pleasure. That of caring for one’s hair was a prohibition of ordinary care. That of contact with dead bodies was a prohibition of ordinary obligation. And during this period one was to have an extraordinary focus on the person of God. Notice, however, that the Nazirite vow does not proscribe sexual activity, as is commonly assumed.

      (iii) The specific prohibition concerning accidental death (6:9–12)

      
        9“‘If someone dies suddenly in his presence, thus defiling the hair he has dedicated, he must shave his head on the day of his cleansing—the seventh day. 10Then on the eighth day he must bring two doves or two young pigeons to the priest at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. 11The priest is to offer one as a sin offering and the other as a burnt offering to make atonement for him because he sinned by being in the presence of the dead body. That same day he is to consecrate his head. 12He must dedicate himself to the LORD for the period of his separation and must bring a year-old male lamb as a guilt offering. The previous days do not count, because he became defiled during his separation.

      

      COMMENTARY

      9–12 This paragraph makes the demands of the male or female Nazirite (see again v.2) even more severe, as it speaks of the accidental death of a person in the proximity of the one under vow (v.9). In this case the accidental death made the Nazirite unclean, guilty of sin before the Lord. The basic provisions of the Nazirite vow concerned areas where he or she was able to make conscious decisions. This section deals with the unexpected, unplanned events of daily living. The particularity of the hair, the nezer (“dedicated”; v.9), is the special focus of the person’s contamination. This dedicated hair was to be shaved on the seventh day of the Nazirite’s rite of purification. (The shaving of one’s head would be particularly difficult if the nāzîr were a woman!)

      Then, following obligatory offerings of birds (the less expensive offerings) for sin (v.8) and burnt offerings and a lamb (the more expensive) for guilt, the person would rededicate him- or herself to the Lord for the period of time that had originally been planned (v.11); the time spent up to that point would no longer count (v.12) because of the contamination, no matter how inadvertent. No wonder this vow is termed a “hard vow” (pālāʾ, “wants to make a special vow”; v.2); no wonder that all vows to the Lord were to be made with great caution (Pr 20:25). The terrible tragedy of the life of Samson was that he never took his vows to God seriously until the end of his sorry life.

      (iv) The ritual for the completion of the vow (6:13–20)

      
        13“‘Now this is the law for the Nazirite when the period of his separation is over. He is to be brought to the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. 14There he is to present his offerings to the LORD: a year-old male lamb without defect for a burnt offering, a year-old ewe lamb without defect for a sin offering, a ram without defect for a fellowship offering, 15together with their grain offerings and drink offerings, and a basket of bread made without yeast—cakes made of fine flour mixed with oil, and wafers spread with oil.

        16“‘The priest is to present them before the LORD and make the sin offering and the burnt offering. 17He is to present the basket of unleavened bread and is to sacrifice the ram as a fellowship offering to the LORD, together with its grain offering and drink offering.

        18“‘Then at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting, the Nazirite must shave off the hair that he dedicated. He is to take the hair and put it in the fire that is under the sacrifice of the fellowship offering.

        19“‘After the Nazirite has shaved off the hair of his dedication, the priest is to place in his hands a boiled shoulder of the ram, and a cake and a wafer from the basket, both made without yeast. 20The priest shall then wave them before the LORD as a wave offering; they are holy and belong to the priest, together with the breast that was waved and the thigh that was presented. After that, the Nazirite may drink wine.

      

      COMMENTARY

      13–20 The offerings of the Nazirite at the completion of the period of the vow (v.13) were extensive, expensive, and expressive of the spirit of total commitment to Yahweh during this period of special devotion. In addition to these several offerings (vv.14–17), there was also the presentation of the Nazirite’s (shaven) hair (nezer)—the sign of the vow—for burning. Burning the hair signified the completion of the vow. That it was burned and not kept as a trophy or memorial demonstrated that the act of the Nazirite was in devotion to the Lord.

      The rites described in these verses are solemn and the prescriptions precise. The three sacrifices were a male lamb for the burnt offering, a ewe lamb for the sin offering, and a ram for the fellowship offering, each with the accompanying grain offerings and libations. These sacrifices were very dear; it was not a trifling thing to take on oneself the vow of a Nazirite.

      The libation, or “drink offering” (nesek; GK 5821; v.15), is particularly interesting in the context of the Nazirite vow. Since the Nazirite was prohibited any contact whatsoever with wine and products of the vine during the time of his vow, one might conclude that such things are essentially evil in themselves. However, the wine offering was presented on the altar to the Lord along with the clean animals and the associated grain offerings mixed with olive oil; so such a conclusion would be misguided. The nesek offering of wine poured out on the altar of the Lord was practiced from patriarchal times (see Ge 35:14) and became part of the religious system commanded by the Lord to Moses (see Ex 29:40; Lev 23:13, 18, 37; Nu 4:7; 15:5, 7; 28:7; 29:6; et al.). The conclusion respecting the significance of the prohibition of wine and beer to the Nazirite during the time of his vow must take into account the use of wine in the Nazirite’s rite of vow completion as well as the notice that at the end of the rites of purification the Nazirite was free to drink wine again (v.20).

      The priest’s public presentation of the Nazirite before the Lord at the Tent of Meeting shows that this type of vow was not just a personal, private, and secret matter. Any public rite such as these verses describe suggests that the vow was also a matter of public knowledge. Presumably, the community could be supportive of the person during the time of his or her vow. But more important in this text than the public aspect was the personal presentation before the Lord at the Tent of Meeting (see vv.13–14, 16–17, 20). This vow, though in a public context, was an intensely personal act of relating to the Lord, properly entered only with a profound sense of one’s coming into the presence of the Holy One.

      (v) The summary of the Nazirite vow (6:21)

      
        21“‘This is the law of the Nazirite who vows his offering to the LORD in accordance with his separation, in addition to whatever else he can afford. He must fulfill the vow he has made, according to the law of the Nazirite.’”

      

      COMMENTARY

      21 Summary statements such as this serve not only to end a section but also to solemnize the contents of the section. This verse also indicates that the previous sacrifices and offerings are the minimal demands and that additional offerings might also be expected. The costs of the Nazirite vow were considerable and varied. In addition to numerous personal and private feelings and discomforts, a significant outlay of property was demanded as well. Again, the Nazirite vow was not a demand of God on his people; it was a provision for men and women who voluntarily desired an unusually demanding means of showing their devotion to him. This was an act of rugged discipleship!

      (b) The Aaronic Benediction (6:22–27)

      OVERVIEW

      In the well-known words of the Aaronic Benediction, we find a broad, national complement to the restrictive words of the Nazirite vow that were so personal and demanding. These words are expansive and gracious, inclusive of the whole community. They are also a part of the purification of the camp that the book of Numbers features in these several chapters. The reader is also arrested by the form of these words. Their poetic cast not only makes them more memorable but also contributes significantly to the aesthetics of the prayer and draws one in more deeply to its meaning. The function of poetry is to intensify feeling and deepen response.

      
        22The LORD said to Moses, 23“Tell Aaron and his sons, ‘This is how you are to bless the Israelites. Say to them:

        24“‘“The LORD bless you

        and keep you;

        25the LORD make his face shine upon you

        and be gracious to you;

        26the LORD turn his face toward you

        and give you peace.”’

        27“So they will put my name on the Israelites, and I will bless them.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      22–23 The words of the prayer of vv.24–26 are termed the Aaronic Benediction, but the words were given to Aaron, not developed by Aaron. In some ways these lovely words may be thought of as “The Lord’s Prayer of the Old Testament” (cf. Mt 6:9). The priests are told here how to pray for God’s blessing on the people in the same way that the disciples were instructed how to pray for God’s blessing in their lives by the Savior. Perhaps the most impressive aspect of this prayer is that it is a provision for God’s desire to bless his people. Blessing is his idea, his purpose. It is not something his people must beg for; it is the voluntary outreaching of his grace.

      The supreme beauty of the words of this prayer (evident in translation) and the formulaic words of introduction (vv.22–23) and conclusion (v.27) give ample warrant for the concept of fixed, repeated prayers in spiritual worship. Some people suggest that only spontaneous prayer is “real” prayer; verses such as these show that such sentiment is not correct. Fixed prayers ought to interplay with spontaneous prayers in our patterns.

      The pattern of the words of this prayer is exquisite; the language is poetic and emotive. There are three lines each with the divine name Yahweh (“LORD,” English versions); the repetition of the divine name gives force to the expression of v.27—“So they will put my name on the Israelites”—and is certainly fitting with the (later) Christian revelation of the three persons of the Trinity.

      Each line conveys two elements of benediction, and the lines are progressively longer. In the Hebrew text the first line has three words (in the pattern 2 // 1), the second has five words (in the pattern 4 // 1), and the third has seven words (in the pattern 4 // 3). If one does not count the threefold use of the divine name, there are twelve words to the prayer, which suggest the twelve tribes of Israel. (For comments on rhythm in Hebrew poetry, refer to Note at 11:11–15.)

      This prayer has a luminous sense about it. It speaks of the light of the presence of the Lord in a vivid, anthropomorphic manner; but there is a sense that the prayer itself is light-giving. This prayer prayed in faith expects God to respond by drawing near and enfolding one in his grace. In fact, the concluding words promise that he will bless his people. The Hebrew wording is emphatic: “and I will bless them” (v.27).

      24 The first line may be rendered, “May Yahweh bless you and may he keep you.” While these words are directed to the entire community, the pronouns are singular. This is characteristic of covenantal language: Yahweh blesses the whole by blessing the individuals; he blesses the individuals by blessing the whole. The invocation of God’s blessing reveals that the covenantal community knew who they were: the people who were particularly blessed of the Lord because of his own choice of the patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob) and because of the solemn relationship he has entered into with the fathers, mothers, and their children.

      “The LORD bless you and keep you” are words of reminder, words of attestation of promise. These are words whereby the community says, “Yes, Amen!” to God’s promise, whereby they request from his presence the continuity of the blessing he has already begun. The buttressing words, “and keep you,” further explain his blessing. God’s intention for his people is for their good; he will preserve them to enjoy that good.

      25 The words “make his face shine upon you” take us back to the experience of Moses on Mount Sinai. There the epiphany of the Lord appeared to Moses (see Ex 34:29–35), and he experienced God’s presence in a dramatic and direct manner. (As elsewhere, I follow Claus Westermann in using the term “theophany” to describe an appearance of God, but “epiphany” to describe an experience of his grand descent.) As his glory caused Moses’ face to shine, so the Lord desired to make his presence known to all his people. When Moses was on the mountain, it was in the context of terror; all the physical signs of the epiphany of God in Exodus 19–20 provoked trepidation on the part of the people. But God had come down in grace; his revelation was of mercy. Hence we have the splendidly suitable tie of the light of his face and the grace of his presence in the words: “[May] the LORD make his face shine upon you / and be gracious to you.”

      Again, and throughout the prayer, the pronoun “you” is in the singular in the Hebrew text; this was a prayer for the community, but its force was to be realized in the life of the individual. Only in the introductory and concluding formulas are the plurals used.

      26 The climax of the prayer is: “[May] the LORD turn [‘lift up’] his face toward you / and give you peace.” The Hebrew word šālôm (“peace,” NIV; GK 8934) is here seen in its most expressive fullness—not just as an absence of war, but also as the positive state of rightness and the fullness of well-being. This kind of peace comes only from the Lord. The expression “turn his face” suggests pleasure and affection. This terminology has the functional equivalent of the word “smile.” Here the people are led to pray that the Lord will turn his face toward them in a gracious smile! (see Mayer I. Gruber, “The Many Faces of Hebrew ‘Lift up the Face,’” ZAW 95, 2 [1983]: 253). We may thus translate this text: “May Yahweh smile on you, and may he grant you well-being!”

      The words of this prayer are first introduced by the monocolon, “[And] the LORD said to Moses” (v.22), showing both that this is a new section in the book (see 6:1) and that it is a divine communication. The idea of invoking God’s blessing, presence, and smile on his people is not a creation of the people or a development of the priests but a gracious provision by God himself. The words of the prayer are framed by an introductory formula (v.23) and a concluding formula (v.27); these framing sections highlight the words of the prayer and provide its proper setting.

      Uttering the prayer was a priestly function, for the priests were God’s gift to the nation to stand between himself and his people. The people might come to God through the agency of the priests, and God would speak to his people through these priests. Further, without these instructions the priests might have sought the mantic acts of their neighbors as a means of seeking the pleasure of the Lord. God’s intention was to bring his pleasure to his people; thus he presented the means whereby that might be sought and received.

      27 The words of the concluding formula may be the most surprising of all, for here the Lord says that this prayer is the means of placing his name on his people. Since the name Yahweh is itself a term of blessing whereby the eternal God states his relatedness to his people, these words could not be more appropriate. The prayer was designed to help the people experience the reality of the Lord’s blessing, whose delight is to bring that blessing near; his promise is that he will do that very thing.

      NOTE

      24 Baruch A. Levine (Numbers 1–20: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary [AB 4A; New York: Doubleday, 1993], 216) reports on the discovery of two thin silver amulets in 1986 in a burial cave in the Valley of Hinnom (Keteph Hinnom) that record almost verbatim versions of the “priestly benediction” of Numbers 6:24–26. These amulets are dated between the late seventh and early sixth centuries BC. Predating the Dead Sea Scrolls (Qumran literature) by more than four hundred years, they are the earliest written texts from the Bible ever to have been discovered! See David Noel Freedman, “The Aaronic Benediction,” in No Famine in the Land (ed. J. W. Flanagan and A. Weisbrod Robinson; Claremont, Calif.: Claremont Graduate School, 1975), 35–47; A. Yardeni, “Remarks on the Priestly Blessing on Two Ancient Amulets from Jerusalem,” VT 41 (1991): 176–85. William Dever (Did God Have a Wife? Archaeology and Folk Religion in Ancient Israel [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005], 131) discusses one of the amulets and describes it as an aspect of “popular religion,” possibly as something worn by a woman as a magical charm to ward off evil. But then he relents and describes the amulet as “really only an analogue for a form of the ‘phylactery.’”

      Walter C. Kaiser Jr. (Mission in the Old Testament: Israel as a Light to the Nations (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000], 30–33) observes that the words of the Aaronic benediction are echoed in several psalms (4:6[7]; 31:16[17]; 80:3, 7, 19); he develops in particular the use of the benediction in Psalm 67.

      REFLECTION

      Surely this Aaronic benediction is a prayer that needs to be recovered by the believing community today. Christians may read these words and find in them not only the Lord’s special covenantal relationship with Israel at Mount Sinai but also a reflection of the loving relationship God has with his people, the church, through the work of the Savior, Jesus, in whom we have experienced preeminently the smile of God. The threefold invocation of the name of the Lord is not likely to be lost on Christian readers:

      
        May the Lord Yahweh as Father, Son, and Spirit

        bless his people and keep them,

        cause them to know his presence and his grace,

        and allow them to sense his smile and his peace.

        Amen!

      

      iii. The offerings at the dedication of the tabernacle (7:1–89)

      OVERVIEW

      In the stylized organization of the book of Numbers, the presentation of the concept of the purity of the camp moves from the prayer for the blessing of the Lord on his people to the blessings of the people that are brought to him. Chapter 7 is a text of gifts—monumental gifts—presented with great pageantry and significant pomp. Here is a festival of offerings to the Lord stretching over twelve days. The chapter stands as a monument to the pleasure of Yahweh, Israel’s God, who took enjoyment in the repetition—for these were grand gifts in the good days of his early relationship with his people. These were the honeymoon days of the marital relationship of the Lord and Israel (see Jer 2:2–3). Each of the gifts was relished, each regarded as a lovely presentation by a lover in the early days of the bliss of marriage.

      (a) The presentation of carts and oxen (7:1–3)

      
        1When Moses finished setting up the tabernacle, he anointed it and consecrated it and all its furnishings. He also anointed and consecrated the altar and all its utensils. 2Then the leaders of Israel, the heads of families who were the tribal leaders in charge of those who were counted, made offerings. 3They brought as their gifts before the LORD six covered carts and twelve oxen—an ox from each leader and a cart from every two. These they presented before the tabernacle.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 Exodus 40:1–33 presents the prose description of the setting up of the tabernacle. That chapter ends with the report of the cloud covering and the presence of Yahweh filling the tabernacle (vv.34–35; see Note at Nu 5:3). With much repetition of language, Numbers 7 records the magnificent (and identical) gifts given to the Lord for tabernacle service by the leaders of each of the twelve tribes. It is wonderfully fitting that the record of these gifts in Numbers follows the text of the Aaronic benediction (6:24–26): in response to God’s solemn promise to bless his people, they bring their blessing to him—magnificent gifts in twelve sequential days of celebrative pageantry.

      The terminology of v.1 is significant. First, we observe that this is the first major section of Numbers to begin as a narrative text. Each of the other sections has begun either with the introductory monocolon of divine revelation (e.g., “And the LORD spoke to Moses”; see 1:1; 2:1; 3:11, 14, 44; 4:1; 5:1, 5, 11; 6:1, 22) or with a statement of background fact (see 3:1, “This is the account of the family of Aaron and Moses”). Chapter 7 begins with a narrative action-sequence pattern: “When Moses finished . . . he anointed. . . . Then the leaders . . . made offerings.” Wenham, 91, has nicely summarized the relationship of the dated events of Numbers 7–9 with the events of Exodus and Leviticus. The following chart of the events of the first two months of the second year of Israel’s exodus is adapted from his book:

      
        
          
            	Date (in second year)
            	Event
            	Text
          

        
        
          
            	
              Day 1, first month

            
            	
              Completion of tabernacle

            
            	
              Exodus 40:2; Numbers 7:1

            
          

          
            	
            
            	
              Laws for offerings begin

            
            	
              Leviticus 1:1

            
          

          
            	
            
            	
              Offerings for altar begin

            
            	
              Numbers 7:3

            
          

          
            	
            
            	
              Ordination of priests begins

            
            	
              Leviticus 8:1

            
          

          
            	
              Day 8, first month

            
            	
              Ordination of priests completed

            
            	
              Leviticus 9:1

            
          

          
            	
              Day 12, first month

            
            	
              Offerings for altar completed

            
            	
              Numbers 7:78

            
          

          
            	
            
            	
              Appointment of Levites

            
            	
              Numbers 8:5

            
          

          
            	
              Day 14, first month

            
            	
              Second Passover

            
            	
              Numbers 9:2

            
          

          
            	
              Day 1, second month

            
            	
              Census begins

            
            	
              Numbers 1:1

            
          

          
            	
              Day 14, second month

            
            	
              Passover for those unclean

            
            	
              Numbers 9:11

            
          

          
            	
              Day 20, second month

            
            	
              The cloud moves, the camp begins its trek

            
            	
              Numbers 10:11

            
          

        
      

      The focus in the chapter is on the tabernacle (hammiškān), the “dwelling place of God” (v.1), and the altar (hammizbēaḥ), the point of approach to God’s dwelling. After Moses had completed supervising the construction and erection of the sacred tent and its altar, he anointed and consecrated them for the Lord’s special services. The verb “anoint” is the same term used for the anointing of special persons (see Note). The second verb used of the dedication rites is “consecrated.” It was a declarative action (see Note), to be noted by those present that the tabernacle and its furnishings and the altar and its implements were no longer common items but were now marked out as special, distinct, and other. The common was now sacred; the ordinary was now set apart to the worship of God.

      2–3 Then the leaders of the tribes, whom we have met already in chs. 1 and 2, came forward with their first gifts. The Hebrew word for their gifts is qorbān (GK 7933), a noun related to the verb meaning “to bring near” (qārab in the Hiphil). This type of language is particularly apt, for the leaders were “bringing near” to the symbols of God’s presence their own gifts. These gifts were necessary and utilitarian.

      There were six carts, each drawn by a pair of oxen, for the special use of the priests in transporting the elements of the sacred tent and its furnishings when the people would set out on their march toward Canaan. The Hebrew word for “cart” (ʿagālâ) is modified by the noun ṣâb (“litter”), used only here and in Isaiah 66:20. This phrase has traditionally been understood to describe a covered wagon, though the precise meaning of the wording is debated. Covered wagons would certainly be appropriate for transporting the sacred items. I suspect the pairs of oxen were matched and stately, suitably chosen for their significant work.

      NOTE

      1 [image: ] (māšaḥ; GK 5417) has the basic meaning of “to smear, anoint” (see also discussion of this word at 3:3; 18:8). It can be used of covering a surface with paint (as in Jer 22:14) but is used especially for the anointing of a person or an object with olive oil in a ritual of consecration. When anointing was done of persons such as priests, kings, and prophets, the oil was poured on the head of the sacral person (e.g., Ex 28:41; 1Ki 1:45; 19:16). When anointing was done of objects, the oil could be poured or smeared over the surface of sacred things. Jacob anointed a sacred pillar before the Lord at Bethel (Ge 31:13), and Moses was commanded to anoint the altar of the tabernacle (Ex 29:36). The oil that was to be used in these consecrating ceremonies is described in Exodus 30:23–25. It was an extraordinary oil blended with exotic spices in exacting proportions and termed “a sacred anointing oil,” the recipe for which was sacrosanct; unauthorized use or duplication of it was an affront to the holiness of God and was grounds for being cut off from the people of God (v.33).

      [image: ] (wayqaddēš, “and [he] consecrated”) is a form of the verb [image: ] (qādaš, “to be holy”; GK 7727). This verb in the Piel stem used here means “to make holy, set apart.”

      (b) The distribution of the carts and oxen (7:4–9)

      
        4The LORD said to Moses, 5“Accept these from them, that they may be used in the work at the Tent of Meeting. Give them to the Levites as each man’s work requires.”

        6So Moses took the carts and oxen and gave them to the Levites. 7He gave two carts and four oxen to the Gershonites, as their work required, 8and he gave four carts and eight oxen to the Merarites, as their work required. They were all under the direction of Ithamar son of Aaron, the priest. 9But Moses did not give any to the Kohathites, because they were to carry on their shoulders the holy things, for which they were responsible.

      

      COMMENTARY

      4–9 Following the command of God, Moses took these six covered carts and their respective pairs of oxen and distributed them to the three Levitical families based on their need and their particular responsibilities. Two of the carts and their four oxen he gave to the families of Gershon for their work in transporting the varied curtains of the tabernacle and the courtyard (see 4:24–28); the other four carts and their pairs of oxen went to the families of Merari for their work in transporting the frames, crossbars, posts, bases, ropes, and pegs of the tabernacle and the courtyard (see 4:29–33). Moses made these divisions of carts and oxen based on the needs that each family had for transporting the material of the tabernacle.

      The Kohathites, by contrast, were not given any carts; they were to carry the holy things on their shoulders, with staves placed through the carrying loops (see 4:4–20; esp. vv.6, 8, 11–12, 14). This prohibition of the use of carts for the holiest objects was not followed by David in his first attempt to transport the ark to the city of Jerusalem, following the establishment of his kingdom (see 2Sa 6:3). This untoward act led to the death of Uzzah, who attempted to stabilize the ark as it seemed about to tumble from the cart (v.7). The lesson was drastic, but David learned from it. He had the priests carry it the second time (v.13).

      (c) The plan of the tribal offerings (7:10–11)

      
        10When the altar was anointed, the leaders brought their offerings for its dedication and presented them before the altar. 11For the LORD had said to Moses, “Each day one leader is to bring his offering for the dedication of the altar.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      10–11 The Hebrew text is emphatic in v.11: “And Yahweh said to Moses, one leader for one day, one leader for one day, let them bring their offering near for the dedication of the altar” (my translation). The repetition of “one leader for one day” shows the pacing that God required. Each leader’s gift was worth a day’s celebration. None of the collections of gifts was to be grouped with others, none of the leaders was to be bunched with others. Each leader, with the people he represented, was to have his day in the sun—better, his day of approach with significant gifts to the supernal presence of Yahweh.

      (d) The offerings of the twelve tribes (7:12–83)

      
        12The one who brought his offering on the first day was Nahshon son of Amminadab of the tribe of Judah.

        13His offering was one silver plate weighing a hundred and thirty shekels, and one silver sprinkling bowl weighing seventy shekels, both according to the sanctuary shekel, each filled with fine flour mixed with oil as a grain offering; 14one gold dish weighing ten shekels, filled with incense; 15one young bull, one ram and one male lamb a year old, for a burnt offering; 16one male goat for a sin offering; 17and two oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old, to be sacrificed as a fellowship offering. This was the offering of Nahshon son of Amminadab.

        18On the second day Nethanel son of Zuar, the leader of Issachar, brought his offering.

        19The offering he brought was one silver plate weighing a hundred and thirty shekels, and one silver sprinkling bowl weighing seventy shekels, both according to the sanctuary shekel, each filled with fine flour mixed with oil as a grain offering; 20one gold dish weighing ten shekels, filled with incense; 21one young bull, one ram and one male lamb a year old, for a burnt offering; 22one male goat for a sin offering; 23and two oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old, to be sacrificed as a fellowship offering. This was the offering of Nethanel son of Zuar.

        24On the third day, Eliab son of Helon, the leader of the people of Zebulun, brought his offering.

        25His offering was one silver plate weighing a hundred and thirty shekels, and one silver sprinkling bowl weighing seventy shekels, both according to the sanctuary shekel, each filled with fine flour mixed with oil as a grain offering; 26one gold dish weighing ten shekels, filled with incense; 27one young bull, one ram and one male lamb a year old, for a burnt offering; 28one male goat for a sin offering; 29and two oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old, to be sacrificed as a fellowship offering. This was the offering of Eliab son of Helon.

        30On the fourth day Elizur son of Shedeur, the leader of the people of Reuben, brought his offering.

        31His offering was one silver plate weighing a hundred and thirty shekels, and one silver sprinkling bowl weighing seventy shekels, both according to the sanctuary shekel, each filled with fine flour mixed with oil as a grain offering; 32one gold dish weighing ten shekels, filled with incense; 33one young bull, one ram and one male lamb a year old, for a burnt offering; 34one male goat for a sin offering; 35and two oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old, to be sacrificed as a fellowship offering. This was the offering of Elizur son of Shedeur.

        36On the fifth day Shelumiel son of Zurishaddai, the leader of the people of Simeon, brought his offering.

        37His offering was one silver plate weighing a hundred and thirty shekels, and one silver sprinkling bowl weighing seventy shekels, both according to the sanctuary shekel, each filled with fine flour mixed with oil as a grain offering; 38one gold dish weighing ten shekels, filled with incense; 39one young bull, one ram and one male lamb a year old, for a burnt offering; 40one male goat for a sin offering; 41and two oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old, to be sacrificed as a fellowship offering. This was the offering of Shelumiel son of Zurishaddai.

        42On the sixth day Eliasaph son of Deuel, the leader of the people of Gad, brought his offering.

        43His offering was one silver plate weighing a hundred and thirty shekels, and one silver sprinkling bowl weighing seventy shekels, both according to the sanctuary shekel, each filled with fine flour mixed with oil as a grain offering; 44one gold dish weighing ten shekels, filled with incense; 45one young bull, one ram and one male lamb a year old, for a burnt offering; 46one male goat for a sin offering; 47and two oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old, to be sacrificed as a fellowship offering. This was the offering of Eliasaph son of Deuel.

        48On the seventh day Elishama son of Ammihud, the leader of the people of Ephraim, brought his offering.

        49His offering was one silver plate weighing a hundred and thirty shekels, and one silver sprinkling bowl weighing seventy shekels, both according to the sanctuary shekel, each filled with fine flour mixed with oil as a grain offering; 50one gold dish weighing ten shekels, filled with incense; 51one young bull, one ram and one male lamb a year old, for a burnt offering; 52one male goat for a sin offering; 53and two oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old, to be sacrificed as a fellowship offering. This was the offering of Elishama son of Ammihud.

        54On the eighth day Gamaliel son of Pedahzur, the leader of the people of Manasseh, brought his offering.

        55His offering was one silver plate weighing a hundred and thirty shekels, and one silver sprinkling bowl weighing seventy shekels, both according to the sanctuary shekel, each filled with fine flour mixed with oil as a grain offering; 56one gold dish weighing ten shekels, filled with incense; 57one young bull, one ram and one male lamb a year old, for a burnt offering; 58one male goat for a sin offering; 59and two oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old, to be sacrificed as a fellowship offering. This was the offering of Gamaliel son of Pedahzur.

        60On the ninth day Abidan son of Gideoni, the leader of the people of Benjamin, brought his offering.

        61His offering was one silver plate weighing a hundred and thirty shekels, and one silver sprinkling bowl weighing seventy shekels, both according to the sanctuary shekel, each filled with fine flour mixed with oil as a grain offering; 62one gold dish weighing ten shekels, filled with incense; 63one young bull, one ram and one male lamb a year old, for a burnt offering; 64one male goat for a sin offering; 65and two oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old, to be sacrificed as a fellowship offering. This was the offering of Abidan son of Gideoni.

        66On the tenth day Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai, the leader of the people of Dan, brought his offering.

        67His offering was one silver plate weighing a hundred and thirty shekels, and one silver sprinkling bowl weighing seventy shekels, both according to the sanctuary shekel, each filled with fine flour mixed with oil as a grain offering; 68one gold dish weighing ten shekels, filled with incense; 69one young bull, one ram and one male lamb a year old, for a burnt offering; 70one male goat for a sin offering; 71and two oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old, to be sacrificed as a fellowship offering. This was the offering of Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai.

        72On the eleventh day Pagiel son of Ocran, the leader of the people of Asher, brought his offering.

        73His offering was one silver plate weighing a hundred and thirty shekels, and one silver sprinkling bowl weighing seventy shekels, both according to the sanctuary shekel, each filled with fine flour mixed with oil as a grain offering; 74one gold dish weighing ten shekels, filled with incense; 75one young bull, one ram and one male lamb a year old, for a burnt offering; 76one male goat for a sin offering; 77and two oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old, to be sacrificed as a fellowship offering. This was the offering of Pagiel son of Ocran.

        78On the twelfth day Ahira son of Enan, the leader of the people of Naphtali, brought his offering.

        79His offering was one silver plate weighing a hundred and thirty shekels, and one silver sprinkling bowl weighing seventy shekels, both according to the sanctuary shekel, each filled with fine flour mixed with oil as a grain offering; 80one gold dish weighing ten shekels, filled with incense; 81one young bull, one ram and one male lamb a year old, for a burnt offering; 82one male goat for a sin offering; 83and two oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old, to be sacrificed as a fellowship offering. This was the offering of Ahira son of Enan.

      

      COMMENTARY

      12–83 The leaders of the twelve tribes have already been named in 1:5–15 and 2:3–32. The order of the presentation of their great offerings to the Lord is the same as the order of march: first the triad of tribes encamped to the east of the tabernacle (Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun; 2:3–9; 7:12, 18, 24); then the triad of tribes encamped to the south (Reuben, Simeon, and Gad; 2:10–16; 7:30, 36, 42); then the triad on the west (Ephraim, Manasseh, and Benjamin; 2:18–24; 7:48, 54, 60); finally those on the north (Dan, Asher, and Naphtali; 2:25–31; 7:66, 72, 78).

      The gifts of each of the twelve worthies were the same:

      
        	one silver platter weighing about 1.5 kilograms;

        	one silver sprinkling bowl weighing about 0.8 kilogram;

        	one gold ladle weighing about 110 grams;

        	the plate and bowl containing flour mixed with oil for a grain offering;

        	the ladle filled with incense;

        	one young bull, one ram, and one male lamb for a burnt offering;

        	one buck goat for a sin offering;

        	two oxen, five rams, five buck goats, and five male lambs for a fellowship offering.

      

      These gifts were all to be used in the worship patterns of the temple service. The “silver plate” (v.13) may have been used in association with the bread of the Presence. The sprinkling bowls were for the blood that would be sprinkled on the altar. The golden “dish” (kap, lit., “palm of the hand”; v.14) may have been used for incense, as this was the way it was presented to the Lord. The shekel used to weigh the silver and gold gifts is termed the “sanctuary shekel” (v.13), as against the half-value shekel sometimes used. The MT uses this phrase with the “sprinkling bowl,” which the NIV (probably correctly) implies to extend to the weight of the “dish” as well (v.13). The weight of the sanctuary shekel was established in Exodus 30:13 as “twenty gerahs” (= .403 ounce or 11.4 grams; see Gleason L. Archer Jr., “The Metrology of the Old Testament,” EBC1, 1:379).

      Attempts to determine what something was worth in terms of our present economy are futile for at least three reasons: (1) the economy of ancient Israel was not a money-based system, as in our day; (2) the relative values of gold and silver were likely closer to each other than they are in our day; and (3) the abundance or scarcity of silver and gold at any given period is difficult to ascertain. Certainly these gifts were regarded as substantial, particularly so coming from a people so recently enslaved. They had despoiled the Egyptians (Ex 12:35–36) to enrich the worship of their God. The incense that filled the dishes was the prescribed, fragrant incense of Exodus 30:34.

      Obviously the writer might more easily have said that each of the twelve leaders brought the same magnificent offerings to the Lord on his appointed day during the twelve-day celebrative period. How are we to regard his seeming excess of repetitive detail throughout the long chapter? Is it not possible that in this daily listing we catch a glimpse of the magnificent pomp and ceremony attending these gifts? Do we not see the genuine spirit of worship of each of the successive tribes as their turn came to bring gifts to the Lord? And finally, do we not see the joy of the Lord in his reception of these gifts? This chapter has a stately charm, a leisurely pace, and a studied sense of magnificence as each tribe in its turn was able to make gifts to God that he received with pleasure.

      This text gives warrant to the ideas of rite and ritual, of ceremony and tradition. For many Christians in free churches, ritual and ceremony are regarded with suspicion, if not with disdain. Yet ritual and ceremony are deeply imbedded in the Scriptures. This text describes events in which the people took joy and in which they believed there was the corresponding joy of the Lord. As we have noted already, the daily pacing of the gifts was the directive of the Lord; their obedience was the prompt for his joy (v.11).

      Analogies of the repetition found in this chapter may be made with graduation ceremonies. Sometimes when schools are very large, degrees are granted en masse; sometimes this is done on an athletic field. No names are read, and no graduates cross the platform for a handshake and the receipt of a diploma. The class is asked to stand, all are pronounced in receipt of their degrees, and word is made that their diplomas will be in the mail. In smaller schools the situation is markedly different. Here each name is read, and each student crosses the platform; each receives a diploma and a handshake and may even hear a few personal words. This latter type of highly personalized situation is reflected in Numbers 7.

      NOTE

      13 Many readers of the Bible think that the term [image: ] (šeqel, “shekel, weight”; GK 9203) refers to coinage of silver or gold. But coinage did not develop in ancient times until the Persian period. The use of the term shekel in this passage to describe the actual weight of consecrated objects shows the true situation. A major work on biblical coinage is David Hendin’s Guide to Biblical Coins (4th ed.; New York: Amphora, 2001), with values by Herbert Kreindler. Hendin’s chapter 2 (“A Time before Coins,” 57–69) explains varied uses of the term shekel and the development of the official Judean shekel-weight system in the First Temple Period. The shekel then weighed approximately 11.4 grams and was divided into 20 gerah units, with other fractions called pim, nezê, and beka (see Hendin, 61). Dever (What Did the Biblical Writers Know? 221–28) also has a helpful description (along with a graph) of the shekel-weight system.

      (e) The totals of the offerings (7:84–88)

      
        84These were the offerings of the Israelite leaders for the dedication of the altar when it was anointed: twelve silver plates, twelve silver sprinkling bowls and twelve gold dishes. 85Each silver plate weighed a hundred and thirty shekels, and each sprinkling bowl seventy shekels. Altogether, the silver dishes weighed two thousand four hundred shekels, according to the sanctuary shekel. 86The twelve gold dishes filled with incense weighed ten shekels each, according to the sanctuary shekel. Altogether, the gold dishes weighed a hundred and twenty shekels. 87The total number of animals for the burnt offering came to twelve young bulls, twelve rams and twelve male lambs a year old, together with their grain offering. Twelve male goats were used for the sin offering. 88The total number of animals for the sacrifice of the fellowship offering came to twenty-four oxen, sixty rams, sixty male goats and sixty male lambs a year old. These were the offerings for the dedication of the altar after it was anointed.

      

      COMMENTARY

      84–88 At long last the twelve-day procession of givers and gifts came to its conclusion. Each tribal leader had his moment, each tribe its opportunity, and on each day there was experienced the smile of the Lord. In characteristic Hebrew style, this paragraph gives the sums of the twelve sets of gifts, a further witness to the opulence of the offerings, the festive nature of the ritual of presentation, and the sense of celebration each tribe had in its part. The totals are given in fine mathematical detail. The addition of elements in this type of paragraph shows that numerical precision was possible in ancient Israel and that numbers may be transmitted with care. The ordinary use of numbers in this section is important, as we think of their possible rhetorical use in ch. 1, with its seemingly immense numbers of fighters for each tribe.

      (f) Moses’ conversation with God (7:89)

      
        89When Moses entered the Tent of Meeting to speak with the LORD, he heard the voice speaking to him from between the two cherubim above the atonement cover on the ark of the Testimony. And he spoke with him.

      

      COMMENTARY

      89 The climax came when Moses heard the voice of the Lord speaking to him from the central shrine, amid the cherubim, and over the atonement cover. Communion was established between the Lord and his prophet; the people now had an advocate with the Lord. All the sumptuous gifts of the people through their tribal leaders had had their effect. The eternal Yahweh now spoke to Moses and through Moses to the people. Moses might also speak to God for the people. There was access to heaven within this shrine. Here was forgiveness of sin. Here was grace and here was mercy. Here was the voice of God, as promised in Exodus 25:22.

      Many scholars have assumed that God is to be pictured as enthroned on the cherubim that were on the mercy seat of the ark. It seems far more likely, however, that the cherubim and the mercy seat of the ark are symbols of the Divine Presence and that the voice of God came to Moses from amid that cluster of symbols. The description of the construction of the ark, the cover of atonement, and the cherubim is given in Exodus 37:1–9. The workmanship must have been exquisite; it was the special work of the Spirit-endowed craftsman Bezalel. But more exquisite than the cherubim of hammered gold or the atonement cover of pure gold was the invaluable voice of God. It was that voice that Moses heard (see ch. 12).

      There is something of a play on words in this verse. It begins with the activities of Moses: “When Moses entered the Tent of Meeting to speak with the LORD. . . .” The verse ends, “And he [Yahweh] spoke with him [Moses].”

      iv. Setting up the lamps and the separation and age of service of the Levites (8:1–26)

      OVERVIEW

      Chapter 8 deals with two issues: lamps and Levites. Both the proper setting of the lamps and the distinction of the Levites from the community are further elements in the purification of the nation in preparation for the holy task God had prepared for his people. One may wonder: Is there a possible connection intended in the materials of this chapter between the proper positioning of the lamps within the tabernacle and the Levites outside in the camp? Perhaps as the lamps were to be properly focused on the bread of the Presence, so the Levites were to have their proper stance within the community. Lamps not properly focused would give poorly diffused light; God’s intent was illumination. Levites not properly positioned within the community would give a diffused picture; God’s intention was that the nation should understand who the Levites were and what they presented of the nature of God.

      (a) Setting up the lamps (8:1–4)

      
        1The LORD said to Moses, 2“Speak to Aaron and say to him, ‘When you set up the seven lamps, they are to light the area in front of the lampstand.’”

        3Aaron did so; he set up the lamps so that they faced forward on the lampstand, just as the LORD commanded Moses. 4This is how the lampstand was made: It was made of hammered gold—from its base to its blossoms. The lampstand was made exactly like the pattern the LORD had shown Moses.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 Chapter 8 begins in the characteristic manner of the book of Numbers, with the formulaic words: “The LORD said to Moses.” As noted on other occasions, these words serve a double purpose: they present a new topic and thus may be regarded as a narrator’s device. But they are more than just the sign of a new topic; they are the reminder of the divine origin of the words and of the role Moses had as the intermediary between God and humans.

      2 The seven lamps and the lampstand (cf. the wording of “seven golden lampstands” in Rev 1:12–13, and following) are described more fully in Exodus 25:31–40. There we find the notations of the exquisite beauty of the lampstand (see Note). It was made of hammered pure gold and consisted of a base, a shaft, and seven branches (three on each side of the central shaft), with cups shaped like almond blossoms, along with other decorative buds and blossoms. The lampstand must have been truly elegant, a stunning symbol of the God who created light as the first of his works, of the Lord who illuminates—a symbol of God, who is light.

      In this chapter the new information concerns the direction of the light: it was to be cast forward from the lampstand. This chapter does not explain what might be significant in this positioning. Only when we think through the relative positioning of the other furnishings of the tabernacle are we able to see the point of the paragraph: the lamps were to be positioned so that they would light the area in front of the lampstand, that is, the area where the bread of the Presence was displayed. In this way there would always be light on the bread; the twin symbols of life would work together to speak of the life-giving mercies of the Lord, whose attention was ever on his people.

      As one entered the Holy Place, the golden lampstand would be on the left side and the table of the bread of the Presence on the right side, with the altar of incense straight ahead. Beyond that altar was the veil leading into the Most Holy Place, housing the ark, with the “mercy seat” (NASB; “atonement cover,” NIV) and the cherubim.

      3–4 Aaron obeyed the command of God in the proper focusing of the lamps (v.3); then the text reminds us of the beauty of the design of the lampstand (v.4). The most remarkable aspect is the note that the lampstand was made in exact accordance with the pattern the Lord had given to Moses. The pattern of the lampstand was not a brilliant human artifice; its plan and design were of God (see Ex 25:40; also cf. Heb 8:5; Rev 1:12–20).

      NOTES

      2 [image: ] (menôrâ, “lampstand”) is commonly Anglicized as “menorah” (see also Ex 25:31). The term for the lampstand is associated with the word [image: ] (nēr, “lamp”), a word that is in the plural here ([image: ], nērôt, “lamps”; see also Ex 25:37). Household lamps in the Late Bronze Age (ca. 1550–1200 BC) were terra-cotta (baked clay) bowls of about six or more inches in diameter with a depression of an inch or so to hold the olive oil, which was the fuel. A pinched area along the rim of the bowl held the wick (often made of flax). Thousands of examples of baked-clay lamps from all periods of Israel’s history are available today from archaeological excavations. The typing of pottery lamps and bowls is one of the principal means used to give a relative date to a stratum of an archaeological excavation (a “dig”). The standard reference work on pottery from biblical times is Ruth Amiran’s Ancient Pottery of the Holy Land: From Its Beginnings in the Neolithic Period to the End of the Iron Age (Jerusalem: Massada, 1969); plate 59 (189) describes lamps from the Late Bronze Age.

      No examples of the grand lamps or lampstands have surfaced from the tabernacle—or from the First Temple (the temple built by Solomon). At the time of this writing, the only ancient item that has been discovered that is believed actually to have been used in the First Temple is a beautiful, pomegranate-shaped ivory censor head. It is all the more remarkable in that it has an inscription in Hebrew: lby [yhw]h qdš khnm, “Belonging to [Yahwe]h, holy to the priests.” See André Lamaire, “Probable Head of Priestly Scepter from Solomon’s Temple Surfaces,” BAR 10/1 (January–February 1984): 24–29. The authenticity of this inscription, however, has recently been challenged.

      4 [image: ] (marʾeh, “appearance”; “pattern,” NIV) is a nominal form from the verb [image: ] (rāʾâ, “to see”), used here in the Hiphil with the meaning “to show.” This is a familiar Hebrew device in which the object is from the same root as the verb (a cognate accusative), a device that plays to the eye and the ear and brings emphasis on the object.

      (b) The separation of the Levites (8:5–22)

      OVERVIEW

      A pattern used in Numbers is to move from the priests to the Levites (cf. 4:5–15a, priests, with 4:15b, Levites); here the brief paragraph on priestly duties is followed by a more extensive section on the Levites. Another pattern in Numbers is to interweave texts dealing with lay persons and texts dealing with sacral persons (a point noted by Victor P. Hamilton, Handbook on the Pentateuch [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1982], 328). Chapters 1–2 deal with laypersons, chs. 3–4 with sacral persons, the sections 5:1–6:21 with laypersons, 6:22–27 with sacral persons, 7:1–89 with laypersons; and ch. 8 with sacral persons.

      Numbers 8 is a significant text on the role and nature of the Levites in ancient Israel; it is also an important reminder of the theology of redemption. The Levites belonged to the Lord in exchange for his deliverance of the firstborn sons of Israel during the tenth plague in Egypt.

      (i) Their ceremonial cleansing (8:5–14)

      
        5The LORD said to Moses: 6“Take the Levites from among the other Israelites and make them ceremonially clean. 7To purify them, do this: Sprinkle the water of cleansing on them; then have them shave their whole bodies and wash their clothes, and so purify themselves. 8Have them take a young bull with its grain offering of fine flour mixed with oil; then you are to take a second young bull for a sin offering. 9Bring the Levites to the front of the Tent of Meeting and assemble the whole Israelite community. 10You are to bring the Levites before the LORD, and the Israelites are to lay their hands on them. 11Aaron is to present the Levites before the LORD as a wave offering from the Israelites, so that they may be ready to do the work of the LORD.

        12“After the Levites lay their hands on the heads of the bulls, use the one for a sin offering to the LORD and the other for a burnt offering, to make atonement for the Levites. 13Have the Levites stand in front of Aaron and his sons and then present them as a wave offering to the LORD. 14In this way you are to set the Levites apart from the other Israelites, and the Levites will be mine.

      

      COMMENTARY

      5–10 This section (vv.5–14) describes the cleansing of the Levites and may be compared with the account detailing the ordination of Aaron and his sons to the priesthood (Lev 8). The Levites were helpers to the priests, and the language describing their consecration is somewhat distinct from that of the priests. The priests were made holy, the Levites clean; the priests were anointed and washed, the Levites were sprinkled; the priests were given new garments, the Levites washed theirs; blood was applied to the priests, water was sprinkled over the Levites.

      One of the refrains in this section is the idea that the Levites were taken from among (mittōk, “from the midst of”) the people (see vv.6, 14, 16, 19), thus reminding us that the Levites were distinct from the other tribes. They were to have no tribal allotment; their homes would be spread throughout the other tribes, but they were drawn from the tribes to have a special service before the Lord in assisting the priests.

      The verb ṭāhar (GK 3197) in v.6 describes ceremonial cleansing. In the Piel stem it speaks of cleansing, making pure—of cleansing ceremonially. The verb is used, for example, in the cleansing process for the altar of incense by applying blood from a sin offering. The cleansing process of the Levites was to begin with a sprinkling of water on them rather than with a sprinkling of blood. This water is termed mê haṭṭāʾt (lit., “water of sin”; v.7), a phrase taken to mean “water of cleansing” or “purification from sin.” A similar phrase is found in 19:9, mê niddâ (“water of cleansing”) for purification from sin. The phrase “water of sin” may also be compared with the phrase mê hammārîm hamʾārarîm (“bitter water producing cursing”) in 5:18, used in the rite of the woman suspected of adultery.

      The second factor in the cleansing of the Levites was the shaving of their entire bodies (v.7). This symbolic act speaks of the fullness of their cleansing, as in the case of the ritual cleansing of one cured of a serious skin disorder (Lev 14:8; see comments on Nu 5:2). Shaving the entire body, not just the head, was in some ways a return to innocence and an initiative symbol of purity. It is well known that hair tends to be dirty; bodily hair needs to be cleansed regularly, for the follicles tend to collect and hold dirt. The ancient Egyptians were fastidious about cleanliness; they shaved their bodies regularly and wore wigs. They were also concerned with head lice, so the shaving of the head was a protection in that regard. According to Herodotus (2.37), Egyptian priests shaved their whole bodies every other day.

      The cleansing of the Levites in Israel seems not to have been a repeated action but an initial rite of purification. Since Semitic men were characterized generally in the ancient world by wearing beards and by ample body hair, the shaving of these men’s bodies must have been regarded as a remarkable act of devotion to God.

      The third factor in cleansing the Levites was washing their garments. The verb used for washing is kābas (a verb meaning “to tread, walk” [GK 3891], related to the Akkadian kabāsu, “to tread down, wash garments by treading”). The verb pictorially represents the ancient form of washing clothing. The same verb was used to describe the cleansing that had to be done by the whole nation when Moses was about to go to the mountain to meet with the Lord (Ex 19:10, 14). On occasion kābas is used in parallel with rāḥaṣ (“to wash the person”; e.g., Lev 14:8; 15:5).

      Following the sprinkling with water of purification, the shaving of their bodies, and the washing of their clothes, the Levites were ready for the next step in their purification: the presentation of their offerings and sacrifices to God. They were each to bring two bulls along with the fine flour mixed with oil that constituted the grain offering. These items would then be presented by Moses before the Tent of Meeting, with the nation gathered to witness the event (vv.8–9). The people (their representatives) would then place their hands on the Levites (v.10) as a means of identifying with them. The Levites had come from among the people; now they would stand in their place before the Divine Presence. This was a solemn act, worthy of reflection. The Levites were the substitutes for the nation; by placing hands on them, the people of the nation dramatically acknowledged this substitutionary act (see 8:16–18).

      11–14 Our text makes a subtle move from the placing of the hands of the people on the Levites to the placing of the hands of the Levites on the two bulls. This is delicious—a double substitution! The Levites substituted for the people, the bulls substituted for the Levites. The bulls, with this double signification, were then made sacrifices of sin offering and burnt offering to provide atonement for the Levites. This double ritual was engaging; persons present for these actions must have had their attention riveted to the ritual, wondering at its meaning.

      In v.11 Aaron is brought more directly into the picture, as he was to present the Levites as a “wave offering” before the Lord. The notion of a “wave offering” is somewhat mysterious to us. We have some concept of burning sacrifices, of pouring out libations, and of presenting grain offerings. But the “wave” offering is the most obscure. Its idea was to hold an object, usually the part of the offering that ordinarily would be the food for the priests, before the Lord, wave it back and forth, and then keep it for one’s own use. Presenting an offering in this manner was unusually symbolic—as indeed was all sacrifice!

      In the case of the Levites, presumably Aaron and his sons placed their hands on the Levites’ shoulders and caused them to move from side to side in a symbolic way to represent the fact that they were a living sacrifice (see Ro 12:1–2) presented before the Lord; now they belonged to the priests to assist them in their work of service in the tabernacle. In this way the Levites were separated from the rest of the community; they belonged to the Lord, and in turn they belonged to the priests.

      (ii) Their position before the Lord (8:15–19)

      
        15“After you have purified the Levites and presented them as a wave offering, they are to come to do their work at the Tent of Meeting. 16They are the Israelites who are to be given wholly to me. I have taken them as my own in place of the firstborn, the first male offspring from every Israelite woman. 17Every firstborn male in Israel, whether man or animal, is mine. When I struck down all the firstborn in Egypt, I set them apart for myself. 18And I have taken the Levites in place of all the firstborn sons in Israel. 19Of all the Israelites, I have given the Levites as gifts to Aaron and his sons to do the work at the Tent of Meeting on behalf of the Israelites and to make atonement for them so that no plague will strike the Israelites when they go near the sanctuary.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      15–16 Here the Lord acknowledged the Levites as his particular possession. The Hebrew uses the Qal passive participle netunîm (meaning “a given one,” from nātan, “to give”) and doubles the word: netunîm netunîm, “given, given,” meaning “given wholly” (v.16). The Levites were the substitutes for the firstborn of every mother in Israel.

      The story line of salvation comes through strongly here—it centers on Passover! Israel had been in Egypt. The tenth plague was imminent. Faithful people had slaughtered a lamb, roasted it, and were eating it along with bitter herbs and matzo bread. When Yahweh (see Note on v.17) was passing over the camp of the people of Israel, he looked for blood on the posts and lintel of each home. Where that blood was found, the Lord “passed over.” No one inside died. All lived. But in those homes that lacked the prescribed blood, there came blood; instead of the blood of an animal on the bracing of the door, there was blood in the bed of the oldest child; for the Lord had extracted the most vicious toll, the death of the firstborn. The firstborn children of the faithful Israelites were not killed. They lived. But for them a price needed to be paid, and that price was the Levites. The Levites were to be taken in the service of God (v.15) as a redemptive substitute for the firstborn whose lives were spared in homes displaying the sacrifical blood on post and lintel.

      17 The statement “every . . . man or animal” is inclusive. No similar ritual was necessary for the animals; the focus was on people.

      18–19 The Levites were the people given to the Lord for his exclusive use (v.18; cf. v.14). In v.19 the Lord gave his Levites to the priests as their aids for the work of the ministry in the tabernacle worship. The Levites had three functions: (1) they served the priests in their work at the tabernacle, generally responsible for the heavy work that priestly duties demanded (laʿabōd ʿet-ʿabōdâ, lit., “to do the work of the work”); 2) they brought redemption for the firstborn of the nation (taḥat, “in place of”; vv.16, 18); and (3) they served as a protective hedge, an atonement (ûlekappēr, “and to make atonement”; v.19), against unwarranted approaches of the holy things, “so that no plague will strike the Israelites.” The Levites were a protective hedge for the community against trespass in sacred precincts of the tabernacle (see 1:53).

      In this language we have portraits of both the wrath and the mercy of the Lord. His wrath would be extended against evil assaults on his holiness, but in his mercy he had a protective hedge to prevent such confrontations. Throughout these chapters there is an insistence on God’s wrath and mercy and on his holiness and grace. To hold one of these excellencies out of balance with the other distorts in some manner the biblical portrait of our Father.

      NOTE

      17 [image: ] (hakkōtî kol–bekôr beʾereṣ miṣrayim, “I struck all the firstborn in the land of Egypt”) sets the record straight. It is not unusual for people to speak of “the angel of death” as the instrument of God on this horrific night; in fact, I did this myself in the 1990 edition of this commentary! But it was not “the angel of death” who engaged in this awful work; it was Yahweh himself. The awesome fact is that the Lord, the Creator of all and the Redeemer of Israel, was the one who destroyed the firstborn sons in all the homes of the Egyptians. In fact, in the words of the Haggadah, the liturgy for the Passover Seder, this fact is emphasized strongly. The words of this libretto of salvation insist that it was not an angel, not a seraph, but the Lord himself in his own glory who came near to deliver his people by this awesome act of judgment on their enemies.

      (iii) A summary of their separation (8:20–22)

      
        20Moses, Aaron and the whole Israelite community did with the Levites just as the LORD commanded Moses. 21The Levites purified themselves and washed their clothes. Then Aaron presented them as a wave offering before the LORD and made atonement for them to purify them. 22After that, the Levites came to do their work at the Tent of Meeting under the supervision of Aaron and his sons. They did with the Levites just as the LORD commanded Moses.

      

      COMMENTARY

      20–22 This section serves two functions: it reports the completion of the act of separation as a literary device; it also reports the obedience of the people as a mark of their initial compliance to the will and work of God. Verses of complete obedience to Yahweh’s commands occur regularly in the first chapters of Numbers (see 1:54; 2:34; 3:16, 51; 4:49; 5:4; 8:4, 20, 22; 9:5, 23). The implicit obedience of Moses and the people of Israel to God’s commands in the areas of ritual and regimen leave us unprepared for their complaints against his loving character and their outrageous breaches of faith in the rebellions that begin in ch. 11.

      (c) The age of service of the Levites (8:23–26)

      
        23The LORD said to Moses, 24“This applies to the Levites: Men twenty-five years old or more shall come to take part in the work at the Tent of Meeting, 25but at the age of fifty, they must retire from their regular service and work no longer. 26They may assist their brothers in performing their duties at the Tent of Meeting, but they themselves must not do the work. This, then, is how you are to assign the responsibilities of the Levites.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      23–26 At 4:3 the age for the service of the Levite is said to be from thirty to fifty. The present paragraph has the same upper limit but a new lower limit, twenty-five years. This is a controverted passage; the problem is not easily solved (see Note).

      After a Levite had reached the mandatory retirement age of fifty, he was still free to assist his younger coworkers as long as he was able to do so (perhaps at the great festivals), but he was no longer to do the hard and difficult work he had done in his prime. Again, in these regulations we sense the holiness and mercy of God. His holiness demanded that his ministers had to be fully able to do the work that was required of them; to slip or err in holy things was a most grievous offense. His mercy precluded a man from doing the work that was demanded when he might be past his physical prime. There were to be no elderly, doddering Levites stumbling about in the precincts of the Holy Place, carrying poles too heavy for them or doing things they were no longer fit to do.

      The last words of the chapter, “This, then, is how you are to assign the responsibilities of the Levites,” serve as a fine finish for the section that begins, “Take the Levites from among the other Israelites” (v.6). This is another example of the beauty of order in the book of Numbers. Not only was the camp to be ordered and the work of the cultic personnel to be done in order, so was the written record of these descriptions to be one in superb order. Finally, the order and organization presented by this chapter further elevated the significance of the Levites. They were treated with dignity and honor, for they held a special function in the worship of God for the good of the community.

      NOTE

      24 We know King David reduced to twenty the age for entering Levitical service (1Ch 23:24, 27), as the circumstances of the Levites’ work had greatly changed by the time of the monarchy (v.26). Yet it is difficult to imagine a change in circumstances between Numbers 4:3 and 8:24 (as Noordtzij, 81, suggests), if these texts are regarded as both from Moses and ultimately from God. Critical scholars, of course, seize on such contradictions as indicators of varied sources used in the making of the Pentateuch (Noth, 67, calls this “a later correction,” and Budd, 90–92, posits a highly complex picture of late editing). Yet one would think that such an obvious “blunder” could have been smoothed over by even a rather lazy redactor.

      The blatant distinction between the ages given in these two chapters (which naturally call for comparison) suggests the possibility that at the time these words were written no one saw any contradiction in these numbers. For these reasons the rabbinical harmonization of these two texts appears to be appropriate with their suggestion of a five-year period of apprenticeship. The contrary data in the texts themselves call for harmonization on the part of the reader—a demand for the careful reading of Scripture by those who are sympathetic to the integrity of the text. And this is the critical issue—prior sympathy with the text.

      Here is a negative example of the concept of prior sympathy, presented by means of analogy. As I am revising the words on this page, angry reports flood the American airwaves concerning charges by some African Americans whose lives were devastated by the ravages of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans in August 2005. These hurt, angry people testified before a committee of the American Congress, making damning, incendiary claims, that the levees of their city were deliberately destroyed by white officials as planned acts to annihilate the city’s black communities. People can believe such unfounded claims of “American genocide” only if they already have the mindset that white people (powerful and evil) could (and would) perpetrate such atrocities. A person who does not have that prior mindset finds the testimony of these unfortunate individuals to be misguided rantings of pain, not reliable reports of truth.

      So we revert now to a positive example of prior sympathy. The late Dr. John F. Walvoord, long-time president of the Dallas Theological Seminary, used to say in his classes something of the following, with regard to the issue of what to do when facing difficulties in the biblical text. “Imagine the Bible as a long-time friend,” he would say, “a friend whom you have learned to trust, to appreciate, to rely on—even with your very life. Then imagine that someone reports in your hearing something truly evil about your friend. What would your first inclination be?” Walvoord would say that if one’s knowledge, trust, and confidence in his or her friend were truly deep and stemmed from long-practiced experience, such a person would not immediately believe the accusation. “You would have a ‘wait and see’ attitude. You would want to investigate; you would not jump to a negative conclusion. You would look for a solution.” So it is with a prior sympathy toward the biblical text.

      v. The celebration of the Passover (9:1–14)

      OVERVIEW

      Numbers 9 begins with instruction and interaction—a dynamic exchange between the Lord and Moses that provides a rare glimpse into how the Lord’s instruction for his people could be modified on the basis of new conditions and circumstances (cf. also Nu 27). The theological implications of this dynamic are enormous, as we will see. The particular issue addressed in Numbers 9 concerns the command of the Lord for the celebration of the Passover in the second year of Israel’s redemption and the request for special treatment prompted by those who were ceremonially unclean at the time and hence excluded from participating in this sacred festival. The first Passover was celebrated in Egypt on the eve of the redemption of the nation from bondage (see Ex 12 for details). Now, a year later, the celebration was to be commemorated by the redeemed populace in the shadow of Mount Sinai.

      (a) The command to keep the Passover (9:1–5)

      
        1The LORD spoke to Moses in the Desert of Sinai in the first month of the second year after they came out of Egypt. He said, 2“Have the Israelites celebrate the Passover at the appointed time. 3Celebrate it at the appointed time, at twilight on the fourteenth day of this month, in accordance with all its rules and regulations.”

        4So Moses told the Israelites to celebrate the Passover, 5and they did so in the Desert of Sinai at twilight on the fourteenth day of the first month. The Israelites did everything just as the LORD commanded Moses.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 The arrangement of materials in Numbers is not strictly chronological, as we have observed from time to time. The events of this chapter actually precede the beginning of the census of 1:2 (“the first day of the second month of the second year”; 1:1). The first two months of the second year of redemption were an exceedingly busy period of activity. (See the Notes for a chronological listing of the events of chs. 1–10.) The long stay at the base of Mount Sinai was not a time of inactivity or indolence. It was a time of much activity in celebration of the goodness and mercy of the Lord and in preparation for what was expected to have been the soon triumphal march into the land of Canaan. The chronological discontinuity of this book suggests that the principle of arrangement is not time related (see Introduction: Unity and Organization).

      The first Passover was held in Egypt in the midst of the saving works of the Lord (Ex 12); this next one is to be celebrated in the Desert of Sinai in commemoration of his works, as commanded by him (Ex 12:14: “for the generations to come”). The celebration of Passover was to become a regular commemorative act by the redeemed Hebrew community, just as celebrating the Lord’s Supper is the regular commemorative act by the redeemed community in Christ.

      Verses 1–2 have two discreet emphases. The first concerns the appropriate time and the proper regulations for the Passover; the second is found in the verb “to celebrate.” Repeatedly in these few verses we find an interchange between the words “appropriate time” and “celebrate.” In these two words are compelling complementary ideas. The first is a proper focus on the demands, obligations, and rites of worship in Hebrew Scripture. The second is the opportunity for the people to reach out for the celebrative, enjoyable, and festive nature of that worship.

      Error may come in omitting either aspect. To lose sight of the regulation is to trespass in presumption. To forget the celebrative is to lose the joy and heart of worship; merely to follow the obligation is to slip into the dreary work of “religion.” Any approach to God by his people ought to meld these two ideas. Only in that which is appropriate is there really room for true celebration; celebration apart from a sense of the appropriate is the bittersweet failure of pseudo-happiness.

      3–4 The Hebrew term bên haʿarbayim, translated “at twilight” (v.3), speaks poignantly: “between the evenings,” denoting that period just between sunset and true darkness. In traditional Hebrew practice, this period is regarded as the end of one day and the beginning of the next. The official determination of the precise moment of twilight in Jewish tradition became that point where one could no longer distinguish between white and black threads when standing outside in the growing darkness.

      In addition to the emphasis on the appropriate timing of the Passover, we find ourselves impressed with the necessity for complete obedience to the legislation of the celebration. It was to be celebrated according to all of its statutes and judgments. These correlative words speak in hendiadys of complete compliance to detail, a full respect for and obedience to the regulations that God had established. This emphasis on complete obedience in the minute details can lead in two directions: (1) to the obedience of faith that regarded the minute details as important and that understood that compliance to them was that which would bring the pleasure of the Lord; (2) to legalism that found itself so preoccupied with the details and regulations as to lose the primary sense of the meaning God had in the legislation in the first place. We observe with sadness that the latter direction has characterized postbiblical Judaism, even as was the case in the lives of so many Hebrew people in the NT era.

      5 Verse 5 is a report of compliance—yet another example of the obedience of Israel to the demands of the Lord in these early chapters of Numbers. Reports such as this assure us that things were as they should have been. Yet these same reports ill-prepare us for the dreadful rebellion of Israel at Kadesh, described in the following chapters.

      NOTES

      1 The chronology of the first two months of the second year after the exodus is as follows.

      
        	1. The setting up of the tabernacle (7:1) was declared to be completed on the first day of the first month of the second year (Ex 40:2). On this day the cloud covered the tabernacle, as we will see later in this chapter (Nu 9:15–23). Then, in response to the symbol of God’s presence over the completed tabernacle, also on that day the first of the offerings from the twelve leaders of the tribes was given to the Lord (7:3–17). The presentation of the gifts from each tribe extended until the twelfth day of this month.

        	2. The setting apart of the Levites (8:26) presumably followed immediately after the twelve days of gifts, perhaps on the thirteenth day of the month. It seems unlikely that the setting apart of the Levites would have been on the same day as the last of the tribal gifts; to have another significant action on that day would have minimized the importance of the gifts of Ahira of Naphtali (7:78–83).

        	3. The second Passover was celebrated on the fourteenth day of the first month (9:5).

        	4. The census began on the first day of the second month (1:1–2).

        	5. Those who were ceremonially unclean at the time of the second Passover were permitted to celebrate it on the fourteenth day of the second month (9:11).

        	6. Then the cloud lifted and the march from Sinai began on the twentieth day of the second month (10:11).

      

      2 The verb used throughout this section is the common term [image: ] (ʿāśâ, “to do”). It has an extraordinary range of meaning in biblical usage. The translation “celebrate” for [image: ] (weyaʿaśû) is appropriate here because of the environment of the festival that Passover suggests.

      [image: ] (happesaḥ, “the Passover”) has three basic usages in the MT: (1) the sacrifice of the Passover, the associated communion meal (as in Ex 12:11, 27); (2) the animal that is sacrificed, the particular lamb or goat of Passover (as in Ex 12:21); and (3) the Feast of the Passover, which is the broader use (as in 9:2).

      [image: ] (bemôʿadô, “at the appointed time”) is from the verb [image: ] (yāʿad, “to appoint”). This word is the same as that used to describe the “Tent of Meeting” (12:4), which could also be called “the tent of the appointed meeting.”

      (b) The ceremonially unclean (9:6–8)

      
        6But some of them could not celebrate the Passover on that day because they were ceremonially unclean on account of a dead body. So they came to Moses and Aaron that same day 7and said to Moses, “We have become unclean because of a dead body, but why should we be kept from presenting the LORD’s offering with the other Israelites at the appointed time?”

        8Moses answered them, “Wait until I find out what the LORD commands concerning you.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      6–7 Crisis developed within the community because of ritual impurity on the part of some; they had come in contact with a dead body. As seen in 5:1, such contact rendered a person ritually unclean and no longer able to participate in the community until rites of purification had been completed (see v.2). Hence a person in a state of ritual impurity would not have been permitted to participate in the celebrative Feast of the Passover. The section points to two issues: (1) the desire of these people to obey God fully in his calls for worship and festivals, and (2) the formidable obstacle of participation based on ritual uncleanness.

      The concept of ritual impurity is so foreign to modern thinking as to be nearly unintelligible to most readers. The idea of being “unclean” is not simply that of being physically soiled, of course, though that which was dirty might have been a physical presentment of what was “unclean.” The best way for us to think of the notion of “uncleanness” is as a teaching device to remind the people of Israel of the holiness of God. The idea that any person at all might have the effrontery to dare to approach the presence of the Lord is audacious in itself. Only by God’s grace might anyone come before him to worship. By developing a concept of ritual purity, an external symbol, the notion of internal purity might be presented.

      In the Bible the notions of external symbols are representative of internal realities. Only the obdurate miss the point here. In Jesus’ numerous confrontations with the Pharisees, the principal battle was not over the essential demands of God but centered on the tendencies the Pharisees had in focusing on external compliance without due attention to internal meaning (see, e.g., Mt 23:27–28). In the present passage, the recognition of ceremonial uncleanness on the part of some people and their consequent inability to participate in the activities of celebrative worship in the Passover speaks of their high level of compliance to the dictates of Torah and their keen desire to worship the Lord in spirit and truth (see Jn 4:24).

      8 Moses responded that he would seek an answer from the Lord to redress the people’s need; this answer presents an amazing dynamic in Scripture (see Notes). In this instance there were two conflicting ideals: the demand of the Lord for the community-wide celebration of Passover was confronted by ceremonial uncleanness of a part of the community. In a case of such conflict, Moses sought the intervention of the Lord—a new word from glory (see comments on 27:5, 21). That word would bring a means of maintaining the best of both ideals without compromising either.

      We may also observe that Moses’ response to the genuine needs of believing people is a mark of his spiritual leadership, his humility before God, and his desire to be the spokesman not only for the Lord to the people but also for the people back to the Lord. In this scenario we have not only a historical instance but also a template for how such decisions should be made. Another dramatic example of this process is found in ch. 27 regarding the problem of the estate of a father who has daughters but no sons.

      NOTES

      6 [image: ] (lenepeš, “to a person, to a soul”; “on account of a dead body,” NIV) employs the preposition “to” or “for” plus the noun often translated as “soul” or “person.”

      8 [image: ] (mah-yeṣāwweh yhwh lākem, “what Yahweh may command for you”) suggests that Moses would consult the Lord through the priest by means of the Urim and Thummim; see Note at 27:21 for a development of this concept.

      (c) Divine permission for a legitimate delay (9:9–13)

      
        9Then the LORD said to Moses, 10“Tell the Israelites: ‘When any of you or your descendants are unclean because of a dead body or are away on a journey, they may still celebrate the LORD’s Passover. 11They are to celebrate it on the fourteenth day of the second month at twilight. They are to eat the lamb, together with unleavened bread and bitter herbs. 12They must not leave any of it till morning or break any of its bones. When they celebrate the Passover, they must follow all the regulations. 13But if a man who is ceremonially clean and not on a journey fails to celebrate the Passover, that person must be cut off from his people because he did not present the LORD’s offering at the appointed time. That man will bear the consequences of his sin.

      

      COMMENTARY

      9–11 The grace of God can be seen not only in the words of his response to Moses but also in that he responded at all. We need to grasp anew the concept of the audacity of faith: by what right, excepting only God’s great grace, did Moses dare to go before Yahweh, the Creator of the universe, and request a provision for exception from his demands? All God’s actions and words to his people were gracious, undeserved, and unmerited. That he spoke at all, even in demands, was a mark of his condescension; that he spoke favorably in response to the request of Moses is a marvel. Throughout we have a sense of the ongoing wonder of grace.

      God’s gracious provision for those ritually unclean was an alternative opportunity to celebrate the Passover on a day one month later so that they would not be excluded totally from its observance. The text thus presents the reality of the distancing that uncleanness brought between a believer and his or her participation in the worship acts of the community; it also provided a merciful alternative from the Lord. Further, the answer of the Lord went even beyond the request by adding the alternative of a later celebration for those who might be away on a trip in addition to those who were ritually impure.

      This gracious and provident provision of the Lord is not dissimilar to some modern civil legislation. For example, the United States’ tax code emphasizes strongly the notion of an “appointed time” for filing one’s tax returns; yet it also includes provisions for late filing because of personal exigency or foreign travel. As in the case of the law of the Lord, these provisions do not nullify the obligation; they only delay it. There is no mercy for one who merely decides not to obey. The text gives no room for indifference (KD 3:52); God’s mercy must never be trampled by the uncaring.

      Even when the Passover was celebrated a month later, it was still to be done fully in order. The text emphasizes the essentials of the meal and the essentials of the ritual. In terms of the meal, there was to be the lamb (noted by the word “Passover”), the unleavened bread, and the bitter herbs. In our own day, in the traditional Passover Haggadah (“recitation”), Rabbi Gamaliel, the teacher of Saul (renamed Paul, the apostle; see Ac 22:3 [5:34–39]; also Ac 21:39; 26:4–5; Gal 1:13–14), is quoted as saying that if anyone does not eat the lamb, the unleavened bread, and the bitter herbs, he has not kept the Passover. He built his direction on this passage.

      12 The strictures for the Passover include two additional items in this verse: (1) none of the feast was to be left over until morning, and (2) the bones of the sacrificial lamb were not to be broken. Eating the Passover lamb and its attendant foods was to be done entirely in one evening. This provision follows the original command for Passover in Exodus 12:10 (and 12:46, which even insists that the meal be consumed in one house, family by family, and not carried from one house to another), where Moses was commanded to have the people burn any of the meat not eaten the night before.

      The concept of not leaving sacred foods over until morning also extended to the legislation respecting manna (see Ex 16:19) and the fat of the three annual sacrifices (Ex 23:18). No reasons are given for this part of the legislation, but we surmise these possibilities: (1) the meal of Passover was not to be regarded as an ordinary meal but as a great feast that was a sacred occasion between the Lord and his people; (2) hence the food of the Passover was not like ordinary food that could with impunity be used as leftovers at one’s next meal; and (3) secondary to these religious reasons was (perhaps) an implied health aspect that underlies some of the legislation in Torah concerning food: there was, of course, no refrigeration in ancient times, and cooked meats that were exposed to heat and humidity would soon go bad. The Hebrew people would eat meat infrequently, in part because of the difficulties of safe food preservation.

      The second emphasis in v.12 is in the words “or break any of its bones.” This was also a provision of the first legislation of Passover in Exodus 12:46. When the Lord Jesus (“our Passover lamb,” 1Co 5:7; see also Jn 1:29) was crucified, John writes that none of his bones was broken, in fulfillment of Scripture (Jn 19:36). The passages John points to include Numbers 9:12 (plus Ex 12:46; Ps 34:20). This concept is one of many in the Hebrew Scriptures that we may presume the first readers would not have understood to be predictive of the Messiah. It may be that there are similar surprises awaiting us with respect to the fulfillment of prophecy in his second coming.

      13 Wherever there is grace, there are those who will make presumption. Those who had no reason not to celebrate the Passover and simply failed to do so were to be cut off from the community. God’s gracious provision for the distressed to have an alternative time of celebration was not to be license for the careless person to ignore the Passover altogether. Such people, by their own neglect, showed that they were not part of the community and were not deserving of further union with it. The obdurate were to be “cut off,” a phrase signifying either death by divine agency or perhaps banishment. In either case the judgment was severe indeed. The NT also gravely warns against the abuse or misuse of the celebration of the Lord’s Table (1Co 11:28–30).

      NOTES

      10 [image: ] (ʾîš ʾîš, “man man”) is repetition for distribution, “if any man” or “any of you” (NIV; noted in Williams, Hebrew Syntax, sec. 15; see also 1:4; 14:34).

      [image: ] (reḥōqâ, “away, distant”) is marked on the final [image: ] (h, [image: ] = āh or â) with a superior dot or point (see Note at 3:39), an early scribal mark, explained by the Sipre on Numbers 9: “to denote that even he who is on a short journey and is defiled must not offer with them the Passover” (Ginsburg, 319). Ginsburg’s own conclusion is that this letter (indicating a feminine adjective) should be dropped, as [image: ] (derek, “way, journey”) is more frequently found with a masculine adjective (ibid., 323).

      (d) The rights of the alien at Passover (9:14)

      
        14“‘An alien living among you who wants to celebrate the LORD’s Passover must do so in accordance with its rules and regulations. You must have the same regulations for the alien and the native-born.’”

      

      COMMENTARY

      14 An alien male had to be circumcised before he could participate in the Passover celebration (cf. Ex 12:48). But there was an opening for the non-Israelite who had come to faith in the God of Israel to participate fully with the Israelites in holy worship. This is the point of Yahweh’s gracious promise to Abram: “and all peoples on earth / will be blessed through you” (Ge 12:3). The inclusion of the alien in covenantal legislation such as this reminds us of God’s great grace and also of his determined purpose to reach out through his people to all peoples.

      vi. The covering cloud (9:15–23)

      
        15On the day the tabernacle, the Tent of the Testimony, was set up, the cloud covered it. From evening till morning the cloud above the tabernacle looked like fire. 16That is how it continued to be; the cloud covered it, and at night it looked like fire. 17Whenever the cloud lifted from above the Tent, the Israelites set out; wherever the cloud settled, the Israelites encamped. 18At the LORD’s command the Israelites set out, and at his command they encamped. As long as the cloud stayed over the tabernacle, they remained in camp. 19When the cloud remained over the tabernacle a long time, the Israelites obeyed the LORD’s order and did not set out. 20Sometimes the cloud was over the tabernacle only a few days; at the LORD’s command they would encamp, and then at his command they would set out. 21Sometimes the cloud stayed only from evening till morning, and when it lifted in the morning, they set out. Whether by day or by night, whenever the cloud lifted, they set out. 22Whether the cloud stayed over the tabernacle for two days or a month or a year, the Israelites would remain in camp and not set out; but when it lifted, they would set out. 23At the LORD’s command they encamped, and at the LORD’s command they set out. They obeyed the LORD’s order, in accordance with his command through Moses.

      

      COMMENTARY

      15 The cloud (heʿānān; GK 6727) was the dramatic symbol of the presence of the Lord hovering above the tabernacle (cf. Ex 13:21; 40:34; see Notes). That this was no ordinary cloud is attested not only by its spontaneous appearance at the completion of the setting up of the tabernacle but also by the fact that at night it had the appearance of fire. It was by means of the cloud that the Lord directed the movements of his people (see R. B. Allen, ʿānān, TWOT, 2:684, #1655a).

      16 It must have been an extraordinary sight—this mystic cloud, this fiery heaviness, this enveloping presence. In the words “that is how it continued to be,” the text suggests the permanent abiding of the cloud over the camp. The Hebrew word tāmîd has the sense of “continually, incessantly.” The idea of the presence was so impressive that there was an implied threat if ever this presence was found missing. The cloud and fire were both reversals of the expected phenomena of the time. Both the cloud and the fire were striking, unusual, and unexpected symbols of Yahweh’s protective care for his people. These were symbols one would not, could not ignore. They were awesome and eerie, unnatural and unexpected, comforting and protective. To relieve the heat of the wilderness sun, there was the symbol of a cloud by day. To reverse the cold darkness of the wilderness night, there was the symbol of a comforting fire overhead. Everything about this paragraph is wrapped in mystery, a mystic sense of the Divine Presence. The passage shimmers with awe and delight.

      But this text also manifests something of regret, of loss. The vantage point of the language of the passage is to describe something that used to be true but is no longer visible. The description is not unlike that of manna in 11:7. The tense of the verbs does not suggest a present reality but a historical experience. In this paragraph in which something from the past is evoked, we sense the possibility of a later hand’s adding this description to the text of Numbers. That is, Moses and his original audience were the participants in these events, the ones who observed directly the manifestation of the cloud of the presence. There would be no need for Moses to say to his contemporaries that the cloud reminded them of fire at night or that it gave the signals for encampment or for setting out on the march. All this was a vital part of their personal experience. However, if we view the second generation as the original readers of Numbers and their children as the readers to come, we may maintain the idea that Moses did write this section.

      17 Two significant verbs are used to describe the presence of the cloud as the symbol of God’s nearness. One is the verb meaning “to cover” (v.15; see Notes); the other is the verb meaning “to settle” (v.17; see Notes). The expression “wherever the cloud settled” uses the significant verb šākan (GK 8905), which gives us the basis for the idea of the “Shekinah glory” (see Note on 5:3). “Shekinah,” surprisingly, is not a biblical word. It is built on the verb meaning “to dwell” [(see Note at 5:3)]. The Hebrew text rings with the sound of šākan as this verb is also the basis for the term for “tabernacle,” miškān. This phrasing symbolizes both God’s nearness and his remoteness. He is present as a cloud, but he hovers above; he is near as a fire, but one cannot draw very close. He is God!

      18 The words “at the LORD’s command” are more literally, “by the mouth of Yahweh.” The cloud was one of the ways in which the Lord spoke to his people. The identification of the lifting and settling of the cloud and the command of the Lord was made sure in this and the following verses. The cloud was the means God used to direct the movements and the resting times of his people Israel.

      19–22 The movement of the cloud and its presence were unpredictable, without discernable pattern. This was to impress on the people the sense that it was God who was leading them, not some pattern of creation or some whim from above. The cloud might linger only a day or so, or it might linger in one spot nearly indefinitely. The wording of these verses allowed for a lengthy stay (v.19), a briefer stay (v.20), or a very short stay (v.21). Whatever the duration, the people were to move or to encamp based on the movement or settling of the cloud.

      23 This verse gives a report of compliance: “They obeyed the LORD’s order.” The repetitious nature of this section (vv.15–23) enhances the expectation of continued obedience to the sure direction of the Lord in Israel’s movements through the wilderness. The role of Moses is mentioned for balance: Moses was the Lord’s agent who interpreted the movement of the cloud as signaling the movement of the people. The level of the tragedy of their subsequent disobedience is heightened by this paragraph of great obedience.

      The whole section (vv.15–23) is harmonious. There are several repeated phrasings (“by the mouth of,” “the cloud,” “settling/lifting,” and “journeying/encamping”). The perspective seems to be distant from the event. The narrator uses broad strokes of summary, suggesting the ideals of God’s direction and the promptness of the people’s response. There is no hint of disobedience here.

      NOTES

      15 [image: ] (ûbeyôm, “on the day,” NIV) can be translated as “when.” The Hebrew expression for “on the day” is more properly [image: ] (ûbayyôm, i.e., with the definite article indicated).

      [image: ] (kissâ, “covered,” the Piel perfect of the verb [image: ], kāsâ) is a lovely pictorial image of the presence of Yahweh in the form of a “covering cloud” over the tabernacle (found also in Ex 40:34, paired with the verb “to settle”; see Note on v.17).

      16 The versions read the word “by day” in the phrase “the cloud covered it by day.” The Hebrew word [image: ] (yômām, “by day”) is lacking in the MT, but its insertion is likely a proper emendation.

      17 On [image: ] (yiškān-šām heʿānān, “the cloud would settle there”) using the Qal imperfect form of the verb [image: ] (šākan, “to settle down, abide”), see Note at 5:3.

      18 [image: ] (ʿal-pî yhwh, “according to the mouth of Yahweh,” i.e., according to the command of the Lord; “the LORD’s order,” NIV) is a characteristic phrase of compliance to the word of God in Numbers. The expression is found seven times in vv.18–23 (twice in v.18; twice in v.20; three times in v.23). The repetition of this phrase seven times in this pericope is inescapably emphatic. The phrase is also found in 3:16, 39; 4:37, 41, 45, 49; and 10:13.

      REFLECTION

      The emphasis in this section is on God’s grace and the people’s recognition of his grace, marked by their prompt response. God’s grace is apparent in his giving them direction at all, his giving it by clear signs, and his provision of Moses as the interpreter of his meaning (v.23). A passage that speaks in this manner is didactic of how his people should respond to God. The second generation should obey God this well, and future generations (down to our own day!) should take a lesson. God will be directing them also, and they (and we) must attend to his voice.

      Note too an emphasis on the sovereignty of God in this text. The variation from a night’s rest, to a camp of a couple of days, to a month-long rest, to a lengthy period of many years was all dependent on the work and will of God. In no case was there an explanation given by or needed from God. “Just watch the cloud,” one might say, “and we will know what to do.” George Bush (Notes on Numbers [1856; repr., Minneapolis: James & Klock, 1976], 132) writes, “In this there is evidently nothing capricious or unstable to be charged upon the people, as their movements were constantly regulated by the divine direction, and this again was undoubtedly governed by reasons of infinite wisdom, though not expressly made known.”

      vii. The two silver trumpets (10:1–10)

      OVERVIEW

      All seemed to be in readiness for the triumphal march of the people of God. They have been mustered for battle and stationed for encampment. They have been put through numerous paces of purification ritual, celebrated their deliverance from Egypt in the Feast of Passover, worshiped the Lord with sumptuous gifts, responded faithfully to his every word through his prophet Moses, and sensed the awe of his presence through cloud and fire. Two tasks remained: the fashioning of trumpets and the establishment of the appropriate tattoos they will signal. Then, let the march begin!

      (a) The command to fashion two silver trumpets (10:1–7)

      
        1The LORD said to Moses: 2“Make two trumpets of hammered silver, and use them for calling the community together and for having the camps set out. 3When both are sounded, the whole community is to assemble before you at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. 4If only one is sounded, the leaders—the heads of the clans of Israel—are to assemble before you. 5When a trumpet blast is sounded, the tribes camping on the east are to set out. 6At the sounding of a second blast, the camps on the south are to set out. The blast will be the signal for setting out. 7To gather the assembly, blow the trumpets, but not with the same signal.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 Ordinarily, an expectation in the wording in such a verse as this is a sequential act, one that follows one event and precedes another. However, it is possible that this introductory sentence may be intended to be read as something that God had said on an earlier occasion; its placement here between the narrative reporting the enveloping cloud (9:15–23) and that describing the beginnings of the march (10:11–35) may not be sequentially significant but it may indeed be topically appropriate. Throughout these early chapters of Numbers there is a topical presentation rather than a chronological arrangement of the material. God may have instructed Moses to have these trumpets fashioned months before the people actually set out on their triumphant march. I suspect that considerable time would have been needed for Moses (and/or his artisans; see Note) to make these trumpets of hammered silver.

      2 While it is possible that the Lord’s command to Moses allowed an artisan to work under his direction, the MT has the type of construction that often means the command is to be done by the person addressed. Perhaps Moses himself hammered out these trumpets. It is evident that the idea of the hammered trumpet was well known to Moses; the Lord did not need to give him directions on what one would look like or how it would function (see Note).

      The Bible speaks of two types of trumpets. One is the silver trumpet, such as this chapter presents (see also 31:6; 1Ch 13:8; 2Ch 13:12; 29:26; Ps 98:6). The other is the ram’s horn trumpet, called the shofar (šôpār; see Jos 6:4) or the horn (qeren; see Jos 6:5). Both the ram’s horn and the silver metal instruments are far removed from the modern trumpet, as, lacking valves, they only are capable of producing notes of certain intervals, such as fourths or fifths. But like all trumpets these instruments would amplify and channel the sound made by the rapid buzzing of pursed lips.

      These two trumpets may be compared to the post horn. They were a long, straight, slender metal tube with a flared end. As in the case of the fashioned cherubim and the lampstand, the trumpet or clarion was made of hammered metal. Trumpets would be blown for order and discipline; the immense numbers of the people presented an evident need for demonstrating order and discipline among the ranks.

      3–7 Two trumpets were blown for assembly of the people (v.3) and one for assembly of the leaders (v.4). Trumpets were also blown as a signal to the people to set out on a march (vv.5–6), at times of battle (v.9), and during festivals of worship (v.10). Obviously, different tattoos would be used (“but not with the same signal”; v.7); hence we may presume the development of a guild of priestly musicians was demanded (v.8). These were not casual players who would “jam” from time to time; they were professional players whose music making was as serious as the work of a soldier on the battlefield and as sacred as the tasks done by a sacrificing priest in the tabernacle courts. See comments on 21:14–15 respecting songs and warfare in ancient Israel.

      NOTE

      2 Language similar to [image: ] (ʿaśēh lekā, “make to you,” i.e., “you make!”) is used by God in his initial command to Abram (Ge 12:1), “you go!” (see also Nu 13:2; 35:11). This type of command (sometimes termed the dative of personal reference) means that it must be obeyed by the one addressed; it may not be delegated. Williams (Hebrew Syntax, sec. 272) terms this function of the letter lamed (l) as “reflexive, restricted to the same person as the subject of the verb.” Hirsch, 151, presents a Jewish tradition that the prepositional phrase lekā in this text was used to exclude others from using these trumpets after the death of Moses. My suggestion is that the hammering of silver to make a trumpet would have taken a particular skill. Moses may have been commanded by God to supervise this work, to see that it was done in the best manner possible. In this way he could obey the command in the particular way communicated by the verbal form here.

      Yahweh’s command to Moses that he make [image: ] (šettê ḥaṣôṣerōt, “two trumpets”) did not come with instructions. That is, the concept of the hammered silver trumpet was sufficiently well known for the work to be accomplished as ordered by God. This factoid is a piece of a larger whole: None of the musical instruments used by God’s people under his direction was of original Hebrew design or manufacture! That is, all of the instruments used in Yahweh’s holy worship and under his blessing were borrowed from neighboring peoples.

      In other words, these instruments had first been used in pagan temples by pagan peoples in the worship of pagan gods. But the Lord directed his people to take these instruments and to dedicate them to his use (see Allen and Allen, 160, 275). Joachim Braun (Music in Ancient Israel/Palestine: Archaeological, Written, and Comparative Sources [trans. Douglas W. Stott; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002], 207–9) describes ancient biblical trumpets (including the relevance of the disputed graphic display of trumpets from the Second Temple on the Arch of Titus).

      (b) The ordinance for the silver trumpets (10:8–10)

      
        8“The sons of Aaron, the priests, are to blow the trumpets. This is to be a lasting ordinance for you and the generations to come. 9When you go into battle in your own land against an enemy who is oppressing you, sound a blast on the trumpets. Then you will be remembered by the LORD your God and rescued from your enemies. 10Also at your times of rejoicing—your appointed feasts and New Moon festivals—you are to sound the trumpets over your burnt offerings and fellowship offerings, and they will be a memorial for you before your God. I am the LORD your God.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      8 The role of the sons of Aaron as the sole players of these silver trumpets in ancient Israel further signals the sacral function of this music. These instruments were not just noisemakers; they were like the lampstand and the censures, sacred implements in the worship of God.

      9 In times of battle the distinctive Israelite trumpet tattoo for war would be blown so that (1) Israel would be remembered before the Lord, and (2) the people might be rescued from their enemies. In this way the blowing of the trumpet is seen to be analogous to prayer, a means of participation in activating the will of God. God’s will will be done whether we pray or not. But by praying we become expectant of his response, and we praise him when he does respond in the manner of our prayer. The blowing of trumpets was another means for participating in the “activating” of God’s will. By blowing the trumpets before the battle, Israel could confidently expect God’s active presence in the battle scene. The blowing of these trumpets prepared the people for the presence of God.

      10 As in the case of battle, it appears that the blowing of the trumpets was a means of knowing that the people were remembered by the Lord: “They will be a memorial for you before your God.” The trumpets were blown not as an invocation of deity, as in pagan societies, but as an introit to prepare the people for an active confrontation with God. Here, then, is one of the OT’s bases for the use of instrumentation in divine worship.

      Trumpets in the worship of God in the tabernacle and later the temple were used similarly. The blowing of the trumpets was not a charm to summon a deity but an active response to his presence, an appeal to his will, a participation in his work. Trumpets were to be played in times of festive worship, including feasts, New Moon festivals, and ceremonies surrounding burnt offerings and fellowship offerings. They serve as a memorial of the people to God and of him to them.

      This text ends with the solemn assertion, “I am the LORD [Yahweh] your God.” This is a slogan that marks the importance of a text; here it also indicates the completion of a major unit of our book.

      Certain biblical words evoke strong associations. Many readers of the Bible think of a trumpet blast as initiating the resurrection of the righteous dead to life imperishable (1Co 15:52). Here, at the beginning of organized religious practice in the OT, the trumpet blast has more modest but still significant associations.

      2. Setting Forth the People on the Triumphal March (10:11–36)

      OVERVIEW

      Many commentators divide the book of Numbers into three parts, with the second major section beginning at 10:11. The approach in this commentary is to treat the book of Numbers as a biped of two unequal parts (chs. 1–25; 26–36), structured on the basis of the two census lists (chs. 1–4; 26). In this approach, suggested by Dennis T. Olson (see Introduction: Unity and Organization), 10:11 does not begin the second major unit of the book; it leads instead to the conclusion of the first part of the first major section. Thus 10:11–36 is a key to our understanding the book of Numbers.

      But the function of this section is not to introduce Israel’s gradual failure, as is commonly supposed. It presents Israel at last on the move, under the hand of God, faithful to his word, and on the way to victory in Canaan. This section celebrates the triumphalism of the first generation. Nothing prepares us for the shock of their rebellion as described beginning in ch. 11. The fact that their triumphant march lasts only briefly, with Israel still in the wilderness, is a great sadness.

      a. The March Begins (10:11–13)

      
        11On the twentieth day of the second month of the second year, the cloud lifted from above the tabernacle of the Testimony. 12Then the Israelites set out from the Desert of Sinai and traveled from place to place until the cloud came to rest in the Desert of Paran. 13They set out, this first time, at the LORD’s command through Moses.

      

      COMMENTARY

      11–13 After eleven months in the region of Mount Sinai (see Note on 9:1) the people moved out, for the first time led by the Lord in his wondrous cloud (v.11). Israel, on the move from the Desert of Sinai (v.12), was on a journey that in a few weeks could lead them to conquer the land of Canaan. This was a day not to be forgotten: the second year, the second month, the twentieth day. Generations later, one suspects, this day might have been memorialized. At last the Israelites were on their way to Canaan!

      Once again we sense the spirit of Yahweh’s initiation, of the peoples’ compliance, of the role of the cloud of his presence, and of the work of Moses in guiding the people. Possibly the command of Moses in v.13 included blowing the trumpets (as described in vv.1–10). The journey this text describes is not detailed fully here. It is not until 12:16 that the people achieved the destination of the Desert of Paran. More specifically, they settled at Kadesh in the Desert of Zin (20:1). There are at least three stops on this initial journey: Taberah (11:3), Kibroth Hattaavah (11:35), and Hazeroth (11:35).

      The Desert of Paran is a large plateau in northeastern Sinai, south of what later would be called the Negev of Judah and west of the Arabah. This area forms the southernmost portion of the Promised Land, the presumed staging area for the assault on the land itself. The principal lines of assault on the land of Canaan are from the southwest, following the Way of the Sea from Egypt, and from the northwest, following the Way of the Sea from Phoenicia. Israel’s staging for attack in the Desert of Paran was a brilliant strategy. In this way they would avoid the fortified routes to the west, presumably under the control of Egypt. This unusual line of attack from the south would stun the inhabitants of the land. They would come like a sirocco blast from the wilderness, and the land would be theirs, under the hand of God.

      NOTE

      13 One of the ways in which significant events are highlighted in biblical narrative is by a finely crafted structure. Number 10:11–28 shows such a structure:

      
        	v.11: The time frame

        	vv.12–13: Introductory summary of the people setting out on their journey

        	vv.14–17: Setting out of the tribes in the camp of Judah (see 2:3–9)

        	vv.18–21: Setting out of the tribes in the camp of Reuben (see 2:10–16)

        	vv.22–24: Setting out of the tribes in the camp of Ephraim (see 2:18–24)

        	vv.25–27: Setting out of the tribes in the camp of Dan (see 2:25–31)

        	v.28: Concluding summary of the line of march

      

      b. The Grand Procession of Tribes and Levites (10:14–28)

      
        14The divisions of the camp of Judah went first, under their standard. Nahshon son of Amminadab was in command. 15Nethanel son of Zuar was over the division of the tribe of Issachar, 16and Eliab son of Helon was over the division of the tribe of Zebulun. 17Then the tabernacle was taken down, and the Gershonites and Merarites, who carried it, set out.

        18The divisions of the camp of Reuben went next, under their standard. Elizur son of Shedeur was in command. 19Shelumiel son of Zurishaddai was over the division of the tribe of Simeon, 20and Eliasaph son of Deuel was over the division of the tribe of Gad. 21Then the Kohathites set out, carrying the holy things. The tabernacle was to be set up before they arrived.

        22The divisions of the camp of Ephraim went next, under their standard. Elishama son of Ammihud was in command. 23Gamaliel son of Pedahzur was over the division of the tribe of Manasseh, 24and Abidan son of Gideoni was over the division of the tribe of Benjamin.

        25Finally, as the rear guard for all the units, the divisions of the camp of Dan set out, under their standard. Ahiezer son of Ammishaddai was in command. 26Pagiel son of Ocran was over the division of the tribe of Asher, 27and Ahira son of Enan was over the division of the tribe of Naphtali. 28This was the order of march for the Israelite divisions as they set out.

      

      COMMENTARY

      14–28 The names of the leaders of the twelve tribes are given for the fourth time in the book (see 1:5–15; 2:3–31; 7:12–83); the order for the tribes in the line of march is the same as that presented in ch. 2. The new detail is that the Gershonites and the Merarites, bearing the tabernacle, followed the triad of Judah–encampment tribes in the line of march (v.17). The Kohathites, carrying the holy things, followed the triad of Reuben–encampment tribes (v.21). Each of the four triads of tribes had a standard or banner for rallying and organization (cf. 2:3, 10, 18, 25).

      It is difficult to read these words without wincing. We know what is coming, for we have already read the story. But there is nothing in these chapters to suggest that the worthies mentioned here for the fourth time would not be the leaders who would make their mark with their tribes, their armies, and their banners in the Promised Land. The stately pageantry of this section is—it turns out—the setup for a terrible fall.

      c. The Request for Hobab to Join the March (10:29–32)

      
        29Now Moses said to Hobab son of Reuel the Midianite, Moses’ father-in-law, “We are setting out for the place about which the LORD said, ‘I will give it to you.’ Come with us and we will treat you well, for the LORD has promised good things to Israel.”

        30He answered, “No, I will not go; I am going back to my own land and my own people.”

        31But Moses said, “Please do not leave us. You know where we should camp in the desert, and you can be our eyes. 32If you come with us, we will share with you whatever good things the LORD gives us.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      29–32 Hobab was Moses’ brother-in-law; he was the son of Reuel (also known as Jethro; see Ex 2:18; 3:1). Earlier, Reuel had been most helpful to Moses (see Ex 18). Now Reuel’s son, with expert knowledge of the wilderness lands of the Sinai, would be a significant aid in locating water and pasturage in regions unknown to Moses.

      It is significant that Moses appealed to Hobab on several lines. One was likely in terms of their relatedness through marriage, a not insignificant bond among peoples of the wilderness; another was based on the goodness of God that was promised to Israel and in which Hobab might participate; and another is the expertise of Hobab, that is, an appeal to his sense of a special ability. In this latter aspect Moses said that Hobab might become the “eyes” of the people (v.31). Moses then reinforced the benefits that would come to Hobab: he would share in the benefits the Lord was about to bestow on the nation (v.32).

      At first Hobab refused, citing the need to care for his own family in his own land (Midian), following the traditional ancient Near Eastern pattern of adherence to family and place. Possibly his refusal also involved ties to his family gods, though he did not clearly say so. Moses continued to urge Hobab to join Israel. In a sense this urging was an act of evangelism. Hobab did not come easily. But subsequent biblical texts indicate that at last he did come. In his compliance he is like Ruth, who, leaving all behind, joined Naomi en route to the Promised Land with the promise of something ahead that was of more value than anything left at home. To come with Moses was not just to change Hobab’s address; this act was a radical reorientation of life itself. To come with Moses was to have a new family. To come with Moses was to gain a new land. To come with Moses was to come to believe in a new God—Yahweh of Israel.

      Judges 1:16 indicates that Hobab acceded to Moses’ request to be “eyes” for the people in the wilderness (v.31), as his descendants received a share in the land. But he himself did not share in the land. Presumably, the sadness of Israel’s impending rebellion against the Lord included Hobab in the judgment. He experienced God’s goodness in the same way that the rest of the people did, in the providential care that God gave his erring people in the inhospitable wilderness of their banishment. Hobab must have been an invaluable aid to Moses. The anticipated journey of a few weeks turned out to last a lifetime.

      NOTE

      29 Words of familial relationships such as [image: ] (ḥotēn, “father-in-law”) are troublesome in Hebrew. The basic idea of the root [image: ] (ḥātan; GK 3162) relates to the idea of ritual circumcision done by the prospective bride’s father on the prospective groom shortly before the marriage. See Ronald B. Allen, “The ‘Bloody Bridegroom’ in Exodus 4:24–26,” BSac 153 (July–September 1996): 259–69. The noun [image: ] (ḥotēn) came to be used of an in-law relationship, usually of the father-in-law; the precise relationship in some uses is sometimes debated. In the case of Hobab, v.29 suggests he was the brother of Zipporah, wife of Moses. He was thus the brother-in-law of Moses. Judges 4:11 complicates the issue; in some translations this verse reads that Hobab was the father-in-law of Moses. Judges 4:11 should be read in the light of Numbers 10:29, however. Upon the death of his father, Reuel (Jethro), Hobab would become the head of his household. Since he was the one who joined in the fortunes of Israel, he was regarded by later generations as the head of his household. His tie to Moses through marriage made him particularly memorable.

      d. The Three-Day Procession behind the Ark of the Lord (10:33–36)

      
        33So they set out from the mountain of the LORD and traveled for three days. The ark of the covenant of the LORD went before them during those three days to find them a place to rest. 34The cloud of the LORD was over them by day when they set out from the camp.

        35Whenever the ark set out, Moses said,

        
          “Rise up, O LORD!

          May your enemies be scattered;

          may your foes flee before you.”

        

        36Whenever it came to rest, he said,

        
          “Return, O LORD,

          to the countless thousands of Israel.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      33–34 The journey began with a three-day march. Eleven months earlier the people of Israel had emerged as a rag-tag group of former slaves, gathered in the wilderness in the first rush of deliverance, but unorganized and unruly. Now they were prepared for the march, the battle, and the victory. Because of the significant numbers of people in the tribes of Israel, and since this was their first organized march, it is not likely that the first journey of three days covered much territory. But it was marked by sufficient success to be regarded as a victory march in these verses.

      35–36 The sense of a victory march is enhanced by the recording of what we may call the “Battle Cry of Moses” (contrast the “Lament of Moses” in 11:11–15). This little poem is potent in its living theology (see Note); it rests ultimately on the notion of cursing and blessing that goes all the way back to Yahweh’s promises to Abraham (Ge 12:2–3). As the cloud of the Lord arose and as it settled for the people to rest, Moses would call out, “Rise up, O LORD!” and “Return, O LORD!” The words of v.35 are a cursing of the enemies of Yahweh and his people; the words of v.36 are a blessing on the people of his promise.

      Finally, the wording of the blessing section is significant for the presentation of the idea of the rhetorical use of numbers in the census lists. The Hebrew phrase for “countless thousands” is “myriads of thousands” (v.36, see Note). The idea is akin to our conventions in the phrases “untold numbers” or “teeming millions.” This deliberate hyperbole (no matter how many peoples the census lists indicate) is perhaps an example of Moses’ using “power numbers” in his battle cry (see Note; see also Introduction: The Problem of Large Numbers; The Large Numbers—Toward a Solution).

      Thus in these words of Moses we have a shout of victory based solidly on the faithfulness of the Lord to his covenantal promise to the patriarchs. The people were on their way to Canaan; soon Canaan would be the land of Israel, or so we might think, based on these words of exuberant confidence in God. Significantly, David used these words of Moses in the beginning of his triumphal song in Psalm 68.

      NOTE

      35–36 The structure of the little poem is as follows:

      
        	Introductory prose line: At the time of the departure of the ark (five words)

        	A call for Yahweh to rise and to scatter his enemies (bicolon—2:2:3)

        	Introductory monocolon: At the time of the resting of the ark (two words)

        	A call for Yahweh to return and to bless his people (bicolon—2:3)

      

      The descriptions of poetic structure in this commentary include counts of accents. This structure is not based on a concept of Western meter; Semitic and Egyptian poetry do not demonstrate the metrical concepts we find in much (but not in all) Western poetry (ancient and modern). But the poetry of Israel and her neighbors was infused with rhythm, and the accentuation (with basically one “beat” per word) most likely signifies that pattern. Describing Egyptian poetry, Kitchen (Poetry of Ancient Egypt, 480) writes, “It would seem clear that principal words (nouns, verbs, adjectives) and certain compound clusters bore the rhythmic stresses in a line.”

      The second and third members of the tricolon, “may your enemies be scattered / may those who hate you flee before you,” form a synonymous pair; the two units are strongly contrasting: Rise/Return, Curse/Bless.

      In the MT these verses are braced with an unusual phenomenon, long debated in meaning—the use of two letters [image: ] (nûn), which are inverted (called by Hebrew writers, nûn menûzeret). These are found only here in the MT and in seven verses in Psalm 107 (vv.21–26, 40). There is an inverted nûn before v.35 and another at the end of v.36.

      Medieval Jewish tradition suggested that these two verses were not from Moses but from an otherwise suppressed book by Eldad and Medad (see 11:26–27). This view is explained and then critiqued by Sid Z. Leiman, “The Inverted Nuns at Numbers 10:35–36 and the Book of Eldad and Medad,” JBL 93 (September 1974): 348–55. His view is that these two verses did not come from an independent book but that the two cases of the inverted letters nûn suggest that they form an independent “book.” Milgrom, 375–76, presents a study on the topic: “Excursus 23: The Inverted ‘Nuns.’” Compare also Ginsburg, 342, for a discussion: “These inverted letters or their equivalents are among the earliest signs by which the Sopherim designed to indicate the result of their textual criticism.” Ginsburg, 343, believed the use of inverted nûns here indicates that these two verses are misplaced, that they belong between vv.33 and 34.

      [image: ] (ribebôt ʾalpê yiśrāʾēl, “the countless thousands of Israel”) speaks rhetorically of the vast numbers of people constituting the tribes of Israel as they set off on their march on the way to Canaan. The word [image: ] (ribābâ) may signify a specific numerical term meaning “ten thousand” (see Jdg 20:10). More common, however, is its use in a phrase such as here to describe innumerable people. The words in our phrase are reversed in Genesis 24:60: [image: ] (leʾalpê rebābâ, “for thousands of myriads”). Here are indisputable examples of the rhetorical use of numbers in Torah (see Introduction: Large Numbers—Toward a Solution).

      B. The Rebellion and Judgment of a Fearful People (11:1–25:18)

      OVERVIEW

      We now begin an entirely new and unexpected account in the experience of the people of the first generation. They had been prepared by Moses, at the instruction of Yahweh, to be a holy people on a march of triumph bound for the Promised Land. But by the third day of the march the people faltered; the holy people became sullied with contempt for Yahweh. Chapters 11–20 present a dismal record of their acts of ingratitude and of God’s consequent judgments on his ungrateful people. Yet within these chapters are innumerable instances of his continuing grace. The reader of these texts goes astray if he or she focuses solely on God’s wrath or on the constant provocations to his anger by his meandering people. The more impressive feature in this text is God’s continuing mercy against continuing, obdurate rebellion.

      Chapters 21–25 bring the narrative to an arresting climax by coupling the motifs of rebellion and hope. The materials of these chapters do not present a complete record of Israel’s experiences in the wilderness. The writing is focused, the choice of stories selective. The aspect of God’s grace is presented arrestingly in the amazing narrative of Balaam, the pagan mantic who failed to destroy Israel by the power of his words but who nearly destroyed the people by the persuasion of his guile (chs. 22–25). The judgment of God at the final rebellion of the people in ch. 25 ends the record of rebellion of the first generation. The experience of the new generation begins in ch. 26.

      1. A Cycle of Rebellion and Atonement and the Record of Death (11:1–20:29)

      OVERVIEW

      These ten chapters now balance and contrast with the ten chapters that present the record of Israel’s preparation. Barely did the march begin before the rebellion was underway—a rebellion of the spirit of the people that manifested itself in a variety of ways. But always it came down to this: God’s demand of complete obedience and robust faith, a devotion of the whole person, was infrequently found in his people. These chapters call to mind the observation of Gleason L. Archer Jr., who reacted against the hypothesis of “Israel’s genius for religion” as an explanation for the lofty spirituality of the Bible and especially as the source of its grand monotheistic faith. Certain theologians ascribe to Israel a penchant for religion that is akin to the Greeks’ love for beauty and the Romans’ gift for order. Archer correctly rejoins, “It was not [a] product of the natural Hebrew ‘genius for religion’ (as is often asserted), for the Scripture record witnesses rather to the natural Hebrew genius for irreligion and apostasy” (SOTI-rev, 145). Such a judgment is not a slur against Jewish people, by the way; throughout the ages, many of those who have presented themselves as God’s people have displayed similar traits of irreligion and apostasy. Therein lies another reason the book of Numbers is so important for readers today.

      a. The Beginning of Sorrows (11:1–35)

      i. A judgment of fire (11:1–3)

      OVERVIEW

      There is a cyclical nature to Israel’s rebellions against God—obdurate people tend to repeat the sins of the past. The first rebellion of the redeemed people came on the third day of marching toward the mount of God after their miraculous crossing of the Red Sea (Ex 15:22–24). Now, three days out on their triumphal march to Canaan from Mount Sinai (cf. Nu 10:35), they fall back into their complaining behavior. The pattern of “three days” in both cases shows both similarities of actions as well as an intemperate, impatient attitude on the part of the people.

      
        1Now the people complained about their hardships in the hearing of the LORD, and when he heard them his anger was aroused. Then fire from the LORD burned among them and consumed some of the outskirts of the camp. 2When the people cried out to Moses, he prayed to the LORD and the fire died down. 3So that place was called Taberah, because fire from the LORD had burned among them.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 Instead of “Now the people complained,” the MT may also be translated, “Now the people became murmurous—an offense to Yahweh’s ears.” Nothing in the first ten chapters of Numbers has prepared us for this verse; rather, those chapters have emphasized repeatedly the complete obedience of Moses and the people to the dictates of Yahweh. But only three days into their march, the people revert to the disloyal complaining they expressed a year earlier, only three days past their deliverance from the waters of the Red Sea (Ex 15:22–27). In that earlier experience they had vented their subsequent complaints about manna (Ex 16) and a lack of water (17:1–7). Now the people revert to the behavior of ingratitude that marked their early experience in the wilderness. This attitude of ingratitude was seditious against the covenant and malicious against the person of God. They were actually in breach of covenant, deserving of the divine suzerain’s wrath.

      Moses, the narrator of Numbers, has arranged his materials so carefully that this sudden outbreak of renewed pettiness against God seems unprecedented, unexpected—unbelievable. How, we wonder, with all the preparation for a holy walk, could there come such stumbling so soon?

      The response of Yahweh to this outbreak of murmuring was one of wrath. The text says that “fire from the LORD burned among them.” This purging fire was limited to the outskirts of the camp—even this was a mercy of Yahweh. He might have cast his fire into the very midst of the camp and killed many more persons than suffered this terrible judgment. The judgment by “fire” is suggestive not only of judgment but also of refining, of cleansing. Perhaps a burst of fire will not only judge the offenders of God’s grace but will serve as well as a symbol of cleansing for the entire camp.

      At times the expression “fire from the LORD” may refer to fire ignited by the divine casting of lightning (as seems possible in 1 Kings 18:38, in the encounter of Elijah with the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel). The imagery of Baal (Baʿal) in the nature religion of Canaan often presents him in association with lightning and storm, as the one who casts his bolt, beats the drums of the heavens, then drives the clouds across the sky as he rides in his heavenly chariot. The poets of the Bible sometimes built on this imagery but applied it to Yahweh. In this way they despoiled Baal of his titles, and they ascribed greatness to Yahweh, the true God of heaven. For example, Psalm 68, to which reference was made at 10:35, extols Yahweh as the one “who rides on the clouds” (see NIV’s text and margin at Ps 68:4).

      It seems altogether possible that the “fire from the LORD” in this text is judgment in the form of a bolt (or bolts) of lightning that caused terrible destructive fires among the people on the outskirts of the camp. (There are other times when it may be that the phrase refers to a flash from the fires of his altars.)

      2 In the midst of his wrath, Yahweh remembered mercy. This is one of the ongoing themes of Scripture and is a truism emphasized in Numbers. The people truly deserved God’s considerable wrath. But the survivors of this outburst of his anger cried out to Moses for help in their behalf before Yahweh. Moses prayed, and the fire subsequently subsided. The Hebrew verb is šāqaʿ, a word meaning “to sink down” and thus a particularly picturesque term for the dying out of a raging fire.

      3 The place name “Taberah” comes from a Hebrew noun meaning “burning”; it is mentioned only here and in Deuteronomy 9:22. This name comes in association with the verb “had burned.” Because of the raging of the fire of God in their midst, the people named that place of awful memory “Taberah” (“Burning”).

      NOTES

      1 [image: ] (kemit ʾōnenîm, “complained”) is a Hithpo’el participle from the root [image: ] (ʾānan). It may be related to an Akkadian term anânu (ênênu, unnînu), “to sigh” (see BDB, 59d). The Hebrew word is used only here and in Lamentations 3:39. The problem with the grammatical form is the [image: ] (ke) prefix. It is possible to take this prefix as the preposition [image: ] (ke, “like, as”) and to translate, “they have become as those who complain.” But it is more likely that the use of [image: ] (ke) here is asseverative, expressing identity (see Williams, Hebrew Syntax, sec. 261). The idea seems to be: “Now the people became truly murmurous, an offense to the LORD’s ears.”

      The NIV reads [image: ] (raʿ, “evil thing, an offense”) as a prepositional phrase following the participle “they complained,” thus rendering it “hardships.” However, the BHS text has a strong disjunctive accent with the participle; the term [image: ] (raʿ) goes with the following phrase. I suggest the translation: “Now the people became truly murmurous, an evil offense to the LORD’s ears.”

    
  
    
      ii. A surfeit of quail (11:4–34)

      OVERVIEW

      We observe with sadness that the memory of the cause of the burning at Taberah seems to have been lost quickly. It was followed directly by another, even more serious attack on God’s mercy in the people’s rejection of manna, the bread of heaven. It is possible that there was a considerable lapse of time between the provocation of burning (vv.1–3) and the provocation of the plague of quail (vv.4–35), but the placement of these stories in abrupt linking suggests that the time lapse is negligible. It seems that this new rebellion transpired during the next stop along the march (see v.34).

      There is symmetry in these narratives of rebellion in the Bible. The scream for “real food” rather than the divine provision of manna takes us back to the initial complaint about food in Exodus 16:1–3, where God initiated his wonder of manna; it also carries us forward to the last rebellion about food near the end of the generation in the wilderness (21:4–9), where the people spurned manna as detestable, only to have a purposed focus on the image of the truly detestable, the snake, be their only means of escape from God’s plague.

      Indeed, God’s provision of food for his people (and their common actions of ingratitude for his mercy) is one of the dominant motifs of the journey of biblical faith. The biblical vista of humankind’s adventure with God began in the midst of a garden teeming with all manner of food (Ge 2); the eating of one forbidden item led to expulsion from Paradise (Ge 3). The Bible ends with the portrait of a glorious day in the future in which there will be no lack of provision for the people of God, and nothing is prohibited (Rev 22:1–5). Along the way, on the journey from the paradise of Eden to the coming garden of glory, the provision of food is a mark of God’s love and care for his people (cf. Ps 111:5).

      Further, the provision of food is often a sign of the worship of God’s wonder and grace (as in the fellowship offerings of the OT and the Lord’s table of the NT). Food is more than “fuel” for the body, more than nutrients for living. The biblical view is that food is sacral; there are no “common meals.” Paul attacks the ideas of some in his day who minimized food to the mechanical processes of digestion (see 1Co 8:13). There is more to eating than food and stomach. This is why we must bless God (i.e., mark him out as the source of our blessing; see Ps 103:1–2) especially at mealtimes. Eating a satisfying meal provides the believer a wonderful provocation for the praise of Yahweh, who gives good gifts (Dt 8:10). Similarly, to attack God for meagerness in food or for a lack of variety may be a cowardly act of impiety. So we learn in the story that follows.

      
        4The rabble with them began to crave other food, and again the Israelites started wailing and said, “If only we had meat to eat! 5We remember the fish we ate in Egypt at no cost—also the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic. 6But now we have lost our appetite; we never see anything but this manna!”

        7The manna was like coriander seed and looked like resin. 8The people went around gathering it, and then ground it in a handmill or crushed it in a mortar. They cooked it in a pot or made it into cakes. And it tasted like something made with olive oil. 9When the dew settled on the camp at night, the manna also came down.

        10Moses heard the people of every family wailing, each at the entrance to his tent. The LORD became exceedingly angry, and Moses was troubled. 11He asked the LORD, “Why have you brought this trouble on your servant? What have I done to displease you that you put the burden of all these people on me? 12Did I conceive all these people? Did I give them birth? Why do you tell me to carry them in my arms, as a nurse carries an infant, to the land you promised on oath to their forefathers? 13Where can I get meat for all these people? They keep wailing to me, ‘Give us meat to eat!’ 14I cannot carry all these people by myself; the burden is too heavy for me. 15If this is how you are going to treat me, put me to death right now—if I have found favor in your eyes—and do not let me face my own ruin.”

        16The LORD said to Moses: “Bring me seventy of Israel’s elders who are known to you as leaders and officials among the people. Have them come to the Tent of Meeting, that they may stand there with you. 17I will come down and speak with you there, and I will take of the Spirit that is on you and put the Spirit on them. They will help you carry the burden of the people so that you will not have to carry it alone.

        18“Tell the people: ‘Consecrate yourselves in preparation for tomorrow, when you will eat meat. The LORD heard you when you wailed, “If only we had meat to eat! We were better off in Egypt!” Now the LORD will give you meat, and you will eat it. 19You will not eat it for just one day, or two days, or five, ten or twenty days, 20but for a whole month—until it comes out of your nostrils and you loathe it—because you have rejected the LORD, who is among you, and have wailed before him, saying, “Why did we ever leave Egypt?”’”

        21But Moses said, “Here I am among six hundred thousand men on foot, and you say, ‘I will give them meat to eat for a whole month!’ 22Would they have enough if flocks and herds were slaughtered for them? Would they have enough if all the fish in the sea were caught for them?”

        23The LORD answered Moses, “Is the LORD’s arm too short? You will now see whether or not what I say will come true for you.”

        24So Moses went out and told the people what the LORD had said. He brought together seventy of their elders and had them stand around the Tent. 25Then the LORD came down in the cloud and spoke with him, and he took of the Spirit that was on him and put the Spirit on the seventy elders. When the Spirit rested on them, they prophesied, but they did not do so again.

        26However, two men, whose names were Eldad and Medad, had remained in the camp. They were listed among the elders, but did not go out to the Tent. Yet the Spirit also rested on them, and they prophesied in the camp. 27A young man ran and told Moses, “Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the camp.”

        28Joshua son of Nun, who had been Moses’ aide since youth, spoke up and said, “Moses, my lord, stop them!”

        29But Moses replied, “Are you jealous for my sake? I wish that all the LORD’s people were prophets and that the LORD would put his Spirit on them!” 30Then Moses and the elders of Israel returned to the camp.

        31Now a wind went out from the LORD and drove quail in from the sea. It brought them down all around the camp to about three feet above the ground, as far as a day’s walk in any direction. 32All that day and night and all the next day the people went out and gathered quail. No one gathered less than ten homers. Then they spread them out all around the camp. 33But while the meat was still between their teeth and before it could be consumed, the anger of the LORD burned against the people, and he struck them with a severe plague. 34Therefore the place was named Kibroth Hattaavah, because there they buried the people who had craved other food.

      

      COMMENTARY

      4 This account appropriately begins with the “rabble,” an apt term for the non-Israelite mixed group of people who followed the Hebrews from Egypt. This term points to a recurring source of complaints and trouble in the camp. Those who did not know Yahweh and his mercies too easily incited those who did know him to rebel against him. But however the murmuring began, it soon spread throughout the camp of Israel. It is likely that familiar texts on the need for separation from people who do not share biblical faith have their first instance in this account (see 1Co 6:14–18; see also prohibited mixtures in Torah at Dt 22:10–11). Not all the people termed “rabble” (or who began as “rabble”) were unbelievers! That is, we may expect that many non-Hebrew people would have come to faith in God in view of their daily contact with Hebrew people who did believe (see Ex 14:30–31). Among the non-Hebrew people we may presume had come to full faith in Yahweh was the Kushite (African) wife of Moses (see 12:1 and Note there).

      In any event, as in Exodus 16, the people, forgetting what God had done for them, had begun to complain concerning their diet: “in the desert they gave in to their craving; / in the wasteland they put God to the test” (Ps 106:14). We may suspect that meat was not the common fare of the slaves in Egypt. By romanticizing the past, the people tended to minimize earlier discomforts when in a new type of distress—a common human failing.

      The verb “to crave” (ʾāwâ, in the Hithpael; GK 203) leads to the name of the location of the subsequent judgment, Kibroth Hattaavah, “Graves of Craving” (v.34). The verb can be used for positive and proper desires, but it is especially fitting for feelings of (improper) lusts and bodily appetites. The verb is enhanced by its cognate accusative taʾawâ (“desire”; GK 9294), a word that may be used in a good sense (as Pss 10:17; 38:9[10]; Pr 11:23; et al.), as well as in contexts of covetousness and lust (Pss 10:3; 112:10; Pr 21:25–26). The wording used here, “they craved a craving,” is emphatic in nature; the meaning is something on the order of, “they had an intense craving [for meat].”

      5–6 The several types of vegetables and fruit mentioned in this verse are suggestive of the varieties of foods available in Egypt, in contrast to the diet solely of manna in the wilderness (v.6). Further, the poor in Egypt were able to supplement their diet with fish still found in many canals and waterways (see Gray, 103). They may have been exaggerating the variety and plenty of their diet in Egypt, but it is true even today that food is plentiful in Egypt because of the richness of the deposits of particles of soil amid the waters of the Nile River in its annual flooding. Every year there is not only abundant water but also a refreshing of the particulates that enrich the soil.

      The contrast for Israel was sure: there were no fish or vegetables to be had in the wilderness. The focus of faith, however, is that there should have been no food at all in the wilderness. That there was anything at all to eat was solely by God’s mercy. To spurn a regularly occurring, abundant, and nutritious food only because it was boring is understandably human—a pitiable mark of our tendency toward ingratitude.

      7–9 The description of the manna in terms of its appearance and taste would be meaningful only to people who lived later than the time of its provision (cf. also Ex 16 for a description of manna). As in the instance of the description of the hovering cloud and fire (9:15–23), the nature and appearance of manna would have been familiar to the persons of this story. In fact, that is the point: they were sick of it!

      These words could have been written by Moses in anticipation of the curiosity of later generations; but conceivably these descriptive words were added considerably later than Moses, based on the memory of the food at a time when it was no longer a part of Israel’s experience. (See Introduction: Authorship and Date, for a discussion of possible post-Mosaic additions to the book.) To speak in this way of the possibility of later additions to the text of Numbers is not to imply that these additions, if that is what they are, are not accurate, are untrustworthy, or are not inspired by God. They are, in fact, an essential part of this text. Even though descriptions such as these may come from a time later than Moses, they may still be viewed as the work of the Spirit—i.e., true Scripture. In such a case the concept of inspiration—and its corollary inerrancy—extends to such bona fide additions. The issue of the “autograph” of a biblical book is far more complex in some books of Hebrew Scripture than perhaps in some NT writings.

      Numerous naturalistic explanations have been given to account for the provision of manna by those who have traveled in the Sinai. Some point to a secretion of the tamarisk tree of small, yellow-white balls that have a sweet taste. Others believe this secretion is not the product of the tree but is the excreta of certain scale insects made on the leaves of these trees during June in some areas of the Sinai. But no naturally occurring substance truly fits the data of the text. Several factors suggest that manna was a unique provision from the Lord for the people of Israel in the wilderness, not just a natural substance given in greater-than-usual abundance (see Notes).

      10 The people’s rejection of his gracious gift of heavenly food (called “bread from heaven” in Ex 16:4) was extremely evil to Yahweh. Israel’s rejection of his provision was a failure of the test of faith. God had said that the reception of the manna by the people would be a significant test of their obedience (Ex 16:4). The people had allowed themselves to think back to their lives in slavery and to regard that estate as more pleasurable than their present walk with the Lord on their way to the land of his promise. In view of the “good things” the Lord was to give them (see 10:32), the people were expected to receive each day’s supply of manna as a gracious gift of a merciful God and a promise of abundance to come. When they spurned the manna, the people contemned him—they were rejecting his mercy as they reacted with disgust!

      They repeated this grave evil thirty-eight years later (ch. 21). There is a sense that the rebellion of Israel in Numbers begins and ends on the subject of food and a despising of God’s provision. In our own journey through life, we need to be on guard that we do not despise God’s present mercies, even as we may long for our future home in heaven.

      11–15 The reaction of the people to God’s mercy in providing manna was greatly troubling to Moses as well. Instead of turning to the Lord to ask that he understand the substance of their complaint, Moses turned to the Lord to ask why he was given such an ungrateful people to lead. There is a human touch in all this; Moses is caught off guard, as it were—ill-prepared for the magnitude of the problem he faced in leading this sinful people.

      Moses’ frustration leads to what we may call “Moses’ Lament” (vv.11–15), a studied contrast with the “Battle Cry of Moses” (10:35–36). There are elements in this section that remind one of the Bible’s psalms of lament. The layout of the text in the standard MT is presented as prose, as in the NIV. But there is a musical, poetic feel to these words. It is possible to present this section in a poetic format and thus to sense more thoroughly, breathe more deeply, the rich passions that underlie them. Here follows my translation of “Moses’ Lament”:

      
        11And Moses said to Yahweh:

        “Why have you brought calamity to your servant?

        Why do I still not find grace in your eyes?

        [Why have you] placed the burden of all this people on me?

        12Surely it is not I who conceived all this people?

        Did I give birth to them?

        Why should you say to me,

        ‘Hold them to your bosom;

        Carry them as a nurse does a nursing child

        to the land you promised to their fathers’?

        13Wherever may I find meat

        to give to all this people?

        For they come weeping against me saying,

        ‘Give us meat that we may eat!’

        14I am unable to do it alone!

        I cannot bear all this people;

        They are too heavy for me!

        15If this is what you wish to do to me,

        then slay me quickly!

        Do this, if I still have any favor in your sight!

        Only let me not see my calamity!”

      

      Viewed in this manner, this lament has a highly poetic cast to it. It is marked by lines of tricola (three elements) and bicola (two elements) in standard parallel structures familiar from other poetry of the Bible (see Notes). Moreover, the rhetoric is poetic in nature; it expresses deep passion in hyperbolic flourishes. The lament is marked by an inclusio, the use of the same or a similar element at the beginning and end to give a sense of binding and unity.

      The poem begins (v.11) with Moses’ using the verbal form harēʿōtā (a Hiphil from the verb rāʿaʿ, “to treat badly”) to ask God why he has brought calamity on him. It ends (v.15) with Moses’ using the nominal form berāʿātî (the noun rāʿâ, “trouble, misery,” plus preposition and pronominal suffixes) to beg Yahweh not to let him see the full extent of his calamity.

      Moses brought all this on himself. He would rather die than continue to be so troubled by this obdurate people. In this deeply moving lament, which I take to be an exquisite poem of great artistry, Moses serves as a mirror of the feelings of God!

      The language is impassioned when we hear it from Moses. It is unbearable when we hear it from the Lord. That is where these words drive us. After all, it is Yahweh who has conceived this people. It is he who has given them birth. He is their nurse, their mother, their succor in the wilderness. He has promised them their land; he will give them their place. The people were screaming out to Moses, but ultimately they were ranting against Yahweh. When Moses rhetorically contemplated death as escape, there is the suggestion of unrelieved horror: What if the Lord were to “die” to his people? What if he were to be no more their God? The words of this poem are troubling enough when we hear them from Moses, servant of the Lord. When we realize they mirror the rage of God, in anthropopathic feelings of frustration and incredulity, then this poem is expressive of genuine mystery and wonder!

      16–17 The response of Yahweh to the great distress of his prophet was twofold—mercy and curse: (1) there was mercy to Moses in that his workload was now to be shared by seventy leaders who would help him carry the burden of the people in future encounters (vv.16–17); (2) there was a curse on the people in keeping with their complaint: they asked for meat and would now become sick with it (vv.18–34).

      The blessing of the provision of seventy elders must have brought an enormous sense of relief to Moses. It is dangerous, perhaps even silly, to attempt to psychoanalyze someone from antiquity. Nonetheless, the language of Moses’ Lament (vv.11–15) suggests that he may have suffered from a form of depression. Moses’ desire to die (v.15) was not unlike the death wish of Elijah following the ultimate failure of his revival at Mount Carmel (1Ki 19:4; see Ronald B. Allen, “Elijah the Broken Prophet,” JETS 22 [September 1979]: 193–202). It is my suggestion that the enormous weight of these feelings of depression serve as the signal elements of understanding the troublesome words of 12:3, the celebrated announcement of the “meekness” of Moses (12:2; “very humble,” NIV; see below).

      The language used with reference to the Spirit in this section is of high interest. God told Moses that he would take of the Spirit that was on Moses and put that Spirit on the seventy (v.17). The idea in this strange wording is clear enough: they would share the same Holy Spirit who animated and empowered Moses.

      18–20 The people’s distress at the lack of variety in the daily manna led them to challenge the goodness of Yahweh. Ultimately, it would be such a challenge to his essential goodness that would lead to their own deaths in the land (chs. 13–14). At present the judgment was partial; the judgment that would come would be all-inclusive. They had screamed for meat. Now they were going to get a surfeit of meat—so much meat that it would make them physically ill. There is sardonic humor in this development, a sense of comic justice. In effect, God told them he would give them all the meat they wanted and then some! They claimed that manna was a boring diet, that they could not live without variety, without some meat to eat. Now they were going to receive a diet of constant meat—not for a day or so but for a full month. They would be so filled with meat that it would spew from their nostrils.

      The principal issue was not meat, of course. Yahweh explained to Moses what the real issue was; he said of the people, “You have rejected the LORD” (v.20). The language is emphatic and gripping: “Surely you have rejected Yahweh who is among you!” The idea is a statement of incredulity. He was near in grace, but they had turned their back on him. He was in their midst, and they wished he were not so close. He had come down, and they wished he would go away. The issue was not just failure to demonstrate proper gratitude to the Lord, who was in their midst and who was their constant source of good; it was turning from him entirely and grudgingly rejecting his many acts of mercy in their behalf. I suspect the only apt comparison for the modern reader would be to consider one who has made a Christian commitment saying to the Savior, “I wish you had not died for me! Leave me alone!” Only in these terms may we sense the enormity of impact in the language of this verse.

      21–23 The response of Moses in these verses was not to the basic theological issue of the rejection of the Lord by the people. His head was still spinning from the declaration of the Lord that he would provide meat for all the people for a month. Moses reminded God (!) of the numbers involved: six hundred thousand men on foot. The numerics of the men numbered for war are consistent throughout the book of Numbers, thus presenting a strong argument, it seems, against arbitrary judgments of textual corruption. A marching force of this size suggests a total population of over two million people (or perhaps one tenth of this total; see the sections on large numbers in the Introduction). Moses’ distress at providing meat for this immense number of people (and it is immense, even if the numbers are rhetorically inflated!) is nearly comical—the task is staggering, impossible. The Christian has an advantage over Moses by knowing already the corresponding works of Jesus in the Gospels of feeding immense crowds from the meagerest of provisions.

      The familiar level of the dialogue between Moses and the Lord highlights the level of trust and relationship that Moses, God’s servant, was able to have with his Suzerain. The special nature of Moses’ relationship with God and the level of intimacy in his communication with the Lord and the Lord with him are detailed in 12:6–8. The response of God was, “Is the LORD’s arm too short?” (v.23; the Hebrew idiom is, “Is the hand of Yahweh too short?” where the meaning of the word “hand” includes the full arm). The human impossibility of the task of providing meat for the immense numbers of Israelites was an occasion to demonstrate the wonder of Yahweh. Moses also needed an encouragement to his faith. His depression made him like Elijah after Carmel, a prophet in need of a fresh experience of the wonder and presence of Yahweh.

      24–25 This chapter interplays several themes: the arrogant lust of the people, the impassioned distress of Moses, the plan of God to bring an answer of judgment to the people, and the purpose of the Lord to bring an answer of grace to his servant. These two verses relate to the subject of the seventy elders, introduced in vv.16–17. The coming near of the Lord in the cloud (v.25) brings us back to 9:15–23, the description of the hovering cloud and fire. But this text advances it by speaking of the cloud as coming down or, better, of the Lord as coming down by means of the cloud. Sovereignly, mysteriously, graciously, Yahweh apportioned to the seventy elders the same Spirit that was on Moses.

      The emphasis is not that the Spirit was divided into smaller units but that it was the very same Spirit of God, who still empowered Moses, that now animated these men. The Christian cannot but think of Pentecost in Acts 2. In a sense what occurred here in the wilderness is a presentment ahead of time of the bestowal of the Spirit on the believers in the upper room following the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. The taking of “some” of the Spirit from Moses suggests the release of some of the burden he bore. They would share in that work with him.

      The text states that these elders prophesied for a while but that they did not continue to do so. It seems that the temporary gift of prophecy to these elders was primarily to establish their credentials as Spirit-empowered leaders rather than to make of them ongoing agents of the prophecy of the Spirit. Their principal task would not be revelatory; God still spoke through Moses. The task of the elders would be to help in the administration of the immense population, in its varied needs, especially in the context of the increasing impiety of the people.

      26–30 Two of the designated elders did not meet with the others when the Spirit of God came on the group. For some reason they remained in the camp. But they also received the gift of the Spirit and began to prophesy. A young man devoted to Moses rushed to his master to inform him of this phenomenon and to beg his master to have them cease. The prophesying of Eldad and Medad in the camp where the common people would see them was perceived as an opportunity for further personal attacks on Moses. If these men had the same gift as Moses, and if they were in the midst of the people making prophetic proclamations, would they not be able to use their new gifts to bring about further sedition against God’s servant?

      Here the true spirit of Moses is demonstrated. Rather than being threatened by the public demonstration of the gifts of the Spirit by Eldad and Medad, Moses desired that all God’s people might have the full gifts of the Spirit! This verse is a suitable introduction to the inexcusable challenge to the leadership of Moses in Numbers 12. Moses’ magnanimity compares with that of Jesus in Mark 9:38–41 and Paul in Philippians 1:15–18. His expression of the desire for the Spirit of God to fall on all the people is anticipatory of the promise of God through the prophet Joel (2:28–32) and the experience of the early Christians in Acts 2:5–21.

      The “young man” of v.27 so protective of the reputation of Moses was likely the same as the person named in v.28—Joshua son of Nun. How propitious it is that the first time we read of him is in association with his service to Moses as an aide from youth. Perhaps it was this very close association with Moses that emboldened Joshua, along with Caleb, to take his stand with the promise of God rather than with the fears of the people when he withstood the evil report of the majority of the tribal agents (or “spies”; chs. 13–14).

      31–34 The sickening feast of the plague of quail ends this chapter of Numbers. The people had begged for meat. In a tragicomic act of miraculous provision, the Lord supplied more quail than the people could possibly eat. The Hebrew text is somewhat ambiguous in the phrasing translated, “about three feet above the ground” (lit., “about two cubits”; v.31). The NIV suggests that the quail were borne along by the wind of the Lord at the height of about three feet; the birds may have been stupefied by the supernatural wind and hence were low enough to be seized readily by the people. The Hebrew phrase has also been read by some to mean that the quail were found in stacks upwards of three feet deep. In any event, the supply of the birds was stupendous. One who did not do very well at the gathering of birds still captured “ten homers” of birds (nearly sixty bushels; v.32).

      The figures here are staggering! In some ways it reminds us of the great provision of the Lord Jesus in the feedings of the five thousand (Mt 14:13–21) and the four thousand (Mt 15:29–39). In those cases the feeding of many from God’s plenty was a demonstration of God’s grace; in the instance in Numbers it was a manifestation of God’s wrath.

      The scene must have been similar to a riot: people screaming, birds flapping their wings, everywhere the pell-mell movement of a meat-hungry people in a sea of birds. Dare we picture people ripping at the birds, eating flesh before cooking it, bestial in behavior? They must have been like a sugar-crazed boy in a child’s daydream, the boy afloat a chocolate-sandwich-cookie raft in a sea of chocolate syrup and nibbling at the cookie before drowning in the dark, sweet sea.

      The drama of the text is exquisite: “while the meat was still between their teeth” (v.33), the plague of the Lord struck them down. Before they could swallow, God made them choke. Thus, this place took on an odious name: Kibroth Hattaavah (v.34), “Graves of Craving.” These graves marked the death camp of those who had turned against the food of the Lord’s mercy. What a contrast with the ending of ch. 10! We are in a different world—and certainly not a better one.

      NOTES

      4 The term [image: ] (wehāʾsapsup, “the rabble”), found only here in the MT, is a negative designation of the camp followers of the Hebrews at the exodus. The aleph is quiescent; the noun is a reduplicative type of the pattern qetaltul. The form ʾasapsup is augmented from [image: ] (ʾāsup).

      6 [image: ] (hammān, “manna”; GK 4942) appears to be comprised of the particle man, meaning “what?” coupled to the definite article. The idea seems to be idiomatic: “What is it?” Thus the very name indicates the unusual nature of the bread from heaven.

      The following factors support the idea that manna was indeed a special, miraculous gift from the Lord and not a naturally occurring phenomenon.

      
        	1. The very Hebrew word manna (“What [is it]?”) suggests that it was something unknown by the people at the time (see Ex 16:15).

        	2. The description of the appearance and taste of the manna (Ex 16:31; Nu 11:7) suggests that it was not something experienced by other peoples in other times.

        	3. The daily abundance of the manna and its regular periodic surge and slump (double amounts on the sixth day but none on the seventh; Ex 16:22, 27) hardly suggest a natural phenomenon.

        	4. The fact that it was available in ample supply for the entire wilderness experience, no matter where the people were (Ex 16:35), goes against the idea of a naturally occurring substance.

        	5. The fact that there was a cessation of manna when the wilderness years were completed (Ex 16:35; Jos 5:12) shows the particularity of this provision.

        	6. The keeping of a sample of the manna in the ark for future generations (Ex 16:33–34) suggests that this was a unique food, a holy provision.

      

      William G. Dever (Who Were the Early Israelites? 21) writes:

      
        The description of the mysterious “manna” (the Hebrew name means “What is it?” Exodus 16:14–21) has been connected to the secretion of a sweet sticky substance by tamarisk shrubs in the desert, caused by two species of scale insects. Considerable quantities of the edible stuff could have been gathered; but it is seasonal, and in any case would hardly have been enough to feed several million people for even a short time. Once again, such “naturalistic” explanations beg the question of miracles and their religious significance in the Hebrew Bible. The events are the magnolia dei, the “mighty acts of God,” or they are nothing.

      

      11–15 In the introduction to his great work on Egyptian poetry, Kenneth A. Kitchen (Poetry of Ancient Egypt, xiii) describes Egyptian-Semitic poetry in this manner:

      
        Poetry is the artistic use, and variation in use, of language in non-mundane formats, to create special effects in the minds of readers or hearers. It can be created at the will of a writer for its own sake, to satisfy nothing more than his or her inner creative urges, or else to serve some specific aim: e.g., to praise a deity (hymnody), or a leader (paean), or to express feelings on a subject, or to entertain (cf. the love-lyrics in this book).

      

      The recognition of new poetic islands such as this “new” poem of Moses, in what was once viewed by many as a dense sea of prose, is a continuing delight. The Hebrew Scriptures abound with great poetry. See my chapter “Poetry—the Language of the Psalms” in Ronald B. Allen, And I Will Praise Him: A Guide to Worship in the Psalms (repr., Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1999), 41–56.

      20 In [image: ] (lāmmâ zeh, “Why ever?”) the demonstrative pronoun zeh is enclitic as an undeclined word for emphasis. Compare 1 Samuel 10:11, “What in the world?” and 1 Samuel 17:28, “Why ever?” The pattern is noted in Williams, Hebrew Syntax, sec. 118.

      25 [image: ] (welōʾ yāsāpû, “and did not do so again”) is from the root [image: ] (yāsap, “to do again, repeat”). The standard understanding is that these elders were given a temporary gift of prophecy that served to validate their ministry as the aides of Moses, but they did not continue to prophesy. The NIV margin has, “Or prophesied and continued to do so.” This is derived from an alternative reading found in the Targums, presumably based on [image: ] (welōʾ yāsupû) from [image: ] (sûp, “to come to an end”), meaning, “and they did not stop.” The MT’s reading is surely preferable here. Incidentally, the verb [image: ] (sûp, “to come to an end”) is the root for [image: ] (sôp, “end”), the word used in a suggested emendation of [image: ] (yam-sûp, “Sea of Reeds”) to [image: ] (yam-sôp, “Sea’s End”), suggested at Numbers 33:10; see Note there.

      26 On Eldad, see the note at 34:21.

      iii. A journey note (11:35)

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

      

      COMMENTARY

      35 Surely there was a sense that the people could not leave Kibroth Hattaavah quickly enough. “Hazeroth” (ḥaṣērôt) means “enclosures.” This was a location that allowed them a temporary residence on their journey northward. But it also became the locus of yet another place of trouble, the attack on Moses by Miriam and Aaron (12:1–15).

      b. The Opposition of Miriam and Aaron (12:1–16)

      OVERVIEW

      If the issues of ch. 11 were troubling, those of ch. 12 are nearly unbearable. The challenges to Moses in the complaints of the people at Taberah (11:1–3) and Kibroth Hattaavah (vv.4–34) drove him to such a state of depression that he asked God to take his life in the stirring poem (so I have argued above) I have called the Lament of Moses (vv.11–15). Moses was well aware that the attacks were not on him exclusively; in a sense he was but a foil for God as the people had rejected their Savior (v.20). Nonetheless, the attacks on his person had affected him deeply.

      We recall that when God first spoke to Moses, the man shrank from the task (cf. Ex 4), believing that he was not capable of doing the work God wanted him to do. Likely the burlesque of dialogue from that confusing period came back to him in these days of assault. If there was any compensating factor in the attacks on Moses and the Lord described in ch. 11, it was that the people called the “rabble” (v.4) were the prime instigators. These were other escaped slaves or displaced persons who, presumably, decided for their own reasons, not for spiritual commitment, to attach themselves to the populace of Israel in her adventure in leaving Egypt. In ch. 12 the attacks against Moses came from his sister and his brother. These are the unkindest cuts of all.

      i. The attack on Moses from his family (12:1–3)

      
        1Miriam and Aaron began to talk against Moses because of his Cushite wife, for he had married a Cushite. 2“Has the LORD spoken only through Moses?” they asked. “Hasn’t he also spoken through us?” And the LORD heard this.

        3(Now Moses was a very humble man, more humble than anyone else on the face of the earth.)

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 The attack against Moses in this chapter comes as a surprise. We are stunned to find that the principal provocateur in this case was Miriam, Moses’ sister. We are unprepared for the opening salvo, an attack on Moses’ wife; and we discover amid these questions the real issue: Why was Moses God’s favorite? The story becomes a classic example of sibling rivalry—a haunting reminder of Cain’s anger against Abel, so long ago (Ge 4:1–16).

      The feminine singular verb that initiates the chapter (wattedabbēr, lit., “and she spoke”; v.1; see Notes) and the placement of her name before that of Aaron both indicate that Miriam was the principal protagonist in the attack against Moses. Aaron apparently joined her at her instigation. Some modern interpreters have read the narrative of this chapter as an attack on women in general in Scripture and especially an attack on the person of Miriam. (For some contemporary readers, any presentation of moral failure or bad behavior on the part of a woman in a biblical narrative is a red flag for misogynous attitudes in OT patriarchy.) It appears to me, however, that this account does not unduly demean Miriam; rather, it presents her in a human, understandable manner. She was not judged because she was a woman; she, like any other person, was judged for her sin.

      Women, like men, are capable of great acts of piety and valor; they are equally able to act in the most debased of manners. Further, although this may seem tortuous to some, Miriam’s significance in the history of Israel is assured in a curious manner by the inclusion of this story in the Torah. I suspect that in the male-oriented culture of the biblical world, a question might have been given to the propriety of including in Torah a major section devoted to the misadventure of a (mere) woman. In the highly selective account of Israel’s thirty-eight years in the wilderness, the story of Miriam’s attack on her brother is included because of how important she really was. Finally, this is not the last we hear of Miriam. In Micah 6:4 she is celebrated along with Moses and Aaron as God’s gifts to his people in his gracious actions. This prophetic verse becomes her long-overdue reappraisal.

      Miriam is a grand biblical character. She preserved the life of her young brother, the helpless infant who later became the great Moses, servant of Yahweh (see Ex 1). She made it possible for Moses’ (and her!) actual mother to become his nurse when he was adopted into the household of Pharaoh in Egypt. She led the singing of the first psalm we find recorded in the Scriptures, the Song of Moses (Ex 15; cf. vv.1, 20)—the praise of the people of God celebrating their deliverance from the army of Egypt at the Red Sea. Again, it is not because Miriam was a woman that she is presented in this chapter in an unfavorable light; it is precisely because she was such a magnificent person in the history of salvation that her act of rebellion is recorded as a significant event. On a final note, it would be a strange male conspiracy that would later bring even Moses under judgment (see Nu 20). Miriam behaved badly in this chapter, yet so did Moses in a text yet to come.

      The initial attack on Moses concerned his wife. It is a human phenomenon, in the context of personality clashes, for one to present a smoke screen before coming out with the real issue. The marriage of Moses to a Cushite woman is not the central issue. This was only pretext; the real issue concerned Moses’ special relationship with God.

      But we begin where Miriam began, with Moses’ new wife. The reference to the “Cushite wife” of Moses is puzzling, to say the least. As to the word “Cush,” there was a man named “Cush” who was the first son of Ham (Ge 10:6–7). Traditionally, many Bible interpreters have associated “Cush” with Ethiopia (e.g., Merrill, 228; Budd, 136; the LXX translated the Hebrew term as Aithiopia). Others have associated the word “Cush” with the Kassites (Akk. kaššû) in Mesopotamia (see Harrison, 194). Presently, however, Cush (better, Kush) is believed to speak of the Nubian people of ancient Sudan. These are black Africans who had periods of close contact with Egypt; there were even periods of Kushite dominance over the local Egyptian population (see Notes).

      Some have thought that Moses’ wife Zipporah was intended by the words “his Cushite wife” (see Ex 2:15–22). If so, her foreign ancestry (as a Midianite) was attacked rhetorically by exaggeration. More likely, however, the possibility is that Moses had taken a new wife. In this case the new wife could have been a second wife, if Zipporah was still alive. Or he may have married again after the death of Zipporah (which is not recorded) or following a divorce from her (which is also not recorded).

      Following their traumatic disagreement concerning circumcising their second son (see Ex 4:24–26 and the Notes below), it seems possible that Moses divorced Zipporah. The language of 12:1 seems to point to a recent marriage of Moses (lit., “concerning the issue of the Cushite woman that he had married, for it was a Cushite woman whom he had married”). The repetition of the phrases suggests an emphasis as well as a sense of the appropriateness of the charge, if not a validation of the attitude that underlies it. The language suggests a basic ethnic resentment (so Milgrom, 93). In any event, the attack on the marriage of Moses was a pretext; the focus of the attack was on the prophetic gift of Moses and his special relationship with Yahweh.

      2 Miriam and her brother Aaron asked, rhetorically, “Has the LORD spoken only through Moses? Has he not spoken as well through us?” Of course he had. Exodus 15:20 specifically marks Miriam as a prophet in her own right (hannebî ʾâ, the definite feminine form of the term “prophet”). Micah 6:4 speaks of Moses, Aaron, and Miriam as God’s gracious provisions for Israel. God spoke through Aaron and Miriam, but his principal spokesman was Moses. The prophetic gifting of the seventy elders (11:24–30) seems to have been an immediate provocation for the attack of Miriam and Aaron on their brother.

      Verse 2 ends in an ominous manner: “And the LORD heard this.” The writer is well aware that the Lord “hears” everything. This special notice means that the Lord heard with an intention of acting, of intervening in behalf of his servant. The phrasing is not unlike that in Exodus 2:23–25, where four verbs are used of Yahweh’s relatedness to his people: he hears, he remembers, he sees, and he knows (see Ronald B. Allen, “What Is in a Name?” in God: What Is He Like? [ed. William F. Kerr; Wheaton, Ill.: Tyndale, 1977], 107–27).

      3 The most difficult line in the chapter, and one of the most difficult verses in the entire book, is v.3. Critical and conservative scholars have long (and, it would seem, correctly) observed that it is not likely that a truly humble person would write in such a manner about himself. Some have used this verse as a cudgel against those who believe in the Mosaic authorship of the Torah. The supposition is that this verse, and the general use of the third person (e.g., “Moses said,” “Moses did”), constitute clear evidence of later authorship of the book. It is theoretically possible that Moses might have authored such a line about his abject humility by inspiration, just as it is possible that he might have recorded the account of his death and burial by prophetic insight (Dt 34). These possibilities, however, are not likely. It may be observed that our Lord spoke of himself in the words, “I am gentle and humble in heart” (Mt 11:29). But even he (who alone could legitimately speak in such a manner!) did not add, “. . . more than all the people on the face of the earth.”

      Some scholars have argued that the verse began as a marginal gloss, which, through time, slipped into the text of the book. Scribes might have added this note to the margin to help the reader understand how unfair the attack against Moses was. Later scribes, not realizing this was an explanatory gloss, may have included the verse in the text proper. Yet there is no textual evidence that this is the case; that is, we do not presently have Hebrew manuscripts or ancient versions that omit this phrase or suggest it was a later insertion.

      Cleon Rogers has presented a suggestion that appears to be preferable. He states that the key term in v.3 should be translated “miserable” rather than “meek” (see Notes). When we read the narratives in which he plays a role, we may observe that Moses was not really an exceptionally meek or humble man. He was a man given at times to rage, self-pity, questioning, and debate. He was also a man capable of true greatness. He is one of the most impressive figures in biblical history, certainly one of the most pivotal. But this verse aside, it is not likely that observers of the story line of the Torah would automatically include “meekness” among the character traits of this most significant biblical personage (see Notes).

      The word “miserable,” however, could hardly be more fitting to describe his situation in the context of this chapter. Moses had been under assault on every front. He found his lot so difficult, his task so unmanageable, his pressure so intense, that he called out to God saying, “It’s too much!” (cf. 11:14). With the assault now coming from within his family, he passed even beyond that feeling of desperation observed in the Lament of Moses (11:11–15). At this point he was utterly speechless; he was a broken man. He was like Elijah following that prophet’s great work on Mount Carmel (see 1Ki 19:3; see Notes). Verse 3, in my judgment, should be translated confidently in this manner: “Now the man Moses was exceedingly miserable, more than any man on the face of the earth!” Many have felt like this from time to time; none has felt it so deeply as Moses did at this nadir of his life. Hence there is nothing in this verse that speaks against the role of Moses as the author of Numbers. It is merely in keeping with the third-person nature of the general recitation.

      An obvious objection to this point of view would be that if it were true, would not someone have suggested it as an alternative explanation before Rogers presented his case? An answer, perhaps also obvious, is that there really could be no advance in biblical understanding if there were not the possibility of “new understandings” of ancient textual conundrums. The issue is whether the viewpoint of Rogers fits the text at hand and the larger picture. In my view, his idea works wonderfully for both. See also the commentary at 16:1 for an application of the results of this line of inquiry.

      NOTES

      1 [image: ] (wattedabbēr, “and she spoke”), the Piel preterit verb that begins the chapter, is feminine singular, which serves to heighten our understanding of Miriam’s leadership in the conspiracy against Moses. When a clause has a compound subject (“Then Miriam and Aaron spoke”), the tendency in Hebrew style is to have the verb agree in person, number, and gender with the noun that is nearer the verb. The word order of the Hebrew clause is “then-she-spoke, Miriam, and-Aaron, against-Moses.” The notion of speaking “against” is captured by the [image: ] (be) that is prefixed to the name “Moses.” This is the bēt adversative (see Williams, Hebrew Syntax, sec. 242) with the verb “to speak.” It has the meaning, “to speak with hostility” or “to speak against.” The same use of [image: ] is found, for example, in v.8; 21:5, 7; Psalms 50:20; 78:19.

      [image: ] (hakkušît, “the Kushite”), the term used derisively by Miriam respecting Moses’ wife, is now understood by some scholars to refer to Nubians—black African peoples of ancient Sudan, south of Egypt. In antiquity there were periods when there were extensive contacts between the Kushites (Nubians) of Sudan and the Egyptians, including periods when Kushites actually ruled Egypt. It is possible that the new wife of Moses was a (black) African woman who was one of the numbers of people who left Egypt along with the Hebrews. Some of these people formed the infamous “mixed multitude,” but some could well have been people who had come to true faith in Yahweh. In a splendid treatment of the issue, Edwin M. Yamauchi concludes: “In light of the ample Egyptian evidence of the presence of many Nubians in Egypt from as early as the Old Kingdom and of intermarriage between Egyptians and Nubians, we should not doubt the possibility of Moses’ marriage to a Kushite or Nubian woman” (Africa and the Bible [Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004], 75). For recent studies of Kush and Egypt in the ancient periods, see Derek A. Welsby and Julie R. Anderson, eds., Sudan: Ancient Treasures (London: The British Museum, 2004); Julie R. Anderson, ed., Treasures from Sudan (London: The British Museum, 2004).

      Regarding the phrase “for he had married a Cushite,” I have presented the idea of the strong disagreement between Zipporah and Moses concerning circumcision as the likely provocation for their separation in Ronald B. Allen, “The ‘Bloody Bridegroom’ in Exodus 4:24–26,” BSac 153 (July–September 1996): 259–69. Their dispute was so severe that Zipporah disappeared from the story line in the narrative of the exodus. She was not present during the grand events in which her husband was so prominent in Egypt. Before he proceeded to the stage of his acts of divine destiny in Egypt, Moses had sent his wife back to her father Jethro in Midian, to where she took along their two sons (see Ex 18:2).

      After the events of the exodus, Moses had a joyful reunion with Zipporah’s father (see Ex 18:1–27), but there appears to have been no joy in Moses’ meeting with his wife. We may presume that when Jethro returned to Midian (v.27), he took Zipporah with him again, but the sons remained with Moses, as they continued with their families in the heritage of Israel (see, e.g., 1Ch 23:15–16). Thus Moses seems to have married another woman, “the Kushite,” concerning whom there was such consternation by Miriam. (Explanations of Zipporah as the subject of the controversy in ch. 12 fail the smell test as to why, after so many years, would the issue of the ethnicity of Zipporah be seized upon by Miriam? Further, Zipporah the Midianite [a Semite] was not a Kushite [i.e., a black African woman].)

      We may review another option in relation to what I have presented here. The Kushite wife of Moses could, of course, have been a second wife; that is, she may have been a wife of Moses in addition to Zipporah. However, the usual reasons in biblical times for a (godly) man to marry a second wife (while his first wife was still living and in his home) do not seem to be present here. These reasons would be: (1) contracting a second marriage to fulfill the desire for children when the first wife was judged to be infertile, or (2) marrying out of obligation the widow of one’s close relative (the so-called “levirate marriage”; see Dt 25:5–10). Since Moses already had sons by Zipporah, the first reason seems moot. The second reason, marrying a widow of a close relative, is even less likely, given the lack of explanation given in the text.

      If indeed my presentation is correct, then the words of Jesus respecting divorce take on an added irony. Jesus spoke of the hardness of the human heart as being the reason Moses allowed divorce (see Mt 19:7–8). If my take is correct, then Moses himself may have been divorced.

      A final option for a godly man to marry a second wife in biblical times was following the death of his first wife. So one may suppose that Zipporah had died and that the second wife, the Kushite, was a sequential marriage to that of Zipporah. It would seem strange, however, that a notice of Zipporah’s death is not mentioned. Less strange would be the omission of a note concerning the divorce of Moses, the moral leader of the nation! If this were the case, then the fact of Moses’ divorce would not be paraded, just assumed. How such a realization of Moses as a divorced leader of the nation Israel might play in current issues of divorce and Christian leadership, well . . . this may be a biblical “Pandora’s Box”!

      2 The interrogative particle [image: ] (ha) is attached to the adverb [image: ] (raq, “only”), thus resulting in [image: ] (haraq, “only?”). This word is then followed by the adverb [image: ] (ʾak, “surely”). The two words placed together at the beginning of the clause in Hebrew make the question emphatic: “Is it truly only through Moses that Yahweh has spoken?”

      3 Instead of the Kethiv’s [image: ] (ʿānāw, “meek”), the Qere reading is [image: ] (ʿānāyw), an indication that the last syllable is to be pronounced. Cleon Rogers (“Moses: Meek or Miserable?” JETS 29 [September 1986]: 257–63) presents evidence from etymology and usage that “miserable” is a possible reading for this word, and from the context that meaning is preferable in this text. The basic meaning of the root [image: ] (ʿānâ; GK 6705) is “to be bowed down” (root [image: ] III in BDB, 776a). One could be bowed down by force (i.e., be subdued), bowed down with submissiveness (i.e., be humbled), or bowed down by issues of care and trouble (i.e., be miserable or afflicted). Among the uses of ʿānāw in the Prophets and the Wisdom Literature are descriptions of the socially oppressed and the miserable (see, e.g., Am 2:7); similarly, the word can also be used to describe one who has his or her full confidence in God and thus is humble before him (see, e.g., Pr 3:34).

      As we have traced the story line of Numbers beginning in 11:1, one thing after another has brought pressure on Moses so that in 11:14 he whimpers to God that he is not able to bear the load any longer. He even asks God that he might die to be relieved of the pressures that are grinding him down. With the added assault of his sister and brother on his character, it was simply too much. He was now the most miserable man on earth. As Rogers, 262–63, says, “In the complaining of the people heightened by the complaining of his own sister and brother it would be the most natural thing in the world for someone to describe himself as the most miserable person on earth.” I regard Rogers’ argument and conclusion to be genuine contributions to our understanding of a biblical conundrum.

      On the comparison of Moses’ feeling of intolerable misery and Elijah’s sense of overwhelming futility (1Ki 19:3), see Ronald B. Allen, “Elijah the Broken Prophet,” JETS 22 (September 1979): 193–202.

      On the idea that it is not likely that our first thought concerning Moses would be of his humility or meekness, I suggest a comparison with a situation relating to David that is found in Psalm 40:2. The standard translations read something like, “I waited patiently on Yahweh.” Yet the adverb “patiently” is not written in the text. The words are [image: ] (qawwōh qiwwîtî, “waiting, I waited”). In many translations the adverb “patiently” is supplied “for sense.” Yet when we think of the character of David as described in Samuel and Kings, “patience” is not one of the first qualities that emerges. David was sometimes marked by rash acts (see, e.g., see the story of Nabal in 1Sa 25). Further, in this very verse he speaks of “screaming” out to Yahweh by using the word [image: ] (šaw ʿātî, “my scream”). This word is hardly consequent in a passage describing patience. I suggest that in this verse the infinitive construct (“waiting”) is used not to describe the adverb “patiently” but to insist on the singularity of David’s focus on Yahweh. The form is emphatic and focused: “I waited on Yahweh.”

      This case is confirmed further in the poem when David states that, against the direction of his advisors, he did not seek other gods for help (see v.4). David may have displayed patience in some circumstances, but the point of Psalm 40 is that his focus was on Yahweh and on Yahweh alone. Here again a familiar text and common translation is subject to review and reassessment.

      ii. The defense of Moses by the Lord (12:4–9)

      
        4At once the LORD said to Moses, Aaron and Miriam, “Come out to the Tent of Meeting, all three of you.” So the three of them came out. 5Then the LORD came down in a pillar of cloud; he stood at the entrance to the Tent and summoned Aaron and Miriam. When both of them stepped forward, 6he said, “Listen to my words:

        
          “When a prophet of the LORD is among you,

          I reveal myself to him in visions,

          I speak to him in dreams.

          7But this is not true of my servant Moses;

          he is faithful in all my house.

          8With him I speak face to face,

          clearly and not in riddles;

          he sees the form of the LORD.

          Why then were you not afraid

          to speak against my servant Moses?”

        

        9The anger of the LORD burned against them, and he left them.

      

      COMMENTARY

      4 The Hebrew adverb pit ʾōm (“at once”) expresses suddenness, an abrupt response of the Lord that is pregnant with terror (see Job 22:10; Isa 47:11; Jer 4:20). Ordinarily God is slow to anger and hesitant in judgment; he longs for repentance in place of stubbornness and desires to forgive rather than destroy. But the association of the Lord to his servant Moses is so strong that here suddenly even he bursts in to redress the wrong done to his friend. That God speaks to Moses along with Aaron and Miriam suggests that he is near and present as they berate Moses so unfairly. (Here I speak not of God’s omnipresence but of his gracious personal involvement in the affairs of human beings.)

      5 When the trio comes to the Tent of Meeting according to the command of the Lord, he descends to them in the cloud (as in 11:25; see above). The language here is even more dramatic: “Then the LORD came down in a pillar of cloud” (see Ex 13:21 for this expression used to describe the Lord’s guidance of his people). Descriptions of the appearances of God in Hebrew Scripture are usually styled “theophanies.” Here I follow a lead from Claus Westermann in suggesting that the term “epiphany” may be used, in distinction from “theophany,” where Scripture presents a dramatic descending of God, as in Psalm 18:7–15.

      The Hebrew verb yārad (“to come down”) is often used in these contexts. In 11:25, Yahweh came down in grace; in Genesis 11:5–8, Yahweh came down in judgment. It is beyond comprehension to reflect on the wonder of the Lord’s “coming down.” Psalm 113 speaks of his incomparable glory, “exalted with respect to sitting” (cf. v.5). Yet it is his unfathomably condescending nature to stoop down, as it were, to see and even to come down to meet with humans. In a sense, each theophany (appearance of God) and epiphany (descent of God) is a pictorial promise of the grand theophany, the great epiphany of the Lord Jesus Christ, and a “gentle tease” of his future dwelling in the midst of his people (see, e.g., Zep 3:16–20, esp. v.17, “the LORD your God in your midst”).

      There is a bad side to the good news, however, for God may come down in wrath as well as in grace. When Yahweh appeared from the midst of the cloud before the Tent of Meeting, he spoke to Aaron and Miriam. They came forward. What a dramatic moment in the history of salvation! Then he told them to listen. And then he spoke.

      6–9 This oracle of Yahweh in vv.6–8 is presented in poetic format. As in the Battle Cry of Moses (10:35–36) and the Lament of Moses (11:11–15), so the Oracle of Yahweh here functions more impressively in poetry than in prose. The genius of poetry is to make much little; that is, poetry compresses the greatest significance into the fewest words. The overall effect of great poetry is the feeling or experience one receives of the impact of the words.

      Below I offer my translation of this poem, with a couple of difficult text-critical decisions included (and explained in the Note):

      
        6And he said:

        “Hear my words:

        ‘If there is one of your prophets

        —I am Yahweh!

        I may speak to him by means of vision,

        or I may talk to him by means of a prophetic dream.

        7But not so with my servant Moses;

        in all my household he is reliable.

        8Face to face I speak with him,

        in personal presence and not in riddles;

        he gazes on the semblance of Yahweh.

        Why then are you not terrified,

        to speak against my servant, against Moses?’”

      

      Some salient features of this poem may be noted. The usual wording, “if there is a prophet among you,” is likely the correct meaning of the phrase. The Hebrew word as it stands (see Note) is more usually translated “your prophet.” There seems to be a subtle effect in play here. All other prophets are “your prophets.” Only Moses is “my” prophet.

      Second, the poem stresses in an unusual manner the sovereignty of Yahweh in the way he deals with prophets and other persons. He decides how he will speak, when, to whom, and in what manner. This is why I suggest the interjection, “I am Yahweh,” is so fitting. Commonly in solemn utterances the words ʾanî yhwh (“I am Yahweh/I am the LORD”) will be inserted. This feature is especially common in the book of Leviticus.

      Third, the poem presents in a powerful manner the distinctiveness of Moses as against all other agents of divine disclosure. The contrasts are in the areas of levels of intimacy. To other prophets God might speak in a variety of ways, with some more clearly than with others (see Heb 1:1; 1Pe 1:10–11). But with Moses, Yahweh had a one-on-one relationship. Only Moses could approach the holy mountain and gaze on the Divine Person. Only his face radiated following these sublime encounters. Others might have heard the words; only Moses “saw” God’s person (see Ex 34:5–7). What we are to make of these words is somewhat uncertain, given the language of mystery in the Hebrew Bible and the denial in the NT that anyone ever saw God at any time (see Jn 1:18). At the very least, these words speak of an unprecedented level of intimacy between God and Moses.

      At the most, it is possible to argue that Moses spoke with the person of Jesus (a “preincarnate appearance of Christ”). John 1:18 suggests that no one has ever seen the Father but that the role of the Son is specifically revelatory of the Father to others. The one sure thing in this text is that there was no one who was on such familiar ground with God as was Moses (see also Dt 34:10). The expression “my house” refers to the household of the nation.

      The reason given for this special relationship is unexpected: Moses’ faithfulness is what has set him apart from all others. It is intriguing to associate this idea with the description of Abram in Genesis 15:6. It is also ominous to contrast the faithfulness of Moses as described in this poem with the faithlessness of the people in the story to follow (chs. 13–14).

      Finally, the last bicolon of the poem is chilling. In feigned incredulity God asks the potent question, “Why then are you not terrified, / to speak against my servant, against Moses?” (my translation). “Why are you not very afraid?” Clearly, the axe of God’s wrath was about to fall on the block below! Verse 9 speaks of the wrath of God and of his awesome departure. Just reading the text is stunning. To have been present must have been chilling beyond comprehension.

      NOTE

      6 The phrasing of the words, [image: ] (nebîʾakem yhwh, “your [masculine plural] prophet, Yahweh”), is difficult; the Hebrew pronominal suffix (“your”) is plural; it may not refer to Yahweh. The first word would usually be translated “your prophet.” It is customary to read this word as though it were two words, [image: ] (nābîʾ bākem, “a prophet among you”), as in the versions. More difficult, however, is the relationship of this word to the divine name that follows it. The term [image: ] (nebîʾakem) has a major disjunctive accent (zaqeph parvum) that ordinarily would separate it from what follows; further, a noun with a pronominal suffix (“your prophet”) would not form a binding unit (a construct chain) with a following word. Hence the rendering “a prophet of the LORD among you” in the NIV is one approximation of the situation.

      Generally, there are three solutions presented: (1) transpose the divine name to follow the introductory verb at the beginning of verse 6 to read, “And the LORD said . . .”; (2) add a preposition “to” to the divine name, as is suggested in the LXX, and leave the divine name where it is but ignore the accents, thus leaving a translation such as the NIV’s; (3) presume the loss of the pronoun “I” [image: ] (ʾanî) before the divine name and maintain the accents as they are, thus resulting in a new colon: “I am the LORD”—the solution of the Syriac (and Targum). This last solution I find the most convincing; it is reflected in the translation I have given above. See also Note at 15:41.

      iii. The punishment of Miriam (12:10–15)

      
        10When the cloud lifted from above the Tent, there stood Miriam—leprous, like snow. Aaron turned toward her and saw that she had leprosy; 11and he said to Moses, “Please, my lord, do not hold against us the sin we have so foolishly committed. 12Do not let her be like a stillborn infant coming from its mother’s womb with its flesh half eaten away.”

        13So Moses cried out to the LORD, “O God, please heal her!”

        14The LORD replied to Moses, “If her father had spit in her face, would she not have been in disgrace for seven days? Confine her outside the camp for seven days; after that she can be brought back.” 15So Miriam was confined outside the camp for seven days, and the people did not move on till she was brought back.

      

      COMMENTARY

      10 The immediate effect of God’s wrath was seen on the body of Miriam. The fact that Miriam became “leprous” but Aaron did not is a signal to the reader that our initial impression was correct: Miriam was the principal offender. Now God spoke out against her; his hand struck her. She broke out with a type of skin disease that excluded persons from participation in the activities of the community (see 5:1–4).

      It has long been asserted that the term “leprous” in such contexts may be misleading for the modern reader. While today’s Hansen’s disease may be a subset of the biblical disease cluster, they may not be the same illness (see Note). The result of this judgment was that Miriam, the principal offender against her brother Moses, became a pariah, an outcast, as she now suffered from the type of infectious skin disease that excluded her from the community of Israel.

      11–13 The repentance of Aaron for the sin of presumption (v.11) is touching both in its intensity and in his concern for their sister. His description of the appearance of Miriam’s skin (v.12) is ghastly but effective. Moses, their brother, then called out to God to heal her. His prayer is remarkable in its urgency and simplicity, as he screamed out, “O God [ʾēl], please heal her!”

      14–15 The response of God was graciousness mingled with sobriety. He granted Miriam healing, but he still demanded her public shame for a period of time. Building on cultural elements of the day, the Lord referred to a public rebuke and the time of shame that rebuke would entail (v.14). It would seem that seven days’ time was the briefest of periods of such shame before restoration might be accomplished. A period of seven days was a standard time for uncleanness occasioned by touching or coming into contact with a dead body (see 19:11, 14, 16).

      NOTE

      10 R. K. Harrison, 197 (also “Leper, Leprosy,” ISBE2, 3:103–6), suggests that the form of skin disease Miriam suffered from—[image: ] (meṣōraʿat, “leprous”)—as well as that which Moses suffered as a sign (Ex 4:6)—may well have been leucoderma or psoriasis. In both texts the word [image: ] (kaššāleg, “[white] as snow”) describes the form of the skin disorder; yet chronic [image: ] (ṣāraʿat, “leprosy”; see Dt 24:8; Lev 13–14) was not noted for a white aspect.

      iv. A journey note (12:16)

      
        16After that, the people left Hazeroth and encamped in the Desert of Paran.

      

      COMMENTARY

      16 At last the destination of the grand march was achieved (see 10:12 and comments). The Desert of Paran was the staging area for the attack on the land of Canaan. Despite numerous terrible events that marred the dream of the triumphal march, at last the people were at their destination. Now was the time for regrouping, for reconnaissance and evaluation, for putting strategy in place, and for mounting the assault of victory over the Canaanite peoples. Yes, there had been troubled times on the journey. But glory awaited—at least it should have.

      c. The Twelve Agents and the Mixed Report (13:1–33)

      OVERVIEW

      We appear to be at a new beginning of greatness for Israel when we enter this chapter. The vindication of Moses as the servant of Yahweh had been stunning and unforgettable. The presence of the people in the vastness of their numbers there on the plateau of Paran was undeniable. The desire of the people to enter the Land of Promise was unquestionable. The faithfulness of the Lord to his promise and his commitment to his people were sure and unalterable. Given all the experiences the people had gone through in the previous months of preparation and journey, at last—at long last—it was time for them to claim Yahweh’s word, to believe in his power, to march in his name, and to enter his land.

      Hence the surprise that comes in the unexpected turn of events in this and the following chapter is even more startling than the surprise we felt as we first read the narrative of the rebellion of the people in ch. 11, after the record of their compliance in chs. 1–10. Chapters 13–14 become “the road of sorrows” of the Torah. These passages are a blight on Israel and a warning to all who read the story. That which marked Moses apart from all others was his utter faithfulness to Yahweh (see again 12:7). That which now marks the nation as a whole is fear (fright) of their enemies instead of fear (reverence) of Yahweh.

      i. The command of the Lord (13:1–2)

      
        1The LORD said to Moses, 2“Send some men to explore the land of Canaan, which I am giving to the Israelites. From each ancestral tribe send one of its leaders.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 Years after these events, Moses reflected on them. As he recounted the story in his homily in Deuteronomy to the sons and daughters of those who lived the account, he filled in some details this chapter omits. Moses’ words to the people were to rise, to go up, to begin the attack, and to seize the land (see Dt 1:21). But the people petitioned him first to send forth spies to discover the best routes for making their assault successful (1:22). This idea seemed reasonable to Moses; so he selected twelve men, one from each tribe, to reconnoiter (tûr, “to explore” [v.2], with the special meaning “to reconnoiter” in this text) the land (1:23).

      But when we return to Numbers 13:1–2, we see that the command to send the men was also made by Yahweh. It is likely that Deuteronomy 1:21–23 presents the story from the point of view of the people, and that Numbers 13:1–2 presents the same account from the divine perspective. When the people requested that men be sent, Moses decided, on the basis of the will of God, to accede to their request. Both accounts meld into a whole. What we gain from putting the two accounts together, however, is the idea that sending men to scout the land was a further example of God’s grace to the people.

      It is customary to speak of these twelve men as “the twelve spies.” Milgrom, 100, makes an interesting observation: these were not like the unnamed military spies of Joshua 2:1 who scouted out the city of Jericho before Israel’s attack on that city—these individuals in Numbers 13–14 were significant tribal leaders. They should be thought of as “special agents”—but not agents sent to act clandestinely as military spies. Rather, they are agents sent by Moses in an act of faith to display the power of Yahweh that would soon become evident as the Hebrew people marched in victory over a good and plentiful land. So, while perhaps a bit awkward, I will avoid the term “spies” in this section. However, I doubt that this change of terminology will ever catch on, since the notion of the “twelve spies” is so fixed in our vocabulary, such a part of our common currency, that I may be singing in the dark here.

      The specification of the type of men to be selected reminds us that, while God is not a respecter of persons with regard to the outworking of his mercy (see Dt 10:17), he does use select persons for his leadership tasks. Yet ten of the twelve men in this list turn out to be dismal failures. That they were each leaders of their tribes did not guarantee they would measure up for the leadership role God desired them to have. The term used to describe them as “leaders” is the same used for the tribal leaders in the making of the rosters of the tribes in ch. 1 (nāśîʾ; see 1:16).

      NOTE

      2 In [image: ] (šelaḥ-lekā, “send to you”), the preposition and pronominal element form the so-called dative of personal reference (also termed “the reflexive use of the preposition”), which emphasizes active participation on the part of the one who receives the command. It has the force, “you send!” (“send one,” NIV). This is the same construction we find in God’s command to Abram in Genesis 12:1: “You go!” See also Notes at Numbers 10:2; 35:11. On the phrase “From each . . . tribe,” see Note on 9:10.

      ii. The roster of names (13:3–16)

      
        3So at the LORD’s command Moses sent them out from the Desert of Paran. All of them were leaders of the Israelites. 4These are their names:

        
          	from the tribe of Reuben, Shammua son of Zaccur;

          	5from the tribe of Simeon, Shaphat son of Hori;

          	6from the tribe of Judah, Caleb son of Jephunneh;

          	7from the tribe of Issachar, Igal son of Joseph;

          	8from the tribe of Ephraim, Hoshea son of Nun;

          	9from the tribe of Benjamin, Palti son of Raphu;

          	10from the tribe of Zebulun, Gaddiel son of Sodi;

          	11from the tribe of Manasseh (a tribe of Joseph), Gaddi son of Susi;

          	12from the tribe of Dan, Ammiel son of Gemalli;

          	13from the tribe of Asher, Sethur son of Michael;

          	14from the tribe of Naphtali, Nahbi son of Vophsi;

          	15from the tribe of Gad, Geuel son of Maki.

        

        16These are the names of the men Moses sent to explore the land. (Moses gave Hoshea son of Nun the name Joshua.)

      

      COMMENTARY

      3 As in the records of chs. 1–10, the story begins with the compliance of Moses to the will of God. He did just as God had commanded in selecting one worthy individual from each tribe to represent his people on the reconnaissance mission. There is a sense in these chapters that when God speaks, Moses acts—thus our terrible shock when even he falters in ch. 20! The names listed in vv.4–15 are different from those given for the tribal leaders in chs. 1, 2, 7, and 10. Presumably the tribal leaders in the four earlier lists were older men. The task of the special agents called for men who were younger and more robust, but who were no less respected by their peers.

      There is symmetry in this chapter, as we have found on other occasions. The whole impression is orderly and straightforward, thus granting a sense of importance and dignity. There is nothing casual about this text. The travel of the tribal agents begins in the Desert of Paran (v.3); it is to that wilderness they return in v.26. The text comes full circle geographically. But the men who came back were not the same as the men who left. Presumably they left in confidence, with a spirit of divine adventure; but they returned in fear, groveling before human beings and no longer trusting in God. This factor provides intertwining circles of geography and character development in the chapter.

      4–15 The significance of the list of names in these verses (cf. 1:5–15) is multiple: (1) the names add a certain historical verisimilitude; (2) they provide a level of accuracy in the narrative; (3) they should have given the occasion for pride of family, clan, and tribe; (4) they become, because of the failure of the majority in this case, markers of sadness, as do the names of places of Israel’s judgment (e.g., “Taberah” [11:3]; “Kibroth Hattaavah” [11:34]); and (5) they, like all lists of names in Scripture, remind us of the significance of names to God (e.g., the Lamb’s “book of life” [Rev 20:12]).

      The names of the tribal leaders and their respective tribes are listed in vv.4–15. Note these observations about these names and the meanings that may be suggested for them (see Notes for suggested derivations of names).

      
        	1. While few of these names are specifically theophoric (built with a term for deity, such as the names “Gaddiel,” “Ammiel,” and “Geuel”), most of them are implicitly theophoric (e.g., “Sethur” and “Nahbi,” both likely having the idea of being hidden [in God]).

        	2 Only the name of the superb leader Caleb does not seem to have a moral or theophoric meaning (see Notes).

        	3. Joseph is mentioned along with Manasseh (v.11) but not with Ephraim (v.8); further, these allied tribes are separated in this listing—an unusual feature in such lists.

        	4. The tribe of Levi is omitted, as is common in lists of the laic tribes; the omission of Levi allows for the listing of both Ephraim and Manasseh.

      

      16 The particular significance of Joshua is noted here. We have already discovered that Joshua was an attendant of Moses from his youth and was particularly concerned about his master’s reputation when it seemed threatened by the independent prophesying of Eldad and Medad (see comments on 11:27–28). Here we learn that Joshua’s name was first known as Hoshea, but it was Moses who changed it to Joshua. This parenthetical statement anticipates the later prominence of Joshua. The reader is alerted to the significance of this name among those of the special agents; here is a man of great destiny. The Hebrew word Hoshea (hôšēaʿ) means “salvation [of Yahweh]”; the new form of the name, “Joshua,” (yehôšuaʿ) means “Yahweh saves.” Both forms are precursors of the Hebrew spelling for the name of Jesus: Yeshua (yēšuaʿ).

      Moses’ act in changing Hoshea’s name to Joshua was a mark of a special relationship between the two men. This change of name, which is slight—something of a play on words—is a fatherly action on Moses’ part; it is also a prophetic action. It is as though Moses has adopted his young aide and marked him for greatness. We are reminded of the way the Lord changed the name of Abram to Abraham (Ge 17). The names are related, but in this changing of name a new relationship results.

      It is notable that the two agents who rendered a report that was faithful to the promise of God represented the two tribes that later would become most prominent in the land. Joshua was from the tribe of Ephraim, the tribe that would become dominant in the north; Caleb was from the tribe of Judah, the dominant tribe in the south. There is something salutary in this fact as well—the two men who stood for faithfulness in God came from prominent tribes.

      The ancestry of Caleb is particularly intriguing. Verse 6 says that he is Caleb son of Jephunneh (ben-yepunneh). Jephunneh is called “the Kenizzite” in Numbers 32:12; Joshua 14:6, 14. In 1 Chronicles 2:18 he is called “son of Hezron” (ben-ḥeṣrôn). Hezron was the son of Peres, the grandson of Judah (see Ge 38:29). If we put all these data together, we may conclude that Caleb was of the tribe of Judah, the son of Jephunneh, a descendant of Hezron the son of Peres, the son of Judah. It may have been Judah’s relationship with Tamar that linked the family with the Kenizzite group, a Canaanite people. It is also possible, however, that Caleb was more immediately Canaanite in his ancestry. “Jephunneh the Kenizzite” may have been a slogan of triumph, much like the phrase “Ruth the Moabitess” in the book of Ruth (Ru 1:22); here was a man from a Canaanite people group (see Ge 15:19–20) who had come to faith in Yahweh; now his son Caleb was the leader of the tribe of Judah. See Note.

      NOTES

      4–15 The names of the selected leaders of Israel, and their meanings, are as follows:

      
        	1. Shammua, [image: ] (šammûaʿ, related to the verb [image: ], šāmaʿ, “to hear”; perhaps meaning, “Report [of God]”), leader of the tribe of Reuben;

        	2. Shaphat, [image: ] (šāpāṭ, from the verb [image: ], šāpaṭ, “to judge”; perhaps meaning, “He has judged”), leader of the tribe of Simeon;

        	3. Caleb, [image: ] (kālēb, related to [image: ], keleb, “dog”; perhaps meaning, “Dog [of God]” (see Note on v.6), leader of the tribe of Judah;

        	4. Igal, [image: ] (yig ʾāl, from the verb [image: ], gāʾal, “to redeem”; perhaps meaning, “He [God] redeems”), leader of the tribe of Issachar;

        	5. Hoshea, [image: ] (hôšēaʿ, from the verb, [image: ], yāšaʿ, “to save”; perhaps meaning, “Salvation”), leader of the tribe of Ephraim;

        	6. Palti, [image: ] (palṭî, perhaps related to the verb [image: ], pālaṭ, “to escape”; perhaps meaning, “My escape [is God]”), leader of the tribe of Benjamin;

        	7. Gaddiel, [image: ] (gaddî ʾēl, perhaps related to the noun [image: ], gad, “fortune”; perhaps meaning, “My fortune is God”), leader of the tribe of Zebulun;

        	8. Gaddi, [image: ] (gaddî, a name with the same meaning as that of the leader of Zebulun, “My fortune [is in God]”), leader of the tribe of Manasseh;

        	9. Ammiel, [image: ] (ʿammî ʾēl, a name combining the words [image: ], ʿammî, “my people,” and [image: ], ʾēl, “God”; perhaps meaning, “God is my kinsman”), leader of the tribe of Dan;

        	10. Sethur, [image: ] (setûr, a name perhaps related to the verb [image: ], sātar, “to hide”; perhaps meaning, “Sheltered [by God]”), leader of the tribe of Asher;

        	11. Nahbi, [image: ] (naḥbî, a name perhaps related to the verb [image: ], ḥābâ, “to withdraw, hide”; perhaps meaning, “My hiding [is God]”), leader of the tribe of Naphtali;

        	12. Geuel, [image: ] (geʾû ʾēl, a name perhaps relating the verbal root [image: ], gāʾâ, “to rise up [in majesty]” with the word “God”; perhaps meaning, “Majesty of God”), leader of the tribe of Gad.

      

      As in all attempts to determine the meaning of biblical names, the suggestions here are, of necessity, tentative. The attempt to pin down the relationship of names to so-called verbal roots is a precarious adventure, in part due to the multiplicity of homonyms (words with the same spelling but unrelated in meaning) in Hebrew (which, for example, has four words spelled [image: ], ʿānâ, each with a different etymology). The principal difficulty with the meaning of names, however, is usage. A noun or a verb has its meaning in the context of its use. A name, by its very nature, cannot be tied precisely to a meaning based simply on the narrative in which the name is found. The situation is even more difficult when names appear simply in lists. But in the list given above, each of the names may be regarded as a positive affirmation of faith in and service to God. It is this feature of these names that makes the list so haunting as we reflect on the actions and behavior of ten of these divinely appointed, humanly designated special agents.

      The order of the tribes varies in the several listings. No reason seems to be given for these variations. Below is a comparison of the lists of chs. 1 and 13:

      
        
          
            	Numbers 1:5–16
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            	Numbers 13:4–15
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      These variations raise questions. Why is Gad listed third in 1:24 but last in 13:15? Why is Judah third in 1:7 and 13:6 but fourth in 1:26? The birth order of the sons of Jacob is given piecemeal in Genesis, which also notes the birth of Jacob’s daughter Dinah:

      
        	1. Reuben (mother: Leah; Ge 29:32)

        	2. Simeon (mother: Leah; Ge 29:33)

        	3. Levi (mother: Leah; Ge 29:34)

        	4. Judah (mother: Leah; Ge 29:35)

        	5. Dan (mother: Bilhah, maid of Rachel; Ge 30:6)

        	6. Naphtali (mother: Bilhah, maid of Rachel; Ge 30:8)

        	7. Gad (mother: Zilpah, maid of Leah; Ge 30:10)

        	8. Asher (mother: Zilpah, maid of Leah; Ge 30:13)

        	9. Issachar (mother: Leah; Ge 30:18)

        	10 Zebulun (mother: Leah; Ge 30:20)

        	11. Joseph (mother: Rachel; Ge 30:24)

        	12. Benjamin (mother: Rachel; Ge 35:18)

        	13. Dinah (mother: Leah; Ge 30:21)

      

      Genesis 35:23–36 lists the sons in the order of their mothers. Two other significant listings of the sons of Jacob are found in the blessing of Jacob (Ge 49) and the blessing of Moses (Dt 33). In the blessing of Jacob, Zebulun and Issachar are out of birth order but are grouped with the other sons of their mother, Leah. In the blessing of Moses the tribe of Simeon is missing.

      6 [image: ] (kālēb, “Caleb”) is the name of the special agent from the tribe of Judah. Because of the usual, negative associations of the word “dog,” [image: ] (keleb), in ancient Hebrew culture, it appears that the scribes may have altered the pronunciation of this name when it was used of various individuals in the Bible. Gerhard F. Hasel (“Caleb,” ISBE2, 1:573) surmises that the positive associations of a dog as faithful and humble might have given rise to this name in Israel. We tend to think of these ideas as modern; but at times the ancients must have had some sense of a dog as “man’s best friend.” So, though slightly disguised in pronunciation, the name of this heroic companion of Joshua is a word that means “dog”—but in a positive sense. Perhaps we may think of him as “Dog of God,” in an honorable sense. Milgrom, 101, points to Akkadian names such as Kalbi-Sin or Kalbi-Marduk, where a servant is the “dog [in service] of a god”—that is, an obsequious servant.

      iii. The instructions of Moses (13:17–20)

      
        17When Moses sent them to explore Canaan, he said, “Go up through the Negev and on into the hill country. 18See what the land is like and whether the people who live there are strong or weak, few or many. 19What kind of land do they live in? Is it good or bad? What kind of towns do they live in? Are they unwalled or fortified? 20How is the soil? Is it fertile or poor? Are there trees on it or not? Do your best to bring back some of the fruit of the land.” (It was the season for the first ripe grapes.)

      

      COMMENTARY

      17–20 The instructions of Moses to the twelve special agents were comprehensive; a thorough report of the land—its produce, the peoples, and their towns—was required in the reconnaissance mission. The plan of approach was practical, showing that Moses had some sense of the lay of the land of Canaan. From their location in the northernmost boundary of the Desert of Paran, the men were to move into the Negev, the southernmost part of the land of Canaan. Then they were to ascend the hill country and journey as far as they could through the land. The journey upward was not only geographical; there is a sense in which we may see this upward journey as a symbol of assault, conquest, and victory.

      The scouts were to give special attention to the people and the produce of the land, to the cities and towns, to the soil and the presence or absence of forests. Since the journey was at the time of the harvest of grapes, there is a personal note that they should bring back some of the fruit they might discover in the land. They were to show themselves courageous in taking some of the fruit (see Note)—words that would later come to haunt the nation. But the quest for a sampling of fruit is a nice touch; it had been a long time since the wilderness community had seen grapes. They had experienced a long hiatus since last enjoying wine. The principal harvesting of grapes in the land of Canaan/Israel comes in September and October, after the long, hot summer. But the first, early grapes may be harvested by mid- or late July. So the journey of the scouts would have come in the summer months.

      NOTE

      20 The NIV translation of [image: ] (wehitḥazzaqtem) as “Do your best” seems weak for this strong verb, a Hithpael perfect with the waw consecutive, used as a command, from the verb [image: ], ḥāzaq, meaning “show yourselves courageous!” The act of heroism was in fact the bracing for thievery! They were told to take a sample of the fruit of the land—not to purchase from a stand but to seize from a field. Since the whole of the land was to be theirs, including cities they had not built, vineyards they had not cultivated, and trees they had not planted (Dt 6:10–11), in a sense the taking of the sample of the fruit of the land is a sampling of that which would all become theirs.

      iv. A summary of the reconnaissance (13:21–25)

      
        21So they went up and explored the land from the Desert of Zin as far as Rehob, toward Lebo Hamath. 22They went up through the Negev and came to Hebron, where Ahiman, Sheshai and Talmai, the descendants of Anak, lived. (Hebron had been built seven years before Zoan in Egypt.) 23When they reached the Valley of Eshcol, they cut off a branch bearing a single cluster of grapes. Two of them carried it on a pole between them, along with some pomegranates and figs. 24That place was called the Valley of Eshcol because of the cluster of grapes the Israelites cut off there. 25At the end of forty days they returned from exploring the land.

      

      COMMENTARY

      21 The journey of the special agents began in the southernmost extremity of the land (the Desert of Zin) and took them to the northernmost point (Rehob, near Lebo Hamath; see 34:8). This journey of about 250 miles in each direction took them forty days (v.25)—possibly a rounded number indicating an approximate period of time similarly to “a month” in modern English idiom. Since a month is nearer to thirty days, forty days is regarded as more than a month, a complete cycle, a fullness of time. Nonetheless, the citing of forty days is a number suitably fitting for the sacral nature of their task.

      22 Hebron was the first city the men came to in the land of Canaan. The parenthetical comment about the building of the city seven years before Zoan in Egypt may have been prompted by their amazement at the size and fortification of the city that was so closely associated with the lives of their ancestors four centuries before this time (see Ge 13:14–18; 14:13; 23:1; 25:9; 35:27–29; 50:13). In the stories of the ancestors of their people, Hebron had not been a great city but a dwelling and trading place for shepherds and herdsmen.

      What is strange in the agents’ interest in the city of Hebron is what they do not mention. This was the burial place of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob and Leah! Why would they not have said, “Here we have arrived at the place where our fathers and mothers were buried. Where they now lie, soon we shall live”?

      Instead of looking to the patriarchs and the promises, the agents noticed sizes of buildings and statures of persons. Moreover, they ignored the clear timetable of God as recorded in Genesis 15. They were in the land at the time of promise. Yet they averted their glance from the tombs of the fathers, and they neglected the promise of God; they were too preoccupied with the sandal sizes of three huge men who lived in Hebron.

      The other association with Hebron was the population of Anakites who lived there. Three notables from the descendants of Anak are mentioned as living at Hebron. The Anakites were men of great stature; their physical size became a rallying point for the fear of the people (see vv.32–33 and Note). In a later day of faith, Caleb was to drive these giants from their city (Jos 15:14; Jdg 1:10). Would that he had been given his chance forty years earlier!

      23–25 Due to the size of the grape cluster they found, the special agents named the valley in which it was found “the valley of the cluster” (v.24; cf. NIV margin). The Valley of Eshcol is near Hebron; presumably the men cut the cluster of grapes on their return journey, but they may well have marked the location as they passed through this valley on their journey north. The very size of the grape cluster, indicated by the item describing the manner of transporting it to the camp (v.23), was a mark of the goodness of the land God was giving them. To think of clusters of grapes so large that two men would transport a cluster suspended from a pole—why, the people should have thought they had discovered Eden!

      The grapes they brought back to the camp were wine grapes, of course. Hence these grapes were a symbol of the joy the land would provide for the people. The good land would provide for them the good life. As is well known, the present state of Israel uses the logo of the two men carrying an immense cluster of grapes on a pole as the symbol of the Department of Tourism. The Bible does not specify which of the men carried the grapes; the modern tourism department supplies the names freely: Caleb and Joshua!

      Alas, the size of the cluster these agents brought back to the camp became a provocation of fear for the faithless. Such a large cluster of fruit was intimidating and unnerving to them. It ought to have intoxicated them with joy; instead, it inebriated them with paralyzing terror.

      v. The mixed report (13:26–33)

      
        26They came back to Moses and Aaron and the whole Israelite community at Kadesh in the Desert of Paran. There they reported to them and to the whole assembly and showed them the fruit of the land. 27They gave Moses this account: “We went into the land to which you sent us, and it does flow with milk and honey! Here is its fruit. 28But the people who live there are powerful, and the cities are fortified and very large. We even saw descendants of Anak there. 29The Amalekites live in the Negev; the Hittites, Jebusites and Amorites live in the hill country; and the Canaanites live near the sea and along the Jordan.”

        30Then Caleb silenced the people before Moses and said, “We should go up and take possession of the land, for we can certainly do it.”

        31But the men who had gone up with him said, “We can’t attack those people; they are stronger than we are.” 32And they spread among the Israelites a bad report about the land they had explored. They said, “The land we explored devours those living in it. All the people we saw there are of great size. 33We saw the Nephilim there (the descendants of Anak come from the Nephilim). We seemed like grasshoppers in our own eyes, and we looked the same to them.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      26–29 The first portion of the report of the special agents was truthful, if timorous. The clear goodness of the land was offset in their eyes by the many and mighty peoples who dwelt in it. They did give assent to the bounty of the land in the proverbial phrase “a land flowing with milk and honey.” This phrase takes us back to Exodus 3:8 and the words of God to Moses at the beginning of his call to return to Egypt to rescue God’s people from slavery and to bring them to the good land. This phrase forms a leitmotif of blessing with respect to the land. The biblical emphasis in this phrase is on productivity and abundance. As Moses heard these words from the men, his heart must have leaped within. This phrase was given by Moses again to the second generation, after the first generation lost their opportunity to enjoy the land (see Dt 11:9–12).

      But immediately after praising the land for its bounty, the agents lamented its people and cities. Verse 28 begins with the limiting phrase,ʾepes kî (“except that”; “but,” NIV). This reversal of mood was deadly. The size of the grape cluster now became ominous. No longer did it point to plenty but to people; no longer did it speak of joy but of fear. The cities were described as being inaccessible, impregnable. The term beṣurôt (“fortified,” NIV) is used in 2 Kings 18:13 of inaccessible cities and in Jeremiah 33:3 of inaccessible things. The cities of Canaan were said to be beyond the reach of the people of Israel. The listing of the nations that inhabited the land became a new reason for terror—the Amalekites, the Hittites, the Jebusites, the Amorites, and the Canaanites. Yet this listing of nations should have been taken as an indication of the numerous victories God was going to give to his people in fulfillment of his promise to Abraham in the covenant between the parts (see Ge 15).

      30 The report of the majority must have caused the people to become frightened, as indicated by the words that speak of Caleb’s silencing the people. Only Caleb and Hoshea (Joshua) returned a report that was prompted by faith in God. Caleb’s words, “We can certainly do it,” were not merely bravado; they were the words of one who really believed that Yahweh was giving the land to the people. These words were in the spirit of Moses, who knew that “the LORD has promised good things to Israel” (10:29). Boldly, confidently, Caleb encouraged the people, “We are most assuredly able to do it” (see Notes).

      31–33 But the evil report prevailed. Ten fearful men can outshout, and certainly outscare, two brave men. At last they stated explicitly what they had implied, “We are unable to do it” (cf. v.31). In this strong denial they did not give a negative cast to the words of faith that Caleb had just spoken; they clearly said that God was not sufficient to bring the task to completion. At this point these men were denying the power and presence of God, the promises and assurances of God, their own resources—indeed, even their own names. Those wonderful names their parents had given them—most of which names speak of the blessing of being the people of God—were being denied as they spoke their words of calumny (see Notes on the meanings of the names on 13:3–15; cf. Ge 37:2; Jer 20:10).

      The Land of Promise was a good land, a gracious gift of Yahweh. By speaking evil concerning the land, the faithless agents were speaking evil of him. At this point their words became exaggerations and distortions. The Anakites (who were of large size) were now said to be Nephilim, the race of giants described briefly in the mysterious context of the cohabitation of the sons of God and the daughters of men (Ge 6:4). The use of the “Nephilim” seems to be deliberately provocative of fear, a term not unlike the concept of bogeymen and hobgoblins (see Notes). The exaggeration of the faithless led them to their final folly: “We seemed like grasshoppers in our own eyes, and we looked the same to them.”

      We have noted the possible use of deliberate rhetorical exaggeration or hyperbole in the numbers of the tribes of Israel—power numbers designed to bring encouragement to the nation in the confidence they would need to have in the fulfillment of the promises of God (see in the Introduction the sections on large numbers). In the report of the evil agents, we see that rhetorical exaggeration can work both ways. By describing themselves as mere grasshoppers in the sight of the fabulous Nephilim, they frightened the sandals off the people and led a nation to the grievous sin of unbelief against their caring God.

      NOTES

      30 The phrase [image: ] (kî-yākôl nûkal lāh, lit., “we are most assuredly able to do it!”; “we can certainly do it,” NIV) begins with an asseverative kî, meaning “surely.” Then a Qal passive infinitive absolute is joined to a Qal passive imperfect, both from the same root, [image: ] (yākôl, “to be able”). Sadly, we do not have to go far to find a contrast (v.31).

      32 The report from the majority of the agents (“spies”) was not just a “bad report” (NIV); it was truly evil. [image: ] (wayyôṣî ʾû dibbat, “and they spread about an evil report”). The noun [image: ] (dibâ, “whispering, defamation, evil report”) is modified in 14:37 by the adjective [image: ] (rāʿâ, “evil”). See 14:36–37.

      33 The hyperbole in the evil report came to an extreme in the reference to [image: ] (hannepîlîm, lit., “the fallen ones”) in the “majority report.” The NIV’s rendering suggests that there is an editorial, explanatory comment: “the descendants of Anak come from the Nephilim.” These words, presented in parentheses in the NIV, would appear to be the official teaching of Torah, the explanation of Moses. It appears to be better, however, to understand these words as an integral part of the false report of the spies; they were manipulating the evidence—putting their spin on things.

      The Anakites (who were a people group of great stature in Canaan) were made even more frightful by this charge by its connecting them to the progeny of the spirit beings and human women described in the antediluvian account of Genesis 6:1–4. Milgrom, 107, correctly I believe, writes: “Now their identification as the Nephilim could have only one purpose—instill greater fear in the hearts of the people, for the gigantic stature and strength of these Anakites are now measured against a primordial and divine dimension.” Their words are, in short, a complete fabrication. The real (and ancient) Nephilim all perished in the waters of the great flood.

      d. The Rebellion of the People and Defeat by the Amalekites (14:1–45)

      OVERVIEW

      The narrative of this section of Numbers is tied directly to the events of ch. 13; indeed, these two chapters are the most tightly connected of all the narrative sections of the book. This chapter brings to climax and conclusion the story of the central rebellion of the people against Yahweh and his servant Moses. The location of the rebellion is Kadesh in the Desert of Zin, in the northernmost reaches of the Desert of Paran. Poised at the base of the Land of Promise and presumably ready for their assault on the land in completion of their divine destiny, the people spurn the land, contemn their Savior, and make plans to return to slavery in Egypt. Their acts of rebellion on this occasion are so grievous, so outrageous, that God is said bitterly to regret that he had ever reached out to them.

      The Lord threatens to destroy the people utterly and to begin anew with Moses. But Moses implores God to reconsider, to extend anew his mercy, to be again their Savior. The decision of the Lord is one of mitigated judgment. Instead of killing off the rebellious nation at once, he condemns those over the age of twenty to a sentence of a listless existence in the wilderness. They are like banished peoples, landless and homeless, without a place—in a period in which having a sense of place is more important than even in our own day. Only their children—whom they claim outrageously that God desired dead—will be able to enter the land. But of the first generation none save the two righteous agents, Caleb and Joshua, will enter the land of God’s promise. (Note: See comment on 13:2 for the use of “special agents” rather than “spies” for these individuals.)

      The central ideas of this chapter are simply overwhelming. Here is the original “lost generation.” All over the age of twenty are to mark time until they breathe their last and the sands of Sinai enwrap their remains. All is to be a waiting game. Throughout the years as parents aged, they will look at their children and live for them; for only through their children’s hope of seeing the Promised Land can another day in the wilderness be livable. It is one thing to have a passive impression of the story line of Numbers. But when we really begin to think about the enormity of the sentence of the population, the sense of the text overwhelms us.

      As stated in the Introduction, this passage forms the heart of the book. “God has time, and the wilderness has sand.” Yahweh is not in a hurry. If his people are faithless, he will allow them to live their lives in the wilderness and be buried there. But one day a generation will rise in faith and follow his mercy and power into the Land of Promise.

      i. The final rebellion of the faithless people (14:1–4)

      
        1That night all the people of the community raised their voices and wept aloud. 2All the Israelites grumbled against Moses and Aaron, and the whole assembly said to them, “If only we had died in Egypt! Or in this desert! 3Why is the Lord bringing us to this land only to let us fall by the sword? Our wives and children will be taken as plunder. Wouldn’t it be better for us to go back to Egypt?” 4And they said to each other, “We should choose a leader and go back to Egypt.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 The malicious report of the ten spies or special agents (see comment on 13:2; cf. 13:26–33) spread throughout the populace like a virus on a rampage. The words of Caleb and Joshua were not heard. Everywhere people heard of walled cities, strong men, giants—even the fabled Nephilim. The giant clusters of grapes were a portent of doom. If clusters of grapes were as great as these, imagine what the people would be like! No one talked about Yahweh’s grace. None recited his miracles. Forgotten was God’s act of stymying Egypt, then the most powerful nation of the world, by sending the parted waters of the Red Sea back to their beds to engulf the pursuing Egyptian army. The thunder of Sinai, the fire of God, his speaking and delivering and gracing his people beyond imagination—all these things were forgotten in their paroxysm of fear, which, unchecked, becomes its own fuel, a self-propelling force that expands as it expends. The words of a mid-twentieth-century American president, “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” have their outworking in the self-consuming absorption with terror that raged through the camps of the people of Israel that night.

      Verses 1–2 emphasize the pervasiveness of the fear and the outrage of the entire populace. The words are “all the people of the community” (v.1), “all the Israelites” (v.2), and “the whole assembly” (v.2). This threefold emphasis on the extent of the rebellion is important, for the judgment of God will extend to the entire community, which has been given over to wailing—a distinctively Eastern practice. This is not a scene of passive resignation, of silent ruing. We are to imagine the worst sort of rage, a picture of screaming, rending, throwing, cursing anger—an intoxication of grief.

      Moses and Aaron were regarded as the principal culprits, the central targets of the anger of the nation. The people “grumbled” against Moses and Aaron (v.2), even as they grumbled against Yahweh. They became “The Grumblers of Israel”; Scripture accords them their own distinctive verbal expression (see Notes; also comments on 16:41).

      As the people gave themselves over to more and more outrageous attitudes, they began to wish that they had already died. It seemed to them that it would have been preferable to have died in Egypt or even in the wilderness than to come this close to their goal, only to discover that it was unattainable. The irrationality of their words is understandable from the perspective of weakened, sinful humanity. But from the vantage of faith, from the stance of belief in God, these words are intolerable; they are self-destructive, self-fulfilling prophecies. The people who wished to have died in the wilderness will find that is exactly what they will have to do.

      3–4 The more the people wail, the more excessive are their words. The more the people cry, the more they outdo one another in protests of rage. This is the pattern of crowd psychology that leads to riots, lynchings, stormings, and rampages. Now they begin to aim their anger more directly at Yahweh himself. Moses and Aaron are the fall guys, but the Lord is the one really to blame; he delivered them from Egypt. He brought Pharaoh to his knees, cast horse and rider into the sea, led them through a barren land, and provided bread from heaven and water from a gushing rock. He had spoken, revealing grace and wonder, power and gentleness, direction and Torah. God is the one at fault! And they begin to curse him, to contemn his goodness, to reject his grace.

      Forgetful of God’s power against Egypt—surely a nation stronger than any petty Canaanite city-state—the people work themselves into such a frenzy of fear that they wish that God had not brought them here at all. Why had he not just left them alone? Slavery began to look good to them. The hovels in Egypt became home again. The memory of a variety of food made the memory of oppressive taskmasters less fearsome.

      So it was that the frightening words of the faithless agents led to the mourning of the entire community and to their great rebellion against the Lord. They forgot all the miracles the Lord had done for them; they contemned his mercies and spurned his might. In their ingratitude they preferred death (v.2). Unfortunately, it was death they deserved and death they were to get. The most reprehensible charge against God’s grace was that concerning their children (see vv.31–33). Only their children would survive. All the rest would die in the wilderness they had chosen over the Land of Promise.

      NOTES

      1 The syntax of the verse is somewhat abrupt and rough. The word order of the first clause literally reads: “and-they-raised all-the-congregation and-they-gave their-voices.” Despite their separation, we expect that the two verbs—“they raised” and “they gave”—work together in hendiadys: “and they gave themselves over completely to wailing.” This is buttressed by the last colon of the verse: “and the people wept all that night.” The use of three verbs here is powerful.

      2 The verb [image: ] (lûn, “to murmur, grumble”) is a term of special use for the wilderness community. (There is another verb [image: ] that means “to lodge, spend the night.”) This verb is used only in Exodus 15–17; Numbers 14; 16–17; and Joshua 9:18. In the Niphal and Hiphil forms (used interchangeably with this verb), [image: ] becomes the marker of a generation of people. Instead of “the greatest generation,” this was “the murmuring generation.”

      ii. The words of the faithful warning against rebellion (14:5–9)

      
        5Then Moses and Aaron fell facedown in front of the whole Israelite assembly gathered there. 6Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh, who were among those who had explored the land, tore their clothes 7and said to the entire Israelite assembly, “The land we passed through and explored is exceedingly good. 8If 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. 9Only 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.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      5 In the midst of this riot of rebellion, only a few voices still spoke of God’s grace and remembered his power. This text mentions four such persons: Moses, Aaron, Joshua, and Caleb. These people are the only ones mentioned as not being part of the larger, rebellious community. I suspect that these four are listed because of their prominence in the central story. But I also suspect that they were not in fact the only persons in the entire community who were faithful to God. In any period of great apostasy, we—and Scripture—tend to focus on the pervasiveness of the rebellion and to minimize the numbers of those who are exceptions to the general depravity. Certainly this was the experience of Elijah at Carmel (1Ki 19:10, 14; cf. v.18).

      When we consider the emphasis of Numbers 14 on faithlessness of the entire community, countered by only four individuals (these exceptions being the notables), it is reasonable to posit that here and there was a mother in Israel who did not capitulate to her husband’s rage or a son in the land who raised his doubts against his parents’ folly. But “all” versus “four” is used to impress on the reader the enormity of the collapse of the nation because of the malicious report of the ten faithless agents.

      Be that as it may, the only voices of reason and faith we hear in the text are those of Moses, Aaron, Caleb, and Joshua. Their passion for truth in the midst of monumental error caused Moses and Aaron to fling themselves to the ground, to prostrate themselves before the enraged leaders of the people. In this posture they symbolized their awareness that the anger of the Lord was likely to burst on the people in a moment.

      6–7 Joshua and Caleb tore at their clothing (v.6) in a ritual symbolic of mourning. They were mourning not the loss of parent or loved one but the loss of faith, the death of hope. Yet even as they mourned, Joshua and Caleb tried to revive the dead. They extolled the land and its virtues in extravagant language. Joshua and Caleb had been there—the land they described to be “exceedingly good” (v.7; see Notes). They reminded the people that the land still “flows with milk and honey” (see comments on 13:27).

      8 Then these righteous men presented the posture of faith. It is still possible to gain the land and to enjoy its fruit. The only thing necessary is that “the LORD is pleased with us.” The Hebrew verb ḥāpēṣ (“to be pleased with, enjoy, smile over”; GK 2911) is one of the rich verbs expressive of the relationship God desires with his people. The biblical view of God is not one picturing an angry deity smoldering with rage, nastily looking for yet another miserable wretch to zap from on high. Biblical faith believes in the great grace of God, the Lord of mercy, who desires to smile on his people. (See again the words of the Aaronic Benediction [6:24–26] and commentary there.) Judgment is God’s “strange work,” his “unusual task” (Isa 28:21). Anger is as alien to his inner nature as it is awful to those who are its target, as those four worthies knew. If only the people would listen, repent, and believe—then the land could still be theirs and be enjoyed under the smile of heaven.

      9 Two changes were required: the people needed to stop their rebellion against the Lord, and they had to cease being afraid of the people of the land. The worthy agents shouted, “Their protection is gone.” The word translated “protection” is ṣēl (GK 7498), often rendered “shadow” or “shade.” In the hot and arid regions of the Middle East, the notion of a shadow or shade is a symbol of grace and mercy, a relief from the searing heat (cf. Ps 91:1). Sometimes the wings of a mother bird form the shadow of protection for her young; in the imagery of the poets of Israel, this mother-hen language is used of the protective care of God (e.g., Ps 17:8). God has served as a protecting shadow for the peoples of the land of Canaan; now that protection is gone. Yahweh was with his people. They could swallow their foes alive!

      The depth of the faith of Joshua and Caleb is seen particularly in this vivid expression of the loss of the protective shade in Canaan. There are no walls, no fortifications, no factors of size or bearing, and certainly no gods that could withstand the onslaught of God’s people when they know that Yahweh is with them. Perhaps these words were based on the covenantal language of Genesis 15, which relates an incident that came to mind in this crisis. At the covenant between the parts, the Lord had assured Abram that his descendants would return to the land in the fourth generation, at the time when the sins of the Amorites had reached full measure (Ge 15:15–16).

      NOTE

      7 The repetition of the modifier [image: ] (meʾōd meʾōd, “very, very”), which means “exceedingly,” is used to elaborate the surpassing goodness of the land. This type of repetition is a way of presenting a heightened sense of things, a superlative.

      iii. The appearance of the Lord to withstand the rebels (14:10–12)

      
        10But the whole assembly talked about stoning them. Then the glory of the LORD appeared at the Tent of Meeting to all the Israelites. 11The LORD said to Moses, “How long will these people treat me with contempt? How long will they refuse to believe in me, in spite of all the miraculous signs I have performed among them? 12I will strike them down with a plague and destroy them, but I will make you into a nation greater and stronger than they.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      10 Despite the impassioned language of Joshua and Caleb and the portent of the prostrate forms of Moses and Aaron, the people were deaf to mercy and blind to truth. In a grand perversion the people began to shout to one another, “Stone them!” We are reminded of similar attempts to take the life of Jesus (see, e.g., Jn 8:59). When Yeshua spoke truth to an obdurate people in his day, their response was not unlike that of their distant ancestors in the wilderness.

      Certainly one of the more chilling lines in Scripture is the description of the irruption of Yahweh in the middle of verse 10. In the midst of the people’s rage, which was building into a storm that might lead to the stoning of the righteous, the holy God in an awesome display of his wonder burst into their midst at the entrance of the tabernacle.

      Moses and Aaron had a foreboding this would happen; likely this is the reason they were prostrate (v.5). There they lay, grieving and praying; there they lay, waiting, for God was near. The sudden theophany of Yahweh at this moment must have been staggering in its abrupt and intense display of his wonder and wrath.

      11 When God appeared, he did not thunder against the people; instead he spoke to his servant Moses about their outrageous behavior. His words have the sense of incredulity: “How long will these people treat me with contempt?” The verb nāʾaṣ (here and in v.23; GK 5540; cf. 16:30; Ps 10:3, 13; Isa 1:4) is a strong term for utter disregard of a person. As we think of God’s promise to bless those who bless Israel and to curse the individual who treats the people with less than a sense of dignity and respect (cf. Ge 12:3), we wonder what must be in store for one who holds God in contempt! This is the central issue. By refusing to believe in the power of the Lord, especially in view of all the wonders they had experienced themselves, the people of Israel are holding him in contempt by their unbelief.

      12 God’s anger against his people is at fever pitch. In a moment he will destroy them all. With a word they will cease to afflict him with their arrogance. By a plague the populace could be reduced to a handful. And God could begin again. Moses could be the new paterfamilias; he could be Abraham redivivus. God says, “I will make you into a nation.” For the second time since the exodus, Yahweh speaks of starting over with Moses in order to create a people faithful to himself (see Ex 32:10).

      REFLECTION

      As we read these words, we are aware of several dynamics at work. One is the real anger of the Lord, expressed here anthropopathically, that is, in the feelings and frustrations that mirror our own ways of reacting to stress. By using language to describe the “feelings” of God in such palpable terms, God is brought near! Even the expressions of his wrath ultimately are manifestations of his grace!

      A second dynamic in these words is their effect on Moses. God does not lead his people into temptation, but he does allow them to pass through the tempering fires of stress. He does not do this to break them but for the righteous to have the opportunity to demonstrate what they really believe. The stinging fires lap the dross, but they harden metals that matter. While we hear the words of God, we are anticipating the response of Moses.

      A third dynamic in these words is their effect in the lives of those who read them after the fact. The book of Numbers, as in the case of all Scripture, has a target audience. The primary audience for this book is the second generation, the sons and daughters of these people who behaved so egregiously. The second generation was to learn a lesson that their parents did not learn: God can be provoked only so far. Finally, his wrath is kindled. “God has time, and the wilderness has sand.”

      A fourth dynamic in these words is their effect in the lives on the more distant readers, including us. We moderns tend to ignore passages that speak of God’s wrath; we prefer more comfortable passages—texts with “possibilities.” Surely the Spirit of God measures our own response to these words. The question they pose is inescapable: Do we or do we not really believe in the concept of the judgment of God? And if we do believe that finally he will bring judgment on the wicked, those who hold him in contempt, what difference does it make in the way we live?

      My point is this: No one should dare to remain unmoved by these words of the expression of the wrath of God. We remember that this wrath was not against Canaanites or Hittites, not against the Egyptians or the Assyrians, but against his own people. There is a measured, almost dispassionate judgment of remote peoples who pass by the world scene. But when God is forced by his own majesty and holiness to rise up in judgment against his own people, we are made to feel what that anger means to him.

      iv. The pleading of Moses on behalf of the rebellious people (14:13–19)

      
        13Moses said to the LORD, “Then the Egyptians will hear about it! By your power you brought these people up from among them. 14And they will tell the inhabitants of this land about it. They have already heard that you, O LORD, are with these people and that you, O LORD, have been seen face to face, that your cloud stays over them, and that you go before them in a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. 15If you put these people to death all at one time, the nations who have heard this report about you will say, 16‘The LORD was not able to bring these people into the land he promised them on oath; so he slaughtered them in the desert.’

        17“Now may the Lord’s strength be displayed, just as you have declared: 18‘The LORD is slow to anger, abounding in love and forgiving sin and rebellion. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.’ 19In accordance with your great love, forgive the sin of these people, just as you have pardoned them from the time they left Egypt until now.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      13–16 To the extent that the expression of the wrath of God was a test of the character of Moses, we see in his response one of his grandest moments. Not for a second does he mull the possibility of a new people of God, “the sons of Moses.” Instead, zealous for the protection of the perception of the character of God among the nations (who do not know him!), Moses burst with protest, “But the Egyptians will hear!” (cf. v.13). For Moses there was something far more important than his own pride and destiny, something even more important than the people themselves—this was the reputation of God! Impassioned with zeal for the Lord (see Phinehas’s similar reaction [25:11] and the comparison Moses makes in that text between his own zeal for the Lord and that of the young priest), Moses shouted, “No!”

      The idea of the reputation of Yahweh among the nations may sound strange to us, but it is a vital concern of Scripture. This idea relates to the manifestation of the glory of God. It also speaks to the “pre-evangelism” of the nations. There was a marketplace of ideas about gods in the ancient world. But there was no God like Yahweh; never had a deity done for a people what Yahweh had done for his people by signs and wonders and outstretched arm (see Dt 4:32–40).

      And the nations were watching! A generation later, when Israel finally entered the land of Canaan under Joshua, the nations still remembered what they had heard of Israel’s deliverance from Egypt. The sadness is that the nations at large did not fall captive to the grace of God. But individuals did do so from time to time. One of the most interesting stories concerns a pagan harlot who lived at Jericho. She heard. She remembered. She believed. And this harlot was transformed. She became a means of deliverance for the two spies from the camp of Israel. Indeed, Rahab became an honored mother in Israel and an ancestress of the Savior (see Jos 2; Ru 4:18–22 [Salmon married Rahab]; Mt 1:5; Heb 11:31; Jas 2:25)!

      The response of Moses, thus, was in keeping with his character and was in deference to his desire to maintain the reputation of Yahweh. He shouted, “Then the Egyptians will hear!” (v.13). After all the demonstration of the reality of God as against the shallow, hollow, vapid nature of their supposed deities, Moses was aghast at the thought that word would get back to Egypt that God had not been able to complete the deliverance of his people. Moses knew that the enemies of God’s people would charge Yahweh with an inability to complete his work of delivering them and would thus add their own contempt to that of the rebellious people of Israel. To Moses such a prospect was intolerable.

      17–19 The second tack that Moses took was to affirm the splendors of the character of God, particularly his grace. He says, “Now may the LORD’s strength be displayed!” (v.17). At this point Moses moved from the reputation of Yahweh to his character by presenting a composite quotation of God’s own words of loyal love for and faithful discipline of his people (see Ex 20:6; 34:6–7). These ideas are basic to the Hebrew Bible in its revelation of the character of God.

      Moderns who have rejected the message of the OT have often done so on the basis of its false “bad rap.” They have been taught through popular culture and through misinformed religionists that the “God of the OT” is a god of wrath, whereas the God of the NT is all mercy and grace. Milgrom, xxxvii, writes: “It is to [Yahweh’s] attribute of ḥesed [GK 2876] that Moses appeals in his plea that God not destroy Israel (14:18–20). Ḥesed stands for God’s constancy, His fidelity to His covenant with Israel.”

      But Moses knew God intimately. He knew him as a consuming fire; he also knew his warm embrace. We tend to focus on the flashes of God’s wrath. Moses reminds us that while the wrath is real, it is long delayed. The most remarkable feature of God’s exercising of wrath is how much provocation he tolerates before he finally acts in righteous judgment. I suspect that there are occasions when we all have wished that God would “zap” this evil or reach out and destroy that evil. But the fact that he has not yet done so is a loving reminder that he may extend his patience with us as well.

      NOTE

      19 The phrase [image: ] (kegōdel ḥasdekā, “in accordance with your great love”) contains one of the most significant terms in Hebrew Scripture to describe the gracious aspect of the character of God. This word is [image: ] (ḥesed, “great love”; GK 2876), perhaps best translated “loyal love,” as this pair of words ties together both the aspects of mercy and loyalty conveyed by the word ḥesed. In his impassioned plea that God forgive the people, Moses heightens the focus on the Lord’s loyal love by using the phrase kegōdel (“according to the greatness of”).

      v. The judgment of the Lord against the rebels (14:20–35)

      
        20The LORD replied, “I have forgiven them, as you asked. 21Nevertheless, as surely as I live and as surely as the glory of the LORD fills the whole earth, 22not one of the men who saw my glory and the miraculous signs I performed in Egypt and in the desert but who disobeyed me and tested me ten times—23not one of them will ever see the land I promised on oath to their forefathers. No one who has treated me with contempt will ever see it. 24But because my servant Caleb has a different spirit and follows me wholeheartedly, I will bring him into the land he went to, and his descendants will inherit it. 25Since the Amalekites and Canaanites are living in the valleys, turn back tomorrow and set out toward the desert along the route to the Red Sea.”

        26The LORD said to Moses and Aaron: 27“How long will this wicked community grumble against me? I have heard the complaints of these grumbling Israelites. 28So tell them, ‘As surely as I live, declares the LORD, I will do to you the very things I heard you say: 29In this desert your bodies will fall—every one of you twenty years old or more who was counted in the census and who has grumbled against me. 30Not 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. 31As for your children that you said would be taken as plunder, I will bring them in to enjoy the land you have rejected. 32But you—your bodies will fall in this desert. 33Your children will be shepherds here for forty years, suffering for your unfaithfulness, until the last of your bodies lies in the desert. 34For forty years—one year for each of the forty days you explored the land—you will suffer for your sins and know what it is like to have me against you.’ 35I, the LORD, have spoken, and I will surely do these things to this whole wicked community, which has banded together against me. They will meet their end in this desert; here they will die.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      20–21 Finally God spoke. He was moved by the words of Moses. Think about that; it is another aspect of his grace. In response to Moses’ request, “Pardon the iniquity of this people on the basis of the greatness of your loyal love” (cf. v.19), God declared that his forgiveness of them (v.20). The verb used in this sentence is sālaḥ, a term that basically means “to pardon.” There is a sense that this verb may be seen as the antonym to the word “to requite” (nāqâ), the word used by Moses to describe God’s righteous judgment of the wicked in v.18.

      But the forgiveness in this case was not without consequences for the horrible sins of the Israelites. The people who had behaved so intolerably would not be put to death, but neither could things go back to the way they had been on the day before the rebellion. The words of God in v.21 are forceful and direct; as surely as he lives, as surely as his glory fills the earth, there was a sentence to be paid.

      22–23 The judgment is mitigated. The people are not put to death, but neither will they live as God intended. They will not be allowed to see the land (v.23), the prize of his grace for the faithful. As vv.1–2 emphasized the term “all” (see comments above), so vv.22–23 emphasize “not one.” Since all the people are in rebellion, not one will escape the mitigated judgment.

      Yahweh spoke of ten times when the people tested (nāsâ; see Notes) him. Possibly this use of the number “ten” is a rhetorical way of saying “these many times” (see Notes). Whether or not the list in the Notes is the list of ten (for it may be that God was not intending ten in the sense of one more than nine), the list still represents a dismal record. It is as though the people had a penchant for disobedience, a special gifting for murmuring. Yet time after time God forgave them in the midst of his judgment. And that may be the point; the story of the rejecting attitudes and evil actions of the people is not the proper center of Scripture. Instead, we ought to focus on the Lord, watch his actions and reactions, his invitations and his responses.

      24 The Lord singles out Caleb, calling him “my servant” and remarking with affection on his “different spirit.” It may be that Caleb was the principal spokesman in the defense of the goodness of the land and the sureness of the character of God in vv.7–9; perhaps Joshua joined in Caleb’s faithful celebration of God. Caleb’s ultimate vindication came forty-five years later (see Jos 14:10; see also comment on 13:22).

      25 Here is a verse of sadness. The Lord reminded Moses that there were inhabitants already living in the land, Amalekites and Canaanites; hence the people needed to turn back to the wilderness. They had been brought near for the purpose of confronting these inhabitants of the land in a struggle for possession. But now they were not to fight. They had lost their opportunity; it was back to the sand, back to God’s time.

      26–35 These verses appear as a second take on the mitigated judgment of God on the nation. Verses 20–25 present a unity of forgiveness and judgment, concluding with a travel notice. Then v.26 seems to take us back to the point at which we were in vv.20–21. The observation of such phenomena in the Torah was part of the prompting for many scholars to argue for varied sources (the documentary approach). I confess I am no fan of the “JEDP” approach to the Torah. I find this approach atomizing, with its splitting of the text into smaller and smaller pieces with little interest in the whole of Scripture as we have it. Usually the practitioners of this method approach Scripture in a judgmental rather than reverential manner; and rarely is the concept of the divine inspiration of Scripture taken seriously in a context that does not credit the text with basic integrity or the authority of God. Nonetheless, some of the features that documentary scholars have noticed in the text are actually there. This section presents an instance.

      Verses 26–35 form a unit of address by the Lord to Moses and Aaron that overlaps in some way with the unit of vv.20–25, where God spoke directly to Moses in response to his plea for the forgiveness of the people. Explanations for this feature do not have to proceed along the classic lines of putative documentary research. One may suggest that one or the other of these two units was “original” and that the other is a later addition to the text to fill it out. But one also may observe that a peculiar feature of Hebrew stylistics is just this very thing: two accounts take on the same issue, each a self-contained unit, but the two together forming a more significant whole. Many of the “doublets” of the documentary approach may be viewed in this manner. The most obvious example is the pairing of two dissimilar (but, I believe, complementary) accounts of creation: Genesis 1 and Genesis 2.

      I regard vv.26–35 as a distinct entity from vv.20–25. It is possible that these two blocks had a different history; it is possible that one was added to the book of Numbers considerably later than the other. But it is also possible that both sprang from the experience of Moses, that both were deliberately used by him consciously from the beginning. The resultant impression of these two overlapping blocks heightens the mitigated judgment of God on his errant people, just as the dissimilar, overlapping, but complementary blocks of God’s response to the faithfulness of Abraham on Mount Moriah worked together for a greater whole (see Ge 22:11–14, 15–18).

      The heart of the second oracle of judgment is one of comic justice. The rash words of the people who asked to die in the wilderness become in a sense the judgment of the Lord. They had brought on themselves their punishment. They had said that they would prefer to die in the wilderness (v.2) rather than to be led into the land of Canaan to die by the sword. All those who were above the age of twenty, who were counted in the census, were indeed to die in the wilderness. The only exceptions would be Joshua and Caleb (v.30).

      God’s sharpest rebuke of his errant people came in response to their charge that he wanted to kill their children (v.3). The attacks on his grace and the rebuffs of his mercy he will tolerate. The forgetfulness of his power and the ignoring of his acts of deliverance he will set aside. But there is one thing that God simply will not tolerate—the accusation that he had brought the people into the wilderness with the intent that he might thereby destroy their children, so that they would die in the wilderness or be taken as plunder by victorious enemies. Hence a further element in the comic justice of this section is the notice that the children, concerning whose safety the people made such a false charge against the Lord—these children would be the only ones who actually would come to enjoy the land (v.31). The rest of the people’s bodies would “fall in this wilderness” (v.32).

      The forty days of the travels of the agents became the numerical paradigm for the suffering of the people: one year for one day—for forty years they would recount their misjudgment (v.34), and for forty years the people over the age of twenty would be dying (v.35). Thus, when the time was fulfilled, only the younger generation would enter the land.

      NOTES

      22 [image: ] (waynassû, “and they tested”) is from the verb [image: ] (nāsâ’; GK 5814), which means “to test, try.” This verb may be used with God as the subject with the intent of testing the character of someone, as used in Genesis 22:1 when God put Abraham to the test of his life. When God is the object of this verb, the idea is usually one of trying his patience. This is its meaning here and in Exodus 17:2, 7; Deuteronomy 6:16; Psalms 78:18; 95:9; 106:14.

      [image: ] (zeh ʿeśer peʿāmîm, “this ten times”). We have seen numerous rhetorical uses of numbers in this book; the words “these ten times” may be another such use. Yet it may be valuable to attempt to count the number of instances of rebellion to see whether we can arrive at a listing of ten discrete occurrences. The ten instances of rebellion by the people against the grace of the Lord may be enumerated as follows:

      
        	1. At the Red Sea, where it seemed that Pharaoh’s army would destroy them (Ex 14:10–12)

        	2. At Marah, where they found bitter water (Ex 15:22–24)

        	3. In the Desert of Sin, as they hungered (Ex 16:1–3)

        	4. In the Desert of Sin, as they paid no attention to Moses concerning the storing of the manna until the morning (Ex 16:19–20)

        	5. In the Desert of Sin, as they disregarded Moses concerning the gathering of the manna on the seventh day (Ex 16:27–30)

        	6. At Rephidim, as they complained for water (Ex 17:1–4)

        	7. At Mount Sinai, as they worshiped the golden calf, which (false) god they had pressured Aaron to make for them (Ex 32:1–35)

        	8. At Taberah, where they raged against the Lord (Nu 11:1–3)

        	9. At Kibroth Hattaavah, in the rabble’s grumbling for meat (Nu 11:4–34)

        	10. At Kadesh in the Desert of Paran, when they refused to receive the good report of Joshua and Caleb and instead wished themselves dead (Nu 14:1–3)

      

      25 [image: ] (yam-sûp, “Red Sea” or “Sea of Reeds”) is the phrase used to describe the body of water where the people of Israel crossed in God’s great act of redemption as they were delivered from the pursuing Egyptians (see Ex 14–15). Presumably, the references in Exodus to this body of water signify an area on the west of the Sinai Peninsula (the arm of the Red Sea known as the Gulf of Suez). In the book of Numbers, however, the phrase is used to describe the body of water east of the Sinai Peninsula (the arm of the Red Sea known as the Gulf of Aqaba; see 21:4; 33:8, 10). It is possible that the phrase [image: ] (yam-sûp) may be emended to [image: ] (yam-sôp, “Sea’s End”). If this approach turns out to be correct, the phrase would refer in all cases to the same body of water, the Gulf of Aqaba, to the east of the (consequently, misnamed) Sinai Peninsula. See the discussion on this alternative viewpoint in the Note on 33:8, 10.

      27 [image: ] (telunnôt, “complaints”) is a noun (singular, [image: ], telunnâ) that is related to the verb [image: ] (lûn, “to grumble, murmur”) discussed in Note on 14:2. As with the verb with which it is associated, this noun is a part of the distinctive language Torah uses to describe the Israelites in their wilderness sojourn; they were “The Grumblers.”

      34 The repetition, [image: ] (yôm laššānâ yôm laššānâ, “a day for a year, a day for a year”), is for distribution: “one day for each year” (see Williams, Hebrew Syntax, sec. 15; also used in Nu 1:4; 9:10).

      vi. The death of the evil agents (14:36–38)

      
        36So the men Moses had sent to explore the land, who returned and made the whole community grumble against him by spreading a bad report about it—37these men responsible for spreading the bad report about the land were struck down and died of a plague before the LORD. 38Of the men who went to explore the land, only Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh survived.

      

      COMMENTARY

      36–38 The people as a whole received a commuted sentence, a mitigated judgment. But not the men who were responsible for the attitudes that led to this debacle of doubt! Those responsible for spreading the bad report had to be put to death. The judgment on the ten evil agents was immediate; the generation they influenced would live out their lives in the wilderness, but their lives were forfeit. Only Joshua and Caleb were exempt from this judgment. The repeated mention of these two men is deserved, for together they withstood a nation.

      vii. Defeat by the Amalekites (14:39–45)

      
        39When Moses reported this to all the Israelites, they mourned bitterly. 40Early the next morning they went up toward the high hill country. “We have sinned,” they said. “We will go up to the place the LORD promised.”

        41But Moses said, “Why are you disobeying the LORD’s command? This will not succeed! 42Do not go up, because the LORD is not with you. You will be defeated by your enemies, 43for the Amalekites and Canaanites will face you there. Because you have turned away from the LORD, he will not be with you and you will fall by the sword.”

        44Nevertheless, in their presumption they went up toward the high hill country, though neither Moses nor the ark of the LORD’s covenant moved from the camp. 45Then the Amalekites and Canaanites who lived in that hill country came down and attacked them and beat them down all the way to Hormah.

      

      COMMENTARY

      39–45 Here is a classic example of too little, too late. Now too late to be in faith, the people determined to go up to the land they had earlier refused to enter. They confessed that they had sinned (v.40), but it is difficult to know what they meant by this confession since it is not elaborated. But their confession was partial at best, as their actions were rash and foolish, not measured and deliberate. Such a course of action was doomed to failure. Not only was the Lord not with them in this belated act—he was against them (v.41). In fact, he had warned them not to go this way at all but to turn back to the wilderness (v.25). Their subsequent defeat (v.45) was another judgment that the rebellious people brought on their heads. In fact, any soldiers who died in this abortive warfare only hastened their own punishment for the rebellion at Kadesh.

      e. Laws on Offerings, the Sabbath, and Tassels on Garments (15:1–41)

      OVERVIEW

      After reading the dramatic, if depressing, story of the rebellion of Israel at Kadesh and their mitigated judgment by the Lord on the edge of the land (chs. 13–14), it is difficult for the reader to move to a priestly text on sacrifice, Sabbath, and tassels. The change of topic is too abrupt; the shift of mood is too distinct; the issue is anticlimactic. In fact, such seeming mismatching of texts has led many scholars to wring their hands over the book of Numbers (see Introduction: Unity and Organization).

      Umberto Cassuto, in an paper delivered to the World Congress of Jewish Studies in Jerusalem, 1947 (“The Sequence and Arrangement of the Biblical Sections,” Biblical and Oriental Studies, Vol. I: Bible [Jerusalem: Magnes/Hebrew University, 1973], 1–6) offered a Jewish perspective on this issue, suggesting that the principles for arrangement in the Torah, which at times seem to be so random and arbitrary to us, may have been more meaningful and tangential to the ancients. He suggests, and I paraphrase here, that instead of what we might think of as “logical” ties, there was on occasion an association of words and ideas on a nearly subliminal level that guided the ancient sages in their arrangement of material. This case seems to apply to Numbers 15, whose material on spiritual propriety follows the dramatic narrative of apostasy and rebellion in chs. 13–14.

      The possible association consists in the following. Chapter 14 of Numbers leaves us with a sunken feeling. The people have responded in such a grossly inappropriate manner to the mercy of God, and had so arrogantly reacted against his servant Moses, that they had been excluded from their inheritance in the land. Only their children would inherit what should have been theirs.

      Then ch. 15 begins as though nothing has happened! It begins precisely the same way that ch. 1 does (“The LORD said to Moses”). In fact, the opening, with some variation, is found repeatedly through chs. 1–10. Those chapters were meant to prepare the people for their march to Canaan and their entrance into the land. Chapter 15 is another collection of texts designed to prepare the people for their life in the land. Hence this chapter is one of promise. Though a great deal has happened, and the results are overwhelming for the adult population involved, nonetheless there is a sense in which we may say that nothing has happened. God has pardoned his people (14:20), the second generation will enter the land (14:31), and preparations still need to be made for that period after the conquest and the achieving of “normalcy” in Canaan. All these factors evince the grace of Yahweh—overwhelming grace!

      The connecting thought between chs. 14 and 15 is the wording in 15:2, “when you enter the land of your dwelling places that I am giving to you” (my translation). This verse ties to 14:31: “I will bring them in to enjoy the land you have rejected.” The connection is not a rubbing of salt into the wound; rather, it is the connection of promise. Although much has happened, nothing has happened. The land still awaits the people; the people must now wait for the land.

      Further, the people are to know through both of these verses that the land belongs to the Lord and that granting it to Israel will be his work. Often the question is raised, “To whom does the land of Israel belong?” The correct answer, both in antiquity and in our own day, is clear: the land is the Lord’s. The Canaanites who lived in the land did not own the land. God has the right to give the land to Israel, but he may also take it back again. He holds the title; he grants the use of the land but may withhold it for his own reasons.

      Not only is the “holiness code” material of ch. 15 an abrupt change from the action of the previous chapters, the inner structure of the chapter is difficult to determine as well. There are three times in the chapter where the same introductory phrasing is used (vv.1, 17, 37), but it seems that there are six discrete sections to the chapter (counting breaks at vv.22, 30, 32). My analysis follows these lines.

      i. Teaching on special offerings (15:1–16)

      
        1The LORD said to Moses, 2“Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘After you enter the land I am giving you as a home 3and you present to the LORD offerings made by fire, from the herd or the flock, as an aroma pleasing to the LORD—whether burnt offerings or sacrifices, for special vows or freewill offerings or festival offerings—4then the one who brings his offering shall present to the LORD a grain offering of a tenth of an ephah of fine flour mixed with a quarter of a hin of oil. 5With each lamb for the burnt offering or the sacrifice, prepare a quarter of a hin of wine as a drink offering.

        6“‘With a ram prepare a grain offering of two-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with a third of a hin of oil, 7and a third of a hin of wine as a drink offering. Offer it as an aroma pleasing to the LORD.

        8“‘When you prepare a young bull as a burnt offering or sacrifice, for a special vow or a fellowship offering to the LORD, 9bring with the bull a grain offering of three-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with half a hin of oil. 10Also bring half a hin of wine as a drink offering. It will be an offering made by fire, an aroma pleasing to the LORD. 11Each bull or ram, each lamb or young goat, is to be prepared in this manner. 12Do this for each one, for as many as you prepare.

        13“‘Everyone who is native-born must do these things in this way when he brings an offering made by fire as an aroma pleasing to the LORD. 14For the generations to come, whenever an alien or anyone else living among you presents an offering made by fire as an aroma pleasing to the LORD, he must do exactly as you do. 15The community is to have the same rules for you and for the alien living among you; this is a lasting ordinance for the generations to come. You and the alien shall be the same before the LORD: 16The same laws and regulations will apply both to you and to the alien living among you.’”

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 The conjunction of these verses with the sad ending of the narrative of Numbers 14 is dramatic. The sins of the people were manifold; they would be judged. The grace and mercy of the Lord are magnified as he points to the ultimate realization of his ancient promise to Abraham (Ge 12:7) and his continuing promise to the nation that they would indeed enter the land.

      3–12 Leviticus 1–7 presents the basic standards of offerings for the community, with a focus on those sacrifices that deal with the issues of sin and guilt. The offerings in Numbers 15 are special; that is, they relate more to the desire of the Hebrew believer for spontaneous, grateful response to the wonder of knowing God. Verse 3 is broad in scope on the subject of offerings by fire (ʾiššeh; see Notes). Grain and wine offerings were to accompany the offerings by fire; the grain was to be mixed with oil. We may observe that the grain and wine offerings increased in amounts as the size of the sacrifical animal increased (vv.6–7; vv.8–12). These passages are the first to indicate that wine offerings, or libations, must accompany all burnt or fellowship offerings.

      The provision of “fine flour” (sōlet; v.4) speaks of luxurious food rather than ordinary flour. This type of flour was used in fine cooking (Eze 16:13), at the table of the king (1Ki 4:22), for honored guests (Ge 18:6), and in the worship of God. Hence the attitude toward the flour was the same as toward the animals one might bring to the worship of God: only the best was good enough, for the gift was to the Lord. We suspect that the oil and wine used in these offerings were similarly selected from choice, not common, stocks.

      The NIV’s marginal notes aid the modern reader in gauging the ancient measurements used in these sacrifices. The tenth ephah of fine flour (vv.4–5) is about two quarts; the quarter hin of oil or wine is about one quart. The other measurements are proportional to these rough conversions. Some may wish to make some mystical meaning of these varied proportions, but my judgment is that the real issue in these proportions is not some special sense of the numbers; rather, the point of view ought to be in the recognition that God has dictated as to how these offerings were to be presented. If God demanded one-quarter hin of wine as the drink offering with the sacrifice of a lamb (v.5), then one-quarter hin of the finest wine is precisely what he should receive. If God demanded one-half hin of wine with the sacrifice of a young bull (v.10), then one-half hin of the finest wine is precisely what he should receive. Worship is about God, not us! The strength of the particulars helps one to focus on God rather than on oneself.

      Verse 4 stresses the concept of approach to the Lord, with all the awe and wonder such a concept should evince. The first three words in the MT are each from the same root (qārab, “to make an approach”; see Notes), with each word speaking of coming near and making an approach to deity. Our modern notions of biblical worship sometimes suffer from distaste, distance, and a sense of strangeness. For us to understand the issues of this chapter, the verb meaning “to come near to God” ought to be stressed in our thinking. It is in our approach of him that we begin to think more and more of what is meant by “holy.”

      The system of sacrificial worship in ancient Israel was far more complex than we may have imagined. We tend to focus on those sacrifices that relate directly to the issue of sin, those that many regard to typify most clearly the death of Christ. Some of the sacrifices God demanded were presented in the context of a mournful admission of sin, a guilt-laden expression of repentance. But other sacrifices in the biblical period were presented in contexts of celebration and a joyful, heartfelt expression of one’s delight in knowing Yahweh. The tone and texture of this chapter lead us to focus on the celebrative aspect of worship. Even the celebrative and spontaneous acts were done in a context of method, order, and proportion.

      Another arresting element in these worship texts is the concept of “an aroma pleasing to the LORD” (vv.7, 10 [see Notes]; see also Lev 1:9). The odor of sacrifice, whether of the whole burnt offering or the burning of heavy organs and fat, would be heavy, acrid, and pungent. Further, unpleasant smells, heat, flies, stressful sounds, and disgusting sights were all part of the worship setting. The addition of flour, oil, and fine wine to the fire added an exotic element to the smells. In pagan nations the production of certain odors likely was designed to soothe an angry deity. In some cultures, we are told, odorous gifts used to be placed near the openings of volcanoes to pacify the demons beneath. But the God of Israel did not need to be soothed. The point of these phrases seems to be the bringing of pleasure to him.

      Then we ask, would mere smell and smoke make God happy? To ask is to answer: Of course not! It is the person bringing the offering, not the offering itself, that brought pleasure to God (see Ps 40:6–8; Mic 6:8–10; see especially Allen and Allen, ch. 8 [“Worship in Spirit and Truth”]). In this case, the smells and the smoke, the flesh and the flour were all elements that made the offering “real” by adding substance and action to the feeling of worship. Ultimately the odor of the sacrifice of the Hebrew festivals pointed to the “fragrance” of the offering of the Savior (see Eph 5:2).

      13–16 The “native-born” (hāʾezrāḥ; see Notes) and the alien were likewise to follow these same regulations. As in the case of the celebration of the Passover (see comment on 9:14), the alien who participated with the people of Israel in God’s worship had the same regulations as native-born Israelites. The point about the alien was to ensure that the commonwealth of Israel would always be open to proselytes. Indeed, the charter of Israel’s faith embraces “all peoples on earth” (Ge 12:3). Because the gēr, the one who sojourned with Israel, was under the same Torah, he also was able to bring pleasure to Yahweh. If the gēr continued to please God, soon he might become a part of the community as a whole.

      In Israel the concept of native and alien was not designed to enforce the distinction forever; ultimately it provided a process for assimilation. While still an alien, the proselyte must learn to worship in the same manner as the native populace; and together they needed to learn their worship from the Lord.

      In summarizing this section (vv.1–16) I make the following observations: (1) the varied offerings needed to be done in order; (2) the proportion of wine, grain, and oil to the specified animal sacrifice was prescribed, with no reasons given for these ratios and with the issue seeming to be simply one of compliance; (3) the rules were the same no matter who the players were—the free citizen and the resident alien both were to follow the same statute.

      NOTES

      3 The word [image: ] (ʾiššeh, “offerings made by fire”) is built on the word [image: ] (ʾēš, “fire”) and is used chiefly of sacrifices of animals; the word is also used of the [image: ] (minḥâ, the “offering” of grain). Grain offerings and wine offerings were also burned on the altar.

      The word [image: ] (zebaḥ, “sacrifice”) is a general term for all sacrifices that culminate in the eating of feasts. The whole burnt offering [image: ] (ʿōlâ, “holocaust”) was not the only type of animal sacrifice in Israel. Many sacrifices were occasions for festivity, dancing, music, and feasting—a celebration of the wonder of knowing God.

      [image: ] (lepallē ʾ-neder, “to make a special offering, special vow”) is a phrase from the verb [image: ] (pālāʾ, “to be special, extraordinary, wondrous”) that is coupled to the noun [image: ] (neder, “vow”). The verbal root [image: ] (plʾ; GK 7098) and its nominal complements mainly have to do with the person and works of Yahweh—usually with the attached idea of the divinely miraculous and the human response of astonishment; the verb in these cases is found principally in Niphal themes. When the verb is in the Piel form (as here), it means “to fulfill a vow.” Here the words describe the presentation of an extraordinary offering (only in 15:3, 8 and Lev 22:21), motivated by a heart of gratitude to God. See also Numbers 6:2, where [image: ] (pālāʾ) in the Hiphil is used in the making of an extraordinary vow; the “Torah of the Nazir.”

      The word [image: ] (nedābâ, “freewill offering”; GK 5607) has a particular joyfulness about it. When used of human’s gifts to God, it speaks of a noninstitutionalized, perhaps even spontaneous act of worship; when used with God as subject, it may describe Yahweh’s gracious love for his people (Hos 14:4[5]: “I will love them freely”) and his lovely gift of rain (Ps 68:9[10]: “You gave abundant showers, O God”). See J. P. Weinberg, “The word ndb in the Bible: A Study in Historical Semantics and Biblical Thought,” in Solving Riddles and Untying Knots: Biblical, Epigraphic, and Semitic Studies in Honor of Jonas C. Greenfield (ed. Ziony Zevit et al.; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1995), 371.

      4 Each of the words in the phrase [image: ] (wehiqrîb hammaqrîb qorbānô, lit., “and-he-offers the-one-who-offers his-offering”; “the one who brings his offering shall present,” NIV) is related to the root [image: ] (qrb, “to make an approach, to offer [to God]”). This use of three words with the same verbal root is striking in Hebrew style.

      7, 10 The idea of the phrase [image: ] (rēaḥ-nîḥōaḥ, lit., “a scent of soothing”; “an aroma pleasing,” NIV) is presented first in Genesis 8:21, where it describes Yahweh’s approval of the offerings of Noah following the great flood; fascinatingly, the name “Noah” ([image: ], nōaḥ) is (likely) related etymologically to the noun “soothing” ([image: ], nîḥōaḥ; GK 5767); both words are related to the verbal root [image: ] (nûaḥ, “to rest”). However, the name “Noah” is also associated with the verb [image: ] (nāḥam, “to be sorry for, comfort”; see Ge 5:29). I believe this association may be an example of paronomasia in biblical names—a double entendre that makes the name even more powerful (see, e.g., the double meaning of the name “Samuel” in 1Sa 1:20). Thus the aroma of the sacrifices is said in some way to bring “rest” to God; the aroma is “soothing,” “tranquillizing” (see also Nu 28:2 and Notes; Ex 29:18; Lev 1:9).

      13 [image: ] (hāʾezrāḥ “the native-born”) points directly to the time of being settled in the land. At the time of the writing of the book of Numbers, there were no “native-born” Hebrews; all had been born in a foreign place. This word has led some scholars to believe this whole section comes from a later period and has been inserted into this book. This is possible, for one pericope (vv.32–36) is surely from a later time. However, it is still possible to argue that the stance of the chapter is deliberately set by Moses in a future time frame of being settled in the land (see again v.2, “after you enter the land”; cf. v.18). In this way the function of the chapter is anticipatory and encouraging to the people who were still living in the wilderness.

      ii. Instructions for the cake offering (15:17–21)

      
        17The LORD said to Moses, 18“Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘When you enter the land to which I am taking you 19and you eat the food of the land, present a portion as an offering to the LORD. 20Present a cake from the first of your ground meal and present it as an offering from the threshing floor. 21Throughout the generations to come you are to give this offering to the LORD from the first of your ground meal.

      

      COMMENTARY

      17–21 This small section begins with the same introductory formula as vv.1–16 (see also v.37), a notice of the source of the instruction being Yahweh’s revelation to Moses. This law also looks forward to the time the Israelites will be in the land. There is a synergism of sorts in the wording, “when you enter,” and, “I am taking you” (v.18). They must enter; yet God will have brought them. The attempt to enter the land on their own ended in disaster (14:44–45). God’s actions in bringing the Israelites near to the land were not effective when they were unwilling to move in at his command (14:4).

      Since Numbers presents two generations, we must always remember who is being addressed in each section. The “you” here may have been spoken to the community as a whole, but these verses were principally addressed to the people of the second generation, for only they would actually enter the land. The words of 14:29 are riveting in this regard: every individual who was numbered in the census (chs. 1–4) would perish in the wilderness; all those twenty years of age and older, except Joshua and Caleb, had forfeited their prospects for the land.

      The first of the threshed grain was to be made into a cake and to be presented to the Lord (v.20). This concept of the firstfruits is a symbol that all blessing is from Yahweh and all produce belongs to him—a foreign notion in biblical times. When the people would be blessed to eat of the varied products of the land, this sacred offering was to be presented as a reminder that their food was not just the product of their hands or, as understood in Canaanite religion, a gift of “nature.” Each meal is a gift from Yahweh; his people must have a conscious sense of being ever dependent on his largess.

      This offering is made of coarse grain (ʿarîsâ, “ground meal”; v.20) instead of the fine grain of the previous offerings (see comment on v.4). The idea seems to be one of immediacy. Right at the time of the threshing of the grain, before beginning the process of refining for princely flour, a cake is to be made in worship of God and held high from the threshing floor. As v.4 is marked so strongly by the verb qārab (“to offer”), so v.20 is marked by elegance in the use of four forms of the word rûm (“to raise up”).

      The raising of the first cake of coarse grain is similar to the custom today for small businesses to frame the first dollar earned. The difference is notable as well, for the cake was raised in gratitude to the Lord—likely a less common motive in the case of framing a dollar bill. Verse 21 repeats and extends the teaching on this offering. This is a perpetual ordinance. The further removed the people became from the events of their salvation, the more likely they would forget the nature of their salvation. The first generation was not able to remember for much longer than three days (11:1–3)!

      iii. Instructions about offerings for unintentional sins (15:22–29)

      
        22“‘Now if you unintentionally fail to keep any of these commands the LORD gave Moses—23any of the LORD’s commands to you through him, from the day the LORD gave them and continuing through the generations to come—24and if this is done unintentionally without the community being aware of it, then the whole community is to offer a young bull for a burnt offering as an aroma pleasing to the LORD, along with its prescribed grain offering and drink offering, and a male goat for a sin offering. 25The priest is to make atonement for the whole Israelite community, and they will be forgiven, for it was not intentional and they have brought to the LORD for their wrong an offering made by fire and a sin offering. 26The whole Israelite community and the aliens living among them will be forgiven, because all the people were involved in the unintentional wrong.

        27“‘But if just one person sins unintentionally, he must bring a year-old female goat for a sin offering. 28The priest is to make atonement before the LORD for the one who erred by sinning unintentionally, and when atonement has been made for him, he will be forgiven. 29One and the same law applies to everyone who sins unintentionally, whether he is a native-born Israelite or an alien.

      

      COMMENTARY

      22–29 These verses comprise a new section, but they do not have the customary introductory formula of their revelatory origin. This unit deals with the failure to comply with all the commands of the Torah and the provisions of restitution. Verse 22 could be translated, “And when you err,” for the expectation is that by acts of omission and commission there will be failures of compliance. The verb šagâ (“to go astray, err, swerve”) focuses on sins of ignorance and inadvertence. This verb can be used even of the reeling of drunkenness (see Isa 28:7).

      This section reminds us that God’s attitude toward his Torah is complex: (1) he is serious about his commands—they are not trivial nor are they subject to the trifling attitudes of casual people; (2) but he is also gracious—just as human beings are not made for the Sabbath but the Sabbath for human beings (see Mk 2:27), so we may aver that human beings were not made for the Torah but the Torah for human beings. This second point suggests the error of the theological approach that presents Yahweh’s original intent in Hebrew law as that of establishing an impossible standard destined to make sinners of its people. Von Rad, 1:230, has written:

      
        All the commandments are simply a grand explanation of the command to love Yahweh and to cling to him alone (Deuteronomy vi. 4f.). And this love is Israel’s return of the divine love bestowed upon her. The many imperatives in Deuteronomy are therefore appeals, sometimes implicit and sometimes explicit, for gratitude to be shown in action, and Deuteronomy regards them as easy to fulfill.

      

      God could not justly have commanded impossibilities, for he knows our frame (see Ps 103:13–17; cf. 1Co 10:13). God made high demands and expected compliance, but he also provided avenues for redress when one did not comply fully. Therefore we conclude that in the Torah God speaks in grace; in the most exacting law there is mercy, and in the entire Torah the intention is to know him and to relate to him. These ideas are developed more fully in Ronald B. Allen, Grace, Always Grace (Grand Rapids: Kregel, forthcoming).

      Hence sins may be unintentional, but they still need to be covered (see Lev 4:2). Such unintentional sins might be committed by the people as a whole (Nu 15:22–26) or by individuals (vv.27–29). In either case procedures were to be followed for restoration to a sense of God’s presence and grace. As in the case of other sacrifices, the alien and the citizen fall under the same demands of compliance.

      NOTE

      22 [image: ] (ʾel-mōšeh, “[which Yahweh gave] to Moses”) is a phrase that compares with the wording of 15:23: [image: ] (beyad-mōšeh, “[which Yahweh your God commended] by the hand [i.e., by means] of Moses [‘through him,’ NIV]”). These phrases, which are not isolated, suggest that it is nearly a misnomer to speak of “the law of Moses,” which designation merely comprises a shorthand way of stating the full title, “the law of Yahweh given through [by the hand of] Moses.” The Torah is the Lord’s; he is the source of the law. It belongs to him. Moses is the means, the agent, the transmitter. See the wording of John 1:17: “the law was given through Moses”; the true giver of the Torah is Yahweh. See Ronald B. Allen, “Affirming Right-of-Way on Ancient Paths,” BSac 153 (January–March, 1996): 3–11.

      iv. Instructions about punishment for sins of defiance (15:30–31)

      
        30“‘But anyone who sins defiantly, whether native-born or alien, blasphemes the LORD, and that person must be cut off from his people. 31Because he has despised the LORD’s word and broken his commands, that person must surely be cut off; his guilt remains on him.’”

      

      COMMENTARY

      30–31 Quite another case is presented by defiant sin. The Hebrew idiom is “sins with a high hand,” a posture of arrogance, blasphemy, and revolt. Unlike the unintentional sinner, for whom the law makes provisions of God’s mercy, one who sets his hand defiantly to despise the word of God and to blaspheme his name must be punished. The punishment is one of death, not just banishment or exile. Such a person is doomed. Walter C. Kaiser Jr. compares the “sin of the high hand” here to the NT expression of the offense of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit (Mark 3:28–19; Heb 10:26–39): “As such it becomes an unpardonable sin, since it represents high treason and revolt against God” (Toward Rediscovering the Old Testament [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987], 132).

      This verse should not be understood to include all manner of evil actions, most of which could be forgiven. Rather, it deals with outrageous behaviors of blasphemy. But what the Torah regards as outrageous behavior may surprise us, as the illustration in the next paragraph demonstrates. Before we move to that paragraph, however, we may reflect on the application of this unit to the experience of Israel in her rebellion at Kadesh. The Israelites deserved to be cut off, utterly destroyed. The grace of God is seen in his commuting their sentence to banishment in the wilderness (see again 14:20).

      NOTE

      30 The phrase [image: ] (beyād rāmâ, “with a high hand”; “defiantly,” NIV) can be used positively (see 33:3 [and Note]; Ex 14:8 [“boldly”]; Dt 32:27 [“our hand has triumphed”]). But here the phrase is used of a person’s acting in deliberate presumption, pride, and disdain. Moreover, the phrase is modified in v.30 with the words “blasphemes the LORD”! Hence the posture presented in this verse is one of treason; there is no provision in the Torah for escaping the results of this sin.

      A postscript is demanded: David’s sins respecting Bathsheba, Uriah, the army, the nation, and Yahweh (!) may certainly be described as “sins of a high hand.” Yet in the wideness of God’s mercy and in response to David’s utter depths of personal repentance (see 2Sa 11–12; Pss 32; 51), there was forgiveness even here. David’s subsequent years were marked by family tragedy, but he was forgiven—fully forgiven!

      v. A man who violated the Sabbath (15:32–36)

      
        32While the Israelites were in the desert, a man was found gathering wood on the Sabbath day. 33Those who found him gathering wood brought him to Moses and Aaron and the whole assembly, 34and they kept him in custody, because it was not clear what should be done to him. 35Then the LORD said to Moses, “The man must die. The whole assembly must stone him outside the camp.” 36So the assembly took him outside the camp and stoned him to death, as the LORD commanded Moses.

      

      COMMENTARY

      32–36 The introductory phrasing of this pericope suggests that this narrative was inserted into the text of Numbers at a later time, but the experience it relates derives from the time of the wilderness sojourn of Israel (as seems to be demanded by the references to Moses, Aaron, and the elders of Israel [see v.33], unless, of course, these references are regarded as elements of stereotypical formulae). It is not likely that a story beginning with the phrase, “While the Israelites were in the desert,” was an original part of a narrative that has its primary setting in the desert. The phrasing is similar to the opening words of the book of Ruth, which, from the point of view of the writer and the original readers, reflect events that happened long before.

      Whatever the history and origin of this story, it is something of a cause célèbre of the very thing vv.30–31 describe—and the account is based on the profound seriousness of the concept of Yahweh’s Sabbath in Israel (see Nu 28:9 and Note). The breaking of the Sabbath was not akin to using one-third rather than one-quarter hin of oil or a two-year-old goat instead of a yearling. The point of the story is that Sabbath-breaking was the act of a raised fist in defiance of Yahweh—the offense strikes at the very center of Israel’s responsibility before the Lord. By his action (v.32) this man was thumbing his nose at God. Incidentally, the severity of the issue in this text helps to explain, in part, the severe attitudes of the enemies of Jesus, who routinely charged him with breaking the Sabbath (see, e.g., Mk 3:2).

      The brief account is presented in fine narrative style. The ones who discovered the man in violation of the Sabbath did not know quite what to do. Perhaps they were stunned by his brazenness. They presented him to Moses, Aaron, and the elders to see what must be done (v.33). The answer came from the Lord: “The man must die” (v.35, see Note). And the sentence was to be carried out by the people, outside the camp. The public participation in his execution must have sent a chilling message deeply impressed on the psyche of the nation: “For this transgression, I too might die.”

      The penalty for breaking the Sabbath was death (Ex 31:15; 35:2). As in the case of the willful blasphemer (Lev 24:10–16), the Sabbath-breaker was guilty of high-handed rebellion and was judged with death.

      NOTE

      35 The verbs [image: ] (môt yûmat, “must die”) are both old Qal passive forms (not Qal and Hophal forms, respectively, as is sometimes stated) of the imperfect and the infinitive of the verb [image: ] (mût, “to die”). The meaning is “violent death” (see 35:16; Ex 21:12; 22:19[18]; Lev 20:2; 24:16). The stoning of Stephen (Ac 7:54–60) is of a piece with the stoning of the Sabbath-breaker from the vantage point of those who participated. Saul may well have had this text in mind when he consented to Stephen’s death. Only later did Saul as Paul realize that it was not blasphemy but praise of the risen Savior that led Stephen to speak as he did.

      REFLECTION

      By the time of the life of our Lord, Sabbath-keeping had become distorted to the point that the regulations concerning the Sabbath were regarded as more important than the genuine needs of people. Our Lord confronted the Pharisees on this issue on several occasions (e.g., Mt 12:1–14). From their point of view, the regulations in Numbers 15:32–36 gave the Pharisees their reasons to seek his death (Mt 12:14).

      We may add a comment on “Christian Sabbath-keeping.” The Sabbath, as the seal of Yahweh’s covenant with Israel (see Ex 20:8–11; Dt 5:12–15), was a distinctly Israelite institution. We speak in something of an oxymoron if we describe Sunday, the Lord’s Day, as a “Christian Sabbath.” Sabbath, of course, is Saturday. If we really believe that Sunday is the “Christian Sabbath,” then not only would we need to transform it to a day of rest (rather than the frenetic activities that mark most church-going families nowadays!), but we would also logically have to consider this pericope’s serious applications against infraction. Sabbath-breaking in this story is a blatant revolt against God that is deserving of death.

      The Sabbath was Yahweh’s covenantal seal with Israel. Sunday is the historic day for Christians to worship, as it was on a glorious Sunday that the Lord Jesus was raised from death, and it was on another glorious Sunday that the church was born at Pentecost. We recognize that this issue is contentious, that great scholars in the Protestant tradition and many sincere Christian laypeople do think of Sunday as “our” Sabbath. But doing so requires that the term “Sabbath” be invested with new meaning, as its OT meaning can hardly apply in the fullest, original sense.

    
  
    
      vi. Instructions for tassels on garments (15:37–41)

      
        37The LORD said to Moses, 38“Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘Throughout the generations to come you are to make tassels on the corners of your garments, with a blue cord on each tassel. 39You will have these tassels to look at and so you will remember all the commands of the LORD, that you may obey them and not prostitute yourselves by going after the lusts of your own hearts and eyes. 40Then you will remember to obey all my commands and will be consecrated to your God. 41I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt to be your God. I am the LORD your God.’”

      

      COMMENTARY

      37–40 As in many of the pericopes of this sort, the connection with the preceding is not at once clear. What has the wearing of tassels to do with the stoning of a Sabbath-breaker? Yet there is a connection of sorts. The story of the execution of the high-handed offender is designed to bring fear to all people that they, too, might be led to the breaking of the demands of the Lord in his Torah. Hence, a most practical device is given: the wearing of tassels on one’s garment as a perpetual reminder of the demands of God in his Torah. Again, this reminder is a mark of grace—as is all the Torah.

      The reason for wearing the tassels is given in this paragraph. As one walked along, the tassels would swirl about at the edge of one’s garment. These would be excellent prods of memory for the wearer to keep faith with the Torah, to obey the commands of God. Each step of the believer was to be encircled by tassels that symbolized the restraints and freedoms of knowing Yahweh (cf. Dt 6:8–9). The tassels on the fringes of the garment were made of blue or violet color (v.38).

      41 This pericope—as with the chapter—ends on a high note of the self-revelation of the Lord and his declaration of purpose for his people. The words “I am the LORD your God” (repeated) have about them the sound of a litany, a recitation of faith. The demands God made on his people came from his right of redemption. By his act of deliverance, Yahweh speaks in accordance with the demands of his character. The literary form of the chapter demonstrates an inclusio by beginning and concluding with the continuing promise of God to bring his people into the land. He was still at work in the process of completing their redemption from Egypt. The command to turn back to the wilderness (14:25) dictated a lengthy detour, not an abandonment of the journey itself.

      This verse is nearly poetry. It can be displayed in this manner:

      
        I am Yahweh your God,

        the one who is bringing you from the land of Egypt

        to be your God;

        I am Yahweh your God!

      

      NOTE

      41 The words [image: ] (ʾanî yhwh, “I am the LORD”) at the beginning and again at the end of this verse serve as the regular assertion of the self-declaration of Yahweh at points of singular emphasis of his sovereign grace in the lives of his people. Recall that it is possible that this phrase was intended to be in the beginning of the poem of the Oracle of the Lord (12:6–8; see comment and Note there). Here the language is even more expressive; the full phrasing at the beginning and the end of this verse (thus forming an inclusio) is, “I am the LORD your God.” This declaration of Yahweh, coming after the people’s terrible rebellion at Kadesh, should have been especially comforting.

      f. The Rebellion of Korah and His Allies (16:1–50)

      OVERVIEW

      Earlier there had been a rebellion against the leadership of Moses led by Miriam and Aaron (see ch. 12). This chapter presents an attack on the leadership of Moses and Aaron by Korah and his allies. Korah was descended from Levi through Kohath. As a Kohathite he had high duties in the service of the Lord at the tabernacle (see 4:1–20), but he desired something higher. His passion was to assume the role of priest; he used subterfuge to further his claim by advancing the false piety of common holiness before the Lord.

      Korah was joined by the Reubenites Dathan, Abiram, and On and some 250 other leaders of Israel (perhaps from several tribes), who had their own complaints and their own pretensions. Politics and strange bedfellows are not exclusively modern phenomena. Their charge was that Moses had “gone too far” in taking the role of spiritual leadership of the people; they asserted that the whole community was equally holy, hence Moses and Aaron had no special privilege with the Lord or special authority over them. To these scurrilous charges Moses retorted, “You Levites have gone too far!” (v.7), and he set up a trial by fire. The chapter is dramatic in nature and is profound in its basic teaching.

      The text does not have a temporal indicator. We may presume by its placement, however, that it records an event that took place after the debacle at Kadesh. In this manner the rebellion of Miriam and Aaron (ch. 12), which came before Kadesh, serves to balance this post-Kadesh assault on the character of Moses. The story of Moses’ own failure before the Lord (ch. 20) can only be understood with these stories of rebellion against his leadership by trusted people. Finally, even Moses capitulated to rage.

      This narrative is one of a few instances in which the wilderness experience following the mitigated judgment of God against the people is detailed for later generations. I suggest that with few exceptions, such as this story, the reason Moses passes over most of the experiences of the people in the wilderness is that these experiences were not properly part of the Heilsgeschichte of the people. The movement from Egypt to Kadesh was detailed fully. The movement of the people toward Moab is also nicely developed. Intervening years are lost time, the working out of judgment, a waiting for a generation to pass from the scene. Only occasionally, when an event of great import transpires, does Moses break his “code of silence” and inform the later generation of the event.

      i. The beginning of revolt (16:1–3)

      
        1Korah son of Izhar, the son of Kohath, the son of Levi, and certain Reubenites—Dathan and Abiram, sons of Eliab, and On son of Peleth—became insolent 2and rose up against Moses. With them were 250 Israelite men, well-known community leaders who had been appointed members of the council. 3They came as a group to oppose Moses and Aaron and said to them, “You have gone too far! The whole community is holy, every one of them, and the LORD is with them. Why then do you set yourselves above the LORD’s assembly?”

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 This is the second account of a presumptuous, unprincipled rebellion against Moses by prominent figures who were not content to continue in subservient positions under his leadership. Given the results of that first rebellion (ch. 12), this account seems to be particularly grievous.

      There may always have been some resentment of Moses among leading persons in the community. Petty, insecure people, pushing and pressing to assert their own ends, sometimes rise up against constituted leadership with questions of an unbalanced nature. On the first occasion when Moses intervened on behalf of righteousness among his people while still a young man in Egypt, he found himself rebuffed by a ruffian who challenged his right to intervene. At that time Moses was still living as a privileged scion in the household of Pharaoh, and he intervened in a fight between two Hebrews (see Ex 2:13–14). Now, long the leader of the nation, Moses still found himself under terrible attack by others who ought to have been supporters of his leadership. They may have been jealous of his privileged upbringing in the household of Pharaoh (2:1–11), resentful of his futile attempt to redress wrong in his rash behavior against the slave master, suspicious of his forty-year absence while they continued to suffer under Pharaoh (2:15–25), and doubtful of his audacious claim to have been singled out by God as his mediator for the nation (3:1–15).

      It is also possible that Moses was a difficult person to function under. Since we have discovered that the classic text ascribing meekness or humility to Moses is likely a misunderstanding (see comments on 12:3), it may be time to reassess his personal character. Rebellion against persons in authority can spring from a variety of reasons. But when principled people of varied sorts rise against a leader from time to time, it is possible that there is something amiss in that person. Scripture clearly places the blame on others in this case. But Moses may unwittingly have given rise from time to time to opposition to his leadership. This possibility does not dismiss the error of the insurrections, but it may help to explain why they occurred.

      The name “Korah” (qōraḥ; v.1) may mean “baldness” (see Note). His paternity is traced through Izhar and Kohath to Levi. As we will see, his name later became famous for the role his descendants played in the making of music in the time of David and following. The phrase “A son of B son of C” in this instance extends over four hundred years. Levi, third son of Jacob, was one of the twelve patriarchs who entered the land of Egypt over four hundred years before the time of the events of this text. Numerous intervening generations are demanded. This may explain, for example, the name “Amminadab” instead of “Izhar” between Kohath and Korah in 1 Chronicles 6:22. We might paraphrase today, “Korah was a Levite whose line may be traced through Kohath and Izhar.”

      Korah’s cohorts in this evil plan of insurrection were the Reubenites Dathan (dātān, “decree, law”) and Abiram (ʾabîrām, “the exalted One is my Father”), sons of Eliab (ʾelî ʾāb, “God is Father”), and On (ʾôn, “vigor”), a man mentioned only here. The father of On is said to be Peleth (pelet), but this may be a substitution for the name Pallu (pallûʾ; see Ge 46:9; Ex 6:14; 1Ch 5:3).

      2 The principals were joined by another 250 men. These were not rogues, however. They were dignified leaders and are credited with three descriptive phrases in the MT: (1) they were chiefs of the congregation (nāśîʾ, “one lifted up as a chief”; “community leaders,” NIV; the same term used for the tribal leaders in chs. 1–2; 7; and 34, and for the spies in ch. 13); (2) they were official representatives of the assembly (qeriʾê mô ʿēd, “the summoned ones of the assembly”; “appointed members of the council,” NIV; an expression found in 1:16); and (3) they were “men of name” (ʾanšê-šēm, that is, men of reputation; untr. in NIV).

      The text thus draws considerable attention to the fact that this rebellion was not carried out by rude, impudent ruffians but by credible leaders, esteemed men of rank. Their malcontent with the privilege they had received by God’s grace makes their rebellion even more tragic. They wanted more. Korah was a direct descendant of Levi from an esteemed line. The brothers Dathan and Abiram and their friend On were Reubenites. The men associated with them were constituted officials, men of name. Together this was a formidable company of nobles who brought their seditious attempt to discredit Moses.

      3 Aaron was under attack as well. Perhaps Korah’s real desire was not only to demean Moses but also to have himself made priest instead of Aaron. Both Moses and Aaron were (at least) in their eighties at this time. The nation was under sentence of God’s judgment, and these men knew that they were a part of the doomed community. Perhaps the rebels thought that by a forced change of guard they might even reverse the fortunes of the people. The verb translated “they came as a group” suggests an organized, well-thought-out conspiracy. This was not just a momentary, casual play of a motley crew. They had not just come up to Moses and Aaron but “against” (“to oppose,” NIV) them; the preposition is significant.

      The conspirators’ words to Moses and Aaron are compressed and impassioned; they are difficult to translate smoothly: “Much to you” (rab-lākem). The idea is that Moses and Aaron arrogated too much, that they had presumed on their power for self-aggrandizement. Perhaps they were charged as well with failure sufficiently to share their power with these antagonists. The charge was much the same in ch. 12, but on the present occasion Aaron was not a coconspirator; here he was also charged with the same offense.

      When Korah and his cohorts said that the entire congregation was holy, they emphasized the word “all.” They also insisted that the Lord was in the midst of the whole community, not just residing in the privacy of the Tent of Meeting.

      Their claims bore truth, but it was distorted. The entire nation was, indeed, holy, but the claims of Korah and company ignored the gradations of holiness in the divine intent. By their words they appeared to be arguing for a democratization of the divine privilege. In fact, they merely desired a shift of power—to themselves. The pattern of leadership the Lord established in Israel was not an even-handed, ideal democracy. His pattern was theocratic—rule by God—mediated through a divinely sanctioned regent. The Lord was present with all the people. The leaders had more privilege than the common people, and Moses and Aaron were the most privileged and had the greatest responsibilities. A prudent response of a privileged person is gratitude to God and loyal service to his praise. Only a fool would attack the structure of God’s rule based on a mistaken notion of democracy. Fools these worthies became!

      NOTE

      1 The name [image: ] (qōraḥ, “Korah”) is presumably derived from the verbal root [image: ] (qāraḥ, “to be bald”). However, there is another word with the same spelling that is the presumed root for the word “frost” or “ice.” When the meaning of a name is not commented on in Scripture, suggestions may be precarious.

      The verb [image: ] (wayyiqqaḥ, “became insolent”[?]) appears at first to be the word regularly rendered “and he took,” a Qal preterit of the common verb [image: ] (lāqaḥ, “to take”). The NIV’s translation, “became insolent,” is suggested by comparison with an Arabic word, leading to an as yet unattested Hebrew verb [image: ] (yāqaḥ, “to become insolent, act with impudence”). I am attracted to this translation for two reasons: (1) the verb “to take” has no accusative given in the verse; rather the sentence is construed as though the verb is not a transitive word; and (2) the verb “to become impudent” is suggestively significant in this context. Other suggestions have been offered to resolve this difficulty, but the NIV’s solution seems convincing.

      ii. Moses’ rejoinder (16:4–7)

      
        4When Moses heard this, he fell facedown. 5Then he said to Korah and all his followers: “In the morning the LORD will show who belongs to him and who is holy, and he will have that person come near him. The man he chooses he will cause to come near him. 6You, Korah, and all your followers are to do this: Take censers 7and tomorrow put fire and incense in them before the LORD. The man the LORD chooses will be the one who is holy. You Levites have gone too far!”

      

      COMMENTARY

      4 The response of Moses was sudden, dramatic, and decisive. He fell to his face on the ground. The baseless attack of Korah and his company is superbly demonstrated by this action. An arrogant man might have lashed out at them. A threatened man might have become defensive. Moses was neither. He fell to his face in obeisance to the Lord, whose regent he was and to whom his sole allegiance belonged. Although Aaron was also under attack, all the focus was on Moses. If he were to stumble, Aaron would stumble as well. If Aaron stumbled, Moses might still stand.

      5 There is no indication of the length of time Moses lay prone to the earth. But when he rose, he spoke decisively. His words were now the Lord’s words. Tomorrow would be “High Noon” in the encampment of Israel. Once and for all the role of Moses in Israel would be defined. One way or another tomorrow would tell. The verb rendered “will show” is likely a jussive; the flow may be translated: “In the morning, let Yahweh make known [‘will show,’ NIV] who belongs to him.” This phrasing may be compared with the words of 2 Timothy 2:19: “The Lord knows those who are his” (see also Na 1:7; Jn 10:14). Moses used language of the prayer of faith, commingled with his sense of the certainty of his own position.

      Further, Moses’ term for the choice one of God is “the holy” (weʾet-haqqādôš, perhaps “the holiest”; the term “holy” with the article may be an example of the article’s indicating the superlative). The Lord will bring near to himself the one who is the holiest, so determined by his own choice of that person.

      The enemies had asked for a showdown. Moses would give them one, and it would be far more than they had bargained for. When Moses rose from his prone position, it was with resolution and grim determination. Finally, it had come to him that it was neither he nor his brother who were under attack; it was the Lord himself. If Moses had indeed arrogantly assumed power that was not properly his, he would have been in error and Korah would be vindicated. But Moses knew. It was his story. It was Moses who had heard the voice of the Lord from the burning bush. It was Moses who had withstood Pharaoh to his face. It was Moses who had stood on the holy mount to receive the word of God. And it was Moses who had faced a similar challenge from his own sister and brother. Now the rebels would get their chance, but it would be their ruin.

      6–7 Only the initial provisions for the test are laid out at this point; more would come later. Moses told each of those involved to take a censer and fire and incense. This instruction is remarkable, since the priests alone were to hold the censers. While Korah was of the house of Levi, he was not a member of the priestly family. The others, as Reubenites, were not even remote candidates for priestly service. But Moses dared them to do as he demanded, for then the Lord would make his choice known to all in a dramatic, vivid manner. Here would be an unforgettable demonstration of the supernal power of God and of his gracious choice of his true servant. In an arresting turn of phrase using the same words (rab-lākem, “much to you!”) the detractors had used against Moses and Aaron (v.3), Moses countered by shouting that it was they who “have gone too far” (v.7).

      iii. Moses’ warning to the rebels (16:8–11)

      
        8Moses also said to Korah, “Now listen, you Levites! 9Isn’t it enough for you that the God of Israel has separated you from the rest of the Israelite community and brought you near himself to do the work at the LORD’s tabernacle and to stand before the community and minister to them? 10He has brought you and all your fellow Levites near himself, but now you are trying to get the priesthood too. 11It is against the LORD that you and all your followers have banded together. Who is Aaron that you should grumble against him?”

      

      COMMENTARY

      8 Although the text says “Korah,” Moses was addressing all the assembled insolent men. The verb “listen” is in the plural and is strengthened by the energic ending, giving special force to his charge. Since the principals along with Korah were Reubenites, it is difficult to know whether Moses’ words, “you Levites,” are inclusive of other Levites who were joined with Korah or were meant to include Dathan, Abiram, and On in a sarcastic manner.

      9 “Isn’t it enough for you” translates the Hebrew idiom (hameʿaṭ mikkem), “Is it a little thing from you?” In other words, Moses was saying: “In your judgment was it nothing that the Lord had marked you out as distinct from the entire community for a special work for his pleasure?” They were already in a special place in God’s economy, but they were not satisfied. They desired more than ever.

      There is an emphasis in these verses on God’s grace being trampled shamelessly by these arrogant men. Korah was the ringleader, but all in his company were culpable. The issue was gratitude versus pride. A humble, grateful person thanks God for any task and carries it out faithfully. A prideful person such as Korah, selfishly desiring a bigger place, a larger slice of the action in God’s kingdom, was in fact an enemy of God. Anytime one begins to emphasize (grandly) his or her ministry as “my ministry,” such a one is in danger of standing in Korah’s sandals.

      10 That the conspirators were really after the priesthood became clear to Moses. It was not that Moses was in error or that Aaron was at fault. It was simply that these wicked men wanted their positions.

      11 The phrase “banded together” shows the determination of Korah and his followers. This was not a rag-tag group but a congealed body who were on the make. Moses adds the trump “and Aaron!” after “against the LORD.” His language is incredulous, as though to say, “What did he ever do to you that you should strike out against him?”

      iv. Confrontation with Dathan and Abiram (16:12–14)

      
        12Then Moses summoned Dathan and Abiram, the sons of Eliab. But they said, “We will not come! 13Isn’t it enough that you have brought us up out of a land flowing with milk and honey to kill us in the desert? And now you also want to lord it over us? 14Moreover, you haven’t brought us into a land flowing with milk and honey or given us an inheritance of fields and vineyards. Will you gouge out the eyes of these men? No, we will not come!”

      

      COMMENTARY

      12–14 It is difficult to believe the level of acrimony we find in Dathan and Abiram. They were not even willing to come to appear before Moses to face charges. Twice they refused absolutely (vv.12, 14). The charge of Dathan and Abiram against Moses was to sing again the old song that he had not led them into the Land of Promise. The ludicrous level of their apostasy shows in their absurd charge that Moses had in fact led the people from “a land flowing with milk and honey” (v.13). By some strange alchemy, in their minds the land of Egypt had changed from prison to paradise, and Moses was presented as some sort of dunce who had been leading them in the wrong direction. Moreover, they charged Moses with play-acting the role of a prince (sārar, in the Hithpael; “to lord it,” NIV). Their contempt is simply audacious.

      The behavior of Dathan and Abiram was, if possible, even more intolerable than that of Korah: (1) they refused to appear before Moses; (2) they mocked his words, throwing the language of “a little thing” (“Isn’t it enough?” NIV; v.13) back on him; (3) they abused the language of choice for Canaan to describe contemptuously the land of Egypt; (4) they accused Moses of causing their plight in the wilderness, while quite forgetting all the events of Kadesh; (5) they mocked him as a strutting prince always prancing about; (6) they blamed him that they did not yet possess the fields and vineyards of Canaan; (7) they tauntingly accused him of misusing his power by attempting to blind others to his faults; and (8) they reasserted their obstinate outrage in the disobedient refusal, “We will not come!” (v.14). Was there ever such impudence against Moses as came from these men? Later in Israel’s history a poet would write a psalm chronicling the experience of Israel from her roots. This poet included the rebellion of Dathan and Abiram but failed even to mention Korah (see Ps 106:17–18).

      The expression “to gouge out their eyes” (v.14) is a rhetorical exaggeration. The rebels charged Moses with blinding men to his true intentions. It is as though he wanted to gouge out their eyes so that they could not see the wicked things he was alleged to have been doing to them.

      v. Judgment on his enemies (16:15–35)

      
        15Then Moses became very angry and said to the LORD, “Do not accept their offering. I have not taken so much as a donkey from them, nor have I wronged any of them.”

        16Moses said to Korah, “You and all your followers are to appear before the LORD tomorrow—you and they and Aaron. 17Each man is to take his censer and put incense in it—250 censers in all—and present it before the LORD. You and Aaron are to present your censers also.” 18So each man took his censer, put fire and incense in it, and stood with Moses and Aaron at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. 19When Korah had gathered all his followers in opposition to them at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting, the glory of the LORD appeared to the entire assembly. 20The LORD said to Moses and Aaron, 21“Separate yourselves from this assembly so I can put an end to them at once.”

        22But Moses and Aaron fell facedown and cried out, “O God, God of the spirits of all mankind, will you be angry with the entire assembly when only one man sins?”

        23Then the LORD said to Moses, 24“Say to the assembly, ‘Move away from the tents of Korah, Dathan and Abiram.’”

        25Moses got up and went to Dathan and Abiram, and the elders of Israel followed him. 26He warned the assembly, “Move back from the tents of these wicked men! Do not touch anything belonging to them, or you will be swept away because of all their sins.” 27So they moved away from the tents of Korah, Dathan and Abiram. Dathan and Abiram had come out and were standing with their wives, children and little ones at the entrances to their tents.

        28Then Moses said, “This is how you will know that the LORD has sent me to do all these things and that it was not my idea: 29If these men die a natural death and experience only what usually happens to men, then the LORD has not sent me. 30But if the LORD brings about something totally new, and the earth opens its mouth and swallows them, with everything that belongs to them, and they go down alive into the grave, then you will know that these men have treated the LORD with contempt.”

        31As soon as he finished saying all this, the ground under them split apart 32and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them, with their households and all Korah’s men and all their possessions. 33They went down alive into the grave, with everything they owned; the earth closed over them, and they perished and were gone from the community. 34At their cries, all the Israelites around them fled, shouting, “The earth is going to swallow us too!”

        35And fire came out from the LORD and consumed the 250 men who were offering the incense.

      

      COMMENTARY

      15 In Moses’ plea of innocence, we sense his humanity. In his pleading for mercy from the Lord for the people (v.22), we sense again his magnanimity. In his wrath Moses asked God not to turn his face with gracious favor on their offering; he proclaimed himself innocent of misuse of his office for personal gain; he proclaimed himself guiltless of any harm. He had not enriched himself by one donkey or brought harm to one person.

      16 The trial was to be by fire. The test was to determine which men Yahweh would accept as his priests in the holy tabernacle. The 250 men allied with Korah came with arrogance to withstand Moses and Aaron at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting. The revelation of the glory of Yahweh was sudden, with words of impending doom for the rebellious people. The punishment was sure and with fitting irony. Those 250 men who dared to present themselves as priests before the Lord with fire in their censers were themselves put to death by fire from the Lord (v.35).

      This section is similar to the command Moses gave earlier (vv.5–7), though it has more refinements. Some scholars might regard this restatement as an example of a tortured history of the text. But it is also possible to see statement and refinement such as this as a standard pattern of Hebrew style. The reader is drawn into the experience by not being told exactly what will happen.

      17–18 The text emphasizes the participation of the individual by its repeated use of the term “man” (ʾîš) in vv.17–18 (“each man,” NIV). There also seems to be a focus on Korah versus Aaron, rather than Korah versus Moses. It seems that with Aaron now quite old, Korah wanted his position. Even though the “job” is the service of the Lord in his holy precincts, it seems that Korah believed he would be able to wrest that service by force. Somehow he must have decided that the Lord would acquiesce to his demands!

      19 But God is not one to capitulate to the base charges of wicked people! Suddenly the glory of the Lord burst into their midst. The “glory of the LORD” speaks of the weight of his presence, the semblance of his majesty. This is a way of referring to God in potent, frightful mystery.

      20–21 The Lord spoke again that he had had it with the people. He was about to wipe out the nation—not just the company of evil, grasping men, but the entire congregation. Moses and Aaron understood that it was all the people, not just the foolish rebels, whom God was about to destroy.

      22 Again we see the richness of the character of Moses and Aaron, who prayed to God to preserve the nation despite yet another outrageous attack. The prayer is unusual in the manner of address: “O God, God [ʾēl ʾelōhê] of the spirits of all mankind.” Perhaps in this unusual phrasing Moses and Aaron were urging God to act in mercy since all life is ultimately dependent on him. They asked whether it was right that the whole nation be destroyed just because one man had sinned (or perhaps, “Shall just a single man sin, and the whole be destroyed?”).

      23–27 The Lord seems to have acceded to the reasoning of these words, for he demanded that the people move away from the tents of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram. In saying, “Yahweh acceded,” the impression is not that God was recalcitrant until presented with a powerful argument. It is my view that situations such as these are opportunities that God provided for Moses to work through in his own mind issues that would ultimately bring great glory to Yahweh. (See also Ex 32:8, where Moses pleaded with Yahweh to spare the people after the debacle of the golden calf in the shadow of Mount Sinai.) The judgment of the Lord was going to be severe, but he did not wish to have it lash out on the bystanders.

      It appears as if Korah himself had left the 250 priests and was standing with Dathan and Abiram to continue their opposition to Moses. The use of the term for “tent” (miškān) is unusual here, as this is the word normally used for the tabernacle of the Lord. We may wonder whether the term is not used sarcastically. It is as though the Lord has his miškān and now these false claimants to the priesthood have their miškān. It is possible that we find here a dark witticism against the enemies of God.

      28–30 Moses wished to assure the people that the judgment that was coming was certainly the direct work of Yahweh and not a happenstance that might be interpreted differently. The opening of the earth to swallow the rebels was a sure and evident sign of the wrath of God and the vindication of Moses and Aaron. It was a new phenomenon (berî ʾâ, “something totally new,” NIV), something unmistakably the work of God. The earth was pictured as a ravenous monster whose jaws suddenly opened and whose gullet descended to the inner chambers of Sheol. This passage is frightful, a thing of horror. The new phenomenon was that these people would not die and then go into Sheol—they would fall into Sheol alive (v.33). This is a grisly spiritual antithesis of Enoch’s being caught alive into heaven; they were to descend alive into “hell.”

      31–34 It happened as soon as Moses finished speaking (v.31); the earth split open and swallowed the rebels, with their households (v.32). Numbers 26:11 explains that the sons of Korah did not die. Apparently they did not join their father in his rash plan. The households of the other rebels died with them. The men and all those with them were under “the ban” (ḥerem; cf. the story of Achan in Jos 7). There was no mercy, no pleading, no help. The children, wives, and even toddlers died with their wicked fathers. Whole families were wiped out. This judgment was immediate, catastrophic, horrible, and complete. Yet there is something in it that is also satisfying: something of the honor of the Lord and the servants he had named, of the purity of the camp, and, in a sense, of poetic justice.

      35 The 250 men were then devoured by fire (perhaps lightning); the smell of their incense would not be able to cover that of their stinking, burning flesh. After these revolts, the word would be out: those who would seek to take the positions of Moses and Aaron might find that God would have no more use for them. He might take them to the home they had chosen when they decided not to follow him.

      The horror of the story is that the punishment included women and children. No easy answer presents itself to deal with this issue in a satisfactory manner. One may speak of corporate solidarity, of the sense of family compliance, of the possibility that the children would grow to be like their fathers. Yet ultimately one has to back away from such problems and simply, humbly admit that we really do not know. But there is one thing that we do know: The God of Israel will do right!

      The issue is theodicy. Not just the ego of Moses was at stake here, but also the vindication of God’s work, his name, and his glory. Possibly Korah felt with his leadership the nation might overcome God’s judgment, and he and the others might not die in the wilderness. Perhaps his original intention had been a self-deluded attempt to give the nation one more chance. Such a theory provides Korah with a sense of motivation that otherwise seems lacking.

      We would expect that the line of Korah would have been obliterated in this event, along with the families of Dathan and Abiram. Yet it turns out that there are survivors of Korah’s family who extended all the way to the time of David and beyond. Numbers 26:10–11 tells us that Korah was among those whom the earth swallowed but that his sons did not die with him. His descendants would later become the temple singers, responsible for the crafting of numerous psalms (see headings to Pss 42; 44–49; 84–85; 87–88; cf. Ex 6:21, 24; 1Ch 6:22–31).

      In the survival of the house of Korah and their ongoing participation in the worship of God, we find both irony and mercy. The irony is self-evident. The mercy ought to be that God would allow this family to resume its former prestige—carrying the name of their infamous father—as a remarkable tribute to his grace. At the same time the memory of their father was not lost; it is cited in the NT (Jude 11) as one of the prime exemplars of rebellion and evil in the biblical record.

      NOTE

      30 The word [image: ] (berî ʾâ, “a new thing,” i.e., “a new phenomenon, unique creation”; “something totally new,” NIV) is related to the root [image: ], bārāʾ (“to create”; GK 1343), which, I argue, has the basic idea of “to fashion anew—a divine act.” See Ronald B. Allen, “The Meaning of the Hebrew Verb Baraʾ,” appendix in The Majesty of Man: The Dignity of Being Human (rev. and exp. ed.; Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2000), 181–84.

      vi. The aftermath of the contest—more distress (16:36–50[17:1–15])

      
        36The LORD said to Moses, 37“Tell Eleazar son of Aaron, the priest, to take the censers out of the smoldering remains and scatter the coals some distance away, for the censers are holy—38the censers of the men who sinned at the cost of their lives. Hammer the censers into sheets to overlay the altar, for they were presented before the LORD and have become holy. Let them be a sign to the Israelites.”

        39So Eleazar the priest collected the bronze censers brought by those who had been burned up, and he had them hammered out to overlay the altar, 40as the LORD directed him through Moses. This was to remind the Israelites that no one except a descendant of Aaron should come to burn incense before the LORD, or he would become like Korah and his followers.

        41The next day the whole Israelite community grumbled against Moses and Aaron. “You have killed the LORD’s people,” they said.

        42But when the assembly gathered in opposition to Moses and Aaron and turned toward the Tent of Meeting, suddenly the cloud covered it and the glory of the LORD appeared. 43Then Moses and Aaron went to the front of the Tent of Meeting, 44and the LORD said to Moses, 45“Get away from this assembly so I can put an end to them at once.” And they fell facedown.

        46Then Moses said to Aaron, “Take your censer and put incense in it, along with fire from the altar, and hurry to the assembly to make atonement for them. Wrath has come out from the LORD; the plague has started.” 47So Aaron did as Moses said, and ran into the midst of the assembly. The plague had already started among the people, but Aaron offered the incense and made atonement for them. 48He stood between the living and the dead, and the plague stopped. 49But 14,700 people died from the plague, in addition to those who had died because of Korah. 50Then Aaron returned to Moses at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting, for the plague had stopped.

      

      COMMENTARY

      36–40 [17:1–5] After the terrible conflagration that destroyed the 250 rebels who had joined with Korah and his cohorts, Moses received a new command from the Lord. He was told to have Eleazar, son of Aaron, take the censers from the midst of the smoldering remains (v.37). Perhaps the most chilling incident in the narrative is the description of the true priests taking the censers of the 250 deceased impostors from their charred remains and employing these holy instruments in hammered bronze sheets for the altar (v.38). Can you imagine the scene? True priests were picking among the bodies, charred flesh, stench, smoke, smoldering embers, and twisted parts. They were to make a count. There were 250 censers; not one was to be lost. Each one was recorded, each one cleansed, each one holy. And the fire was to be scattered yonder. It was strange fire, not worship fire. It was a fire of judgment.

      Even with the death of the false priests, the holy things had to be treated as holy things. This is amazing! The men were wicked and had to be destroyed; the implements were holy and needed to be preserved! From that time on the sheet of bronze over the altar would be a memorial of the utter folly of the self-proclaimed priest of the most holy God (v.40). Their families would know. Their neighbors would remember. Every time they looked at the altar or thought of it again, they would be forced to remember the folly of their fathers.

      Moreover, those who went to pick out the censers became unclean because of their contact with the bodies of their foes. Everything was a lesson in ancient Israel. All was a mix of holy and profane, of clean and unclean, of good and evil.

      The censers were hammered together to form the overlay for the altar, to fit the shape and contours of the stones. This metal sheath over the stone, gleaming and resplendent, with a patina, became a thing of beauty, a decoration of loveliness. Yet it was also a reminder of horror, a stab of vengeance. As the pieces were hammered together, the identity of each individual piece was lost. The collective guilt of the troop was identified with the resultant single sheet; no one would be able to approach the altar and say of one section of the bronze sheath, “This part belonged to so-and-so.”

      As we think about the notion of the “holy,” we recognize that things are made holy in Scripture not because people are holy, but because things are presented to Yahweh, who is holy. Since these wicked men presented their censers to the Lord, the censers were holy, despite the men’s own wickedness.

      A mark of Eleazar’s faith is that he did precisely what Moses commanded him to do (v.39). He was thus a strong contrast to Korah and his allies (v.40). Just as the name of God is a memorial of his grace (see Ex 3:15) and as the stones in the Jordan would later make a memorial for Israel on their entry into the land (Jos 4:7), so these censers and the resultant metal plate were a memorial to God’s wrath and a witness to his holiness.

      God has established his personnel; he would allow none to breach their ranks. The sons of Eliab—Dathan and Abiram—were Reubenites, not Levites (v.1); they were not of the proper tribe to serve as priests. Korah was a Levite but not a son of Aaron; hence he was not suited for the priesthood either. Each was a “strange man” (ʾîš zar; v.40 [17:5]) to seek to serve at the altars of God.

      We suspect that God’s desire in the memorial was not to perpetuate his wrath but to prevent further reasons to provoke it. This was a preventative symbolism. If another man were to approach the altar with his censer and if he were not of the descendants of Aaron, the sparkling light of the sun dancing on the hammered metal should sparkle in his eyes as a threat of doom.

      After the smoke cleared, it was now certain that Eleazar would follow his father, Aaron the priest, not Korah. And as we conclude this section, we feel that surely things will settle down now before we come to the time to enter Canaan.

      41 [17:6] With all the results of murmuring against Moses, Aaron, and the Lord, one would think that the people would have had their bellies’ worth of grumbling. Nevertheless, they were at it again. On the next day following the terrible judgment of God against the apostate nobles, the would-be priests of God, we read that the entire Israelite community grumbled against Moses—again! The verb used here and in similar contexts is the Hebrew term lûn (see Note at 14:2). The people who had seen the judgment of God in such a remarkable manner still did not interpret things correctly. Again they blasted against Moses and Aaron by unfairly charging them with the death of “the LORD’s people.”

      The attack on Moses and Aaron was audacious in its language. The pronoun “you” is emphatic; they said to them, “You are responsible! You have killed the men of Yahweh!” Oblivious to the vindication of Moses and Aaron by the Lord, the frenzied crowd, mad as rabid wolves, pressed in on them.

      42–43 [17:7–8] Verse 42 speaks of the men’s turning toward the Tent of Meeting. This may merely mean that they looked toward the tent. But it may also mean that the crowd was about to take over the territory, to seize the tent as their own holding.

      At once, as before, the glory of the Lord was in the midst of the people—in judgment. Fear must have seized them as a bulldog grabs a pant leg. They must have been wrenched with terror, sickened with self-loathing, ashen faced, trembling, weeping. The Lord had come!

      Moses and Aaron were not groveling with fear. They were where they belonged—in the presence of the Lord. Calmly, sedately they approached. Only they were permitted to do so; all others who dared draw near would become smoking brands. Moses and Aaron approached the tent and entered into the eerie darkness within the mysterious cloud, with lightning flashing and darkness enveloping—they came to God.

      44–45 [17:9–10] Again, but for the intervention of Moses and Aaron (see vv.4, 22), the entire nation might have been destroyed by the Lord because of their continued rebellion (v.45). The Lord told them to depart so that he might destroy the nation; instead they fell to the ground, just as they had done in the incident with Korah and his allies (see v.4). There is a sense that v.45 is a reprise of vv.21–22, with slightly different phrasing (see Notes). Again the Lord was about to destroy the nation. Again Moses and Aaron, under unbelievable personal assault, bowed down to seek his mercy, to turn away his wrath.

      In each of the dialogues of Moses and the Lord, there is a sense in which the Lord uses Moses as a foil. As the words of the Lord evoked responses in Moses, praise comes to the Lord; and the true spirit of Moses is displayed. In each instance the falseness of the attacks on Moses was exposed. The very one the people were attacking was the one praying that they might be spared. There is something in the praying of Moses for his enemies that may be viewed as a forward directing thought (Heilsgeschichte) of the praying of the Savior for his enemies.

      46 [17:11] Moses told Aaron to take his censer and to begin his work as an atoning priest. This chapter has turned on the account of holy censers being used by unholy men in mock piety. Now the rightful Aaron was to take his censer and do the work of the true priest to stay the plague of the Lord and to bring mercy to the people.

      In the former revolt Moses stayed the anger of God by debate; only the guilty died. This time the wrath of God had already burst out in indiscriminate slaughter by means of a virulent, rapidly spreading plague, a supernatural visitation of sickness unchecked by natural protection. People who were railing against Moses and Aaron were now screaming in death throes.

      Moses and Aaron might have said, “Let them die.” Instead, Moses called to Aaron to act, to take a censer and do his priestly work. How precious is this text! What poetic justice! The very implement used by the enemies to force God’s hand to wrath now has to be used by his true priest to force his hand to mercy.

      This presents a conundrum: Is God fickle? Is man the hero? Or does God use these crises to occasion heroic acts among his servants, who then display in palpable terms his mercy and his grace?

      We notice that the priest was told to take fire from the altar. He was not to use “strange fire” but fire of propriety. He used only the fire that would be efficacious. Earlier there were censers with strange fire to attack Moses and Aaron, thus provoking the wrath of God. Now there was a censer with the proper fire to protect the people against God’s wrath.

      Moses told his brother to “hurry” (mehērâ, used adverbially). This word communicates the rush of grace by two old men to protect the people who moments before had shouted their virulent hatred of them. Surely in the brothers’ actions we find God’s mercy! Their character mirrors his own. Moses knew that the plague had already begun before he had even looked. But Moses also knew that the plague might be stemmed—but they had to hurry to make that happen.

      47–50 [17:12–15] So Aaron ran (v.47)! This old priest with sacral items ran to save and to heal. This old man stood in the breach between the dead and the living (v.48). This old man stopped the plague. What drama! And what loss! Thousands died needlessly. The text says that fourteen thousand seven hundred people died (v.49; see Notes), and these were in addition to those who died in the incident of Korah. All these people died needlessly, too soon, before their time—forlorn, forsaken, victims of their own folly.

      But at last the plague was stemmed. Moses and Aaron met again at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. Verse 50 is a salutary vindication of the role God had given to these two men. Despite repeated attempts by powerful persons to wrest away from them their special place in the work of God, there they stood, two old men, blessed of the Lord.

      We who read this verse, weary with the wickedness of many men and women, finally come to a sense of peace. Surely now, at last, there will be no more offense. Surely now there is a new beginning for the new people, now a new generation, now a new day. Soon, surely, they will come to Canaan.

      NOTES

      36 [17:1] The English versions have vv.36–50 as a continuation of ch. 16. In the MT these fifteen verses form the first part of ch. 17. This means that verse numbers will present unusual problems for some readers in these two chapters.

      45 [17:10] [image: ] (hērōmmû, “Remove yourselves!”; “Get away,” NIV) is a rare word, the Niphal imperative masculine plural of [image: ] (rāmam, “to be removed”). In v.21 the verb used is [image: ] (hibbādelû), a Niphal imperative masculine plural from [image: ] (bādal, “to separate oneself from”). The meaning is nearly the same, but this similar story uses a more unusual word.

      49 [17:14] The number of people who died (14,700) because of the arrogance of Korah and his allies is staggering. As with all reports of large numbers in this narrative, questions continue to rise as to “common numbers” or numbers used in exaggeration for effect. In thinking through some passages, all one can do is to raise the question yet another time. To “solve” the issue in one passage does not necessary lead to one’s “solving” the issue in another.

      g. The Budding of Aaron’s Staff (17:1–13 [16–28])

      OVERVIEW

      The connection of this chapter with the narrative of ch. 16 is obvious; indeed, chs. 16 and 17 overlap in versification as we move from the MT to the English versions (see Note at 16:37 [17:1]). This text presents the final vindication of the Lord’s confidence in his selection of Aaron as the true high priest. It is especially important as Aaron’s life was reaching its end that there would be no question concerning God’s choice of him and his posterity. Aaron and his wife, Elisheba, daughter of Amminadab and sister of Nahshon, the prince of the tribe of Judah listed in 1:7, had four sons. The first two, Nadab and Abihu, had died because of arrogant acts of impiety (see Lev 10). The other two, Eleazar and Ithamar, were to become the twin lines of the divine priesthood of Israel throughout their generations. The issues of this chapter ensured that this line would continue.

      i. The test for the true priest (17:1–7 [16–22])

      
        1The LORD said to Moses, 2“Speak to the Israelites and get twelve staffs from them, one from the leader of each of their ancestral tribes. Write the name of each man on his staff. 3On the staff of Levi write Aaron’s name, for there must be one staff for the head of each ancestral tribe. 4Place them in the Tent of Meeting in front of the Testimony, where I meet with you. 5The staff belonging to the man I choose will sprout, and I will rid myself of this constant grumbling against you by the Israelites.”

        6So Moses spoke to the Israelites, and their leaders gave him twelve staffs, one for the leader of each of their ancestral tribes, and Aaron’s staff was among them. 7Moses placed the staffs before the LORD in the Tent of the Testimony.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 [16] As we have often seen, this text is introduced in the standard manner, “The LORD said to Moses.” We have noted before but may assert anew: If these words are just the mechanical device of a late redactor to introduce a new story he pieces into the flow of his gradually developing book, then these words really have no more significance than other stylistic devices used in other narrative sections of the Bible, devices such as, “After these things,” or “Some time later” (e.g., Ge 22:1). But if the words in this introductory clause mean what they seem to mean, we have a constant punctuation throughout the book of Numbers (in over 150 instances!) that Yahweh has spoken and that he has spoken principally to Moses, and through Moses to his people.

      2 [17] God’s word to Moses was to collect twelve staffs, one staff from the leader of each of the tribes of Israel. Each staff was to have the name of its owner written on it so that the identification would be sure in the test that followed. This story comes on the heels of the account of the divine judgment of Korah (16:1–35) and the narrative of the symbolic use given to the censers of the rebels and its aftermath (vv.36–50). Numbers 17 is thus the third in a series of accounts vindicating the Aaronic priesthood against all opposition. The selection of the twelve staffs, one from each tribe, provided for a dramatic symbolic act that would manifest the divine choice of Aaron.

      3 [18] The incidental line concerning writing the name of each staff’s owner is significant in terms of the history of writing in Israel. Some scholars regard this notice as anachronistic; they believe that the use of writing would not possibly have been known by the Hebrews at this stage of their experience. Conservative scholars find this verse to be a confirmation of the idea of literacy among the Hebrew peoples from their beginnings, and certainly among those who were in leadership positions. It is difficult to believe that it was not too many years ago that radical scholars denied the Mosaic authorship of the Torah in part because they thought that even if he were a historical person, he certainly would not have known how to write!

      The test for legitimacy of the Aaronic priesthood needed to be unequivocal. In addition to the staffs from each of the other tribes, the staff of the tribe of Levi had to have Aaron’s name clearly written on it. The staff of Levi had to be chosen over the staffs of the other tribes; this was necessary again because of the broad community support given to the rebellion of Korah. The 250 who joined with Korah presumably represented many of the tribes. The name of Aaron on the staff of Levi would limit the choice to him and his descendants; this was necessary to ward off attacks on his leadership similar to that of Korah by others of the tribe of Levi but not of the family of Aaron.

      4–5 [19–20] These several staffs were to be placed “in front of the Testimony,” the “Testimony” referring to the Ten Words (Commandments) placed in the ark of the covenant (v.4). In other words, the staffs were to be brought not only to the Tent of Meeting but were actually to be brought within the Most Holy Place. I suspect the staffs would have been placed as near the ark as was practical. The symbolism is that these staffs were placed, as it were, in the “lap” of God. This must have been chilling!

      Moses, who brought these staffs near, must have realized that he was performing a highly unusual act. The most immediate placement of the staffs in the presence of God is assured by these words. The intention was to rid the nation of their grumbling (telunnôt, from the verb lûn, “to murmur, grumble”) concerning the validity of the priests (v.5); see the Note at 15:2. The verb lûn is used also in v.10: “their grumbling against me” (telûnnōtām meʿālay).

      6–7 [21–22] As we have come to anticipate, Moses complied with God’s command without reservation. Hebrew narrative style, which is deliberately repetitive for clarity and emphasis, rehearses Moses’ acts of obedience to the Lord’s command (vv.6–7), thus making certain that the reader is alert to the fact that among the several staffs is the one with Aaron’s name on it.

      The ordeal, if one can term it that way, was to identify the “right” staff by having it sprout (v.5). Now it was patent in that ancient day, as in our own, that a sprout may arise from a living branch and even from the trunk of a tree that has been felled (see Isa 6:13). But it is clearly not possible for a wooden staff that is long dead to sprout again as though it were still part of a growing tree.

      The story demands nothing short of a miracle—an intervention of the power of God in the normal order of things in such a way as to produce wonder and awe. This demonstration of the power of God and his sovereign work was to be wondrous, something for the people to remember throughout all their generations. It was the call for a major demonstration of the power of God, something truly stunning. It was also to be regarded as absolutely and finally convincing, for the act of God would be impossible for anyone else to duplicate.

      NOTES

      1 [16] The English versions have the story of Aaron’s staff as a separate chapter (17:1–13). In the MT the first fifteen verses of ch. 17 correspond to 16:36–50, and the English section 17:1–13 appears as 17:16–28 in the MT. Despite the difficulty of finding corresponding verses presented by this arrangement, both the MT and the translations have the same number of verses.

      5 [20] In the MT there is a marginal note that this verse forms the center of the book, by verse numbers.

      ii. The outcome of the ordeal (17:8–13 [23–28])

      
        8The next day Moses entered the Tent of the Testimony and saw that Aaron’s staff, which represented the house of Levi, had not only sprouted but had budded, blossomed and produced almonds. 9Then Moses brought out all the staffs from the LORD’s presence to all the Israelites. They looked at them, and each man took his own staff.

        10The LORD said to Moses, “Put back Aaron’s staff in front of the Testimony, to be kept as a sign to the rebellious. This will put an end to their grumbling against me, so that they will not die.” 11Moses did just as the LORD commanded him.

        12The Israelites said to Moses, “We will die! We are lost, we are all lost! 13Anyone who even comes near the tabernacle of the LORD will die. Are we all going to die?”

      

      COMMENTARY

      8 [23] On the next morning Moses entered the Most Holy Place. When he looked at Aaron’s rod, he found that not only had it sprouted, it had budded! This development exemplifies God’s exceeding the demands of a test so that there may be no uncertainty as to who accomplished the act or what was intended by it. (Compare Elijah’s experience on Mount Carmel, where the response of God [1Ki 18:38] went considerably beyond the specific request [v.24].) One could surmise that it might be possible for a staff to have a small sprout, given the right conditions. But none would dare to say that what happened to Aaron’s rod did so by chance; for not only did it sprout, “it budded, blossomed and produced almonds”—all on the next day!

      Miracles in the Bible are often of this sort—natural events in unnatural conditions, timing, and placement. For almonds to grow from an almond branch is normal. It is not normal, however, for a dead pole to sprout, flower, and produce its fruit—and all in the process of a night. Almond trees are notable for their rapid production of blossoms, but this example is without parallel. This miracle is stunning!

      9 [24] It must have been humbling for the men from the other tribes to take back their staffs. But only those who aspired to an office that was not theirs would feel shame. Moses’ actions in having each of the men take back his staff allowed them to give silent assent to the decision of the miracle of God and the choice of Aaron as his priest.

      10–11 [25–26] Aaron’s rod, however, was not returned to him. It was to be a perpetual reminder of the wonder of the night and God’s choice of his priest. Hence the rod was to remain in front of the Testimony (the Ten Words/Commandments) in perpetuity (v.10). Aaron’s rod would keep company with the stone tables of the law of Moses (see Ex 25:16) and the jar of manna (Ex 16:33–34), both housed in the ark of the Lord, as a reminder to rebels and malcontents as long as the ark and the Holy Place would stand. (The writer of Hebrews suggests that at some point the staff of Aaron was kept inside the ark [Heb 9:4], but it seems not to have been inside the ark at the time of the dedication of the temple [1Ki 8:9].) The presence of these reminders in the central shrine was designed by God as an act of his mercy; people who were sufficiently warned would escape dying for breach of propriety.

      It is remarkable, however, that these memorials were put in a place where no one would ordinarily see them. People in later generations would be told of the reminders, but they would not be on public display. None, save the high priest, would enter the Holy Place, excepting Moses on rare occasions (such as this chapter presents). While the text focuses on the role these symbols would have in the memory of the people, the placement of these symbols in the seclusion of the shrine indicates that the one who will be ever reminded is the Lord! These holy symbols were ever before him as memorials of his special works with his people. Should anyone of a later age dare to question the unique and holy place of the Aaronic priests in the service of the Lord, this memorial of God’s symbolic choice of Aaron would stand poignantly in opposition to such audacity.

      It is difficult to overestimate the importance of the role of Aaron and his sons in the worship system of Israel. It is impossible to overestimate the role of the Priest who replaced Aaron, the Lord Jesus Christ (Heb 4:14–8:13). The extensive treatment of the priesthood of the Savior is necessary, given the divine validation of the priesthood of Aaron in Numbers 16–17.

      12–13 [27–28] The larger pericope begins with insolent, bragging language of grasping people (v.1). Now it ends with the disconsolate weeping of the people (vv.12–13), all fearful of dying. At last the enormity of the arrogant sin of the people in challenging the role of Aaron hit them. Their remorse was justified; death was deserved. Any untoward approach of the holy tabernacle would result in disaster. But there are appropriate manners of approaching the Lord, as detailed in the next two chapters. The people really did not need to die as a result of trespassing against holy things.

      NOTE

      13 [28] In [image: ] (haʾim tamnû ligôaʿ, “Are we all going to die?”), the common verb [image: ] (mût, “to die”) is paired with the less common [image: ] (gāwaʿ, “to expire, perish”; GK 1588); the verb [image: ] is also used in 17:12, “we will die,” where it is paired with [image: ] (ʾābad, “to perish, be lost”). See also Numbers 20:3, 29, where the verb [image: ] is used to describe the deaths of Miriam and Aaron.

      h. The Priests and the Levites (18:1–32)

      OVERVIEW

      The crisis of leadership in the spiritual ministry of the people provoked by the revolt of Korah (ch. 16) leads the writer of the book of Numbers to detail anew the regulations and responsibilities that affect the true priests of God. There is reason, then, to see how the material of chs. 18–19 fits into the larger structure of the book of Numbers. It is possible that the materials in these chapters constitute later additions to the book, as they do not relate directly to the historical flow of the narrative. But they do form an essential part of its deep theology, and these two chapters are certainly part of the book as we receive it in God’s gift of canon.

      The preoccupation with priestly themes has led many scholars to believe that the book of Numbers is the product largely of the putative P source. Those who reject this source-critical approach to the composition of the Pentateuch may point out that there is sufficient reason inherent within the story line of Numbers to give such a strong emphasis to priests and Levites in the Hebrew culture. The issue of rightful priests is not just a record of power struggles between competing families, stories that can be paralleled in cultures throughout time. In Israel the issue was more significant because the stakes were higher. In this case it is the worship of Yahweh, the true God, and his choice of who may be serving at his altars that are at issue.

      The house of Aaron has already been convincingly validated by the miracle of the budding, blossoming, and fruit-producing staff (Nu 17). Now, as Aaron is growing older and his sons Eleazar and Ithamar are assisting him more and more in his sacred duties—tasks that will be theirs alone after Aaron’s demise—it is necessary to explain more fully the manner of the priesthood. The inclusion of chs. 18–19 in the story line of the wilderness experience is not intrusive but compelling.

      Nevertheless, the modern reader comes to chs. 18–19 with a sense of foreboding; what, we may wonder, is in these chapters for us? The answer to that question is fivefold:

      
        	1. The reader of Scripture needs to have general knowledge about the major institutions of the biblical period just for Scripture to make sense;

        	2. Our understanding of the true worship of God begins with the sense that he controls and directs true worship; who the priests are and how they function are first his concerns. This means that worship is not a game where we may make up the rules as we play;

        	3. A general knowledge of the work of the priests in the Hebrew Bible gives many insights to the modern reader as to the interests of God in our own worship. Often we think of worship in terms of what we like and appreciate. This perspective misses the mark; worship is principally for God’s pleasure;

        	4. A general knowledge of the work of priests in the time of Hebrew worship gives the Christian reader significant insights into the priestly work of the Lord Jesus Christ. The book of Hebrews has an intense priestly orientation in its presentation of the Lord Jesus Christ, priest of God in the order of Melchizedek;

        	5. In contrast with the highly regulated, highly structured patterns demanded of the priests of the Hebrew economy, the believer in the Lord Jesus Christ today has almost unbelievably direct access to God through the Savior. We are all priests; we can come near the presence of the Lord without an intermediary. Yet our privilege as believer-priests may only really be appreciated against the background of priests in the biblical period.

      

      Thus it is not just for arcane, antiquarian reasons that we come to this chapter and the one following.

      i. Their general duties (18:1–7)

      
        1The LORD said to Aaron, “You, your sons and your father’s family are to bear the responsibility for offenses against the sanctuary, and you and your sons alone are to bear the responsibility for offenses against the priesthood. 2Bring your fellow Levites from your ancestral tribe to join you and assist you when you and your sons minister before the Tent of the Testimony. 3They are to be responsible to you and are to perform all the duties of the Tent, but they must not go near the furnishings of the sanctuary or the altar, or both they and you will die. 4They are to join you and be responsible for the care of the Tent of Meeting—all the work at the Tent—and no one else may come near where you are.

        5“You are to be responsible for the care of the sanctuary and the altar, so that wrath will not fall on the Israelites again. 6I myself have selected your fellow Levites from among the Israelites as a gift to you, dedicated to the LORD to do the work at the Tent of Meeting. 7But only you and your sons may serve as priests in connection with everything at the altar and inside the curtain. I am giving you the service of the priesthood as a gift. Anyone else who comes near the sanctuary must be put to death.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–4 The Lord’s choice of Aaron and his family as the true priests of holy worship presented an onerous task. The lament of the people in 17:12–13 was a genuine expression of distress; grievous sins against the holy meeting place of the Lord and his people would be judged with death. It was only in the mercy of the Lord in providing a legitimate priesthood that there could be any hope for deliverance from judgment. Modern readers are not always aware that the Lord’s provision of the priesthood was an aspect of his grace. Without proper priests doing their work effectively, there would be only death among the sinning community. Psalm 99:6 points to the grace of God in providing priests for his people. The provision of the Great Priest, the Lord Jesus Christ (Heb 4:14), is in line with this work of his grace.

      In Numbers, a characteristic phrase, troubling to understand, is the line, “you . . . are to bear the responsibility for offenses against the sanctuary.” This rendering by the NIV is somewhat expansive but is a development of the meaning of the Hebrew term ʿawōn (“iniquity”; GK 6411). At times it is used to describe the iniquity that one commits or that mars one’s life. But in this context ʿawōn relates to the whole sphere of sin, guilt, and responsibility for offense.

      The words of the people in 17:13 were based on reality: it was a fearful thing to make an inappropriate approach to the shrine of God’s dwelling. The priests, who had their work in the precincts of his dwelling, had to realize that they were there at the leave of God. But they could not forget where they were or be casual in what they were to do. To act foolishly, brazenly, and carelessly in the holy places was to invite disaster. Their priestly ministry put them in roles of awesome responsibility (see Ex 28:38).

      The priests of the line of Aaron were to be assisted in their work by the people of the tribe of Levi (v.2), but the assistants were not to usurp their serving role. Were they to do so, not only would they die, so would the priests who were responsible (v.3). Aaron and his sons were the only true priests of God in the worship of Israel. The Levites were joined (see Notes) to the priests as their assistants. But the Levites were never to be regarded as “priests in training.” They had a serious “career ceiling” in their vocation. The sanctity of the Holy Place was not to be underestimated.

      Aside from the Levites, who had their limited functions in the worship of God in the sacred places, no other individual might come near at all (v.4). The term “stranger” (zār; “no one else,” NIV), which often speaks of a foreign national, is used to describe all other people in the Holy Place. The only people who had a right to work in the shrine were the Levites under the supervision of the priests. All others were “foreigners.”

      5–7 The frightful obligations of the priests and Levites and their responsibilities were balanced in the sense of the importance and honor of the work they did in the presence of God (v.5). The divine vantage point is that they should regard their service of the priesthood as a gift—a gift that is priceless (v.6). The gift was to the priests; they of all people were able to approach the Holy Place and minister before the Lord (v.7). The Lord’s gift of the priesthood was also to the people; that there was a legitimate priesthood was an act of God’s mercy.

      The priests had a dual identity. On their shoulders rested the protection of the nation before God. The weight of that responsibility must have been enormous. But the priests were also the most privileged persons in the community, for they could draw near to God. The stranger (hazzār; “anyone else,” NIV) would approach the holy place only under the threat of death (see also 1:51; 3:10, 38).

      NOTES

      2 [image: ] (weyillāwû ʿāleykā, “to join you”) forms a wordplay on the word for “Levite,” [image: ] (lēwî). The text may be read (woodenly): “the tribe of Levi . . . will ‘levi’ with you.” The presumed root of the word “Levi” is the verb [image: ] (lāwâ, meaning “to be joined” [in the Niphal]).

      5 [image: ] (mišmeret, “service, charge”; “to be responsible,” NIV; GK 5466), related to the Hebrew verbal root [image: ] (šāmar, “to keep”), has the idea of charge and responsibility. The work of the priests was a sacred trust. The fulfillment of the trust provided for the peace of the nation with God.

      ii. Their offerings and support (18:8–13)

      
        8Then the LORD said to Aaron, “I myself have put you in charge of the offerings presented to me; all the holy offerings the Israelites give me I give to you and your sons as your portion and regular share. 9You are to have the part of the most holy offerings that is kept from the fire. From all the gifts they bring me as most holy offerings, whether grain or sin or guilt offerings, that part belongs to you and your sons. 10Eat it as something most holy; every male shall eat it. You must regard it as holy.

        11“This also is yours: whatever is set aside from the gifts of all the wave offerings of the Israelites. I give this to you and your sons and daughters as your regular share. Everyone in your household who is ceremonially clean may eat it.

        12“I give you all the finest olive oil and all the finest new wine and grain they give the LORD as the firstfruits of their harvest. 13All the land’s firstfruits that they bring to the LORD will be yours. Everyone in your household who is ceremonially clean may eat it.

      

      COMMENTARY

      8 The priests were to be supported, to earn their livelihood, in their work of the ministry of God (see Lev 6:14–7:36). Since the Levites as a whole and the priests in particular had no inheritance in the land God was going to give to the nation, it was necessary that the means for their provision be spelled out fully. They were not to have a part in the land; their share was the Lord himself (v.20). The language of this chapter is anticipatory of the settlement in the land of Canaan. Moses continued to speak about God’s revelation for the new land; for in doing so he assured the fathers and mothers that, while they would not enjoy the land because of their sins, their lives had not been valueless: their children would be able to enter the land.

      The language of God in v.8 is strongly expressive, with a pronounced emphasis on himself and his work in making Aaron his priest. The priesthood in Israel was not to be regarded as the result of self-aggrandizement; the priests were the choice of God himself. Here is God’s gracious provision for the care and maintenance of his priests. The sacral gifts were their provisions. They could enjoy the things they received without guilt. This provision was from the hand of the Lord.

      9–10 Verse 9 helps the priests to know what of the offerings belonged to them for their support. The starting point was to know that the offerings that were not put through fire would be given to the priests. In v.10 we find a helpful use of the concept of the holy. Something was regarded as holy not because of some mysterious inner quality, but because it had been presented to the Lord for his use. He then transferred the use of some of his holy things to the priests.

      Among the gifts he gave to the priests was abundant food. But the food was no longer ordinary; it was holy food that had to be regarded as such. The basic meaning of the word “holy” (qōdeš; GK 7731) is clearly seen here: something was qōdeš when it was set apart for special use in the service of God. These holy foods were specifically restricted to the males and had to be eaten only by those who were ritually clean.

      11 The wave offerings were for the entire family to eat. Provision was made not only for the priests themselves (v.10) but for their families as well. Only the ceremonially unclean family members were forbidden the eating of the gifts and offerings of the people (cf. v.13). Provisions for cleansing are stated in Leviticus 22:4–8.

      12–13 Since the best items of produce were to be given to the Lord, they became the special foods of the priests and their families: the best oil, the finest wine, and the choicest grains were theirs (v.12). On the basis of the provisions God intended for the priests in the OT, the NT writers argued that those who minister the Word of God in the present period should also be paid suitably for their work (see 1Co 9:3–10). The grace of God is manifest in this provision for his servants, but so are the demands of God: the priests and their families were to be in a state of ritual purity when they ate sacred foods (v.13). The foods remained sacred; they were not to be profaned by unclean persons.

      NOTES

      8 [image: ] (terûmâ, “contribution, offering”) is a noun built on the verb [image: ] (rûm, “to be high, raised”). This is something set apart for or “presented to” (NIV) the priests (see 5:9; Lev 22:12; 2Ch 31:10, 12, 14; Eze 44:30).

      [image: ] (lemošḥâ, “portion”) is a hapax legomenon. It is related to the verb [image: ] (māšaḥ, “to anoint, consecrate”; GK 5417; see at 3:3, 25; 7:1). A similar noun is [image: ] (mišḥâ, “anointing [oil]”; 4:16). Because of its association with the verbal root meaning “to anoint, consecrate,” perhaps [image: ] (lemošḥâ) should be translated “consecrated portion.”

      11 [image: ] (tenûpâ, “swinging, waving, brandishing”) is from the verb [image: ] (nûp, “to move to and fro, wave”). The term may be used in contexts of hostility; e.g., of God’s brandishing his hand in a menacing manner (Isa 19:16). But in the context of people coming to him in holy worship, this noun is a technical term for the “wave offering.” By holding up grain or produce and waving it back and forth in the air in a respectful manner, the one making the offering was marking out Yahweh as the source of his plenty; God had given life and growth to his grain. Since this food was not put to fire, it was given over to the priests for their own family use.

      12 [image: ] (ḥēleb yiṣhār, “finest oil”) and [image: ] (ḥēleb tîrôš, “finest wine”) are constructed by using the noun [image: ] (ḥēleb, “fat”; GK 2693) as a descriptive term. This use goes back to the offering of Abel in Genesis 4:4, where the Hebrew word [image: ] (ûmēḥelbēhen, “and of their fat”) may describe “the best of the firstborn” rather than “their fat portions.” The term [image: ] (ḥēleb) is used in these cases as a superlative adjective; only the best is good enough for God (see also Note at vv.30–32).

      REFLECTION

      The concept that God gets “the best of the first” is a constant in the worship texts of the Bible. The oil and the wine mentioned in v.12 were not the dregs but the finest of the firstfruits. In giving the first and best to the Lord, believers were affirming with confidence that there will be something left for their own needs. And if not, true believers will still bless the Lord. As today, believers did not worship God just because it was a way to a full stomach. But in their worship of God, they (then, and we now) expect that the giving of the first and best to God will often result in enjoying more than ever for themselves and for their family.

      Perhaps a farmer who practices giving to the Lord is more likely to be a better farmer than one who does not give to the Lord. It may be that the very act of giving makes demands on him for greater diligence in his work. But even if such a farmer does not prosper, he will continue to trust in the Lord even if no more food is to come at all. This idea is found in a marvelous text in the prophets. The prayer of Habakkuk (Hab 3) ends in a marvelous declaration of the faith of the farmer, even in times of failed crops and herds: “Yet I will rejoice in the LORD, / I will be joyful in God my Savior” (Hab 3:18).

      Here is where we tend to fall down. Often we find ourselves giving out of our surplus. When there is no surplus, we are not giving to the Lord. Others find that when they give to God of the first of their best, they wind up with a surplus they had not even anticipated.

      iii. The firstborn offerings and redemptions (18:14–19)

      
        14“Everything in Israel that is devoted to the LORD is yours. 15The first offspring of every womb, both man and animal, that is offered to the LORD is yours. But you must redeem every firstborn son and every firstborn male of unclean animals. 16When they are a month old, you must redeem them at the redemption price set at five shekels of silver, according to the sanctuary shekel, which weighs twenty gerahs.

        17“But you must not redeem the firstborn of an ox, a sheep or a goat; they are holy. Sprinkle their blood on the altar and burn their fat as an offering made by fire, an aroma pleasing to the LORD. 18Their meat is to be yours, just as the breast of the wave offering and the right thigh are yours. 19Whatever is set aside from the holy offerings the Israelites present to the LORD I give to you and your sons and daughters as your regular share. It is an everlasting covenant of salt before the LORD for both you and your offspring.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      14–16 Anything under the ban (ḥērem; “devoted,” NIV in v.14; GK 3051) belonged to the priests (unless, of course, such things were destroyed, as in the story of Jericho). The firstborn of every womb was to be consecrated to the Lord (Ex 13:2). Now we learn that the firstborn were a means of supporting the priests. They would receive the firstborn of animals and humans, or their redemption price (v.15).

      There was to be no sacrifice of humans (!) and no sacrifice of unclean animals, which instead needed to be redeemed (i.e., their owners would pay a price to the priests). The priests were to take the redemption price in exchange for the firstborn of people. The price set for the redemption of the firstborn of women was five shekels, a considerable sum (v.16). The shekel is specified by weight (twenty gerahs—otherwise unknown; “about 2 ounces,” NIV margin), a reminder of the differing standards of weights and measures in the ancient Near East. (Note: There was no coinage until the Persian period; all silver and gold exchanges were made by weight, the meaning of the Hebrew word “shekel.”)

      Seemingly, the reason for paying a redemption price for the firstborn of humans and unclean animals and the sacrifice of the firstborn of clean animals was to provide a perpetual reminder that conception, birth, and life are gifts of God. Thus Exodus 22:29–30 reads, “You must give me the firstborn of your sons. Do the same with your cattle and your sheep.” As we think of these rituals throughout the biblical period, we realize that they extended to the life of the Savior. Since Jesus was the firstborn of Mary, he had to be redeemed; then he became the Redeemer of all.

      17–19 The firstborn of clean animals were not to be redeemed; they were holy, devoted to the Lord (v.17). They were to be sacrificed in the usual manner (see ch. 15 on offerings by fire), but the meat would belong to the priests (v.18). This was a permanent obligation, symbolized by salt (v.19)—a lasting compound. The precise idea of the covenant of salt (see 2Ch 13:5) remains somewhat obscure. We know that salt was sometimes a medium of trade in the ancient world. Perhaps an exchange of salt was a part of some covenantal ceremonies. We also know that salt was used in some of the sacrifices to the Lord (Lev 2:13; Eze 43:24) and in special incense that was used in the worship of God (Ex 30:35). Moreover, salt was a common table element; its mention here speaks of eating and, hence, of communion (see Ge 31:54; Ex 24:5–11; Ps 50:5).

      iv. Aaron’s special portion (18:20)

      
        20The LORD said to Aaron, “You will have no inheritance in their land, nor will you have any share among them; I am your share and your inheritance among the Israelites.

      

      COMMENTARY

      20 The basic idea of v.20 has been stated before (see ch. 3), but this verse presents the issue definitively. A mechanical layout of the verse (my translation), representing the word order (emphasis) of the MT, shows how impressive these ideas are:

      
        And Yahweh said to Aaron:

        “In their land you will not gain possession,

        and a portion will not be for you in their midst;

        I am your portion

        and [I am] your possession

        in the midst of the Israelites.”

      

      This verse, marked by emphatic repetition and chiasm (see Note), gives Yahweh’s special blessing on Aaron. The second-person pronouns in this verse are singular: This is a remarkable word to Aaron, which, by extension, would continue to be the portion of the true priests of Israel. While Aaron did not have a part in the land that the rest of the people would inherit, he had more—a peculiar relationship to the Lord.

      Verse 20 in some way anticipates the possession of God’s people in the church age. Today believers have no land promise, but they do enjoy a special relationship with the Lord. There is a sense in which we enjoy what the high priest, along with all priests and Levites in Israel, enjoyed—and more.

      NOTE

      20 The idea of chiasm is an inverting of the order of parallel elements; the term comes from the Greek letter chi, which looks something like an X. In the somewhat wooden translation I have given, there is an attempt to represent this pattern in the first two lines of the quotation. The verb [image: ] (tinḥāl, “you [will not] take possession”) in the first colon (accentual unit) is followed by the noun [image: ] (weḥēleq, “and a portion”) in the second; [image: ] (ḥelqekā, “your portion”) then precedes the use of the nominal form [image: ] (wenaḥalātekā, “and your possession”) in the remaining cola. This literary device helps to make the verse more memorable.

      v. The tithes and the Levites (18:21–24)

      
        21“I give to the Levites all the tithes in Israel as their inheritance in return for the work they do while serving at the Tent of Meeting. 22From now on the Israelites must not go near the Tent of Meeting, or they will bear the consequences of their sin and will die. 23It is the Levites who are to do the work at the Tent of Meeting and bear the responsibility for offenses against it. This is a lasting ordinance for the generations to come. They will receive no inheritance among the Israelites. 24Instead, I give to the Levites as their inheritance the tithes that the Israelites present as an offering to the LORD. That is why I said concerning them: ‘They will have no inheritance among the Israelites.’”

      

      COMMENTARY

      21–24 Much of the previous section has already been explained in other portions of the Torah. But giving tithes to the Levites is a new development; vv.21–24 form an independent unit. This gift of God was in return for their work of ministry of service in the tabernacle precincts. These verses are marked by considerable emphasis and repetition, all designed to make the deepest impression on the people who read them.

      There is a sense in which this text presents the “exchange of the Lord”—full reward for full service. Verse 21 uses forms of the word “to serve” (ʿābad). The term the NIV translates as “in return for” (ḥēlep; here and v.31 [though left untranslated in the NIV]) speaks of God’s justice in rewarding them for their work. But no longer might any but Levites approach the Tent of Meeting. The precincts were now sacred, fitted only for sacral people. The wrong people approaching for even a “right” reason would die.

      Verses 21–24 form a complete tôrâ, an authoritative instruction, dealing with the rationale for the tithes going to the Levites. The section is highly repetitive. God is in control; it is he who speaks. And in the section we notice that the Levites were cared for very well. The Levites had a double portion: they were related to the Lord in a special way, and they were provided for by him from special sources.

      The Levites had a special work. Only they might perform the service of the Tent of Meeting, and only they might bear the consequences for their own guilt. They could come near and live; others who approached would die. This section does not have the ordinary introduction, “the LORD said to Moses,” but it does represent itself as God’s voice speaking (“I give”; v.21).

      Possibly this section is a later addition to the book of Numbers, as seems to be the case with 15:32–34. Chapter 18 is a logical part of the flow of Numbers, as earlier sections were divine addresses to Aaron on priestly duties, responsibilities, and care. But this section both adds to the chapter (tithes as well as meat) and overlaps the chapter (no portion in Israel). Hence perhaps this unit was later inserted here, at what seemed to be a logical point. In any event, the approach I take is that insertions into Numbers are divinely intended, are inspired Scripture, and are authoritative.

      vi. The contributions of the Levites (18:25–32)

      
        25The LORD said to Moses, 26“Speak to the Levites and say to them: ‘When you receive from the Israelites the tithe I give you as your inheritance, you must present a tenth of that tithe as the LORD’s offering. 27Your offering will be reckoned to you as grain from the threshing floor or juice from the winepress. 28In this way you also will present an offering to the LORD from all the tithes you receive from the Israelites. From these tithes you must give the LORD’s portion to Aaron the priest. 29You must present as the LORD’s portion the best and holiest part of everything given to you.’

        30“Say to the Levites: ‘When you present the best part, it will be reckoned to you as the product of the threshing floor or the winepress. 31You and your households may eat the rest of it anywhere, for it is your wages for your work at the Tent of Meeting. 32By presenting the best part of it you will not be guilty in this matter; then you will not defile the holy offerings of the Israelites, and you will not die.’”

      

      COMMENTARY

      25–32 Now we return to a word addressed specifically to Moses; the earlier sections were addressed to Aaron (vv.1, 8, 20), including a specific tôrâ for the Levites (vv.21–24). The instruction of this section, which Moses was to relate to the Levites, is impressive: those who make their living by contributions for the Lord’s work were themselves to be responsible for giving to the Lord as well. There is a tendency, then and now, for persons to believe that if their lives are spent in the Lord’s work, they are exempt from contributing financially to that work. This leads to a concept, lamentably more and more observed in our own day, that payment for ministry is something deserved and is something to be demanded.

      The last phrase, “a tithe from the tithe” (lit. Heb.; “a tenth of that tithe,” NIV) is sharp and pointed (v.26). As others give, so must the Levites give; how can they who live from the contributions of others be less giving than the community? That this was regarded as a most serious matter is seen in the promise that by keeping faith in these matters, the Levites would escape judicial death (v.32).

      The offerings the Levites would render to the Lord were not themselves fresh. Their grain was not new; neither was their wine. But since they themselves were not doing the harvesting of their own lands to bring their firstfruits to the Lord, the produce of others would be regarded as their own. For those who cannot harvest for themselves, God reckoned (neḥšab, Niphal perfect of ḥāšab, “to be reckoned”; v.27) their gifts as though they were just harvested. As in the case of the people, the Levites were to render to the Lord “the best and holiest part of everything” (v.29). Never is God pleased to receive of shoddy gifts; his demands are for the best that one has.

      NOTE

      30–32 [image: ] (ḥelbô, “its fat”) is used to mean “the best part.” This word is used twice here (vv.30, 32); compare the use of [image: ] (ḥēleb) as a superlative adjective in v.12 and Note. This small tôrâ repeats and amplifies the preceding section (vv.25–29) and makes its obligation of signal importance: “and you will not die.”

      The chapter begins with the concept that the holy persons in the worship of God served in an awesomely wondrous ministry, one that addressed a life-and-death issue. Not only might the lay person who presumed on holy things receive a sentence of death (v.22); neither should those who were in the holy service of God presume on holy things, for they too might die if they did. But the thrust of the text was not just to be a threat: “Do this and you may die.” It was to be a gracious provision: “Do this and you will not die.” Thus the sovereign grace of Yahweh displayed itself in ever-varied ways in the Torah.

      i. The Red Heifer and the Cleansing Water (19:1–22)

      OVERVIEW

      Chapter 18 presented basic instruction on the role, responsibilities, duties, and privileges of the priests and Levites. Chapter 19 follows with ritual instruction for the purification of people, the laic (non-Levitical) segment of the population of Israel. Its flavor and intention are priestly in some sense, but the chapter does not concern sacral persons so much as common people. The issue is one of ritual cleansing, answering a basic question in ancient, biblical culture: How may a person be ritually “clean” before the Lord?

      This also is a chapter that presents unusual problems in interpretation and understanding for the modern reader. This is a fascinating text that rewards the patient reader. The subject of the chapter reminds us of other bizarre sections in the Torah, such as the rituals of Numbers 5.

      i. The statute of the red heifer (19:1–10)

      
        1The LORD said to Moses and Aaron: 2“This is a requirement of the law that the LORD has commanded: Tell the Israelites to bring you a red heifer without defect or blemish and that has never been under a yoke. 3Give it to Eleazar the priest; it is to be taken outside the camp and slaughtered in his presence. 4Then Eleazar the priest is to take some of its blood on his finger and sprinkle it seven times toward the front of the Tent of Meeting. 5While he watches, the heifer is to be burned—its hide, flesh, blood and offal. 6The priest is to take some cedar wood, hyssop and scarlet wool and throw them onto the burning heifer. 7After that, the priest must wash his clothes and bathe himself with water. He may then come into the camp, but he will be ceremonially unclean till evening. 8The man who burns it must also wash his clothes and bathe with water, and he too will be unclean till evening.

        9“A man who is clean shall gather up the ashes of the heifer and put them in a ceremonially clean place outside the camp. They shall be kept by the Israelite community for use in the water of cleansing; it is for purification from sin. 10The man who gathers up the ashes of the heifer must also wash his clothes, and he too will be unclean till evening. This will be a lasting ordinance both for the Israelites and for the aliens living among them.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–4 The material of this chapter is not congenial to modern, Western readers. Many have no understanding of or appreciation for the concept of ritual; the concept of the slaughter of a magnificent animal for the purpose of burning its flesh for ash is repugnant. For such readers the opening words of this verse should have a special importance. The ritual of the cleansing waters is presented here as a direct requirement of God. For all of its strangeness, this chapter too presents the righteous works of the Lord.

      The chapter was addressed to Moses and Aaron, but Eleazar was the one who was to perform the ritual the text demands, thus suggesting that Eleazar was operating as an associate with his father and proving that the threat to his ascendancy by the rebellion of Korah and his allies (ch. 16) was now a thing of the past.

      Verse 2 begins in the NIV, “This is a requirement of the law that the LORD has commanded.” Likely the term “law” in this verse is a scribal confusion for the word “cow” or “heifer” (see Notes); the words in Hebrew are close in spelling. I suggest that the verse should begin thus: “This is the statute of the [red] heifer that the LORD has commanded.” This, then, would be the proper heading for the section (so Vulgate).

      The words used to describe the heifer are familiar in the context of sacrificial worship. The heifer was to be perfect, without defect, and unused, i.e., one that has not been used as a draft animal with a yoke about its neck. As in all the legislation respecting the use of animals in worship, God would accept no culls. The tendency of people presented with commands to kill animals in ritual worship would be to use those occasions to rid themselves of animals that were not worth the demands of their feed and care. But the demands of the Lord are specific: only the finest animals, ones that ordinarily would be used for the improvement of the herd, are acceptable for him. This means a person had to have sufficient faith to believe that though using his finest animals for sacrifice, the other animals would still improve the herd and flock—or that it simply would not matter, because obedience was more important than anything else.

      There are several unusual items in sacrificial ritual in this text. First, the color of the heifer was important. It was to be red, presumably because of the color of blood. In the standard sacrifices of Leviticus 1–9, there is no mention of the color of the animal that was to be offered; the only requirements were in configuration and perfection.

      The factor that makes this pericope unique is that the animal involved was not a standard sacrificial beast. This was a cow, not a bull (contrast Lev 1:3, “a male without defect”). It was to be slaughtered (šāḥaṭ) outside the camp, not at the holy altar. In contrast to the blood of sacrificial animals sprinkled against the altar on all sides (see Lev 1:5), some of the blood of the heifer was to be sprinkled from the priest’s finger seven times toward the front of the Tent of Meeting (v.4).

      5–6 Instead of the animal sacrifice’s having its hide and offal separated from the meat and fat, as was the case of the sin offering (see Lev 4:3–12), the heifer was to remain intact while it was burned (v.5). The fire of the holocaust was to be augmented with cedar, hyssop, and scarlet stuff (perhaps scarlet-colored wool). These elements were associated in the Hebrew mind with cleansing properties (see Lev 14:4). They help us to see the cleansing association the resultant ashes were to have in the Hebrew consciousness.

      It is primarily the ashes of the red heifer (v.9) that were the focus of this act, for they would be used in the ritual of the waters of cleansing. It is striking that the animal was to be burned in its entirety—“hide, flesh, blood and offal” (v.5). The burning of the beast with its blood and offal is unprecedented in the OT.

      The normal pattern for the sacrifice of the burnt offering is given in Leviticus 1:3–9. There are several differences there from killing the red heifer in Numbers 19. In Leviticus 1:3–9: (1) the burnt offering was to be a male; (2) the animal was to be presented at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting; (3) the priest was to place his hand on it in identification of the act of atonement; (4) the animal was to be sacrificed at the altar; (5) the blood was to be sprinkled on the altar, not burned with the animal; (6) the animal was to be skinned and cut in pieces; (7) special attention was to be given to burning the head and the fat; (8) the various parts were to be cleansed and washed before being burned.

      In nearly every respect the killing of the red heifer was distinctive: this was a female animal, taken outside the camp to be killed; the priest had to be present, but there was no identification made with it; a bit of blood was sprinkled from the priest’s finger toward the tabernacle seven times; the rest of the animal was to be burned in its entirety, without draining the blood or cleansing its offal.

      7–8 The priest who officiated at the burning of the heifer was ceremonially unclean for the rest of the day, as was the one who did the actual work at his command; both would be considered clean after washing their bodies and their clothes.

      9–10 In a fascinating turn of events, the priest and the worker, since they were ritually unclean, were not to handle the ashes after the fire had died down (v.9). A third person, one who was ritually clean, was designated to gather the ashes and then to put them outside the camp in a place that was ceremonially clean. The ashes could not be brought into the camp, but they were holy. Only the clean could touch them, but in touching them a person became unclean (v.10). Hence the one who subsequently gathered the ashes after the burning became ritually unclean because of his contact with the dead remains. He too was unclean for the rest of the day and needed to bathe before returning to the camp.

      This text gives rise to innumerable questions. We would like to have a precise signification for each of the elements. In fact, a text such as this makes for something of a field day for allegorists. But the point of the text is probably best seen in broad strokes rather than in purported symbolism we might find in the minutiae. The minutiae are there, but the overall effect lies in our recognition that the passage describes a ritual. The major meaning is in the ritual nature of the matter, not the details that comprise the ritual.

      The text is like a dance: each move is specified, each step choreographed. There are elements of color and pageantry. There are also the factors of drama and death. The senses are assaulted throughout. One hears the mooing of the cow as she is led outside the camp. There is the violent stroke of the knife against the bound animal’s neck, likely the severing of the carotid artery as the quickest way to kill an animal with a knife. One hears her muffled bleating as she bleeds from her death wound. There is the priest dipping his finger in the blood and making seven flicks of the dripping finger toward the holy altar. One smells the acrid odor of the fire, with the admixture of cedar and hyssop adding their sweet-awful smells.

      The conclusion of the matter is that this is a lasting statute pertaining to both the native-born and the aliens who live among them (v.10). The importance of the passage is assured by language such as this, but the meaning still escapes us. The next paragraphs illuminate the uses of the ashes of the red heifer. All we know for certain in this section is that the ashes would be used in the water of cleansing (see Notes) as a rite of purification from sin.

      NOTES

      2 The opening phrasing of the verse is awkward and unusual: “This is the statute of the Torah.” It seems likely that the Hebrew word [image: ] (hattôrâ, “the Torah” or “the law”) is a scribal error for the word [image: ] (happārâ, “the cow” or “the heifer”), in which case the verse should begin: “This is the statute of the [red] heifer.” Compare the wording of 6:13: “This is the Torah for the Nazirite.” The Vulgate (Latin version of the Bible) reads: “This is the regulation of the victima [animal offered in sacrifice]” here.

      9 The term [image: ] (niddâ, “impurity”; GK 5614) is a feminine noun likely related to the verb [image: ] (nādad, “to flee, depart”). See now Moshe Greenberg, “The Etymology of [image: ] ‘(Menstrual) Impurity,’” in Solving Riddles and Untying Knots: Biblical, Epigraphic, and Semitic Studies in Honor of Jonas C. Greenfield (ed. Ziony Zevit et al.; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1995), 69–77. Greenberg summarizes that the basic meaning of [image: ] (nādad) is “distancing”—physical (e.g., flight from) and moral (e.g., abhorrence of). The noun is used to describe ceremonial impurity in such cases as a man having sexual congress with a brother’s wife (a forbidden act; Lev 20:21) and a woman’s uncleanness caused by her menstruation (Lev 12:2). The phrase [image: ] (lemê niddâ, “for waters of purification”) thus literally means “waters of defilement” but has the derived meaning, “waters that purify from defilement”; hence “waters of cleansing,” as in the NIV. Compare the phrase in 8:7, [image: ] (mê ḥaṭṭāʾt, lit., “water of sin”; v.7), a phrase taken to mean “water of cleansing” or “purification from sin.” Compare also the phrase in 5:24, [image: ] (mē hammārîm hamʾārarîm, “the bitter, curse-bringing waters”), used in the trial of the woman charged with adultery.

      [image: ] (ʾîš ṭāhôr . . . bemāqôm ṭāhôr, “a clean man . . . in a clean place”); the doubling of the concept for “clean” is impressive here. Shimon Gibson (The Cave of John the Baptist: The Stunning Archaeological Discovery That Has Redefined Christian History [New York: Doubleday, 2004], 204) suggests that the expression “a clean place” in 19:9 (misstated in his book as Nu 22:9) may refer to such a place as the cave that he identifies as associated with John the Baptist but which was in use in the Iron Age as a sacred place for water rituals in the hills west of Jerusalem.

      10 The BHS text has a space following the phrase [image: ] (ʿad-hāʿāreb, “till evening”). It is as though the scribes felt a new verse should have begun before the words, “This will be for the Israelites.” There are few problems of versification in Numbers; see 26:1.

      ii. Application of cleansing waters (19:11–13)

      
        11“Whoever touches the dead body of anyone will be unclean for seven days. 12He must purify himself with the water on the third day and on the seventh day; then he will be clean. But if he does not purify himself on the third and seventh days, he will not be clean. 13Whoever touches the dead body of anyone and fails to purify himself defiles the Lord’s tabernacle. That person must be cut off from Israel. Because the water of cleansing has not been sprinkled on him, he is unclean; his uncleanness remains on him.

      

      COMMENTARY

      11–13 This paragraph reveals the nature of the phrase in v.9, “for purification from sin.” It is not that the ashes would take on a magical property or that they would replace the sacrificial rites that were so important in the worship patterns of people of biblical faith. These ashes were to be used in the ritual of cleansing from impurity, particularly in cases of impurity occasioned by contact with dead bodies.

      The ashes from the red heifer were kept outside the camp in a ritually pure place. Then a portion of these ashes would be mixed as needed with water to provide means for cleansing from contact with dead bodies. The period of uncleanness was to be seven days; acts of purification were to be done on both the third and the seventh days.

      Anyone who refused to follow the rites of purification or who was neglectful in this area was said to defile the tabernacle. This means that willful neglect of the provision for cleansing brought not only judgment on the person but also pollution of the tabernacle itself. Willful neglect to avail oneself of the waters of purification would be a most serious matter. The idea of being in a state of cultic uncleanness is found in many contexts: of men (Lev 5:3), of women (Lev 15:25–27), of food (Jdg 13:7–14), and of things (Eze 24:11); Zechariah 13:2 speaks of a “spirit of impurity.”

      Perhaps there are several ideas associated with ritual uncleanness. One has to do with being soiled. The fact that the word “unclean” is used suggests that, at the very least, this is the place to begin. A woman’s menstrual flow, certain mildews and skin diseases, animals that feed on cadavers—these things in some way or other speak of something soiled. But it is difficult to go far with this notion.

      Moreover, the association of a woman’s menstrual flow with mildew and mold is an odious one to make; such linking leads easily to demeaning views of biological functions of women viewed as in some manner “dirty.” Allen P. Ross observes, “The English word unclean is so freighted with negative connotations that one should try to find another translation, or else take time to explain that unclean does not necessarily mean sinful or loathsome. (This is seen most clearly when a woman who just gave birth to a child in compliance with divine will and in enjoyment of divine blessing is for a time classified as unclean)” (Holiness to the LORD: A Guide to the Exposition of the Book of Leviticus [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002], 244).

      We report with sadness that there are some teachers with wide followings who attempt to press the laws of purity and holiness from Hebrew Scripture into the everyday life of Christians today. William “Bill” Gothard is a prime example. Not only does he commend circumcision of Christian men as a perpetual biblical rite, he also imposes the ancient laws of sexual abstinence for a certain number of days following childbirth. For a thorough, “fair and balanced” discussion of his teaching, see Don Veinot, Joy Veinot, and Ron Henzel, A Matter of Basic Principles: Bill Gothard and the Christian Life (Lombard, Ill.: Midwest Christian Outreach, 2002), especially ch. 4, “IBLP: Institute in Basic Legalistic Practices,” 119–38.

      Since the people of ancient Israel lived long before the discovery of microbiology, it would be an error to assume that it was principally concerns for infectious disease that led them to their ideas of clean and unclean. While a certain sense of cause and effect might be granted, nonetheless, we (anachronistically) read back into the text our own ideas if we determine that clean and unclean in ancient times had to do principally with health concerns. Ultimately, the ideas of clean and unclean had to do with appropriateness and inappropriateness for participation in the cultus of Israel. The ideas go all the way back to the time of Noah (see Ge 7:2) but were routinely being developed and refined through the biblical period.

      Finally, the idea of clean and unclean had to do with the basic idea of holiness, which is separation and distinction. Animals were regarded as clean and unclean not because they necessarily would or would not make a person sick if they were used as food, but primarily because God desired his people to live in a world of (divine) discrimination (see esp. Lev 11:44–47). We may look back from a twenty-first-century understanding of infection and disease and remark, “How kind it was of God that some of the animals he declared to be unclean to Israel are foods that might be conveyers of disease.” But the principal issue was distinction, discrimination, the marking out of that which is different from something else.

      In v.13 the basic idea seems to be accidental contact with a corpse because of the death of a person in the proximity of the one affected. This could be a member of one’s family in the home or a total stranger in the marketplace.

      The idea of contact with the dead as causing disease might have been discovered empirically in the ancient world. But the wording of v.13 suggests contact with the body of someone who was recently dead. The risk of bacterial infection would be less in this case. The ancient idea of the uncleanness of a dead body more likely sprang from a sense of the mystery of life. Life is a force; the leaving of life from a body is a terror of the unknown. Yet it is not that the people of Israel were unacquainted with death. The incidents of famine, disease, pestilence, war, and the interminable dying in the wilderness made death something the people saw all about them. More likely the context was in some way related to sin, for death—ultimately—is the result of sin.

      NOTE

      13 [image: ] (zōraq, “sprinkled”) is to be parsed as a Qal passive perfect rather than a Pual (as in BDB, 284c). The general rule is this: If a verb is used as the passive of the simple, basic stem and there is no Piel attested, then the supposed Pual is really a passive formation of the simple (Qal) stem. The use of the Qal passive has nearly disappeared, except in the participle; the Masoretes tended to treat them as Puals. See, for example, the exquisite phrasing [image: ] (kî-yeled yullad-lānû, “a child will be born for us”) in Isaiah 9:6[5]; [image: ] (yullad) is a simple passive (Qal) rather than a Pual (“a child is born,” NIV).

      REFLECTION

      The Lord is the Great Teacher. He is the one who uses teaching aids. Inadvertent contact with the body of a dead person was a time for a reminder of the ultimate: life and death, sin and forgiveness, cleanness and uncleanness.

      There is an issue of responsibility here. The person who was contaminated had to initiate the action. But there is also a sense of consequences. For the community, the individual’s state of uncleanness would pollute the dwelling place. This means that one person’s sinful state might endanger God’s continuing presence in the midst of his people. A holy God demands a holy people. The second danger was for oneself. Such a one who refused the provision of cleansing was to be a castoff. To protect the whole, such a one was to be consigned outside the camp (cf. 1Co 5:5).

      In this passage we have the ideas of corporate solidarity and individual responsibility seen together. Yahweh condescended to dwell with his people, but he was not constrained to continue to do so in the event of unrestrained contempt for the demands of his presence. See, especially, Ezekiel 8–10 for a visionary portrayal of Yahweh’s gradual removal from the temple as he removed his presence from those who had rejected his glory.

      iii. Specifics of uncleanness (19:14–16)

      
        14“This is the law that applies when a person dies in a tent: Anyone who enters the tent and anyone who is in it will be unclean for seven days, 15and every open container without a lid fastened on it will be unclean.

        16“Anyone out in the open who touches someone who has been killed with a sword or someone who has died a natural death, or anyone who touches a human bone or a grave, will be unclean for seven days.

      

      COMMENTARY

      14–16 That these two short paragraphs (vv.14–15 and v.16) and the preceding one overlap some is suggestive of a complex process of assimilation of these various tôrōt (plural of tôrâ, sacral instructions) into the text of Numbers. Yet there is no real conflict between them; they meld together into a coherent whole. The resultant repetition may be used for emphasis. It may be that these two units (vv.14–15 and v.16) came as the result of specific instances of ritual defilement in which petitioners came to Moses asking what they should do in their specific circumstance. When Moses ruled, under the direction of the Spirit, then these became tôrōt for cleanness as well.

      The point of v.16 seems to be that the cause of death was not the issue; rather, the fact of death was what rendered a corpse unclean. The person might have died in battle from a sword wound or might have expired of age in a natural death. In either case the result was an unclean corpse that made all who touched it unclean. If such is the case in v.16, then the situation in vv.14–15 seems to be the result of a question concerning a corpse that was out in the open in a tent or that might be in a container. If the container was open, the result was uncleanness for persons who were in the room; it is as though the corpse were in the room with them. If the container was fastened, then, presumably, there was no effect on others nearby.

      As we think of this text with its restrictions and limitations, we should also reflect on the opportunities it granted for relief from the bondage of uncleanness. There would be many occasions on which a person would become unclean not because of a deliberate act of contact with a dead body, but just by being in the proximity of one who died. Given the factor of uncleanness, the cleansing water became a great gift of grace. Moreover, family members were freed to minister to the bodies of their deceased loved ones, knowing that their ritual impurity could be removed (see Note).

      NOTE

      16 Touching a dead body was a matter of serious consequence. One would think twice before extending a casual touch, given these laws. All those who cared for the bodies of the deceased came into ritual impurity. Dealing with the dead was not to be thought of as a casual thing. Even today, Jewish people strive to complete their task for burial preparation within a day’s time and under strict conditions. These factors heighten our appreciation of those who cared for the body of the Savior Jesus, helped with his burial, and planned for the full anointing and preparation of his body after the Passover and Sabbath were completed. These loving disciples were voluntarily placing themselves in a position of ritual uncleanness for seven days. Yet it was something they did without hesitation, such was their love for him.

      iv. Application of the cleansing waters for uncleanness (19:17–22)

      
        17“For the unclean person, put some ashes from the burned purification offering into a jar and pour fresh water over them. 18Then a man who is ceremonially clean is to take some hyssop, dip it in the water and sprinkle the tent and all the furnishings and the people who were there. He must also sprinkle anyone who has touched a human bone or a grave or someone who has been killed or someone who has died a natural death. 19The man who is clean is to sprinkle the unclean person on the third and seventh days, and on the seventh day he is to purify him. The person being cleansed must wash his clothes and bathe with water, and that evening he will be clean. 20But if a person who is unclean does not purify himself, he must be cut off from the community, because he has defiled the sanctuary of the LORD. The water of cleansing has not been sprinkled on him, and he is unclean. 21This is a lasting ordinance for them.

        “The man who sprinkles the water of cleansing must also wash his clothes, and anyone who touches the water of cleansing will be unclean till evening. 22Anything that an unclean person touches becomes unclean, and anyone who touches it becomes unclean till evening.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      17–22 The ritual application of the cleansing waters for purification rites is detailed in this section. First was the preparation of the water (v.17). Ashes from the heifer were placed in a clay pot. Then fresh water was added and mixed. This is not magic but ritual. The water was still water, the ashes were still ashes. The resultant swill was ordinary in its components but holy in its designation and divine in its application. The Christian may wish to make comparisons with the “ordinariness” of the substances we use in our own rituals. There is no mystery in the baptismal waters, no magic in bread and wine. Ordinary things, however, may be used for extraordinary rites; ordinary items—not magic!—may be used by the Spirit of God to effect any result in which he takes pleasure.

      We notice that hyssop, a plant long associated with cleansing in the ancient Near East (e.g., Ex 12:22) and already associated with the ashes of the heifer (v.6), was used to dip into the water and then was a means to sprinkle water on all that was unclean, both persons and things (v.18). Here the methodology of the cleansing ritual is explained. It took a ceremonially clean person to sprinkle the ceremonially unclean person or thing (v.19). Following the sprinkling the person being cleansed would then bathe and wash all of his clothes. A person’s failure to avail himself of these provisions would result in his being cut off from the community, for his failure affected both him and the sanctuary (v.20).

      REFLECTION

      The cleansing noted in this section was twofold. One was the sprinkling with the waters of cleansing; the other was bathing and washing with ordinary water (and soap). David’s prayer in Psalm 51:7 [9] takes on special significance in this regard: “Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean; / wash me, and I will be whiter than snow” (cf. v.2 [4]). The parallel members speak of the two washings of the ceremony; in David’s case, he requested that the entire cleansing be done by God himself!

      The cleansing water of the ashes of the red heifer is specifically related to the cleansing property of the blood of Christ in the NT (Heb 9:13; notice the words, “How much more,” v.14) and is a portrait of the cleansing of the believer available on confession of sin (1Jn 1:7–9). The tôrâ of the cow (see comment on v.2) turns out to be another of the great texts on the grace of God in the Hebrew Scriptures.

      j. The Ultimate Rebellion in the Sin of Moses (20:1–13)

      OVERVIEW

      Numbers 20 is made up of three significant units. The first concerns the rebellion of Moses against God as he struck the rock to gain the waters of God (vv.1–13); the second concerns an arrogant rebuff by Edom to allow Israel right of passage through their territory (vv.14–21); and the third describes the sad story of the death of Aaron, priest of the Lord (vv.22–29). The death of Miriam is nearly unnoticed among these sad events. She was a prophet of Yahweh; sadly, her death merits only one line (v.1). The resultant chapter has a grim structure to it, with four (!), not just three, sad events:

      
        	1. The death of Miriam, prophetess of the Lord (v.1)

        	2. The rebellion of Moses, prophet of the Lord (vv.2–13)

        	3. The arrogant inhospitality of Edom (vv.14–21)

        	4. The death of Aaron, priest of the Lord (vv.22–29)

      

      The result of these varied events, with the bookend nature of the deaths of Miriam and Aaron (comprising an inclusio), presents a central picture that is most grim indeed: Moses was now a rebel against Yahweh! Further, a petty power stymied the march of the armies of Israel. This is a chapter of unrelieved gloom. Between the death of Miriam and the death of Aaron are the stories of the waters of Meribah and the borders of Edom.

      
        1In the first month the whole Israelite community arrived at the Desert of Zin, and they stayed at Kadesh. There Miriam died and was buried.

        2Now there was no water for the community, and the people gathered in opposition to Moses and Aaron. 3They quarreled with Moses and said, “If only we had died when our brothers fell dead before the LORD! 4Why did you bring the LORD’s community into this desert, that we and our livestock should die here? 5Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to this terrible place? It has no grain or figs, grapevines or pomegranates. And there is no water to drink!”

        6Moses and Aaron went from the assembly to the entrance to the Tent of Meeting and fell facedown, and the glory of the LORD appeared to them. 7The LORD said to Moses, 8“Take the staff, and you and your brother Aaron gather the assembly together. Speak to that rock before their eyes and it will pour out its water. You will bring water out of the rock for the community so they and their livestock can drink.”

        9So Moses took the staff from the LORD’s presence, just as he commanded him. 10He and Aaron gathered the assembly together in front of the rock and Moses said to them, “Listen, you rebels, must we bring you water out of this rock?” 11Then Moses raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff. Water gushed out, and the community and their livestock drank.

        12But the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not trust in me enough to honor me as holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will not bring this community into the land I give them.”

        13These were the waters of Meribah, where the Israelites quarreled with the LORD and where he showed himself holy among them.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 In several ways this is a problematic verse. There are problems with respect to the geographical and chronological issues as well as with the obituary. The order of phrases in the MT follows along these lines: “Then the entire community of the Israelites entered the Desert of Zin, in the first month, and the people dwelled in Kadesh. And it was there that Miriam died, and there she was buried” (my translation).

      Several suggestions are available to explain what seems to be a redundancy in the first words, describing the arrival of the people in the Desert of Zin (see Notes) and their dwelling at Kadesh (see 13:21, 26).

      (1) This notice may be read as sequentially chronological; it would thus describe the return to Zin and Kadesh from a lengthy period of wandering about elsewhere in the Desert of Sinai.

      (2) The notice may betray its origin in a different source than the earlier record from which ch. 13 was drawn; hence the writer of this section was not aware that earlier mention had been made of Zin and Kadesh (see 13:21, 26).

      (3) The verb translated “they arrived,” although a preterit (see Notes), may be used in a pluperfect sense: “They had arrived . . . and they had dwelled.” In this sense the action of the verbs is a throwback to ch. 13.

      (4) Yet another solution is to understand that this phrase is a narrator’s device designed to take us back into the narrative story line by the use of recall. This is my own preference. There have been numerous sections dealing with a wide variety of topics; now it was time to remind the reader of the geographical setting of the main narrative story line. Hence it is as though the narrator were saying, “Now you will recall that the nation had moved to the Desert of Zin and had dwelled for a lengthy period at Kadesh. It was at Kadesh that Israel had rebelled against the Lord, thus losing the opportunity for the people to enter the land of Canaan for an entire generation.” In this way the words “Desert of Zin” and “Kadesh” serve as an ominous cloud over the entire chapter.

      We have already observed that the larger part of the peoples’ sojourn in the wilderness is left without record. This may be deliberate on Moses’ part. It is as though the time of sojourn was time that did not really count in the history of salvation. The Heilsgeschichte of the exodus traditions is one of movement and victory, not stagnation. We are left to ourselves to try to imagine what it was like for the people during this long, dreary time in the wilderness. (Recall the ongoing theme, “the wilderness has sand.”)

      It is often thought that the people were constantly on the move in the Desert of Sinai during the thirty-eight years of their exile. Yet the indication of Deuteronomy 1:46 is that Israel may have made Kadesh her principal base for the long sojourn in the wilderness: “And so you stayed in Kadesh many days—all the time you spent there.” Perhaps the best reconstruction of events is to presume that the people may have sent out parties on a cycle of roving travels, following the slight water sources and the sparse vegetation, supported primarily by the manna, the bread from heaven. But their circuits would bring them back to the central camp at Kadesh, the scene of their great rebellion (Nu 13–14). They had now come full circle; the Land of Promise lay before them again.

      The chronological notice in v.1 is incomplete. It indicates that this was the “first month,” but it does not give us the year (cf. 9:1, “the first month of the second year after they came out of Egypt”). Textual notes in BHS raise the question about the possible dropping of the year from this verse. A comparison of 20:22–29 and 33:38 leads us to conclude that this chapter begins in the fortieth year from the exodus (see Notes on 1:1; 9:1). The larger number of people over the age of twenty at the time of the rebellion at Kadesh (Nu 13–14) already would have died. This is the winding up of the clock of God’s program of redemption. Heilsgeschichte (the forward movement of the history of salvation), long on hold, is about to resume. Yahweh’s saving work is about to begin again. But not yet! First, there is a sad story of dying and a sadder one of rebellion.

      Verse 1 notes the passing of Miriam, sister of Aaron and Moses, herself a prophet of Yahweh. It is at least of interest that her death and burial are mentioned in this record, but it is sad to see that only a clause or two are given to record these events. It seems as though after her challenge of the authority of Moses, along with her brother Aaron (ch. 12), Miriam nearly disappears from the scene. She may never have fully recovered the position of trust and privilege she had enjoyed before this rebellion.

      This is not just to be explained by the anti-women stance of the Torah (see comments on ch. 12), as some writers aver. It may be a notice that even when a person has been forgiven of enormous sin, the subsequent realm of influence that person has in the work of God may be limited thereafter. In any event, when we read of her death, we grieve. It really is true: all those over the age of twenty at the time of the rebellion would die; even Miriam was buried in the sands of the wilderness instead of being given the opportunity to enter the Land of Promise. God has time, and the wilderness has sand.

      Centuries later another Miriam, her namesake, would be the happy agent for the birth of the Promised One. We pronounce her name as “Mary.”

      2–8 In the opening words of v.2, “now there was no water,” we have a sense of déjà vu. We think back forty years to the incident at Rephadim when the people screamed to Moses to give them water to drink (Ex 17:1–3). Moses was instructed by the Lord to take the staff he had used to strike the Nile in the curse of plague (7:20) and to strike the rock at Horeb to initiate a flow of the water of blessing. Now, forty years later, at the place of Israel’s worst act of rebellion, the story is being rerun. The people of the rebellious nation now desire to die with those who have already passed away in earlier judgments of the Lord (vv.3–4; see 14:22; 16:31–35). It takes an especially desperate people to wish themselves dead by God’s judgments. The complaints against the bread of heaven are repeated by the sons even as earlier by their fathers.

      The response of Moses and Aaron to this new assault on their persons is similar to that on earlier occasions; they go to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting and fall down in obeisance to Yahweh (v.6; see 14:5; 16:4, 22, 45). As in times past, they are prepared for an awesome display of God’s presence and the scourge of his flaming judgment against a people who continually rebel against him, despite repeated acts of mercy and grace.

      Then, as they anticipated, Yahweh appears (v.6). There he is in glory. There he is in wonder. In this case, however, there is no fire. There is no judgment. There is no anger. There is just a gentle word, telling Moses to take his staff and to go with Aaron to bring water from the rock for the thirsting community. The instructions of the Lord are clear: “Speak to that rock before their eyes” (v.8). We notice that the staff is not the rod of Aaron that had budded but the same staff that Moses had used to do wonders in Egypt (see Ex 17:5) and in the wilderness all these years. While he is to take his staff, the symbol of his power through the Lord, he is merely to speak to the rock, and it will give its water for the people.

      9–12 This paragraph begins with words that we are accustomed to hear respecting Moses, prophet of Yahweh. He begins by doing exactly as the Lord has instructed him (v.9). He takes his staff in hand and gathers the assembly (see Note on v.2) before the rock (v.10a).

      Then, at long last, Moses explodes! Is he disappointed that the Lord had not burst out against his people, as happened time after time? Moses bursts out against them—and against the rock—to his lasting regret (vv.10b–11). Suddenly the accumulated anger and frustration of forty years bears down on Moses, servant of Yahweh. The death of his sister marked the end of an era. Yet nothing had changed; the children were as rebellious as ever. He addresses the assembly in harsh words, “Listen, you rebels” (v.10). In a sense all Moses is saying is what God had said numerous times to the same people and for the same reasons. The term “rebels” (hammōrîm, a plural Qal active participle) that Moses uses is similar to the noun the Lord used to describe their contentious behavior in 17:10 [25]: libnê-merî, lit., “to [these] rebellious sons.”

      Moses’ words—“must we bring you water out of this rock?”—express the intense level of his exasperation and pain. At this point he reaches out with the rod of wonder and strikes the rock twice (v.11). In his rage Moses disobeys the clear instructions of the Lord to speak to the rock (v.8). While the water is released and the people and their livestock are refreshed with its blessing, the rash action of Moses brings a stern rebuke from the Lord.

      The nature of Moses’ offense is not clearly stated in this text. Below are elements we may bring together.

      (1) In some way the action of Moses demonstrated a lack of trust in the Lord. This is part of the charge of the Lord against him (see v.12). It is not clear how Moses failed to trust God in this story. One might suppose that he did not believe a word alone would suffice to bring water from the rock, that he felt a blow against the rock was necessary. However, I believe it is more likely that he was disappointed with the failure of God this time to respond in wrath to the rebellious people as he had in the past. It is almost as though he thought it was necessary to do the work of vengeance himself; hence his harsh, condemnatory words, his sarcasm, and his blows against the rock. In this action Moses forgot a basic stipulation of the Torah concerning judgment: “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the LORD” (see Dt 32:35–43; Ro 12:19).

      (2) In some way Moses’ rash action assaulted the holiness of the Lord (v.12; see also 27:14), for Moses had not treated with sufficient deference the rock of God’s presence. In some manner the rock speaks of God. This was a mysterious symbol of his person, a gracious provision of his presence. In the NT we learn that the rock actually speaks of the person of the Lord Jesus Christ; it is called “Christ” by Paul in 1 Corinthians 10:4. Hence, unwittingly, Moses in his wrath had lashed out against the physical symbol of the embodiment of God’s grace. What an awful moment this is! Had Moses an opportunity to erase one sequence of events in his life, to do the sequence correctly, surely this was it! But Moses, like us, had no erase track. All is forward play; for the rest of his life he would relive the infamy of this moment.

      (3) Even the rash words of Moses were an act of rebellion against the Spirit of God. This is the conclusion of the poet in Psalm 106:32–33; he rehearses these events in song:

      
        By the waters of Meribah they angered the LORD,

        and trouble came to Moses because of them;

        for they rebelled against the Spirit of God,

        and rash words came from Moses’ lips.

      

      (4) A factor we easily may miss is that Moses was not alone in his rash action and violent words; he was accompanied in word and deed by his brother, Aaron, the aged priest. We learn so from the divine words of judgment on the two of them (v.12: “the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, ‘Because you [plural] did not trust in me’”). Here is an awful example of the coming full circle for both of these men. In Numbers 12 Moses was the object of the wrath and jealousy of his sister and brother; in Numbers 16 Aaron was the object of the wrath and jealousy of Korah and his allies. Now both Moses and Aaron, who had behaved so marvelously in these past times, were rebellious against God.

      The judgment of God had not flashed out against the people, but now it burst against his (usually) faithful servants: “You [plural] will not bring this community into the land” (v.12). The end result of Moses’ action is sure: neither he nor Aaron will enter the Land of Promise; of their contemporaries only Joshua and Caleb will survive to enter the land. The inclusion of Aaron here demonstrates his partnership with his brother in the breach against the holiness of Yahweh.

      13 Once again a name of judgment was given to a place of Israel’s journey. This time the name is Meribah, a word that means “a place of strife” or “quarreling.” The same name was used forty years earlier at the first occasion of bringing water from the rock (Ex 17:7; also called Massah, “testing”). Psalm 95:8 laments the rebellion at Meribah and Massah, and Psalm 114:8 celebrates both occasions of God’s grace. For Meribah and Massah serve for both; they are reminders of the rebellion and symbols of the celebration of God’s mercy.

      NOTES

      1 The spelling of the place name [image: ] (midbar-ṣin, “Desert of Zin”) is with the Hebrew tsade (ṣ) rather than with the zayin (z), as may be suggested by the English rendering. This northerly outreach of the Sinai wilderness area, just south of Judah and west of the southern shore of the Dead Sea, is mentioned in 13:21; 20:1; 27:14; 33:36; 34:3–4; Deuteronomy 32:51; Joshua 15:1, 3. Often the Desert of Zin is associated with its principal oasis, Kadesh (see 13:26; 20:1, 14, 16, 22; 27:14; 33:36–37; cf. also Dt 1:46; 32:51; Jdg 11:16–17; Ps 29:8; Eze 47:19; 48:28). Kadesh is also known by its longer name, “Kadesh Barnea” (32:8; 34:4; Dt 1:2, 19; 2:14; 9:23; Jos 10:41; 14:6–7; 15:3). For a new approach to the wilderness traditions, see now James K. Hoffmeier. Ancient Israel in Sinai: The Evidence for the Authenticity of the Wilderness Tradition (New York: Oxford, 2011).

      The tense of the verbs [image: ] (wayyābō ʾû . . . wayyēšeb, “[they] arrived . . . and they stayed”) is preterit (termed by some authorities as an imperfect with waw consecutive); see Williams (Hebrew Syntax, sec. 176) for the newer terminology. This type of verb is the workhorse of Hebrew narrative prose. It normally speaks of sequential acts: such-and-such happened, then such-and-such, then such-and-such. On occasion the preterit may take on special uses (determined by environment), such as the pluperfect (“had done”), as in Genesis 12:1: “The LORD had said to Abram.”

      2, 10 [image: ] (wayyiqqāhalû, “[they] gathered”) is a play on words on the term “community” (see v.4). The verb is the Niphal of the root [image: ] (qāhal, here meaning “to gather together for conflict, rebellion”; see also 16:3, 42). In v.10 the expression [image: ] (wayyaqhilû . . . ʾet-haqqāhāl, “and they gathered [Hiphil of [image: ], qāhal] the assembly”) speaks of the usual construction, an assembly gathered for a religious purpose.

      3 The verb [image: ], gāwaʿ (“to expire, perish, die”), is found also in 17:12–13 [27–28]. It is a less common synonym of the verb [image: ] (mût, “to die”).

      k. The Resistance of Edom (20:14–21)

      
        14Moses sent messengers from Kadesh to the king of Edom, saying:

        “This is what your brother Israel says: You know about all the hardships that have come upon us. 15Our forefathers went down into Egypt, and we lived there many years. The Egyptians mistreated us and our fathers, 16but when we cried out to the LORD, he heard our cry and sent an angel and brought us out of Egypt.

        “Now we are here at Kadesh, a town on the edge of your territory. 17Please let us pass through your country. We will not go through any field or vineyard, or drink water from any well. We will travel along the king’s highway and not turn to the right or to the left until we have passed through your territory.”

        18But Edom answered:

        “You may not pass through here; if you try, we will march out and attack you with the sword.”

        19The Israelites replied:

        “We will go along the main road, and if we or our livestock drink any of your water, we will pay for it. We only want to pass through on foot—nothing else.”

        20Again they answered:

        “You may not pass through.”

        Then Edom came out against them with a large and powerful army. 21Since Edom refused to let them go through their territory, Israel turned away from them.

      

      COMMENTARY

      14–17 The grief of this chapter is unrelieved. Moses’ attempt to pass through the territory of the Hebrews’ brother nation, Edom, on the basis of peaceful negotiation and payment for services rendered was met by an arrogant rebuff and a show of force that dissuaded Israel from taking the most direct route toward their rendezvous with destiny.

      The nation was now about to begin her last trek in the wilderness; the people were now ready to begin the march that would lead them to the land. When they came to Kadesh thirty-eight years before, it seemed that their plan of attack was to march northward through the land of Canaan, conquering as they went. But the evil reports of the spies and the rebellion of the people against the Lord changed all that. This time the plan appears to be one of circumventing the south of the land, traversing southern Transjordan, then bursting into the land from the east. This means the nation planned to take the “King’s Highway” (v.17), the major north-south highway in Transjordan from Arabia to Damascus. The first nation whose land they would cross to take this route was Edom, a brother nation to Israel, as the people of Edom were descended from Esau, brother of Jacob (see Ge 36:1).

      Moses diplomatically sent messengers from his camp at Kadesh to the king of Edom to request passage through his land. The message is summarized in vv.14–17, a highly interesting document from the ancient world. In this message Moses used language and appeals that were designed to bring the most favorable decision. He called Edom a brother; he rehearsed the Hebrews’ experience in Egypt and in the wilderness (a section that sounds almost creedal—a confession of faith); he spoke of the deliverance of the Lord; he stated their present condition; and he asked permission to pass through the land of Edom, with a promise that they would not forage along the way or veer to one side or the other. In all the above Moses evinced humility of person and confidence of purpose. He betrayed no desire for military aggrandizement; his only request was passage through their land.

      18 The response of Edom was unusually hostile. It was an unprovoked stroke of anger with rash threats of war.

      19 Moses countered with an elaboration of his purpose. Again he assured Edom that he had no intention of conquest; they had no desire even to live off the land as they passed through on the major highway. If in fact there would be any need for local water for the people or their flocks, they would pay for it fully. In truth, Israel was forbidden by the Lord to take even a foothold of the land of Edom (Dt 2:4–6).

      20 Once more, even more abruptly, Edom refused. And Edom backed up its haughty behavior with a show of force of their large army in the field.

      21 With a sigh, Israel turned away to the east to make a broad circuit of the territory. As we read this story, we may make the following observations.

      (1) Israel was likely a more numerous people than Edom, the people from whom they requested passage. If the population of Israel is indeed the 2.5 million or more that the numbers of the census of an army of six hundred thousand would indicate (if these numbers are, as many believe, “common numbers”), then Israel must have been immensely larger in population than the nation of Edom. The territory of Edom is rather arid, being sparsely populated in biblical times as well as today. If the army of Israel numbered sixty thousand instead of six hundred thousand (as we have suggested in the Introduction: The Large Numbers—Toward a Solution), then the story becomes more plausible.

      It is difficult to imagine that an army raised by the people of Edom could be much of a threat to an army of over half a million, even one comprised of green troops! Yet if the army of Israel was about sixty thousand in number, the Hebrew people might have felt that even though they were a larger force than the army of Edom, they were not ready to take on the seasoned troops of Edom, particularly in their rugged terrain.

      (2) We may posit two reasons that Israel preferred to turn away rather than force the issue and enter a war they might have won. First, they were brother nations, and Israel had no claim at this time on the territorial integrity of Edom. Second, the Hebrews wanted to make their first military campaign for reasons of conquest and righteousness rather than spite and pettiness.

      (3) Moses believed that the experiences of his people were well known to the other nations of the region. He said to the king of Edom through his messengers, “You know” (v.14). This issue is significant in the story of the exodus; the saving work of Yahweh was not done in a vacuum or in a hiding place. The nations round about were expected to understand something of what had happened, that it was the Lord who had brought deliverance for his people.

      Nevertheless, the Hebrews turned away and began a long circuit around the nation of Edom. The rebuff and its aftermath must have been especially galling to Moses and Aaron; it was another step in their decline.

      l. The Death of Aaron and the Succession of Eleazar (20:22–29)

      OVERVIEW

      Finally we come to the end of this grim chapter. It began with a note of the death of Miriam; it ends with the story of Aaron’s death. In the midst of these sadnesses was the death of the hope of Moses to enter the land and the end of the opportunity to take the King’s Highway to mid-Transjordan.

      
        22The whole Israelite community set out from Kadesh and came to Mount Hor. 23At Mount Hor, near the border of Edom, the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, 24“Aaron will be gathered to his people. He will not enter the land I give the Israelites, because both of you rebelled against my command at the waters of Meribah. 25Get Aaron and his son Eleazar and take them up Mount Hor. 26Remove Aaron’s garments and put them on his son Eleazar, for Aaron will be gathered to his people; he will die there.”

        27Moses did as the LORD commanded: They went up Mount Hor in the sight of the whole community. 28Moses removed Aaron’s garments and put them on his son Eleazar. And Aaron died there on top of the mountain. Then Moses and Eleazar came down from the mountain, 29and when the whole community learned that Aaron had died, the entire house of Israel mourned for him thirty days.

      

      COMMENTARY

      22 At last the people were on the move north and east from their long stay in the wilderness near the oasis of Kadesh. They came to Mount Hor, a place that may possibly be identified with Jebel Madurah, a mountain about fifteen miles northeast of Kadesh on the northwestern border of Edom. This mountain is on the direct route from Kadesh to Moab and fits the particulars of the story in this section quite well (S. Barabas, “Mount Hor,” ZPEB, 3:201).

      23–24 As Israel came to the region of Mount Hor on the border of Edom (v.23), the word of the Lord came to Moses and Aaron that Aaron, the aged priest, was now about to die. The reason for his death is stated (v.24), a reminder of the sin of the two brothers at Meribah, as described earlier in this chapter. Yet the grace of God is still apparent here. The language is merciful, not vindictive. The interests of Moses and Aaron in the transfer of power were also the interests of God. Even in the death of his servant, the Lord showed his continuing grace.

      25–29 Before Aaron died, he was to see that his son Eleazar became his successor. This must have been the one comfort that came to him as he knew that his days were at an end. In a dramatic symbol of this transfer of power, Moses took from his brother the garments, the insignia of his divine office, and placed them on his dutiful son Eleazar (v.28). At this point Moses did precisely as the Lord commanded (v.27); there was no more rash action on his part, no more flashes of anger.

      Three men ascended the mountain; two returned. One—Aaron—died there (v.28). The presumption is that Aaron was buried there by his brother and his son. From the mount there was a sense of looking out to the land to the northwest; this was as close as Aaron would get to the Promised Land. Later, Moses would have a view of the land from another hill; like his brother, he, too, would see the land only from a distance. Both brothers are associated with mountains at their deaths. Their sister was buried near the oasis of Kadesh.

      With the death of Aaron, the story of the first generation is quickly winding down. The promise of the next generation is soon to be realized.

      NOTES

      24 The idiom for the approach of death, “be gathered to one’s people” (see also Dt 32:50), is characteristic of the OT narrators, particularly when the death is of a notable person of saving faith in Yahweh (see Ge 25:8, 17; 35:29; et al.). See also how this phrase is used of the impending death of Moses (Nu 27:13). The expression seems to be a spiritual double entendre. (1) The laying of a body in a grave is a step in returning the body to the dust from which humans have come (Ge 3:19); (2) but the expression also presents hope that the person will be gathered to his people in the realm of life beyond death. Although Aaron was about to die and would not enjoy the blessings of the Land of Promise, he would still have his part in the life to come.

      Further in this passage we have another notice of the culpability of the two brothers in the rebellion at Meribah. Aaron had joined Moses in rebelling against God (v.12); the impending death of Aaron was a precursor of the death of Moses as well (see Dt 34).

      25 A principal issue of this section is that the death of Aaron was not to leave in doubt the question of his successor, any more than the death of Moses was to leave in doubt the one who would succeed him (see Dt 34). While Aaron was still alive, his garments were to be placed on his son; only then did Aaron die. The mourning of the people (v.29) was not only for the death of the old priest; it was also mourning that marked the end of an era. The old generation was now nearly gone; in forty years there had been almost a complete turnover of the population over the age of twenty.

      29 See Note on v.3; the verb [image: ], gāwaʿ (“to expire, perish, die”) also occurs here.

      REFLECTION

      It is often alleged that the Hebrew people in OT times had no real view of the afterlife, the resurrection of the body, or heaven. This common assumption is found to be incorrect when one looks at the tombs of Hebrews from the biblical periods. As in the case of Egyptian tombs (and the tombs of neighboring peoples throughout Canaan), the tombs of Hebrews were filled with material things: bowls, jars, lamps, and implements. In fact, it is primarily the pottery from these tombs that has found its way to antiquities dealers—and ultimately to private and museum collections in centers around the globe. If Hebrew people who lived in the OT periods did not believe in the afterlife, in resurrection, in life to come, they would have been the only people group in their neighborhood not to share these beliefs—and they were the only ones who had come to faith in the living God! Such a situation, prima facie, seems preposterous.

      Certainly we believe in and champion the idea of progressive revelation. There is far more information concerning life to come in the books of the NT writers than may clearly be found in OT texts. But in an attempt to magnify the glory of this new revelation in the NT, there has been (perhaps inadvertently) a denigration of the hope of the future in the Hebrew Scriptures. See the words of Jesus in Matthew 22:29–33, and see my book Grace, Always Grace (Grand Rapids: Kregel, forthcoming) for a chapter on this issue.

      2. A Climax of Rebellion and Hope and the End of Their Dying (21:1–25:18)

      OVERVIEW

      If Numbers 20 is a tableau of unrelieved gloom, ch. 21 begins to show some glimmers of light in the dark sea of Israel’s wilderness experience. This is not to say that there would be no more trouble and no more rebellion; such is hardly the case. Indeed, this chapter and ch. 25 present notorious instances of Israel’s continued acts of rebellion against Yahweh. But this chapter presents some victories—victories against hostile enemies as well as victories against the dark side of themselves. Chapter 21 also presents the setting for the enormously important set of texts on the dramatic story of Balaam the pagan mantic, who confronted the power of Yahweh, Israel’s God, in one of the most amusing, wondrous, and engaging of biblical narratives (chs. 22–24).

      Numbers 21 has five discrete sections. Our commentary will proceed along those lines. Then follows Numbers 22–24, the account of Balaam and Balak, with two major movements. On the heels of this story is the dramatic, unexpected, and frightful aftermath, the seduction of Israel at Baal Peor. Altogether, then, Numbers 21–25 has eight sectional divisions.

      a. The Destruction of Arad (21:1–3)

      
        1When the Canaanite king of Arad, who lived in the Negev, heard that Israel was coming along the road to Atharim, he attacked the Israelites and captured some of them. 2Then Israel made this vow to the LORD: “If you will deliver these people into our hands, we will totally destroy their cities.” 3The LORD listened to Israel’s plea and gave the Canaanites over to them. They completely destroyed them and their towns; so the place was named Hormah.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 The first battle of the new community against the Canaanites was provoked by the king of Arad, perhaps as he was on an incursionary raid. The result was a complete victory for the Israelites. Indeed this was a new day for Israel since their defeat by the Amalekites a generation earlier (14:41–45).

      Unlike the situation with Edom in ch. 20, Arad was a Canaanite region that was a part of the people and territory under the interdict of Yahweh. Here was the first occasion for a military operation by the new generation. The text emphasizes several matters: (1) the king of Arad was a Canaanite (vv.1, 3); (2) he deliberately provoked an attack on Israel, including the taking of hostages (v.1); and (3) unlike their rebellious fathers (14:41–45), the people of Israel fought this time under the blessing and empowerment of Yahweh (v.3).

      The site of biblical Arad is identified with Tell ʿArad, about twenty miles south of Hebron in the eastern Negev. While the 1962–67 Israeli excavations at Arad demonstrated a large, fortified city of the Early Bronze II period (ca. 2900–2700 BC) and complex ruins from the Iron Age, there was no evidence found of a Late or Middle Bronze city on the tell (mound of ruins). It is possible that in the time of Moses the term Arad was used for a region of the Negev rather than a city proper, or that at that time the name “Arad” had “floated” to another site nearby. (Compare the “floating” of the city of Jericho through its long history.) Y. Aharoni (“Arad,” ISBE2, 1:229) suggests this possibility and cites as a candidate Tell el-Milḥ (eight miles south of Tell ʿArad), where strong Hyksos fortifications have been found and which may be mentioned along with Tell ʿArad in the Shishak list (see Note).

      2 The vow of the people of Yahweh speaks of their full dependence on him for their victory, as well as their determination to fulfill their vow by making a complete destruction of their cities. The verb translated “totally destroy” (ḥāram in the Hiphil; GK 3049) is the verbal form related to the word ḥērem, meaning “to devote to the ban.” This ruthless action was determined not just by the rugged spirit of the age, but also from a sense that the people were engaging in holy war, where the extermination, not just the subjugation, of their enemies was the spiritual goal for the people in their conquest of Canaan. The cup of iniquity of the people of the land was now full (see Ge 15:16); Israel was to be the instrument of the Lord’s judgment to cleanse the land of the people who had polluted it.

      3 The success of the military action against the Canaanite army of the king of Arad was thorough. They named the place “Hormah” (ḥormâ), a noun related to the verb ḥāram (used in the Hiphil theme, meaning “to devote to destruction”). Since the name Hormah was used in the first (and unsuccessful) battle against the Canaanites and Amalekites of the region (14:45), it is possible that the naming of the region came as a result of this present battle and that the earlier passage uses the name (of what became a well-known place) proleptically (see the example of the city of Rameses at 33:3). In any event, the association of the victorious battle with Israel’s earlier defeat is made certain by the use of this place name. The new generation faced a new day; victory ahead seemed to be assured.

      NOTE

      1 Shishak (or Sheshonq I) was a Libyan war chief who became the pharaoh of Egypt (ca. 945–924 BC). Following the death of Solomon, Shishak invaded Judah and captured many of its cities (see 1Ki 14:25). The record of his campaign was inscribed on a wall of the temple of Amon at Karnak (Thebes). In the lists of cities conquered are two called [image: ] (ʿarād, “Arad”): “Arad of the House of Yrhm” and “the Great Arad.” See also Note at 33:2.

      REFLECTION

      All contemporary feelings of revulsion against the seeming “barbarism” of holy war need to be evaluated in terms of the later history of Israel. As is well attested in biblical history, except on rare occasions the people did not carry out the policy of ḥērem on the peoples of the land. The Canaanite peoples who survived became instruments of Israel’s defection from the pure worship of Yahweh. Their practice of the seductive patterns of the worship of Baal became the allure for Israel as she turned from the Lord—and this subsequently became the reason for Yahweh’s judgment on them. A recent work presents the views and interactions of four evangelical scholars on the issue of “holy war” and total destruction in ancient Israel. See C. S. Cowles, Eugene H. Merrill, Daniel L. Gard, and Tremper Longman III, Show Them No Mercy: 4 Views on God and Canaanite Genocide (ed. Stanley N. Gundry; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003).

      b. The Bronze Snake (21:4–9)

      OVERVIEW

      It is not unusual in Scripture—or in our own lives—to experience defeat following quickly on an event of victory. The narrator of Numbers places two such contrasting stories side-by-side in this chapter, perhaps to show the reader that while progress was being made toward dependence on the Lord, there was still a long way to go for these wilderness people! On the heels of the story of Israel’s great victory over the Canaanites of the Negev, they fell on their own swords, again over the issue of food in the rebellion that led to the story of the bronze serpent.

      
        4They traveled from Mount Hor along the route to the Red Sea, to go around Edom. But the people grew impatient on the way; 5they spoke against God and against Moses, and said, “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the desert? There is no bread! There is no water! And we detest this miserable food!”

        6Then the LORD sent venomous snakes among them; they bit the people and many Israelites died. 7The people came to Moses and said, “We sinned when we spoke against the LORD and against you. Pray that the LORD will take the snakes away from us.” So Moses prayed for the people.

        8The LORD said to Moses, “Make a snake and put it up on a pole; anyone who is bitten can look at it and live.” 9So Moses made a bronze snake and put it up on a pole. Then when anyone was bitten by a snake and looked at the bronze snake, he lived.

      

      COMMENTARY

      4 This passage has a geographical and logical connection to the account of the death of Aaron on Mount Hor (20:27–29) and to the rebuff of Edom in not permitting Israel to pass through its territory for any price (20:14–21). There is no real connection indicated with the little pericope of the victory over the Canaanites of Arad (vv.1–3). These accounts are separate but juxtaposed for effect.

      The people had to journey on a detour because of the intransigent attitude of Edom. Each step they made south and east, rather than north and west, must have seemed unbearably tedious—such backtracking. They rejoined the road to the Red Sea (or “Sea of Reeds,” but here connoting the eastern arm of the Red Sea, the Gulf of Arabah; see Note at 33:8, 10) to make a broad circuit around Edom. Finally, it got to them again. They had been so near the land of Canaan and had even tasted the sweet wine of victory. But now they were wandering again, and in their wanderings they seemed to be as far away from “real” food as ever.

      With Moses’ determination not to engage Edom in battle (see comment on 20:19), the people became impatient with him and with the direction Yahweh was taking them. Flushed with victory, their confidence was now in themselves. They forgot that their victory over the army of Arad was a victory granted to them by Yahweh in response to their solemn pledge to him (vv.2–3). Now they were ready to rebel again.

      5 The people began to complain and spoke against both God and Moses. They, like their fathers, asked why they had not been left in Egypt and why they should be brought to this awful place to die. They did not deny the miracle God had done for them, but they disparaged their deliverance from Egypt. Again they complained about the lack of food and water. Then they went beyond their fathers and mothers—they not only spoke of the monotony of manna, but they described it as “miserable bread” (see Notes). In their styling the “bread of heaven” (see Ps 78:23–24) as something vile and despicable, the people were actually contemning the Lord, its giver.

      The venom of the people’s anger led them to blaspheme Yahweh (v.4), to reject his servant Moses, and to contemn the bread of heaven. This is the most vitriolic of their several attacks on the manna (see Note on 11:6). Just as the attack of Moses on the rock was more than it appeared to be (see comment on 20:11), so the contempt of the people for the heavenly bread was more serious than one might think. The Lord Jesus speaks of the manna as a type of himself, that he is the true Bread from heaven (Jn 6:32–35, 48–51, 58). A rejection of the heavenly manna, it turned out, was tantamount to spurning the grace of God in the Savior.

      6 Once more God’s people had rejected him; again he brought judgment on their heads. The pattern of rebellion by the people followed by God’s judgment is well established in the book of Numbers. It is possible that the basic trigger that provoked the outrageous actions and words of Moses in his rebellion against Yahweh (20:9–11) was precisely because he felt this pattern had been broken at that time. God had not burst out against the people as Moses might have expected in response to their attack on him as described in 20:2–5. So Moses raged against them, and in the process he forgot who was (and is) God and who was servant. He confused the holy with the profane. For that moment he seemed not to have believed that God would vindicate his own name (see 20:12).

      But this time God acted as Moses expected. He brought a new instrument of his judgment on the people. This time it was snakes. The KJV’s “fiery serpents” has led some readers to think of burning snakes—indeed, some have thought of fiery dragons! (Compare the Hebrew phrase hanneḥāšîm haśśerāpîm, “the burning snakes” or, better, “the snakes that produce burning.”) The “fire” was in their venom, of course; hence the NIV’s “venomous snakes.” The poison in these snakebites must have been particularly virulent, thus leading to horrible, agonizing deaths.

      We notice something in these snakes that points to what is common in the miracles of the Bible; naturally occurring phenomena may come in unnatural ways, in exaggerated numbers, or in unusual timings. Manna, as we have argued above (see 11:5), seems to have been an exception. Manna was not naturally occurring—it was wholly divine. And the people spurned it.

      The people received something from the wilderness rather than from heaven. They received a sting instead of a blessing. They found themselves dying instead of being preserved alive by “that miserable bread.” There is something very human about the people in their complaints about their diet. The timing of their renewed complaint is understandable, given the fact that they were backtracking into the wide waste of the wilderness in order not to provoke Edom. But acting understandably human or not, they were again engaging in outrageous rebellion, coupled to an almost visceral hatred of God’s gift to them in the “bread of angels” (Ps 78:25).

      There is a pattern to complaining; it is habit forming. The tendency among people is to go beyond where one left off the last time, to become ever more egregious, ever more outspoken. Rarely does a complaining person become milder in his or her complaints. Finally, complaining becomes self-destructive.

      7 Nonetheless, there was change of sorts in the people as they are described in this chapter. They continued to rebel (and they would rebel again in ch. 25), but now they asked for forgiveness. They were sinners, but they were confessing their wrong. They screamed out to Moses, “We sinned when we spoke against the LORD and against you.” In this act of repentance, we witness the seeds for renewal. In their desire for forgiveness, there was hope for their future.

      So Moses prayed for the people as he had prayed before (e.g., 11:2). And God answered, but in a most unusual way. In the case of the fire that flashed from heaven at the beginning of their troubles (11:1–3), the prayer of Moses eventuated in the fire’s dying out. In this case the snakes did not slither away, nor did they lose their fangs; the fiery serpents continued to plague the people with their horrible bites, and the people continued to grow ill and die.

      8 Instead of losing the snakes, the people had to get their fill of them, as they had been forced to stomach quail at another time (11:31–34). Meanwhile, Moses was told to make an image of a snake (see Notes)! As we think about this, we realize several levels of incongruity.

      
        	1. The description of the plague seems to be of something that was spreading quickly; yet Moses had to take the time to fashion, or direct the fashioning of, a metal image of one of the poisonous snakes. Sometimes even in a crisis one needs to move purposefully, surely.

        	2. Moses had transmitted to Israel God’s prohibition against making images of any animal or other life form (see Ex 20:4–6) because of the dangers of idolatry that were so inherent in graphic art in the biblical period; yet now he was asked to make a graven image. This command must have been inordinately surprising, even to Moses.

        	3. There are few things so intensely disliked and feared the world over as snakes. Herpetologists cannot understand the revulsion in the lay opinion of snakes, and they seem to suffer umbrage at what they regard to be silly misinformation about snakes in popular culture. No matter. Most people simply do not care for snakes; we may presume (from the tenor of this text) that this is a value we share with people who lived thirty-five hundred years ago.

        	4. More specifically, in biblical culture it was a snake that became associated with the Evil One himself (Ge 3). Satan’s first manifestation in the biblical story is as a serpent; he is later to be called the primordial serpent, the Dragon (see Rev 20:2). There is a sense in biblical thought that snakes are not only detestable in themselves—they may even be symbolic of the prince of darkness himself.

      

      With all these factors in view, now we think again of the enormity of what Moses was asked to do, of the taboos he was asked to break. This is not unlike Peter’s being told to kill and eat food he regarded as unclean (Ac 10). The people had called the bread of heaven detestable. Moses was commanded of God to make an image of something truly detestable in their culture and to hold that high on a pole as their only means of deliverance from disease. Only those who looked at the image of the snake would survive the venom that coursed through their bodies. This is an extraordinary act of cultural shock, an exceptionally daring use of potent symbols. As the people had transformed (in their own thinking) the gracious bread of heaven into detestable food, so the Lord now transformed a symbol of death into a source of life and deliverance. The rejection of God’s grace brought a symbol of death. The intervention of God’s grace brought a source of life.

      9 Some interpreters err in their evaluation of the “salvation” that came from looking at this snake. Some contemporary theologians and Bible teachers debate on how intense one’s gaze at the bronze serpent had to be for one to be “saved.” Discussions rage on the meaning of the verb “to look” (nābaṭ, in the Hiphil; GK 5564). One party says merely a glance was needed; the other says the text demands a constant, groping stare. The one party says the glance is akin to making a commitment of faith in Christ; the other party says that the gaze is akin to making Christ the Lord of one’s life.

      In this arcane debate these teachers appear to have missed the point of this text. It does not speak of eternal salvation or of what a Hebrew person had to do to be saved forever before God. It certainly should not be used as a touch-point for the debate over “lordship salvation.” The passage speaks plainly of physical healing from a critical disease. Health, not heaven, is the issue here. The people were redeemed already by blood and covenant and by Passover deliverance. They had come to saving faith (see Ex 14:30–31; the language is the same as in Ge 15:6). The issue remained for each of them: How long may they continue to live this life? Those over twenty were already on a death course; those under twenty had an opportunity for a long life in the land. Many would die in the wilderness of the fiery venom of these snakes, but not all had to die. God would keep many alive if they would only do as he demanded.

      NOTES

      4 [image: ] (yam-sûp, “the Red Sea” or “the Sea of Reeds”) is the phrase used to describe the crossing point for Israel in Yahweh’s great act of delivering them, presumably at some point along the western arm of the Red Sea, the Gulf of Suez (see Ex 14–15). However, in Numbers (see also 14:25; 33:8, 10) this phrase does not refer to the western arm of the Red Sea (the “Gulf of Suez”), but to the eastern arm (the “Gulf of Aqaba”). It is possible that the phrase “Sea of Reeds” may be emended to [image: ] (yam-sôp, “Sea’s End”). In this case the name would refer in all cases to the eastern arm of the Red Sea. See the Note at 33:8, 10 for discussion of this alternative viewpoint.

      5 [image: ] (balleḥem haqqelōqēl, “contemptible, worthless bread”) is rendered “miserable food” in the NIV. The adjective [image: ] (qelōqēl; GK 7848) is a hapax legomenon. It is derived from the verb [image: ] (qālal, “to be slight, trifling,” which verb, incidentally, gives us our stem name “Qal”). The verb can refer to something that is light, inconsequential; it may also speak of cursing someone or something in the sense of treating as of no value. This is the verb used by God in the promise to Abram at the beginning [image: ] (ûmeqallelkā, “whoever curses you”; Ge 12:3); now the people were cursing the food God had given.

      8 In this verse only the word [image: ] (śārāp, “fiery [i.e., venomous] [serpent]”; GK 8597) is used; compare [image: ] (hanneḥāšîm haśśerāpîm, “the venomous snakes”) in v.6, and [image: ] (neḥaš neḥōšet, “bronze snake,” a wordplay) in v.9. This word [image: ] (śārāp, “fiery”) is the term used to describe the “burning” angelic beings described by Isaiah (“seraphim”; Isa 6:2). The singular term [image: ] (nāḥāš śārāp) is used in Deuteronomy 8:15 of the “venomous snakes” (collective) of the wilderness. Wenham, 156–57, associates the making of a metal snake with a Midianite shrine near Timna in which a copper snake was found.

    
  
    
      REFLECTION

      What is distinctive in this essentially judgmental text is the unusual symbol of God’s grace that reaches all the way to the Savior. In the earlier judgments of the book of Numbers there was regularly the demonstration of God’s wrath, the prayer of Moses for help, and the repentance of the people. These acts then usually led to some lessening of the pain of the plague until the evil ebbed away. In this plague something was truly different: there was a symbol of hope that was disgusting in nature but had healing properties that were most surprising. We find an amazing sense of God’s presence in the most unlikely of places, the symbol of evil—a snake.

      This was not magic but the dramatic provision of Yahweh to demand personal responses from the people. Similar actions demanded of people are found elsewhere in the OT; an example is the story of leprous Naaman, who was told to dip seven times in the Jordan to be cleansed (2Ki 5:10). The healing of the afflicted people of Israel was not in the efficacy of the metal snake any more than the cleansing of Naaman was in the purging waters of the Jordan; the issue was a purposeful and deliberate response of faith in the mercy of the Lord. The improbability of a person’s being able to survive a deadly snake bite simply by looking at a metal image of a snake held high on a pole is seized on by our Lord to affirm an even greater imponderability: “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life” (Jn 3:14–15).

      The reader of John 3 is impressed with the interplay of judgment and salvation themes. This creative admixture lends itself splendidly to the interplay of serpents and deliverance. By the initiative of God, the curse becomes the basis for salvation. This is a paradox that spans the testaments.

      No one reading this passage can shirk the sense of foreboding that the snake conjures in many people. The snake reaches all the way back to the garden, the unwelcome and cunning intruder. (See the pun on ʿārûm, “crafty,” in Genesis 3:1, compared with ʿarûmmîm [“naked”] in 2:25.) Yet it is principally to the gospel of John that this text drives us: the contemptible bread leads to John 6:48–51, the contemptible snake to John 3:14.

      In both parallels there are portraits of the Savior, Jesus. In some circles these days, it has fallen out of style to speak of biblical types. Typology has fallen on hard times. The abuse of typology in former generations, where every spiritual lesson one might derive from a text was declared to be a “type,” has led to a gradual but sure reaction against typology of any kind. Yet the idea of typology is a factor of the text of Scripture, not an innovation of “creative” interpretation (see John Bright, The Authority of the Old Testament [Nashville: Abingdon, 1967], 79–95).

      If ever there was a less expected pairing of types, this would be it. The manna was an altogether gracious gift of God, which the people turned against as it eventually turned their stomachs. The snakes were an instrument of God’s judgment because of the peoples’ ingratitude and rebellious spirits; yet it was a metal copy of just such a snake that became the means of their deliverance.

      The bread is a picture of Jesus; as the Bread of heaven he is the proper nourisher of his people. The bronze snake is a picture of Jesus, who became sin for us as he was suspended on that awful tree. The manna had to be eaten. The snake had to be seen. The commands of Scripture are for doing. The manna was no good if left to rot. The metal snake would not avail if none looked at it. The manna and the snake are twin aspects of the grace of God.

      c. The Journey toward Moab and the Song of the Well (21:10–20)

      
        10The Israelites moved on and camped at Oboth. 11Then they set out from Oboth and camped in Iye Abarim, in the desert that faces Moab toward the sunrise. 12From there they moved on and camped in the Zered Valley. 13They set out from there and camped alongside the Arnon, which is in the desert extending into Amorite territory. The Arnon is the border of Moab, between Moab and the Amorites. 14That is why the Book of the Wars of the LORD says:

        
          “. . . Waheb in Suphah and the ravines,

          the Arnon 15and the slopes of the ravines

          that lead to the site of Ar

          and lie along the border of Moab.”

        

        16From there they continued on to Beer, the well where the LORD said to Moses, “Gather the people together and I will give them water.”

        17Then Israel sang this song:

        
          “Spring up, O well!

          Sing about it,

          18about the well that the princes dug,

          that the nobles of the people sank—

          the nobles with scepters and staffs.”

        

        Then they went from the desert to Mattanah, 19from Mattanah to Nahaliel, from Nahaliel to Bamoth, 20and from Bamoth to the valley in Moab where the top of Pisgah overlooks the wasteland.

      

      COMMENTARY

      10–12 At last the people were on the march; they skirted Edom and made their way to the Arnon (v.13), the wadi that serves as the border between the region of Moab and that of the Amorites; the Arnon flows west into the midpoint of the Dead Sea. Along the way the people made encampments at Oboth (v.10), Iye Abarim (v.11), and the Zered Valley (v.12).

      13–15 This portion of the itinerary includes a quotation from a fragment of a song in an ancient book called the “Book of the Wars of the LORD” (cf. the “Book of Jashar” in Jos 10:13; 2Sa 1:18), which is mentioned only here in the OT. We may presume that this book was an ancient collection of songs of war in praise of God (see comments on 10:3 for music in war); the poem fragment attests to the variety of sources used by the author of the book.

      We may call this song fragment the “Song of Places.” It shows how distant we are from those days and the life they represent, for the song fragment is nearly unintelligible to us today. It seems merely to be a simple listing of names of places and their relative locations. Some have attempted to emend this text rather drastically in order to produce a “spiritual song” in which the Lord plays a significant role (see Notes). Such reconstructions are intriguing and may be (partly) correct. Yet in biblical times one might well have used songs to set in the memory various places of encampment in the wilderness. Those who were training for war in the army of the Lord (if that is the intent of the title of this old fragment) might have found that their lives would depend on knowing this ancient ditty. The reason for its inclusion here seems to be based on the catchwords “Arnon” and “Moab.”

      While the three short poems in this chapter (vv.14–15, 17–18, 27–30) bristle with difficulties, they provide evidence of robust poetic activity in the period of Moses and the early history of the Hebrew people. These brief songs pale beside the beauty of the “Psalm of Moses” in Exodus 15. Perhaps the most significant recent book on the poetry of the ancient world is the magnum opus by Kitchen (Poetry of Ancient Egypt). He terms the first (rather bare) poem that he presents “A Litany of Victory” (pp. 3–6). He dates it to ca. 3000 BC and concludes: “it ranks accordingly as the oldest known written poem in the world.” All the talk from nineteenth century German critics aside—there should now be no question concerning the possibility of poetry (even great poetry) being written by Moses and his contemporaries, whether dated in the fifteenth or the thirteenth centuries BC.

      16–18a The “Song of Places” (vv.14–15) leads to the “Song of the Well” in vv.17–18. The quest for water had been a constant problem during the wilderness experience (see Ex 17; Nu 20). At this new promise of water from Yahweh, the people burst forth with the triumphant words of the “Song of the Well,” a dramatic departure from their earlier behavior! When the people came to a likely spot, Yahweh instructed Moses to have a well dug. The place received the happy name beʾēr (“Beer,” meaning “well” in Hebrew). Here come also happy words from the Lord: “Gather the people together and I will give them water” (v.16). How fitting it is that this is a place of song!

      The NIV’s rendering of the “Song of the Well” has much energy and enjoyment to it. Quite possibly this song came from the same collection as the “Song of Places,” also known as the “Book of the Wars of the LORD” (see v.14). It is possible to draw a spiritual lesson from this song, particularly since the idea of salvation and wells and springs are so closely connected (see, e.g., Isa 12). But it seems more likely that this was simply a song one might have sung in conjunction with digging a well. Instead of attempting to make some spiritual lesson from this brief song, this song is probably the nearest we come in the Bible to “popular music”—better, “folk music.” In this song there is a sense of the joy of knowing God even though the name of God is not mentioned. The association of princes and nobles with the digging of a well is likely a use of “power language” to ensure that the well will last a lengthy period.

      18b–20 From Beer the people journeyed ever onward and finally came to the valley of Moab; there Pisgah was a fine lookout from which to spy out the land of Canaan. Only later (Dt 34:1) do we associate this peak with Moses’ final moments.

      NOTES

      14 C. L. Christensen (“Numbers 21:14–15 and the Book of the Wars of Yahweh,” CBQ 36 [1974]: 359–60) translates the poem as follows:

      
        Yahweh came in a whirlwind;

        He came to the branch wadis of the Arnon;

        He marched through the wadis;

        He marched, he turned aside to the seat of Ar.

        He leaned toward the border of Moab.

      

      This translation involves the following emendations: (1) The term [image: ] (wāhēb; v.14) is usually translated as a place name, “Waheb,” otherwise unknown. Christensen emends it to “Yahweh” (yhwh). (2) The definite direct object marker [image: ] (ʾet), which precedes this word, is emended to the verb “he came” [image: ] (ʾātâ, a fairly rare verb meaning “to come”; see its use in Dt 33:2, where [image: ] is used in parallel with the more common verb [image: ] [bôʾ], “to come, enter”), here and in the next colon. (3) The supposed place name “Suphah” [image: ] (sûpâ) is translated as “whirlwind” (as in Ps 83:15 [16]; Hos 8:7; Am 1:14; Na 1:3; et al.). (4) The term translated “slopes” [image: ] (weʾešed; v.15) is emended to “he marched” [image: ] (ʾāšār, “to advance, move forward”), as is the relative pronoun “that” [image: ] (ʾašer) in the next colon.

      Christensen’s approach is viewed as quite attractive by Wenham, 159–60, but as indemonstrable because of the numerous conjectures involved. Any perusal of the MT of these two verses, however, shows that this little fragment has presented numerous problems to interpreters through the ages. This fragment is a text-critical minefield.

      18 [image: ] (nedîbê hāʿām, “nobles of the people”) is more poetic than official in function. The noun [image: ] (nādîb, “noble”) does not have a fixed, social meaning as much as an honorific significance (paralleled with words such as [image: ] [ṣāddîq], “righteous,” as in Pr 17:26). See J. P. Weinberg, “The word ndb in the Bible: A Study in Historical Semantics and Biblical Thought,” in Solving Riddles and Untying Knots: Biblical, Epigraphic, and Semitic Studies in Honor of Jonas C. Greenfield (ed. Ziony Zevit et al.; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1995), 371.

      d. The Defeat of Sihon of Heshbon (21:21–31)

      OVERVIEW

      The victories over Sihon and Og are celebrated throughout Israel’s history, even to our own day in the Passover Haggadah. These battles formed the true beginning of victories. The defeat of Arad was a nuisance issue. Sihon and Og represented formidable opponents; their land became part of the inheritance of the tribes of Israel. There is a sense in which the area of Transjordan is somewhat touchy; we are ambivalent about these territories. They were a part of the promise, yet they were not the heart of the land. But they were the scenes of the first victories of the Hebrew people, a note of assurance from God that the greater victories were still to come (see Notes).

      
        21Israel sent messengers to say to Sihon king of the Amorites:

        22“Let us pass through your country. We will not turn aside into any field or vineyard, or drink water from any well. We will travel along the king’s highway until we have passed through your territory.”

        23But Sihon would not let Israel pass through his territory. He mustered his entire army and marched out into the desert against Israel. When he reached Jahaz, he fought with Israel. 24Israel, however, put him to the sword and took over his land from the Arnon to the Jabbok, but only as far as the Ammonites, because their border was fortified. 25Israel captured all the cities of the Amorites and occupied them, including Heshbon and all its surrounding settlements. 26Heshbon was the city of Sihon king of the Amorites, who had fought against the former king of Moab and had taken from him all his land as far as the Arnon.

        27That is why the poets say:

        
          “Come to Heshbon and let it be rebuilt;

          let Sihon’s city be restored.

          28“Fire went out from Heshbon,

          a blaze from the city of Sihon.

          It consumed Ar of Moab,

          the citizens of Arnon’s heights.

          29Woe to you, O Moab!

          You are destroyed, O people of Chemosh!

          He has given up his sons as fugitives

          and his daughters as captives

          to Sihon king of the Amorites.

          30“But we have overthrown them;

          Heshbon is destroyed all the way to Dibon.

          We have demolished them as far as Nophah,

          which extends to Medeba.”

        

        31So Israel settled in the land of the Amorites.

      

      COMMENTARY

      21–23 The Amorites, unlike the Edomites, were not related to the Israelites. But as in the case of their approach to Edom (20:14–19), Israel first requested a right of passage. The language of the request (v.22) is similar to what Israel had used with Edom. And the response of Sihon, king of the Amorites, was the same as Edom’s—a show of force to block the Hebrews’ path (v.23).

      24–26 When Sihon tried to meet Israel with a show of force, he suffered an overwhelming defeat (v.24). The Transjordanian land of the Amorites extended from the Arnon River at the midpoint of the Dead Sea to the Jabbok River (v.24), which flows into the Jordan River some twenty-four miles north of the Dead Sea. Among Israel’s conquests were the cities of Heshbon and its dependent settlements (v.25). Heshbon had originally been a Moabite territory (see vv.25–30); Israel, however, wrested it from Sihon and the Amorite conquerors. It was this victory that cast a pale of fear into the Moabites (see 22:2–3). The syllogism was clear: Sihon had defeated Moab; Israel now defeated Sihon; Moab was next, and their defeat seemed imminent. Thus Balak king of Moab wished to transfer the battle arena from the field of men to the realm of the gods (see comment on 22:5–7).

      27–30 Numbers 21 is unusual in its inclusion of three short songs. Possibly each of the three (vv.14–15, 17–18, 27–30) was included in the “Book of the Wars of the LORD” (see v.14). This third song in ch. 21, the “Taunt Song of Heshbon,” was originally an Amorite song celebrating their earlier victory over Moab (v.29); thus the phrase, “why the poets say” (v.27). Heshbon, the capital city of Sihon, had been wrested by the Amorites from an earlier Moabite king. Perhaps this king was Zippor, the father of Balak (see 22:2). A. H. van Zyl (The Moabites [Praetoria Oriental Series 3; Leiden: Brill, 1960], 7–10) observes that taunt songs were regularly used in warfare. If this was a song originally used against the Moabites, whom the Amorites had recently conquered, its reuse here by Israel must have been particularly galling to Moab. Indeed, it may serve as the “last nail in the coffin”—the reason for Moab’s call for Balaam.

      In any ancient taunt song such as this, more was at stake than the reputation of the armies or the kings who participated in the battle. Ultimately, the outcome of a war in the ancient Near East was evaluated in terms of victories and defeats of respective gods. Note, for example, the dramatic story in 1 Kings 20 of the first battle between Ben Hadad of Aram (Syria) and Ahab of Israel. When the Israelites won this battle, the counselors of Ben Hadad instructed him on ways to improve his position for the next year’s encounter (1Ki 20:23–25). Their first line of advice was to fight the next battle on a plain rather than in the hills. They were positive that the Israelites won the battle because “their gods are gods of the hills” (v.23). Presumably, if they moved the battle to a turf that Israel’s “gods” did not control, the battle would be won for the Arameans (whose gods were believed to be powerful on level plains).

      In the “Taunt Song of Heshbon,” it was not just the people of Moab who had been defeated by Sihon in the earlier engagement; it was their god Chemosh as well (v.29). But now a new God had come on the scene. His name was Yahweh, and his power was not limited by geography at all!

      Since Israel had defeated the nation that had been the victor over Moab, the Moabites knew that they would likely fare poorly in battle against Israel. The victory of Israel over this nation gave them a new song to sing in irony and triumph. Verse 30 of the Song of Heshbon must have sent Moab reeling (see Notes).

      31 The concluding verse of this section is a dramatic mark of accomplishment. After forty years of sojourn in the Desert of Sinai, now, at last, the people had entered the land of the Amorites—the land that would become theirs.

      NOTES

      21 J. van Seters (“The Conquest of Sihon’s Kingdom: A Literary Examination,” JBL 91 [1972]: 182–97) has argued strongly against the historical validity of the account of Israel’s conquest of these Transjordanian kingdoms. He maintains that the editor-redactor of Numbers 21 borrowed heavily from the (late) Deuteronomic tradition (see Dt 2:26–37; Jdg 11:19–26). His rather negative assessment is countered by John R. Bartlett in his rejoinder, “The Conquest of Sihon’s Kingdom: A Literary Re-Examination,” JBL 97 (1978): 347–51. Bartlett deals with each of van Seters’ points seriatim and concludes that it is more likely that the Deuteronomic passage is dependent on the text of Numbers, “for Deuteronomy removes the inconsistencies and clarifies the point left obscure in Numbers” (351). See also John R. Bartlett, “Sihon and Og, Kings of the Amorites,” VT 20 (1970): 257–77, for a critical analysis of the biblical representation of these two kings and their kingdoms in the biblical traditions.

      30 Critical scholars have suggested numerous settings for this song other than that presented in this chapter. Martin Noth, for example, relates the victory song of Numbers 21 to the events of 32:28–36, the story of Gad’s victory in Transjordan (The Old Testament World [trans. Victor I. Gruhn; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966], 75). Earlier, Bruno Baentsch (Exodus–Leviticus–Numeri [HAT; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1903], 584) held that the song referred to the defeat of Mesha, king of Moab, by Omri, king of Israel.

      [image: ] (ʾašer, “which”) is one of fifteen words in the MT that the scribes questioned by adding a dot or point over a letter (punctum extraordinarius); in this case the dot is over the [image: ] (r). Ginsburg, 326–28, concludes that the ancient reasons proffered for this dot are unsatisfactory; he argues that the dot was added to mark a word that was defective and concludes that the word should be read as [image: ] (ʾîš, “man”) as the parallel for [image: ] (wannaššîm, “women”) in the earlier, parallel colon. He gives the following reconstruction as the probably original text of this difficult verse (with the explanation that the second bicolon explains that it was the people of Heshbon who were killed rather than that cities were destroyed):

      
        We have shot at them,

        Heshbon is destroyed even unto Dibon

        The women also even unto Nopha

        And the men even unto Medeba.

      

      31 J. van Seters (“The Terms ‘Amorite’ and ‘Hittite’ in the Old Testament,” VT 22 [1972]: 64–81) views the term “Amorite” as an ideological and rhetorical term superimposed according to the Hebrew writer’s later thought rather than reflecting the historical situation in the land. To him the term moves in the direction of representing “super-human evil.” Without our accepting his critical evaluation of the historicity of the text of Numbers 21, it is possible for us to agree that van Seters points in a constructive direction when he speaks of the connotation of this term. He says (81), “One must be very skeptical about attributing any historicity to the conquest of the Amorite kingdoms of Sihon and Og in Transjordan. The accounts serve primarily as etiologies legitimizing Israel’s territorial claims east of the Jordan.” The “Amorites” were a symbol of evil, and Israel now rightly had come to dispossess them.

      e. Israel’s Defeat of Og of Bashan (21:32–22:1)

      
        32After Moses had sent spies to Jazer, the Israelites captured its surrounding settlements and drove out the Amorites who were there. 33Then they turned and went up along the road toward Bashan, and Og king of Bashan and his whole army marched out to meet them in battle at Edrei.

        34The LORD said to Moses, “Do not be afraid of him, for I have handed him over to you, with his whole army and his land. Do to him what you did to Sihon king of the Amorites, who reigned in Heshbon.”

        35So they struck him down, together with his sons and his whole army, leaving them no survivors. And they took possession of his land.

        22:1Then the Israelites traveled to the plains of Moab and camped along the Jordan across from Jericho.

      

      COMMENTARY

      32–35 The region of this king and his people was east of the Sea of Galilee. By defeating Og, Israel became the victor over Transjordan from the region of Moab to the heights of Bashan in the vicinity of Mount Hermon. The victories over Sihon and Og were matters for singing (Pss 135:11; 136:19–20) and regular parts of the commemoration of the works of the Lord in the Passover celebration.

      Significantly, this section begins with a notice that Moses sent spies to scout out the land before he began his attack on the region of Bashan (v.32). These spies must have done as they were instructed, in contrast to the rebellious tribal agents or spies of chs. 13–14. It is also notable that the battle was joined with the army of Og only after the word of the Lord had come to Moses assuring him of a divine victory (vv.33–34). This was to be the pattern of holy war, an obedient people following the sure word of their great God. The victory was complete because God’s ways were followed (v.35).

      22:1 This section ends in 22:1 with the statement of the journey of Israel to the plains of Moab and their subsequent encampment near the Jordan River across from the city of Jericho. They were now on the lip of the land; Canaan—God’s gift—was in view. Soon the land would be theirs. But this verse also sets the stage for one of the most remarkable stories in the Bible—the dramatic encounter of Balaam, the pagan mantic, with Yahweh the God of Israel (22:2–24:25).

      Thus ch. 21 of Numbers presents a remarkable shift in the fortunes of the people. They were still rebellious (and would continue to rebel—see ch. 25), but they were now on a victory march, not fearful of battle against the people of the land. At least they had learned this lesson from their parents: When God is for us, what can humans do against us? (cf. Ps 118:6). The wilderness still had sand, but the Hebrews were now moving with God—and they were moving away from that sand!

      f. Balak and Balaam (22:2–41)

      OVERVIEW

      The misplaced verse number at the beginning of ch. 22 helps us read the story of Balak and Balaam in the context of the emerging power and nascent victories of Israel. The story of Balaam’s dramatic encounter with the Lord is of a piece. It stands by itself as a remarkable unit of great writing. Even though documentary scholars believe these three chapters afford them something of a field day in putative source analysis (see Note on 22:2), nonetheless the story reads as a unified whole; and it stands alone on its own merit.

      i. The “call” of Balaam (22:2–20)

      
        2Now Balak son of Zippor saw all that Israel had done to the Amorites, 3and Moab was terrified because there were so many people. Indeed, Moab was filled with dread because of the Israelites.

        4The Moabites said to the elders of Midian, “This horde is going to lick up everything around us, as an ox licks up the grass of the field.”

        So Balak son of Zippor, who was king of Moab at that time, 5sent messengers to summon Balaam son of Beor, who was at Pethor, near the River, in his native land. Balak said:

        “A people has come out of Egypt; they cover the face of the land and have settled next to me. 6Now come and put a curse on these people, because they are too powerful for me. Perhaps then I will be able to defeat them and drive them out of the country. For I know that those you bless are blessed, and those you curse are cursed.”

        7The elders of Moab and Midian left, taking with them the fee for divination. When they came to Balaam, they told him what Balak had said.

        8“Spend the night here,” Balaam said to them, “and I will bring you back the answer the LORD gives me.” So the Moabite princes stayed with him.

        9God came to Balaam and asked, “Who are these men with you?”

        10Balaam said to God, “Balak son of Zippor, king of Moab, sent me this message: 11‘A people that has come out of Egypt covers the face of the land. Now come and put a curse on them for me. Perhaps then I will be able to fight them and drive them away.’”

        12But God said to Balaam, “Do not go with them. You must not put a curse on those people, because they are blessed.”

        13The next morning Balaam got up and said to Balak’s princes, “Go back to your own country, for the LORD has refused to let me go with you.”

        14So the Moabite princes returned to Balak and said, “Balaam refused to come with us.”

        15Then Balak sent other princes, more numerous and more distinguished than the first. 16They came to Balaam and said:

        “This is what Balak son of Zippor says: Do not let anything keep you from coming to me, 17because I will reward you handsomely and do whatever you say. Come and put a curse on these people for me.”

        18But Balaam answered them, “Even if Balak gave me his palace filled with silver and gold, I could not do anything great or small to go beyond the command of the LORD my God. 19Now stay here tonight as the others did, and I will find out what else the LORD will tell me.”

        20That night God came to Balaam and said, “Since these men have come to summon you, go with them, but do only what I tell you.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      2–3 The story of Balaam begins with the gut-wrenching fear of Balak, son of Zippor, king of Moab. With the vast army of Israel now encamped on the edge of his territory, he feared the worst. The text uses the verb gûr (“was terrified”; v.3) to describe his fear, indicated by the adverb meʾōd (“very”) as intensified, then brought into even sharper focus by the strong term qûṣ (“to feel a sickening dread”; “filled with dread,” NIV; GK 7762). Rabbi Hirsch, 390, explains that this verb suggests that which causes such violent emotion within that it may provoke one to vomit: “All that they had became distasteful, despicable, yea repulsive at the thought of the children of Israel” (cf. Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic Literature [2 vols.; New York: Pardes, 1950], 2:1339).

      Balak’s fear was intensified because of the victories Israel had recently won over his neighboring northern enemies (see Nu 21). A new, stronger enemy was now present—one before whom Balak and his people seemed powerless. Balak was not aware that Israel actually had no designs on the land of Moab. Yahweh was about to give Canaan to Israel, but the land of Moab was a gift of the Lord to Moab. In fact, the Lord had prohibited the Hebrews from any attack on the territorial integrity of Moab in their wars of conquest (Dt 2:9). Israel, under God’s blessing, fell under divine limits. God was sovereign over all Israel’s actions.

      Yet there was a reason for Moab’s fear: The events of the exodus and the salvation of Israel were designed by the Lord to provoke fear in all nations (see Dt 2:25). The defeat of the Amorite kings Sihon and Og to the north of Moab (21:21–35; cf. Dt 2:26–3:11) put it in an especially difficult position. The taunt song of 21:27–30 would have been particularly galling to Moab (see above).

      4 The proverbial figure of an ox licking the grass is particularly fitting for a pastoral people. Balak knew how quickly the fragile grasses of the lands of Moab could be eaten by large numbers of beasts given free range. The image of Israel as an ox is an emphatic symbol of her strength and power. The association of Moab to the Midianites in this verse is more significant than we might first think. It would be another plot developed by the Midianites in collusion with Moab that would finally bring great disaster on Israel (ch. 25, Israel’s apostasy at Baal Peor).

      5–7 Balak believed that there was no available military means to allow them to withstand the forces of Israel. Hence he sought to battle Israel on the level of pagan divination. He sent for a diviner with an international reputation, Balaam son of Beor (v.5)—a drastic move to use the supernatural means of the effective curse. This move was predicated on the pervasive belief in the ancient world of the power of the spoken word. The diviner with the most remarkable reputation of the day, it turns out, was Balaam.

      Balaam should be understood to be the pagan counterpart to Moses the man of God. The discovery of texts attributed to Balaam at Deir ʿAlla in Jordan compares to the 1993 discovery at Tel Dan of the “Beit David” inscription, concerning which many articles have been written. Pride of place goes to the initial presentation by its discoverers. See Avraham Biran and Joseph Naveh, “An Aramaic Stele Fragment from Tel Dan,” IEJ 43 (1993): 81–98; the same authors prepared this major report, “‘David’ Found at Dan: Inscription Crowns Twenty-Seven Years of Exciting Discoveries,” BAR 20/2 (March/April, 1994): 26–39. In each case, we now have the first instance of these names (Balaam and David) found in demonstrably ancient texts outside the Bible.

      The recovery of the prophetic texts of Balaam in Aramaic from the sixth century at Deir ʿAlla demonstrates how famous this man was in the ancient Near East, even centuries after his death (see Jacob Hoftijzer, “The Prophet Balaam in a 6th-Century Aramaic Inscription,” BA 39/1 [March 1976]: 11–17). The fact that the prophetic text was written on a wall indicates that it was an important historical example of the oracles of this diviner that might be preserved for posterity. Stephen A. Kaufman observes that the texts of these inscriptions “remain enticingly obscure” and that perhaps we need the powers of a Balaam to help banish the darkness (“Review Article: The Aramaic Texts from Deir ʿAlla,” BASOR 239 [Summer 1980]: 71–74).

      Balaam, it turns out, was an internationally known prophet, a diviner expert in examining the entrails of animals and observing natural phenomena to determine the will of the gods. He was not a good prophet who went bad or a bad prophet who was trying to be good. He was altogether outside Israel’s prophetic tradition, but he must have thought that the Lord God of Israel was like any other deity he could manipulate by mantic acts. But from the early part of the narrative, when he first encountered the true God in visions, and in the humorous narrative of the journey on the donkey, Balaam began to learn what for him was a strange, bizarre, even incomprehensible lesson: An encounter with the God of reality was fundamentally different from anything he had ever known.

      Verse 5 presents several problems of the interpretation of words. The name “Balaam” seems to be an example of a deliberate corruption of names by the Hebrew scribes; the transparent meaning of his name, bil ʿām, is “devourer of the people” (see Notes). The letter of Balak to Balaam indicates the intent he had: to bring a curse on a people who were under a blessing of a god. This story thus takes us into the mysterious world of blessing and cursing in the ancient Near East. It was believed that some persons were agents of the gods who could utter curses or blessings that would bind the will of the gods to these declarations. Since Israel seemed to Moab to be too formidable a force to attack on the battlefield, the decision—prompted by Balak’s Midianite advisors—was to attack them on a spiritual level. If their blessing could be destroyed, they would no longer be a threat.

      8–11 The language of v.8 and the conversation Balaam had with the Lord in this section have led many readers to believe that Balaam actually was a believer in Yahweh, the God of Israel. The most significant phrasing along this line comes in his words of v.18: “the LORD my God.” It seems best, however, based on the subsequent narrative, to take Balaam’s words as examples of braggadocio. Balaam is universally condemned in the Scripture for moral, ethical, and religious faults (see 31:8, 16; Dt 23:3–6; Jos 13:22; 24:9–10; Jdg 11:23–25; Ne 13:1–3; Mic 6:5; 2Pe 2:15–16; Jude 11; Rev 2:14).

      The character of Balaam continues to be a conundrum in biblical study. From the early church fathers to the most recent interpreters, many have argued that he was a good prophet who went bad, or a bad prophet who attempted to go right. The classic study of his person by Bishop Joseph Butler (“Upon the Character of Balaam,” in The Works of the Right Reverend Father in God Joseph Butler, D.C.L., Late Lord Bishop of Durham [Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1850], 2:80) concluded: “So . . . the object we have now before us is the most astonishing in the world: a very wicked man, under a deep sense of God and religion, persisting still in his wickedness, and preferring the wages of unrighteousness, even when he had before him a lively view of death. . . . Good God, what inconsistency, what perplexity is here!”

      Rather than see Balaam as a true believer in Yahweh who was caught up in greed, it is preferable for us to understand that he was a sorcerer, more specifically, a bārū (“diviner”; see Note on v.8), for whom the God of Israel was just another deity he thought he might manipulate. Samuel Daiches (“Balaam—A Babylonian bārū,” in Assyrische und Archaeologische Studien: H. V. Hilprecht gewidmet [Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1909], 60–70) argued that the considerable emphasis on magical elements in these chapters is best explained by understanding Balaam as a bārū diviner of the Mesopotamian type (see esp. v.7, “the fees for divination”; Jos 13:22 speaks of Balaam as “the soothsayer” [haqqôsēm] “who practiced divination” [NIV]). Daiches finds special interest in the descriptions in 22:40–41, the preparatory sacrifice; 23:1–2, the offering of seven bulls and seven rams on seven altars; 23:2, the sacrifices brought by both the diviner and the person for whom he divines; 23:3, the expression of Balak as “the owner of the sacrifice” standing by his offering; 23:3, the difficult word šepî, usually translated “barren height” but possibly instead better rendered as “quietly” or “step by step,” describing the manner of Balaam’s mantic acts. William Albright, 231, regarded the researches of Daiches as in the main valid and impressive; they seem to point to the correct view.

      The narrator of this chapter shows his strong aversion to the pagan prophet Balaam by the interchange of the name for God (Yahweh, “the LORD”) in Balaam’s mouth (v.8) and the term “God” as the narrator speaks of him (v.9). By this subtle interchange, the narrator demonstrates his distance from Balaam’s outrageous claims. That God did speak to Balaam is not to be denied; it is just that Balaam did not yet realize that the God of Israel was not like the supposed deities of his usual machinations.

      12–20 The words of v.12 reveal the nature of the crisis. Israel was under the blessing of the Lord as the heritage of the Abrahamic covenant (Ge 12:1–3). Balaam was being sought by Balak to bring Israel under a divine curse; this situation God would not allow, for Israel was “blessed.” Moreover, one who would attempt to curse Israel would bring himself under God’s curse (cf. Ge 12:3). The story of Balaam is thus an example of the folly of attempting to destroy the eternal blessing of the people of the Lord.

      The first words of God to Balaam prohibited him from accompanying the emissaries of Balak (v.12). But when these emissaries returned to Balak, he would not accept their report of Balaam’s refusal to come with them. He sent grander and nobler representatives, with greater and finer promises of gifts for this mantic to return with them (v.15). In these descriptions we discover potent images from the Eastern world. Balaam first said that nothing could change his mind (v.18). Then in a dream he was given permission to go with them (v.20).

      There appears to be a contradiction between the permission God granted to Balaam in v.20 and the prohibition he had issued earlier (v.12), as well as the anger of the Lord that was displayed against Balaam on his journey (v.22). The difficulty is best seen as lying in the contrary character of Balaam rather than in some fickle flaw in the character of God. God first had forbidden him to go to Moab to curse Israel; then God allowed Balaam to go to Moab, but only as he would speak at the direction of the Lord. Balaam’s real intentions, however, were known to the Lord, and hence in his severe displeasure he confronted the pagan mantic on the road.

      NOTES

      2 The text of Numbers 22 has been used by some critical scholars as a primary locus to test their approaches to the source analysis of the Bible. A. H. Edelkoort (Numeri [Tekst en Uitleg: Praktische Bijbelverklaring; Groningen: Bij J. B. Wolters’ Uitgevers-Maatschappij, 1930], 170), for example, speaks of the Balaam story as the result of “three threads promiscuously twisted”; he concludes (p. 21) that the final redaction did not come before the time of Second Isaiah, after ca. 500 BC. Ladislas Martin von Pákozdy (“Theologische Redaktionsarbeit in der Bileam-Perikope [Num 22–24],” in Von Ugarit Nach Qumran [Berlin: Alfred Töplemann, 1958], 176) remarks on the masterful skill of the final redactor who, “forming so artfully of his ancient and written tradition, and in the spirit of the prophetic religion, was able to create such a unity out of diverse theological concepts” (all trans. of foreign sources are mine). My approach will presume a unified whole in the text as it stands. Questions of the origin of these chapters are highly interesting, but the answers appear to be unusually subjective.

      5 Some critical scholars, such as Sigmund Mowinckel (“Der Ursprung der Bil‘amsage,” ZAW 48 [1930]: 237), have suggested that Balaam and Bela (Ge 36:32) were confused in the Scriptures, as they are both called “the son of Beor.” However, Albright, 231, argued strongly that such an association cannot be maintained, suggesting that the original name of Balaam might have been something such as Yabil-ʿammu (an Amorite name from the thirteenth century BC made up of an imperfect plus a divine name), a name meaning “The [divine] uncle brings forth.” The Hebrew connotation, “The devourer of the people,” was an intentional change, not unlike the change of the original name of Jezebel from that which honored Baal to that which held Baal in contempt. The process in debasing her name involved the dropping of the letter [image: ] (bet); an original [image: ] (ʾabîzebel, “My [divine] Father is Prince”) became the corrupted form [image: ] (ʾîzebel, “Un-exalted”; see Leah Bronner, The Stories of Elijah and Elisha as Polemics against Baal Worship [Leiden: Brill, 1968], 9–10); the element [image: ] (ʾî) is the Phoenician negation. See also the discussion below on the meaning of the name of Cozbi (Nu 25:14), the woman who joined Zimri in defiling the entrance to the Holy Place.

      [image: ] (petôrâ, “at Pethor”) may be identified as a reference to the city Pitru (Pi-it-ru) of the Assyrian texts, a city located on the river Sagur, near its junction with the Euphrates (indicated by the words “the River” in this verse). Pitru is mentioned by Shalmaneser III (ca. 859–824 BC) in the annalistic report of 853 BC. L. Yaure, however (“Elymas–Nehelamite–Pethor,” JBL 79 [1960]: 297–314), says that this term should be translated not as a place name but as a descriptive nomen agentis, “the interpreter.”

      [image: ] (benê-ʿammô, “in his native land”) is perhaps the most difficult of the phrases to identify in this verse. The NIV has rephrased the traditional understanding, “in the land of the sons of his people” (as in the LXX). Albright (“Some Important Recent Discoveries: Alphabetic Origins and the Idrimi Statue,” BASOR 118 [1950]: 11–20), in an article describing an inscription on a statue of King Idrimi of Alalakh (ca. 1480–1450 BC), believed he had found the solution to this phrase as a place name. He observed that Idrimi, king of Alalakh, ruled also over three lands: Mukishkhe, Niʾ, and ʿAmau, the last being the place intended by our text—the land of ʿAmau, the region of the Sajur Valley between Aleppo and Carchemish. This translation has been accepted by the NEB, JB, and La Sainte Bible/Segond. The resultant translation of v.5 with all these data in place would be: “So he sent messengers to Balaam the son of Beor, to Pethor [Pitru], which is near the River [Euphrates] in the land of the people of ʿAmau.”

      These several data all suggest that Balaam was a North Syrian from the northern Euphrates Valley, near Haran of the patriarchal stories. Such accords remarkably well with the words of his opening bicola (23:7a, pers. trans.):

      
        Balak brought me from Aram,

        the king of Moab from the eastern mountains.

      

      Further, this location for Balaam places him in the general area of Laban, called “the land of the eastern peoples” (Ge 29:1) and Paddan Aram (Ge 25:20). It is also the general area of the newer view of the possible location of Ur, the hometown of Abram and Sarai (rather than the great city of Ur near the Persian Gulf, excavated by Sir Leonard Woolley). This viewpoint has been advanced since the discovery and publication of texts from Ebla (beginning in 1976), where a northwestern Ur is indicated. (See Barry J. Beitzel, The Moody Atlas of the Bible Lands [Chicago: Moody Press, 1985], 82–83, map 24; see also discussion by Walter C. Kaiser Jr., A History of Israel: From the Bronze Age through the Jewish Wars [Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1998], 55–57.)

      On Balaam as a “liver diviner” (one who engaged in extispicy) as described in the text, see William W. Hallo, “Before Tea Leaves: Divination in Ancient Babylonia,” BAR (March/April 2005): 32–39; a review and explanation article of a major work by Danish Assyriologist Ulla Koch-Westenholz, Babylonian Liver Omens: The Chapters Manzazu, Padanu and Pan Takalti of the Babylonian Extispicy Series, Mainly from Aššurbanipal’s Library (Copenhagen: Carsten Niebuhr Institute of Near Eastern Studies, University of Copenhagen, Museum Tuscalam Press, 2000).

      6 Three times in this verse Balak uses forms of the Hebrew verb [image: ] (ʾārar, “to curse, bind with a curse”; GK 826). This verb is cognate to the Akkadian ʿararu A (“to curse,” or in weaker contexts, “to treat with disrespect”; CAD I, “A” Part II, 234–36). One example of this word in an Akkadian text illustrates its foreboding connotation:

      
        May the great gods of heaven and nether world curse him [li-ru-ru (šu)], his descendants, his land, his soldiers, his people, and his army with a baleful curse; may Enlil with his unalterable utterance curse him [li-ru-ur-šu-ma] with these curses so that they speedily affect him. [CAD I, “A” Part II, 235]

      

      This example has the element of the inflexible nature of a curse once uttered. There is a sense in which the curse may be said to be “bound” on one. The Hebrew cognate [image: ] (ʾārar) seems to be associated with effective force, too, as is certainly true when God is the actor or the subject of the verb (see Ge 3:14, “cursed [[image: ], ʾārûr] are you more than all cattle”; 12:3, “I will curse [[image: ], ʾāʾōr].”

      Paul van Imschoot writes in Theology of the Old Testament (trans. Kathryn Sullivan and Fidelis Buck; Tournai: Desclee & Co., 1965), 1:189–90:

      
        The efficacy of the word is attributed either to the formula itself—this is the case of the magic formulas of all countries and times—or to the power of him who says it; also then it may be considered as capable of constraining the gods and remains in the sphere of magic. . . . In Israel, without doubt, the use of magic formulas has existed at all times among the lower classes, but has been reproved by the official religion (Ex 22:17; Lev 20:6, 27; Dt 18:9–13; 1Sa 15:23; 28:3; Mic 5:11; Jer 27:9; Ez 13:18–20; Mal 3:5). The efficacy of curses and of blessings is derived from Yahweh (Pr 3:33; Sir 4:6; Ge 12:3; Nu 22:6; 23:8); the curse can be obstructed (Nu 22:22 ff.), weakened (Pr 26:2), or changed into a blessing by Yahweh (Dt 23:6); it is ordinarily pronounced in the form of a prayer (Jer 15:15; 18:19–23; Ps 109, etc.).

      

      U. Cassuto (A Commentary on the Book of Genesis [trans. Israel Abrahams; Jerusalem: Magnes Press, The Hebrew University, 1961, 1964], 2:155) also observed the ancient belief in the power of the spoken curse to effect the will of gods in the lives and destinies of the peoples:

      
        In the ancient East there was current the belief, based on the concept of the magic power of the spoken word, that blessings and curses, and particularly curses, once uttered, act automatically and are fulfilled of their own accord, as it were, unless another force opposes and annuls them.

      

      But Cassuto goes on to explain, 2:156, that in the true religion of Israel such ideas are intolerable:

      
        The sublime religion of Israel cannot acquiesce in such a conception. In the view of Israel’s Torah, it is impossible to imagine that a man’s word should have the power to effect anything without God’s will, for only from the Lord do evil and good issue. Human blessings are, according to the Torah, no more than wishes and prayers that God may be willing to do this or that. So, too, human imprecations, in so far as they are not iniquitous, are, in the ultimate analysis, but prayers that God may act in a given way.

      

      8 On the meaning of bārū, Noordtzij, 199, says:

      
        The bārū belongs to the priestly class, and his specialty is “seeing” what will happen on the basis of phenomena that escape the common person, but are found, e.g., in the liver of a ritually slaughtered animal, or in the configuration of drops of oil on water, or in the stars, or in the shape of the clouds. Such bārūs were believed to be able to influence the will of the gods because of their secret knowledge and mysterious manipulations, and to force the gods to do, or not to do, a given thing.

      

      A most freakish approach to the complex problem of the character of Balaam was taken by James Black (“A Discharge for Balaam,” in Rogues of the Bible [New York: Harper & Brothers, 1930], 59–79). (I owe thanks to Tremper Longman III for his apt suggestion of the use of “freakish” to describe this anti-Semitic and racist point of view.) He argued that the good Balaam has been confused by “Jewish prejudice in the Bible” with a wicked man of the same name; one was a true worshiper of the Lord, and the other was a soothsayer or oracle-monger of the Midianites. With great passion, he said that it is the duty of Christian people to rediscover and then “to rehabilitate the true Balaam, to grant him a discharge from the world’s calumnies.” The good Balaam was a “great white soul who loved the will of God to his own worldly loss,” but Jewish prejudice against seeing a Gentile believer in the Lord led them deliberately to confuse the textual witness to his character.

      An unusually bizarre approach to Balaam is proffered by Mary Douglas, self-described as an “anthropologist of Scripture.” She opines that the story was written in the fifth century as a veiled satire against the pompous Nehemiah! In In the Wilderness: The Doctrine of Defilement in the Book of Numbers (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2001), 233, she writes:

      
        Nehemiah is a natural butt. One of the strange things about his political history is that it is written like a private confession to God. The way he dramatizes himself, his sanctimoniousness and self-glorification, are ridiculous. He thinks he can do anything, he admits he beats people up (Ne 13:25), he makes out he knows what God wants, but he does not. Balaam works well as a skit on Nehemiah, stupidly berating and beating the ass on which he rides. With this reading the animal has to be a female, because she stands for Israel. The people of Israel recognize the Lord better than the governor.

      

      ii. The donkey story (22:21–41)

      
        21Balaam got up in the morning, saddled his donkey and went with the princes of Moab. 22But God was very angry when he went, and the angel of the LORD stood in the road to oppose him. Balaam was riding on his donkey, and his two servants were with him. 23When the donkey saw the angel of the LORD standing in the road with a drawn sword in his hand, she turned off the road into a field. Balaam beat her to get her back on the road.

        24Then the angel of the LORD stood in a narrow path between two vineyards, with walls on both sides. 25When the donkey saw the angel of the LORD, she pressed close to the wall, crushing Balaam’s foot against it. So he beat her again.

        26Then the angel of the LORD moved on ahead and stood in a narrow place where there was no room to turn, either to the right or to the left. 27When the donkey saw the angel of the LORD, she lay down under Balaam, and he was angry and beat her with his staff. 28Then the LORD opened the donkey’s mouth, and she said to Balaam, “What have I done to you to make you beat me these three times?”

        29Balaam answered the donkey, “You have made a fool of me! If I had a sword in my hand, I would kill you right now.”

        30The donkey said to Balaam, “Am I not your own donkey, which you have always ridden, to this day? Have I been in the habit of doing this to you?”

        “No,” he said.

        31Then the LORD opened Balaam’s eyes, and he saw the angel of the LORD standing in the road with his sword drawn. So he bowed low and fell facedown.

        32The angel of the LORD asked him, “Why have you beaten your donkey these three times? I have come here to oppose you because your path is a reckless one before me. 33The donkey saw me and turned away from me these three times. If she had not turned away, I would certainly have killed you by now, but I would have spared her.”

        34Balaam said to the angel of the LORD, “I have sinned. I did not realize you were standing in the road to oppose me. Now if you are displeased, I will go back.”

        35The angel of the LORD said to Balaam, “Go with the men, but speak only what I tell you.” So Balaam went with the princes of Balak.

        36When Balak heard that Balaam was coming, he went out to meet him at the Moabite town on the Arnon border, at the edge of his territory. 37Balak said to Balaam, “Did I not send you an urgent summons? Why didn’t you come to me? Am I really not able to reward you?”

        38“Well, I have come to you now,” Balaam replied. “But can I say just anything? I must speak only what God puts in my mouth.”

        39Then Balaam went with Balak to Kiriath Huzoth. 40Balak sacrificed cattle and sheep, and gave some to Balaam and the princes who were with him. 41The next morning Balak took Balaam up to Bamoth Baal, and from there he saw part of the people.

      

      COMMENTARY

      21–28 The pagan mantic, the donkey, and the angel of the Lord were brought together in this truly tragicomic scene. The internationally known seer was blind to the reality of the angel of the Lord, but his proverbially dumb beast was able to see the spiritual reality of the living God on the path. Balaam as a bārū prophet was a specialist in animal divination. Here his own “stupid” animal saw what he was too blind to observe.

      Against the assertion of many critical scholars who state that the episode with the donkey contributes nothing to the story line, both Mowinckel (“Der Ursprung,” 260) and von Pákozdy (“Theologische Redaktionsarbeit,” 17–72; see Notes on 22:2–20) have noted that the episode serves the purpose of slowing the action and heightening the tension of the story. In fact, it is the “best part” of the story (so Goldberg, 106), which is one of studied ridicule. We observe the prophet Balaam as the blind seer who saw less than a dumb animal. In this graphic representation of Balaam pitted against the donkey, we also notice a more important contrast, as Goldberg avers: the contrast of Balaam and Moses. The long shadow of Moses falls across the pages of the Balaam story even though Moses is never named once. Moses spoke face to face with God (see ch. 12); Balaam did not even know that God was near—but his donkey did!

      This section is the ultimate in polemics against paganism. It is well known that the ass has been depicted from the earliest times in proverbial thought and literature as a subject of stupidity and contrariness. Yet here the “stupid” ass saw the angel of the Lord and she then attempted to protect her rider from God’s drawn sword. Three times the hapless Balaam beat his donkey.

      Then the donkey spoke (v.28). Some have imagined too much here. The donkey did not give a prophetic oracle; she merely said what a mistreated animal might say to an abusive master if given the chance. There was no preaching from the donkey! Others have stumbled, of course, at the improbability of an animal’s speaking, for such is the stuff of fairy tales. What keeps this story from the genre of legend or fairy tale is the clear fact that the animal did not speak of its own accord but as it was given the power to do so by the Lord. Only an exceedingly limited view of God would deny him the ability to open the mouth of a dumb animal; such an objection should lead one to a rereading of Job 40–41.

      Noth, 179, observes that the speaking of the ass is not particularly stressed but is an integral part of the story and is attributed to a miracle on the part of the Lord, “which indicates how directly and unusually Yahweh acted in this affair of blessing or curse for Israel.” The speaking of the donkey is affirmed in the NT (2Pe 2:16); it was a genuine element in the righteous acts of the Lord. It is not that this miracle is the focus of the text; on the contrary, the miracle is just an amazingly humorous way to humiliate the prophet Balaam. Before the Lord revealed himself to Balaam, he first “got his attention” in this dramatic fashion. Balaam had to learn from a donkey before he could learn from God. This episode is one of the most amusing stories in the Bible.

      29–30 The high camp of the story is furthered by Balaam’s words, “If I had a sword in my hand, I would kill you right now” (v.29). The ridiculous picture of the hapless Balaam looking for a sword is precious; there was a sword very near, but the object was not about to be the donkey (vv.23, 31–33). Again, the donkey said only what a donkey who was being so abused might say. We err in talking about this text as though God spoke through the donkey. Here is no oracle, no prophecy, no poem; she merely said she had been a good donkey. We also laugh as we hear Balaam talking with her, as though nothing were out of the ordinary. So heightened is his rage that he doesn’t even show surprise at the voice that comes from his donkey. So who (or what) is really “dumb” here?

      31–33 The wording “Then the LORD opened Balaam’s eyes” follows the same structure as in v.28, “Then the LORD opened the donkey’s mouth.” The opening of the eyes of the pagan prophet to see the reality of the living God was the greater miracle. The animal was but a brute beast; the prophet was a man bent on trafficking with false gods.

      34–35 The words of Balaam to God, “I have sinned” (v.34), might lead us to think that he was truly repentant. Only the later outcome of the story shows this conclusion to be false (see chs. 25 and 31). His appears to have been the confession of error of sorts, but it was a confession that fell short of the repentance of saving faith. Doubtless Balaam spoke with one eye on the sword that menaced from above.

      The Lord told Balaam to continue on his journey but to “speak only what I tell you” (v.35). The point of the whole chapter is this: Balaam the pagan mantic would not be able to utter curses as he had planned to do. Instead, he would be the most surprised of all; he would be the most remarkable instrument of God in blessing his people, Israel. The one great gain was that Balaam was now more aware of the seriousness of the task before him; he would not be able to change the word that the Lord would give to him (see 23:12, 20, 26).

      36–38 Balak’s sense of urgency heightens the comic element in this story. He was so anxious to have Balaam begin his work of cursing that he went to some distance to meet him at the border of his land, and then he upbraided his visitor for the delay in his journey. Doubtless Balak was puzzled over the words with which Balaam greeted him: “I must speak only what God puts in my mouth” (v.38). My interpretation is based on the presupposition that ordinarily Balaam believed he could say pretty much what he pleased to say—if the price was right—in the belief that the will of the gods would in some manner correspond with his words; but not this time. Nevertheless, we are led by the narrative into the enemy’s camp, and we learn of their consternation over the power of God in the camp of Israel.

      39–41 Verses 39–41 speak of the propitiatory sacrifices that Balak and Balaam engaged in as they prepared for the mantic acts. It seems unlikely that these sacrifices were for Yahweh. The pieces given to Balaam presumably would have included the livers; for as a bārū diviner, Balaam was a specialist in liver divination. Numbers 24:1 reports that Balaam subsequently gave up on his acts of sorcery, as the power of the word of the Lord came on him. But at the beginning, he started his procedures as he always had. Yet never had he spoken as he was about to speak.

      g. Balaam’s Seven Oracles (23:1–24:25)

      OVERVIEW

      Chapters 23–24 of Numbers form a close unit based on the oracles of Balaam. Characteristically to elegant Semitic style, these oracles come in a set of seven. The first four oracles are lengthier, the last three brief; nonetheless, each oracle has its own independent nature within the corpus and is introduced in the same manner (23:7a, 18a; 24:3a, 15a, 20b, 21b, 23a). Considering the role that the number seven plays in the narrative of this section (see the sevens in 23:1, 14, 29) and in the Torah in general, this feature can hardly be accidental. The oracles also show a sense of progression and development. The structure shows a repetitive nature, but the repetition is not static, as the text displays a development, a growing intensity—indeed, a crescendo. My analysis follows this line of approach.

      i. Balaam’s first oracle (23:1–12)

      (a) The setting of the oracle (23:1–6)

      
        1Balaam said, “Build me seven altars here, and prepare seven bulls and seven rams for me.” 2Balak did as Balaam said, and the two of them offered a bull and a ram on each altar.

        3Then Balaam said to Balak, “Stay here beside your offering while I go aside. Perhaps the LORD will come to meet with me. Whatever he reveals to me I will tell you.” Then he went off to a barren height.

        4God met with him, and Balaam said, “I have prepared seven altars, and on each altar I have offered a bull and a ram.”

        5The LORD put a message in Balaam’s mouth and said, “Go back to Balak and give him this message.”

        6So he went back to him and found him standing beside his offering, with all the princes of Moab.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–6 The elaborate sacrificial actions of Balaam and Balak in these verses are to be contrasted to the sacrificial texts already described in Numbers. The sacrifices here are not those of chs. 15 and 28–29. These sacrifices are pagan acts that contrast with the true worship of God. The use of the number seven is significant in this section: seven bulls and seven rams on seven altars. These sacrifices were prepared as a part of Balaam’s actions as a bārū (see comments on 22:8). The number seven was held in high regard among Semitic peoples in general; the numerous animals would provide abundant livers and organs for the diviner from the east. Balaam was in charge; Balak was now his subordinate.

      The most arresting element of the introductory section is in the words, “God met with him” (v.4), and, “the LORD put a message in Balaam’s mouth” (v.5). Despite the pagan and unsavory actions of this ungodly man, the Lord deigned to meet with him and to speak through him. These actions are utterly remarkable. Our presumption in saying that God never uses an unclean vessel is not quite accurate. God may use whatever vessel he wishes; the issue concerns what happens to an unclean vessel when God has finished using it for his purposes. It appears that such vessels are tossed aside, dashed on the road.

      The story is dramatic as Balaam returned to those who had sent for him (v.6). They were standing by the altar and hoping for a word from heaven that would destroy their presumed foe. They received a word from heaven, all right; but that word was far from what they expected.

      NOTE

      3 [image: ] (šepî, “barren height”) is a word Samuel Daiches believes to be a term of pagan mantic actions (for more on this, see comment on 22:8, describing the manner of Balaam’s behavior). More recently Karl Elligen defends the meaning “bare height” (“Der Sinn des hebraischen Wortes [image: ],” ZAW 83 [1971]: 317–29).

      (b) The oracle: The blessing of Israel is irrevocable (23:7–10)

      OVERVIEW

      The theme of this first oracle centers on the notion of the blessing of Israel. This blessing was unique. It was altogether different from anything Balaam (or Balak) had ever experienced. It was an irrevocable blessing; hence, any attempt to curse Israel would be ineffective. Israel was a nation distinct from all others. Her uniqueness was to be found in her God. The oracle may be outlined in the following way.

      
        	I. Introductory formula: Balaam takes up his oracle (v.7a)

        	II. Exordium: Balaam states his purpose to curse Israel (v.7b)

        	III. Blessing
          
            	A. Balaam is unable to curse Israel (v.8)
              
                	1. God has not cursed Israel

                	2. Balaam cannot curse Israel

              

            

            	B. Balaam blesses Israel as unique among the nations (vv.9–10a)
              
                	1. Balaam views Israel as unique among the nations

                	2. Balaam regards Israel as immune from curses

              

            

            	C. Balaam expresses a desire to share in Israel’s blessing (v.10b)

          

        

      

      
        7Then Balaam uttered his oracle:

        
          “Balak brought me from Aram,

          the king of Moab from the eastern mountains.

          ‘Come,’ he said, ‘curse Jacob for me;

          come, denounce Israel.’

          8How can I curse

          those whom God has not cursed?

          How can I denounce

          those whom the LORD has not denounced?

          9From the rocky peaks I see them,

          from the heights I view them.

          I see a people who live apart

          and do not consider themselves one of the nations.

          10Who can count the dust of Jacob

          or number the fourth part of Israel?

          Let me die the death of the righteous,

          and may my end be like theirs!”

        

      

      7 The Hebrew word māšāl (GK 5442) is more usually translated as “proverb”; here the translation “oracle” is appropriate. The distinctive nature of the prophecies of Balaam is established in the use of this word; none of the prophecies of the true prophets of Israel is described by this term. There are seven poetic oracles in the set: the first four are longer, have introductory narrative bridges, and are set as exquisite poetry (23:7–10, 18–24; 24:3–9, 15–19); the last three oracles are brief, are much more difficult to understand, and follow one another in what we may call a staccato pattern (24:20, 21–22, 23–24).

      The words of the exordium (v.7b) are problematic in terms of their poetic arrangement. The accents suggest an imbalanced pair of bicola with a 4:1 count, with the resultant translation:

      
        Balak the king of Moab brought me from Aram,

        from the mountains of the east.

      

      But a more natural alignment of the bicolon would be a more balanced pair with a 3:2 count:

      
        From Aram Balak brought me,

        the king of Moab from the eastern mountains.

      

      The result is a balanced line of what we may call complementary parallelism. The verb gaps the couplet, and the words of the second member explain more fully the meaning of the corresponding words of the first.

      Then follow the instructions Balak gave to the erstwhile agent of curse:

      
        Go, curse for me Jacob!

        And go, execrate Israel!

      

      These words form a balanced bicolon of 3:3 meter, with emphatic verbal forms expressing the great urgency with which Balak beseeched Balaam to come. The two verbs are ʿārar (the verb “to curse,” as in 22:6) and zāʿam (“to speak against with indignation”; see Ps 7:11, “a God who expresses his wrath every day”). In the couplet, these verbs work together to give the sense of anger and indignation, to speak of execration. “Jacob” and “Israel” are regularly occurring pairs, of course; they are interchangeable words marking out the people of Yahweh’s covenant. In these words there is the call, witting or not, for Yahweh to break his promise to the patriarchs.

      8 Yet that which Balaam had been hired to do he was unable to do. The blessing of Israel was inviolable; Balaam had no power to attack their blessing. God forbade him to speak in a curse on his people, who were unlike the nations of the world:

      
        How may I imprecate

        whom God has not imprecated?

        How may I execrate

        whom Yahweh has not execrated?

      

      The pattern is unusual here, with long bicola subdivided into two units: 2/3:2/3. The word mâ is used at the beginning of each of the two units to indicate utter impossibility. The new synonym for curse is qābab, a word used elsewhere in the corpus (22:11, 17; 23:8, 11, 13, 25, 27; 24:10). God is called both ʾēl and yhwh in the parallel cola.

      9 In verse 9 Balaam viewed Israel as unique among the nations:

      
        As I see him from the top of the mountains,

        and as I gaze at him from the hills—

        Look! A people that dwells alone;

        it is not reckoned among the nations!

      

      These two lines of bicola are also nicely balanced with clear parallel terms and concepts. There seems to be a protasis and an apodosis in the respective lines of the bicola. We are brought alongside Balaam, and with him we look down. With him we discover with shock: this people was not like any other; they were alone, not a part of the families of the nations. Their distinction was in their relationship with their God. As he is holy, so they are holy. The first bicolon of the verse has a 3:2 pattern; the second a 3:3 pattern (in accents). The term “look!” adds a degree of excitement and urgency.

      10 Here is Balaam’s wistful desire to share in Israel’s blessing! He who had come to curse the people wished himself to be blessed along with them. This irony is exquisite. The expression rendered “my end” speaks of the glorious future, of life beyond the grave. That Balaam never participated in the death of the righteous is not learned until 31:8, 16.

      
        Who may number the dust of Jacob?

        Who can count the dust-cloud of Israel?

        O that I might die the death of the upright!

        Ah, that my latter end might be like his!

      

      These two lines of bicola are nicely balanced (4:3 and 4:3), with the relationship between them presenting exasperation and futility. Just as Balaam could not “get their number,” so he realized that he was not a part of their destiny. One almost comes to a point of feeling sorry for Balaam at this point. Further, the words concerning “getting the number” of Israel serve as a double entendre in this book. Balaam wanted to “get the number” in a mantic sense, to have a handle for control. The book has made much of “numbers” as a means of displaying God’s great blessing on his people. This feature is an unexpected, though minor, confirmation of the rhetorical use of numbers within this text.

      NOTES

      7 As I mentioned in the comments on ch. 10, the descriptions of poetic structure in this commentary include counts of accents. This system is not based on a concept of Western meter; Semitic and Egyptian poetry do not demonstrate metrical concepts that we find in much (but not all) Western poetry (ancient and modern). But the poetry of Israel and her neighbors was infused with rhythm, and the accentuation (with basically one “beat” per word) most likely signifies that pattern. Describing Egyptian poetry, Kitchen (Poetry of Ancient Egypt, 480) writes, “It would seem clear that principal words (nouns, verbs, adjectives) and certain compound clusters bore the rhythmic stresses in a line.”

      The principal, classic work on the accents used in the MT is William Wickes, Two Treatises on the Accentuation of the Old Testament (Library of Biblical Studies; ed. Harry M. Orlinsky; repr., New York: Ktav, 1970). The accents are discussed briefly in GKC (sec. 15, 57–63). See also P. Paul Joüon, Grammaire de l’Hébreu biblique (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1947), sec. 15, 45; cf. 39–46.

      10 Rather than emending [image: ] (ûmispār, “or number”), as many have done, it seems best to regard this word as an “abbreviation” (or shorter formation) for [image: ] (ûmî sāpar (“and who may count?”). This approach yields a nice balance with the first word, “who may number?” See Ginsburg, 168; G. R. Driver, “Abbreviations in the Massoretic Text,” Text 1 (1960): 112–31.

      [image: ] (rōbaʿ, “the fourth part,” NIV) seems to be a rather poor parallel to the word “dust” in the first colon. I accept as probable a solution proposed by a long line of scholars, namely, that the word rbʿ may be compared with the Akkadian turbu ʿu (“dust cloud”) and the Arabic rabaʿun, with the same meaning. See H. L. Ginsberg, “Lexicographical Notes. 3. rōbaʿ, Dust,” ZAW 51 (1933): 309; James Barr, Comparative Philology and the Text of the Old Testament (Oxford: Clarendon, 1968), index; D. Miller, “Animal Names in Ugaritic,” UF, 2:184.

      (c) The aftermath (23:11–12)

      
        11Balak said to Balaam, “What have you done to me? I brought you to curse my enemies, but you have done nothing but bless them!”

        12He answered, “Must I not speak what the LORD puts in my mouth?”

      

      COMMENTARY

      11–12 In the introductory oracle the major elements of the passage are on display. Balaam was unable to curse Israel; Israel was unique because of her blessing from the Lord. Balak is furious—and Yahweh is sovereign. The words of the consternation of Balak and those forming the response of Balaam are marvelous; we are supposed to chuckle as we witness the work of God among the enemies of his people.

      ii. Balaam’s second oracle (23:13–26)

      (a) The setting of the oracle (23:13–17)

      
        13Then Balak said to him, “Come with me to another place where you can see them; you will see only a part but not all of them. And from there, curse them for me.” 14So he took him to the field of Zophim on the top of Pisgah, and there he built seven altars and offered a bull and a ram on each altar.

        15Balaam said to Balak, “Stay here beside your offering while I meet with him over there.”

        16The LORD met with Balaam and put a message in his mouth and said, “Go back to Balak and give him this message.”

        17So he went to him and found him standing beside his offering, with the princes of Moab. Balak asked him, “What did the LORD say?”

      

      COMMENTARY

      13–17 Trying to cover all the angles, Balak attempted to reduce the power of the people by selecting a point where their immense numbers would be obscured. Alas for Balak, the oracle that followed exceeded the first in its blessing on Israel. Again we sense the idea of numbers in this text. There was a power in numbers in the ancient world. If one were confronted only with a small percentage of the whole, Balak reasoned, the enormity of the nation would not cause the gods to bless when they were requested to curse Israel. Again sevens were used in the offerings, meant as magical charms like those used in mantic rites of idolatry, not presentations of the true worship of holy Yahweh. The note of “Pisgah” (v.14; see 21:20) causes the reader to think of Moses, even though he is not mentioned. His long shadow is everywhere present.

      The result of all this frenetic activity was the same as at first. Again the Lord met Balaam and gave him a new word, to the consternation of Balak, positioned as he was in pious pretense at his pagan altar.

      (b) The oracle: the source of Israel’s unique blessing (23:18–24)

      OVERVIEW

      The theme of this oracle extends the first oracle’s theme by making it more explicit. The uniqueness of Israel was found in her unique relationship to Yahweh. The oracle may be outlined as follows.

      
        	I. Introductory formula: Balaam takes up his oracle (v.18a)

        	II. Exordium: Balaam demands the attention of his hearer for the stunning oracle he is about to pronounce (v.18b)

        	III. Blessing
          
            	A. Israel’s unique blessing issues from her unique God (v.19)
              
                	1. God is unlike humans in his person

                	2. God is unlike humans in his word

              

            

            	B. Israel’s unique blessing is irrevocable in her God (v.20)
              
                	1. Balaam is commanded to bless

                	2. Balaam is powerless to curse

              

            

            	C. Israel’s unique blessing is explained by the presence of her God (vv.21–23)
              
                	1. God permits no cursing of Israel (v.21a)

                	2. God is present with Israel (v.21b)

                	3. God is the protector of Israel (v.22)

                	4. God is the power effective in Israel (v.23)

              

            

            	D. Israel’s unique blessing is to be exhibited by her power in battle (v.24)
              
                	1. As a lion she rises for the kill

                	2. As a lion she feasts on the slain

              

            

          

        

      

      The introductory formula and exordium (v.18) are characterized by a full use of fixed pairs of parallel words as well as by the use of arresting figures. The person of God as the effective force in Israel permeates the passage. God is different from humans; his word is different from that of humans. God, not humankind, is the source of blessing. God is with his people and is their King. God is the Deliverer from Egypt and is the strength of his people. Because of God, his people become victorious.

      
        18Then he uttered his oracle:

        
          “Arise, Balak, and listen;

          hear me, son of Zippor.

          19God is not a man, that he should lie,

          nor a son of man, that he should change his mind.

          Does he speak and then not act?

          Does he promise and not fulfill?

          20I have received a command to bless;

          he has blessed, and I cannot change it.

          21“No misfortune is seen in Jacob,

          no misery observed in Israel.

          The LORD their God is with them;

          the shout of the King is among them.

          22God brought them out of Egypt;

          they have the strength of a wild ox.

          23There is no sorcery against Jacob,

          no divination against Israel.

          It will now be said of Jacob

          and of Israel, ‘See what God has done!’

          24The people rise like a lioness;

          they rouse themselves like a lion

          that does not rest till he devours his prey

          and drinks the blood of his victims.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      18 The introductory monocolon is followed by a bicolon of 3:4 meter and marked by unusual energy. The introduction reads:

      
        And he took up his oracle and said:

        
          “Rise up, O Balak, and hear!

          Give ear to me, O son of Zippor!”

        

      

      The naming of Balak in the second member as “son of Zippor” is a fine use of parallelism.

      19 The words “God is not a man, that he should lie” describe both the immutability of the Lord and the integrity of his word. Balaam is himself a foil for God. Balaam is constantly shifting, prevaricating, equivocating, changing—he is himself the prime example of the distinction between God and humanity.

      
        God is not a man, that he is able to lie,

        Nor is he human, that he is able to change;

        Has he said, and will he not do it?

        Or has he spoken, and will he not confirm it?

      

      Again two lines of bicolon mark this verse (4:2 and 4:3 meter), with the pairs enhancing each other. Balaam’s view of gods was based on his own human failings. Now he confronts God, who is not at all like humans in their failures. This fact is the stunning reality. All others may change; God—even with all of his power—cannot change, for he cannot deny himself (cf. 1Sa 15:29; Ps 89:35–37; Heb 6:16–18). God must fulfill his promise, for he has bound his character to his Word.

      20 The blessing of God is thus irrevocable:

      
        Look! I have received [orders] to bless;

        since he has blessed, I am unable to revoke it!

      

      Verse 20 is a bicolon with 3:3 meter that advances the implication of v.19 to the present situation. Since Yahweh is unlike fickle people, the command to bless is not subject to change.

      21 That the first declaration of the kingship of the Lord in the Pentateuch was made by Balaam is a suitable improbability. It was precisely because God is the King that he was able to use Balaam for his own ends—to bless his people in a new and wonderful manner.

      
        He does not see evil in Jacob,

        nor does he regard trouble in Israel.

        Yahweh his God is with him.

        And the battle cry of a King is in him.

      

      The negative wording of the first bicolon contrasts with the most positive elements in the second. The meter is 3:3 and 3:3. At first blush the wording of this verse is nearly incredible. The whole course of Israel’s experience in the wilderness was one evil after another, one trouble on another. Yet it was evidently the standing of Israel that was in view here rather than her state. It is also possible that the words “evil” and “trouble” in this verse are not used to refer to moral issues but to mantic concerns. That is, God does not look on his people with “an evil eye” or a hostile glance. This interpretation may fit better with the first bicolon of v.23. When Israel was presented in the context of a hostile environment, it was the blessing of Israel that was maintained. Only within the family context was the sinfulness of the people addressed. Since Yahweh the King was in their midst, they were invincible from outside attack.

      22 The wild ox (aurochs) of the ancient Near East is a traditional image of power (see also 24:8). The KJV’s “unicorn” was wrong from the beginning; the Hebrew expression speaks of two horns (dual), which the NIV paraphrases as “strength.”

      
        God is bringing them out of Egypt,

        he is their aurochs’ horns!

      

      This bicolon (3:3) is powerful in its imagery. The verbal form is a participle, describing ongoing action. God was still in the process of bringing his people from Egypt; he would soon complete his work by bringing them into his land. And along the way he was their strength. They were not empowered by magic but by his person, not by potion but by his presence.

      23 The reason for Israel’s eventual triumph is given in a new way in this verse: there is “no sorcery against Jacob.” Balaam speaks here from his frightful experience. He had no means in his bag of tricks to withstand the blessing of Israel. Instead of the tricks of the sorcerer, it will be said of Israel: “See what God has done!”

      
        For there is no divination against Jacob,

        neither is there augury against Israel.

        Now it must be said for Jacob,

        and for Israel—“What God has done!”

      

      These two bicola display 3:2 and 3:3 meter; the first is complementary and the second is completive. The two lines form a contrastive parallel, the first negative and the second positive (as in v.19); there is a relationship of cause and effect here. Since there is no possibility of the use of magic either for or against Israel, whatever comes of Israel will truly be regarded as the work of God. This verse forms an insider’s key to the whole of Balaam’s work. He had come to use magic, but he could not “get their number” (v.10). He had come to bring a curse, but he found them blessed. He had come to bring a divination and an augury, but he found such ineffective. God was in control, and Balaam was his puppet in this spiritual Punch and Judy show.

      24 As a lioness on the hunt, Israel was about to arise and devour its foes (see 24:9).

      
        Ah! A people rises as a lioness,

        and as a lion it rouses itself.

        It will not lie down until it devours its prey,

        and drinks the blood of the slain.

      

      At this point the would-be victim of the curse of Balaam and Balak becomes the instrument of the destruction of its own enemies. As a lioness (the huntress), Israel was about to rouse herself and would soon bring her foes to destruction. She would not rest until the enemy was devoured, its blood lapped clean at the end of the chase. These two bicola (of 3:2 and 4:2 meter) are closely connected with contrasting verbs of rising and lying down and with their display of positive and negative contrasts. The effectiveness of the lion image was not lost on Israel. Witness the seal from Megiddo with the figure of the roaring lion, inscribed, “Belonging to Shemaʿ, / servant of Jeroboam” (ANEP, item 276). The image hearkens back to the earliest patriarchal period (cf. Ge 49:9). The use of the image of the lion is a way of speaking of Israel’s vocation as the warrior of God (see Mic 5:8).

      NOTE

      23 [image: ] (naḥaš, “sorcery”; GK 5728) is an important term in the context of the Balaam oracles. This noun is used here and in 24:1. The verbal form is used in the Piel with the meaning, “to practice divination, observe signs.” It may even have the sense of “to cast a spell” or “to utter a magical curse” (key texts include Ge 30:27; 44:5, 15; Lev 19:26; Dt 18:10; 2Ki 17:17; 21:6; 2Ch 33:6). Divination in all its forms was prohibited in Israel; here we learn that there is no divination that may be made against Israel. The other mantic word used in this verse is [image: ] (qesem, “divination, augury”; GK 7877). This is also a word that is always used in a negative cast in the viewpoint of normative Yahwistic faith. It is prohibited in Israel in Deuteronomy 18:10 (along with naḥaš; cf. 1Sa 15:23; Eze 13:6, 23).

      (c) The aftermath (23:25–26)

      
        25Then Balak said to Balaam, “Neither curse them at all nor bless them at all!”

        26Balaam answered, “Did I not tell you I must do whatever the LORD says?”

      

      COMMENTARY

      25–26 The tragicomic nature of the story is seen in the aftermath. Balak appeared incredulous. He gasped, “What have you done to me!” in v.11. Then he said, in essence, “Stop it all together.” But Balaam was unstoppable in his mission from Yahweh, Lord of Israel.

      iii. Balaam’s third oracle (23:27–24:14)

      (a) The setting of the oracle (23:27–24:2)

      
        27Then Balak said to Balaam, “Come, let me take you to another place. Perhaps it will please God to let you curse them for me from there.” 28And Balak took Balaam to the top of Peor, overlooking the wasteland.

        29Balaam said, “Build me seven altars here, and prepare seven bulls and seven rams for me.” 30Balak did as Balaam had said, and offered a bull and a ram on each altar.

        24:1Now when Balaam saw that it pleased the LORD to bless Israel, he did not resort to sorcery as at other times, but turned his face toward the desert. 2When Balaam looked out and saw Israel encamped tribe by tribe, the Spirit of God came upon him.

      

      COMMENTARY

      23:27–24:2 Once more Balak tried another tack. Perhaps a change of location might lead to a change of words (23:27). The mention of Peor (v.28) takes on a horrible association in Numbers 25; it would appear that this place was the Moabite center for the worship of the god Baal. Von Pákozdy (“Theologische Redaktionsarbeit,” 174; see Note on 22:2) believes this section means that Balaam was being asked by Balak to call up his own deity (a demon), one on whom he had some hold, some handle.

      Again the sevens both of altars and of animals were prepared (23:29–30), but this time there was a significant change. Balaam did not go about his normal routine of sorcery (24:1). This time, “the Spirit of God came upon him” (v.2). This unexpected language (rûaḥ ʾelōhîm) is used to prepare the reader for the heightened revelation that was about to come from the bizarre messenger. The oracles build in intensity and depth of meaning.

      (b) The oracle: the beauty and strength of Israel (24:3–9)

      OVERVIEW

      Here follows an outline of the oracle.

      
        	I. Introductory formula: Balaam takes up his oracle (v.3a)

        	II. Exordium: Balaam, empowered by the Holy Spirit, speaks in a new way of the source of his revelation (vv.3b–4)

        	III. Blessing
          
            	A. The blessings of Israel will be demonstrated in the land (vv.5–7)
              
                	1. Israel’s dwellings will be beautiful (v.5)

                	2. Israel’s productivity will be bountiful (v.6)

                	3. Israel’s resources will be plentiful (v.7a)

                	4. Israel’s king and kingdom will be powerful (v.7b)

              

            

            	B. The blessings of Israel are in her God (v.8)
              
                	1. Israel’s God is her deliverer (v.8a)

                	2. Israel’s God is her protector (v.8b)

                	3. Israel’s God makes her victorious (vv.8c–e)

              

            

            	C. The blessings of Israel are certain (v.9)
              
                	1. Israel is like a lion, sovereign and grand (v.9a)

                	2. Israel’s blessing is vouchsafed by the promise of God (v.9b)

              

            

          

        

      

      
        3And [Balaam] uttered his oracle:

        
          “The oracle of Balaam son of Beor,

          the oracle of one whose eye sees clearly,

          4the oracle of one who hears the words of God,

          who sees a vision from the Almighty,

          who falls prostrate, and whose eyes are opened:

          5“How beautiful are your tents, O Jacob,

          your dwelling places, O Israel!

          6“Like valleys they spread out,

          like gardens beside a river,

          like aloes planted by the LORD,

          like cedars beside the waters.

          7Water will flow from their buckets;

          their seed will have abundant water.

          “Their king will be greater than Agag;

          their kingdom will be exalted.

          8“God brought them out of Egypt;

          they have the strength of a wild ox.

          They devour hostile nations

          and break their bones in pieces;

          with their arrows they pierce them.

          9Like a lion they crouch and lie down,

          like a lioness—who dares to rouse them?

          “May those who bless you be blessed

          and those who curse you be cursed!”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      3–4 The introduction to this oracle is extensive and descriptive of Balaam’s experience in the presence of the Lord. Now Balaam’s eyes are opened (see 22:31, where the Lord opened Balaam’s eyes to see his presence). Balaam then took up his third oracle:

      
        The utterance of Balaam son of Beor,

        even the utterance of the strong man whose eye[s] is [are] opened;

        the utterance of one who hears the words of God,

        who sees the vision of Shadday—

        falling down, but whose eyes are uncovered.

      

      These words are truly remarkable. The use of the term “oracle, revelatory utterance” (neʾum) three times adds significant solemnity—and divine authority—to these words, as do the lines descriptive of his own personal experience on the road. As Saul had his experience on the road to Damascus, so Balaam had his experience on the road to Moab. In both cases there was divine revelation. In the case of Saul, the revelation was one of grace; in the case of Balaam, it was one of judgment. But both revelations included the protection of the true people of God from those who wished to do them harm.

      The (now customary) introductory monocolon of this verse is followed by a bicolon (4:4) that is self-descriptive of past and present experience. A tricolon (3:4:3) follows in v.4, where the first colon repeats the word neʾum of the previous verse. These words are so expressive of something new in Balaam’s experience: he has now heard God and seen the vision of him. He lay prone before him, but his eyes were now opened (in the Hebrew, the word “eye” is first singular [v.3] and then plural [v.4]) to a wonder he had never even dreamed of—the true God! The seer now saw, but the seer Balaam was still not a man of faith, not a familial member of the people of God (see again 23:10: “Let me”).

      5 Balaam spoke prophetically. He looked down on the tents in which the people were dwelling and was given a vision of their future. When he saw the orderliness of the encampments, he saw their coming grandeur.

      
        O how beautiful are your tents, O Jacob,

        your encampments, O Israel.

      

      This verse is one bicolon (3:2) celebrating the astonishment of Balaam as he gazed on the beauty of the encampments of Israel and viewed, by a divine gift of true vision, their coming glory. The words “your tents” (ʾōhāleykā) and “your encampments” (miškenōteykā, from the verb šākan, “to dwell”; see “he saw Israel dwelling” [šōkēn; Qal active participle], v.2) provide a lovely example of synonymous parallelism. Balaam was looking at tents in the wilderness; the Spirit of God gave him a vision of future cities with homes and buildings.

      6 Balaam exulted in luxuriant terms concerning the blessings that would waft upon the people of Israel in their future dwelling in their new land. The people would have a sense of Eden in the lushness of their blessing from Yahweh. These words are among the most treasured in Torah respecting the blessings of the Lord on his people.

      
        As palm trees that stretch themselves out,

        as orchards beside a river,

        as aloes planted by Yahweh,

        as cedars by the waters.

      

      Verse 6 has two lines of bicola with complementary parallelism throughout. The first line displays 2:3 meter, the second 3:2, thus forming an altogether satisfactory set. The meaning of the first word (translated here as “palm trees”) is problematic. The word nāḥāl appears to be the common term “wadi” (see the NIV’s “like valleys”). Yet the other nouns in this verse are terms for trees. It seems that here we find a homonym of nāḥāl that denotes a type of tree or a cluster of trees. The NEB and the JPS’s Torah translation render “palm tree” by following a suggestion made already in BDB (636), which compares the Hebrew word with an Arabic term for the date palm. Further, the verb “to stretch” (nāṭâ) seems more suitable to the stretching of the boughs of trees than the sprawl of wadis.

      7 This potent, prophetic verse speaks of luxurious productivity as well as of the majesty of the coming king of Israel.

      
        Water flows from his buckets,

        and his seed is by many waters;

        his king is higher than Agag,

        and his kingdom is exalted.

      

      This verse has two lines of bicola (2:3 and 3:2) in an unusual pairing of ideas: “water and seed” tied to “king and kingdom.” The ideas of water and seed probably point to vital luxuriance in the future inhabitation of the land. The words may also have a double entendre: sexual fecundity and productivity (see Note).

      The most problematic issue here is the reference to “Agag” (ʾagag). Because a man named Agag was the opponent of King Saul in the tenth century BC (see 1Sa 15:7–33), the mention of this name in a text that is ostensibly from a period hundreds of years earlier has led critical commentators to take this reference to Agag as a telltale sign that this oracle, and the others like it, were written in the time of David (or later) and were then projected backward into the remote past (see, e.g., Otto Eissfeldt, “Sinai-Erzählung und Bileam-Sprache,” HUCA 32 [1961]: 188).

      But what may seem like a “slam dunk” by the critical player here may turn out to be only an “air ball.” First, why would a passage that critics believe was designed to magnify David use the name of the Amalakite king whom Saul defeated? Even though Saul’s behavior following the battle turned out to be seriously compromised (see the powerful condemnation of Saul by Samuel in 1 Samuel 15:22–23), nonetheless, the story presents Saul—not David—as the victor over Agag (see Note). How could a reference to the might of Agag advance David’s prestige?

      Second, it is possible, that the reference to Agag is based on a common, royal name among the Amalekite kings (as the names Abimelech in Philistia and Ben-Hadad in Syria). In this case the use of this name here may grow out of memories of the attack on Israel by Amalek (see Ex 17:8–13) and, more recently, when Israel first entered battle against Canaan—and lost! (see Nu 14:45).

      Third, it is also possible the name “Agag” is used in a specific, predictive prophecy of a future victory of a king of Israel over a great enemy. In the words, “Their king will be greater than Agag,” we may have a heilsgeschichtliche continuity that begins in the wilderness with the attacks of Amalek in Israel’s recent past (Nu 14:45), that leads to the future victory of Saul over his nemesis, Agag (1Sa 15:32–33), and that culminates in the final victory of Israel’s greatest King (Yeshua) over all her enemies (styled under the title “Agag”). This interpretation seems to fit with the prophecies that follow in the fourth oracle (see v.17). The fact that the Spirit of God fell on Balaam (v.2) gives the reverent reader a sense of expectation for just such a dramatic convergence of ideas.

      8 This broad interpretation suggested for v.7 also fits with the direction of v.8. It is stunning to hear the central words of Israel’s salvation (“God is bringing him out of Egypt”) recited by one who was an outsider and a hostile foe (see comments on 25:1).

      
        God is bringing him out of Egypt,

        he is his aurochs horns!

        He will devour the nations, his enemies,

        their bones he will crush,

        and their arrows he will shatter.

      

      That the first couplet is repetitive of the second oracle (see 23:22) helps tie the corpus together, as well as emphasize its central importance. The only change is in the pronoun “him” (here singular, but plural [“them”] in 23:22). Again the power of Israel’s God is compared to that of the horns of the aurochs. A tricolon projecting a time of ultimate victory over all enemies (as in v.7’s reference to Agag) follows. The imagery of victory is in the manner of a lion (as in v.9).

      There is a tightly woven connection in these verses. The tricolon has the pattern 3:2:2, with complementary parallelism of the strong verbs “to devour,” “to crush,” and “to shatter.” An Akkadian text speaks of the crushing of bones in battle: “I had his (own) sons crush these bones, the bones of PN, which they had taken to Assyria from GN” (CAD IV, 342; here “PN” stands for “personal name,” “GN” for “geographical name”). This is a stark image of complete victory over one’s enemy.

      9 The theology of blessing and cursing in the Abrahamic covenant (Ge 12:2–3) is now made an explicit part of the oracle of blessing. Perhaps here Balaam was reasserting his wistful desire to be a part of Israel’s blessing (see 23:10).

      
        He crouches, he lies down as a lion,

        and as a lion, who dares to rouse him?

        All who bless you are blessed;

        but all who curse you are cursed.

      

      These two lines of bicola have 3:3 and 2:2 meter, thus giving a sense of balance and conclusion. The idea of the lion is taken from the second oracle (see 23:24). The stunning climax is in the blessing of God on all who bless Israel. This theme, of course, takes us back to the original promise of God to Abram (Ge 12:3). The irony cannot be missed. In his actions Balaam brings a curse on his own head even as he speaks words of blessing!

      NOTE

      7 Rembert Sorg (Ecumenic Psalm 87 [Fifield, Wis.: King of Martyrs Priory, 1969], 36, 46–52) presents an argument that the phrasing of the first part of the verse is to semen virile; he makes similar comments on the words of our Lord in John 7:37–39: “out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water” (KJV). His point is not without problems (!), but he argues that John 7:37–39 is based on our text.

      Concerning the use of the name [image: ] (ʾagag, “Agag”), we may observe that David did defeat the armies of the Amalekites, but no particulars are given of these events, just a summary of the loot he took and what he did with what he seized from many nations (Edom, Moab, Ammon, Philistia, Amalek, and Zobah; see 2Sa 8:11–12; 1Ch 18:11). There is no mention of the name “Agag” in these verses.

      (c) The aftermath (24:10–14)

      
        10Then Balak’s anger burned against Balaam. He struck his hands together and said to him, “I summoned you to curse my enemies, but you have blessed them these three times. 11Now leave at once and go home! I said I would reward you handsomely, but the LORD has kept you from being rewarded.”

        12Balaam answered Balak, “Did I not tell the messengers you sent me, 13‘Even if Balak gave me his palace filled with silver and gold, I could not do anything of my own accord, good or bad, to go beyond the command of the LORD—and I must say only what the LORD says’? 14Now I am going back to my people, but come, let me warn you of what this people will do to your people in days to come.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      10–14 The oracles could well have ended with the great third utterance from Balaam. But there was one grander yet to come. Balak was beside himself with anger (see Note). He raged and struck his hands while ranting. He observed that at this point Balaam had given three distinct blessings on Israel (v.10). At least Balak got that much right. In his disgust with the failure of Balaam to curse Israel, Balak now dismissed him without pay—the ultimate insult in answer to his greed (2Pe 2:15).

      Balaam was ready to leave; the whole situation must have been uncomfortable for him as well! But before he left, he was constrained by the Lord to speak again—this time his greatest oracle. In the phrase “in days to come,” we recognize the signal in biblical literature for the distant future.

      NOTE

      10 Balak’s anger, [image: ] (wayyiḥar-ʾap bālāq, “and Balak’s anger raged”), is expressed in the idiom, “his nose became red with rage”; this suggests a famous line from a popular Hollywood film; Balaam might have been the first to say to a powerful man, “The truth? You can’t handle the truth!”

      iv. Balaam’s fourth oracle (24:15–19)

      OVERVIEW

      Unlike the preceding oracles, there is no set up for this fourth one, nor is there any aftermath. Of sole importance is the oracle itself; its outline follows.

      
        	I. Introductory formula: Balaam takes up his oracle (v.15a)

        	II. Exordium: Balaam, about to utter his most important oracle, expands the exordium of the preceding section (vv.15b–16)

        	III. Blessing
          
            	A. Israel has a coming deliverer (v.17)
              
                	1. The deliverer will come in the future (v.17a–b)

                	2. The deliverer will be like a star and a scepter (v.17c–d)

                	3. The deliverer will bring victory over his enemies (v.17e–f)

              

            

            	B. Israel has a coming dominion (vv.18–19)
              
                	1. Her enemies will be destroyed (v.18)

                	2. Her people will have dominion (v.19)

              

            

          

        

      

      
        15Then he uttered his oracle:

        
          “The oracle of Balaam son of Beor,

          the oracle of one whose eye sees clearly,

          16the oracle of one who hears the words of God,

          who has knowledge from the Most High,

          who sees a vision from the Almighty,

          who falls prostrate, and whose eyes are opened:

          17“I see him, but not now;

          I behold him, but not near.

          A star will come out of Jacob;

          a scepter will rise out of Israel.

          He will crush the foreheads of Moab,

          the skulls of all the sons of Sheth.

          18Edom will be conquered;

          Seir, his enemy, will be conquered,

          but Israel will grow strong.

          19A ruler will come out of Jacob

          and destroy the survivors of the city.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      15–16 As in the third oracle (vv.3–4), the introduction to the fourth oracle is lengthy (vv.15–16), thus helping to prepare the reader for the startling words of the prophecy to come:

      
        The utterance of Balaam the son of Beor,

        even the utterance of the strong man whose eye is opened;

        the utterance of one who hears the words of God,

        who knows the knowledge of the Most High,

        who sees the vision of Shadday—

        falling down, but whose eyes are uncovered.

      

      As we compare this section with 23:3–4, we find one new colon: “who knows the knowledge of the Most High.” This expansion changes the arrangement of the lines in the second verse from a tricolon to two lines of bicola (3:3 and 3:3). The addition of the new colon tends to intensify the anticipation of the blessing that follows; the repetition helps to tie these oracles together, to give us a sense of crescendo and climax.

      17 Without question the most debated and the most important verse in the oracular corpus is v.17. While arguments may be presented to the contrary, the approach here is to take the prophecy of the star out of Jacob and the scepter out of Israel as ultimately a specific prophecy of the coming messianic Ruler, the Lord Yeshuaʿ, the Messiah (see Note). Israel’s future Deliverer will be like a star and a scepter in his royalty and will bring victory over the enemies of his people (see also v.19). That a prophecy of the Lord himself would be given through the improbable prophet Balaam is remarkable and reminds us of the unexpectedness of the thoughts of God (Isa 55:8).

      
        I see him, but not now,

        I behold him, but not near,

        a star shall march out from Jacob,

        and a scepter shall rise from Israel—

        and shall crush the temples of Moab,

        even the skulls of the sons of Sheth.

      

      This verse presents the grand idea that Israel has a coming deliverer. This keenly debated verse has been debased by some, devalued by others, and allegorized by still others (see Note). For our part, in agreement with many in the early church and in early Judaism (see Note), we believe this text speaks of the coming of the Messiah. That this prophecy should come from one who was unworthy makes the prophecy all the more dramatic and startling.

      Indeed, the notion that Balaam, of whom no part was God’s, could speak of the coming of the Messiah, who is completely God, is a fascinating aspect of the biblical doctrine of inerrancy. The truth of Scripture could never finally be dependent on the worthiness of the writer or the personal piety of the speaker, else we would have gradations in inspiration and shades in trustworthiness. I say this reverently but strongly: The words of Balaam the pagan mantic, when he was speaking under the control of the Holy Spirit of God, were as sure as the words of the Savior Jesus found in a red-letter edition of the NT!

      Balaam was unworthy of the words that passed through his lips, even as others were unworthy of the role they played in the salvation history of the Bible. But the words were not compromised; it was the Spirit who gave him utterance (v.2). It was also the Spirit who directed the process that led to these words’ being included in the Torah of God (a point I develop more fully in my essay “The Theology of the Balaam Oracles,” in Tradition and Testament: Essays in Honor of Charles Lee Feinberg [ed. John S. Feinberg and Paul D. Feinberg; Chicago: Moody Press, 1981], 79–119).

      The terms “star” and “scepter” do not demand a future, messianic interpretation. These words certainly may speak of the promise of a king such as David, Israel’s greatest king in the historical period. In fact, a type of fulfillment of these words may be seen in the heroic actions of Phinehas in his smiting of the couple who offended all decency at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting (see 25:7–8). But I believe and argue that the hints in the verse point farther than to David; ultimately these words reach beyond him. The setting for the text is “in days to come” (see again v.14), an eschatological notice. The inclusion of these words in the text is for the final victory over the enemies of Israel. The section reaches to the end because it reaches all the way to the Savior.

      The first bicolon has the meter 3:3 in a complementary parallelism that is unusually moving: “but not now,” “but not near”—words that stress the futurity of the referent. The second line of bicola has a 3:3 meter and speaks of the marching of the star-scepter as a great victor. These nouns speak of the royalty of the Messiah.

      The third bicolon in the verse has a 3:2 meter with complementary parallelism, describing the shattering of the enemies in a complete judgment. That Jeremiah 48:45 serves as an important parallel of our words helps to solve the problem of the word the NIV renders “skulls” (see Note). The other problematic word in this verse is “Sheth,” a word that may refer to early inhabitants of Moab (and so a parallel word to “Moab”; see Note). The point of the verse, of course, is that the coming King will be the ultimate victor over all of his enemies (cf. Pss 2; 110; Rev 19–20).

      18–19 There is a sense in which the modern reader might regard these verses as somewhat anticlimactic compared to what follows. Yet this feature is not at all unusual in biblical prophecy. One can pick almost any well-known messianic text (Isa 9:6–7; Mic 5:2) and find it to have what appear to be rather humble associations. Yet the wording of these two verses does not present something insignificant; the verses advance the idea of v.17 that the coming Deliverer will have the great victory and will provide a dominion for his people.

      
        And Edom will become a possession,

        and Seir, his enemies, will be a possession,

        while Israel is demonstrating power.

        One from Jacob will have dominion,

        and shall destroy the remnant of the city.

      

      Verse 18 is made of one line of tricolon with a 3:4:4 meter; the first two cola are complementary, and the third is expansive of these two. Edom and Seir are correlative terms (Ge 32:3; 36:8–9; Dt 1:44; 2:4, 8, 12; et al.). The pairing of these two words may be the key to understanding the pairing of Moab and Sheth in v.17 (see Note on v.17). In the time of Moses, Edom was a nation that Israel was forbidden to attack. The future projection of the text assumes a time of Edomite enmity against Israel (cf. the book of Obadiah), for which the nation finally receives its comeuppance for refusing passage to the Hebrews (see 20:14–21). David became a victor over Edom (2Sa 8:14). But after the division of the kingdom, Edom became independent (2Ki 8:20–22) and remained an implacable foe of Israel, thus inviting the final wrath of God (Isa 63:1–6).

      In the eschaton, words such as “Edom” and “Seir” stand for any enemies of the people of God and of their Messiah. That is, it is not necessary to this prophecy that these nations exist in the end times; they stand for all peoples who are in opposition to the work of Yahweh and the establishment of His Anointed (see Ps 2:1–2). Conversely, it is necessary for Israel to be in place in the end times in order for this prophecy (and other such texts) to be fulfilled (see Ro 9–11).

      The words contrasting to the ultimate downfall of Edom at the end of v.18 are to be stressed: Israel will grow strong while her enemies languish. This promise is also the point of v.19: Jacob will provide the ruler who will destroy all survivors of the enemies of God’s people.

      Verse 19 forms a bicolon with 2:3 meter. There is no subject for the verb “will come out”; likely the referent is the Star-Scepter of v.17. The Star-Scepter makes Israel triumphant as he gains dominion over the enemies of God’s people. Messiah in his kingdom will exercise dominion over all peoples. The theme of this oracle is sustained: Israel’s ultimate blessing centers in her Deliverer from all enemies.

      NOTES

      17 Views on the interpretation of this “star and scepter” prophecy have ranged widely through time. Following are some significant samples of the range of opinion through time.

      In early Judaism, Targum Onqelos commented on this verse: “When a mighty king of Jacob’s house will reign, and the Messiah will be magnified.” Targum Jonathan commented: “When there shall reign a strong king of the house of Jacob, and Messiah shall be anointed, and a strong scepter shall be from Israel.” In rabbinic works this section is tied to Messiah in y. Taʿanit (68.4); Debarim Rabba (sec. 1); Pesiqta Zutarta (58.1). Further, in the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Damascus Document (CD 7.9–20) ties this verse to Amos 9:11, the raising of the fallen booth of the house of David; in the War Scroll (1QM 7), the star-and-scepter passage is linked to the final battle of good and evil. Indeed, the text was a particular favorite among the Qumran covenanters (see F. F. Bruce, The Teacher of Righteousness in the Qumran Texts [London: Tyndale, 1956], 10).

      Among the church fathers who interpreted the “star” of Numbers 24:17 to be prophetic of the Lord Jesus Christ was Justin Martyr (d. 166). His First Apology 32 presents an amalgam of Numbers 24:17; Isaiah 11:1; and 51:5: “Isaiah, another prophet, prophesying the same things in other words, said: ‘A star shall rise out of Jacob, and a flower will come forth from the root of Jesse, and upon his arm will the nations hope.’ The shining star has risen and the flower has grown from the root of Jesse—this is Christ.” Another is Athanasius the Great (d. 373); his On the Incarnation of the Word 33 includes the lines of Numbers 24:17 in a christological section.

      However, the great Martin Luther was unable to see this prophecy as speaking of Christ because he regarded Balaam as unworthy of such a sublime subject (see Heinrich Bornkamm, Luther and the Old Testament [ed. Victor I. Gruhn; trans. Eric W. and Ruth C. Gritsch; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969], 240, n. 72).

      E. W. Hengstenberg (The Christology of the Old Testament and a Commentary on the Messianic Predictions [trans. Reuel Keith; abridg. Thomas Kerchever Arnold; repr., Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1970], 34–37), the great nineteenth-century defender of Christian orthodoxy, balked at this issue as well. After stating that the early Jewish scholars were unified in their understanding that this passage was predictive of the coming Messiah, he listed three reasons why he did not believe Numbers 24:17 was predictive of the Messiah Jesus: (1) Jewish traditional understanding of this passage was misguided, as this passage speaks of this-worldly expectations; (2) no NT passage explicitly cites this verse as fulfilled in Jesus the Messiah; and (3) the passage was fulfilled completely in David. Moreover, the martial imagery of the figure in the “star and scepter” prophecy is far removed from the Messiah, who will bring blessings to the peoples.

      Many interpreters have allegorized the text. Some point, for example, to the star of Bethlehem in Matthew 2:1–12 as the fulfillment of the passage (see Paul L. Maier, “The Magi and the Star,” Mankind 3 [February 1972]: 5).

      The most bizarre of approaches may have been that of John Allegro, who attempted to join this verse of the star and the scepter to his theory of a pan-phallic and hallucinogenic cult in Israel (The Sacred Mushroom and the Cross: A Study of the Nature and Origins of Christianity within the Fertility Cults of the Ancient Near East [repr., New York: Bantam Books, 1971]).

      The word [image: ] (weqarqar, “even tear down”) as it stands is a Pilpel infinitive of the rare root [image: ] (qārar, meaning “to tear down [a wall]”), used elsewhere only in Isaiah 22:5, where it is also in dispute. Many emend this word to [image: ] (weqodqōd, a word meaning “crown, head, skull”); see BHS marginal suggestion of Isaiah 3:17, where this word for “head” is used in parallel construction to [image: ] (pē ʾâ, “temple”)—the word used in our verse’s [image: ] (paʾatê mô ʾab, “temples of Moab”; cf. also Jeremiah 48:45, where these two words are parallel, but the pairing is slightly rephrased).

      [image: ] (kol-benê-šēt, “all the sons of Sheth”) is apparently a parallel ethnic term for Moab—the Shutu people in ancient Egyptian documents (so Albright, 220, n. 89). As v.18 balances “Edom” and “Seir,” so we may expect that v.17 balances “Moab” and “Sheth.”

      v. Balaam’s fifth oracle (24:20)

      
        20Then Balaam saw Amalek and uttered his oracle:

        
          “Amalek was first among the nations,

          but he will come to ruin at last.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      20 The remaining three oracles seem to spring almost involuntarily from the fourth oracle. They overlap the promise of the victory of Israel over all enemies; hence these oracles are “curse oracles,” imprecations. It may be that these were similar to the types of oracles that Balaam intended to present against Israel; instead these harsh words lash out against the foes of the covenantal community. Herein lies the final irony: Balak and Balaam had plotted to bring Israel under a curse, but in their machinations they only assured their own doom.

      
        And he saw Amalek,

        and he took up his oracle and said:

        “First among the nations was Amalek,

        but its end will be destruction.”

      

      The structure of this brief oracle is simple. There is a bicolon that serves as the introduction, then a bicolon of prophetic indictment with a 3:3 metrical pattern.

      The first defeat of Israel in the wilderness was at the hand of the Amalekites, when Israel went against them foolishly without the blessing of God (see 14:44–45; compare also the story of Israel’s defeat of the Amalekites in Ex 17:8–16). There will come a day of reckoning on Amalek that will be dreadful. The Amalekites were defeated by Saul (1Sa 14:48; but see 15:1–35) and David (1Sa 30:18; 2Sa 8:12). These defeats may be regarded as fulfillments of this prophecy. But there is also the possibility that the implications of this verse, as with the others in the set (see esp. Ex 17:16, which projects war with the Amalekites “from generation to generation”), extend into the days of the Messiah’s final victory over all enemies (see Ps 110; Rev 19). The final victory would be couched in the names familiar in the day in which they were given. Later on these names become prototypes for the enemies of Israel in the future.

      vi. Balaam’s sixth oracle (24:21–22)

      
        21Then he saw the Kenites and uttered his oracle:

        
          “Your dwelling place is secure,

          your nest is set in a rock;

          22yet you Kenites will be destroyed

          when Asshur takes you captive.”

        

      

      COMMENTARY

      21–22 The spotlight of judgment turns now from Amalek to the Kenites:

      
        And he saw the Kenite,

        and he took up his oracle and said:

        “Your dwelling place is enduring,

        and your nest is set in the cliff;

        nevertheless, the Kenite shall be consumed

        when Asshur takes him captive.”

      

      The structure of this little oracle is somewhat similar to the preceding one. It begins with a couplet of introduction continues with a double bicola in the pattern 2:3 and 4:3.

      This oracle is problematic in several respects; it is based on wordplays (the word “nest” [qēn; see Jer 49:16; Ob 4; Hab 2:9] is a pun (paronomasia) on the word “Kenite” [qēnî]) and seems to point to the distant day when the seemingly unassailable Kenites will be taken captive by Asshur (Assyria). Why the Kenites come under attack here is not explained, except that it is possible that they became associated with the Midianites, who come under the scourge of Israel (Nu 31). The mention of Assyria is also a surprise, as its ascendancy to power in the ancient Near East was centuries away from Balaam’s day; yet Assyria was known as a powerful city-state even in this early period. This text may be a powerful insight into the way of the prophets—the taking of familiar things and peoples and juxtaposing them in startling ways (cf. the celebrated series of puns [paronomasia] on city names in the preaching of Micah [Mic 1:10–16]).

      vii. Balaam’s seventh oracle (24:23–25)

      
        23Then he uttered his oracle:

        
          “Ah, who can live when God does this?

          24Ships will come from the shores of Kittim;

          they will subdue Asshur and Eber,

          but they too will come to ruin.”

        

        25Then Balaam got up and returned home and Balak went his own way.

      

      COMMENTARY

      23–24 Balaam now presents his last oracle, one that is more difficult than any of the others to interpret—perhaps a fact that is fitting. The relative obscurity of the words compels attention; clarity may come as the time period of the oracle is realized in the future.

      
        And he took up his oracle and said:

        “Woe! Who can live except God establish him?

        For ships will come from the direction of Kittim,

        and they will afflict Asshur and they will afflict Eber,

        and he also will come to destruction.”

      

      The first verse has a bicolon with 3:5 meter; the introductory words set a grim stage for the words that follow. The second verse is in the form of a tricolon with 3:3 meter; yet the text is so corrupt that it presents an assortment of opportunities for guesses as to meaning and interpretation.

      The translation (above) of the second colon of verse 23 leads one to a sense of utter dependence on the Lord. This is the lesson that is taught throughout the oracles. None is able to live, except by God’s establishment. All is in his grasp, “Ah!” Balaam realizes the ultimate futility of his vocation.

      Verse 24, as it stands, mentions Asshur, which connects it with the preceding oracle (v.22). The reference to “ships from Kittim” presents unusual difficulties. The identification of Kittim in the early period of Israel’s history seems to be Cyprus. But ultimately the word was applied to Rome, as at Qumran (see, e.g., [1QM1:9–10] “From of old Thou hast announced to us the time appointed for the mighty deed of Thy hand against the Kittim”) and perhaps also (prophetically!) in Daniel (e.g., 11:30). The resulting meaning may refer to the final battle between forces of the west (the Kittim) and forces of the east (Asshur and Eber)—a battle in which both will be destroyed, presumably before a greater power than either (the Lord of glory).

      The difficulties we face in interpretating this verse with precision do not obscure its general direction: one 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 (vv.17–19). Further, the difficulties in this text suggest an early date for composition of the poem (the time of Balaam), not a late date (the time of David or later).

      25 With these promises of a future Deliverer ringing in their ears, the defeated collaborators, Balaam and Barak, depart.

      NOTE

      25 We really have no idea how the story of Balaam and his donkey or the oracles of Balaam came into the Torah. That the question was asked from antiquity is evinced by the wording of b. Baba Batra 14b–15a: “Moses wrote his own book and the section concerning Balaam, and Job.” The inclusion of the section on Balaam and Job could only have been provoked by the question, “How did these sections come into the Bible?”

      E. W. Hengstenberg (A Dissertation of the History and Prophecies of Balaam [trans. J. E. Ryland; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1848], 513) attempted to present a credible scenario for the authorship of the section by Moses. He says that when Balaam left Balak, he sought from the Israelites the payment he had been refused by Balak. In return for payment, he offered to relate the whole story to Moses. When Moses refused to give him payment, in revenge he turned to the Midianites and advanced the plan that led to the debacle of Numbers 25. Keil, 3:203, surmises that Balaam, in a (failed) attempt to save his life, communicated the events and the prophecies to whomever would have captured him after the battle with Midian (Nu 31).

      Samuel Cox (Balaam: An Exposition and a Study [London: Kegan, Paul Trench, & Co., 1884], 14–15) suggested that Balaam suffered a judicial death (his understanding of Nu 31:8); at the trial he would have used the relating of the story and the prophecies as a part of his defense. Oswald T. Allis (The Old Testament: Its Claims and Its Critics [Philadelphia: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1972], 127) has suggested that the events and prophecies may have been granted to Moses by a direct revelation of the Holy Spirit.

      Others posit that the story and the oracles may not have been added to the book of Numbers during the life of Moses but sometime later in Israel’s history as a way of finishing the story of Israel’s wilderness account. Harrison (IOT, 620, 630), for example, suggests the possibility that the materials may even have come from a Moabite source or through a disciple of Balaam. In point of fact, we simply do not know how these chapters became part of the book. All we know is that these chapters form an essential part of Numbers as God has had it come to the synagogue and the church. As Scripture, the words of Balaam’s prophecies are as true as the gospel, of which they—astonishingly—ultimately form a part.

      h. Israel’s Final Rebellion with the Baal of Peor and the Death of the First Generation (25:1–18)

      OVERVIEW

      Many readers of Numbers have considered the events of this chapter as just another example of rebellion and judgment in the long, sorry story of Israel’s intransigence in the wilderness. Norman C. Habel was one of the first to observe that these events are something more than that; this was no mere peccadillo (see his Yahweh versus Baal: A Conflict of Religious Cultures: A Study in the Relevance of Ugaritic Materials for the Early Faith of Israel [New York: Bookman Associates, 1964], 24–25). As Rabbi Hirsch, 426, writes, “The sword of no stranger, the curse of no stranger had the power to damage Israel. Only it itself could bring misfortune, by seceding from God and his Torah.”

      This chapter presents a formative encounter with Baal worship, an instance in the soon-to-be lengthy disaster that would one day engulf and destroy the nation. It is evocative of the sad images of Genesis 38, when Judah nearly became a practicing Canaanite in his separation from his brothers, his marriage to a Canaanite woman, the marriages he arranged for his sons with a Canaanite woman, and his participation in Canaanite ritual prostitution. It projects the images of the end of Israel and of Judah, which resulted in their becoming like the peoples of Canaan.

      This section presents the ultimate rebellion of Israel in the wilderness. The time was at the end of the forty-year period of their wilderness experience. The place was the staging area for the conquest of the land of Canaan. The issue is that of apostasy from the Lord by participation in the debased, sexually centered Canaanite religious rites of Baal worship—that which would become the bane of Israel’s experience in the land. This chapter is an end and a beginning. It marks the end of the first generation; it also points to the beginning of a whole new series of wicked acts that would finally lead to Israel’s punishment (see comments on 33:50–56).

      All the rebellions up to this point described in Numbers have centered in murmurings against Yahweh and against his servants Moses and Aaron. The people have provoked the anger of the Lord by grumbling about water and food and by refusing to believe that he was able to deliver on his promise to bring them into the land of Canaan. But this chapter stands out in the record of the experience of the Hebrews in their move from Sinai to Moab—it describes their involvement in the worship of another deity.

      In a sense this chapter matches the grim account of Israel’s involvement in the pagan rites of the worship of the golden calf at the base of Mount Sinai (Ex 32). The apostasy of Israel in flagrantly worshiping the golden calf pointed back to Egypt. The golden calf was a symbol of the Egyptian bull-god Apis, likely referred to in Jeremiah 46:15 (see EBC1, 6:652). Apis was the sacred bull in Egypt, the incarnation of Osiris, a principal deity in Egypt. Exodus 32:6 reads, “So the next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings. Afterward they sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry”; see 1Co 10:6–8). The verb translated “to indulge in revelry” (leṣaḥēq, Piel infinitive construct of ṣāḥaq [GK 7464], meaning “to laugh” in the Qal and forming the base for the name “Isaac”) sometimes speaks of sexual involvement. It is a euphemism for “caressing” in sexual play (as in Ge 26:8). The present chapter describes Israel’s engaging in sexual acts in the worship of a god of Canaan.

      i. The involvement of Israel in the worship of Baal Peor (25:1–3)

      
        1While Israel was staying in Shittim, the men began to indulge in sexual immorality with Moabite women, 2who invited them to the sacrifices to their gods. The people ate and bowed down before these gods. 3So Israel joined in worshiping the Baal of Peor. And the LORD’s anger burned against them.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 Shittim (haššiṭṭîm, “the acacias”; see 33:49, ʾābēl haššiṭṭîm [Abel Shittim], “the brook of the acacias”) is another name for the region of Israel’s staging for the conquest of the land; Shittim lay in Transjordan, across from the ancient city of Jericho (see Jos 2:1). The story of Numbers 25 has some breaks in it; it is not until 31:8, 16 that we learn that the principal instigator of the apostasy of the people of Israel was Balaam son of Beor (see Note on 22:5). Failing to destroy Israel by the means of the mantic curse, Balaam then seduced Israel with Canaanite practices of the sexually centered worship of the god Baal.

      The phrase “Moabite women” is the connecting link that ties this chapter to the preceding ones (chs. 22–24). What the fathers of Moab could not do, their daughters accomplished by bringing Israel to its knees—sexually, morally, in false worship, and in great judgment. The verb zānâ (“to partake in immorality”), used to describe the action of the men, is often used to describe the behavior of a loose woman, a harlot. Here the people, as a unit, bewhored themselves with foreign, pagan women. Regularly in the ancient Near Eastern context, references to sexual imagery such as this suggest interconnecting circles of sexual immorality tied to sacral rites of prostitution, which were essential parts of pagan religious systems of the day.

      2 The phrase “to the sacrifices of their gods” reminds us that the true worship of the Lord, which was sacrificial in nature, was easily compromised in the minds of the people, due in part to the nature of the sacrificial systems of their neighbors (see Ex 34:15; Dt 32:38; Jdg 16:23; 2Ki 10:19; Isa 57:7; Eze 20:28; Hos 4:19). Psalm 106:28 terms these pagan acts “sacrifices . . . to lifeless gods” (zibḥê mētîm)—as against sacrifices to the living Yahweh.

      There is nothing in 24:25 to prepare us for the suddenness of 25:1. This chapter is the last word on the old generation. This was the end; the new was coming. The events in this chapter are no mere petty sins on Israel’s part. Israel’s engagement in the sexually centered worship of Baal was not only the evil of immorality; it was also a breach of the covenant with Yahweh, a worship of the gods of the land (v.3), and a foretaste of the ruin of the people in the unfolding of their history. That this terrible evil followed so closely on the heels of the blessings the Lord pronounced through the improbable prophet Balaam is most lamentable.

      The Torah is hesitant to describe these licentious actions of pagan worship in detail; it refers to these events with considerable restraint for at least two reasons. (1) The people for whom these texts were first written were well aware of the issues; only we on this side of the vast chasms of time, culture, history, and language have questions about them. (2) To dwell unduly on the licentious character of the nature religions of the neighbors of Israel could itself become a subtle enticement to draw one in rather than to repel the reader from the evil itself. Consider a modern example: Few people peruse racy magazines to read essays, despite common protestations to the contrary.

      3 Verse 3 is especially telling; the crafting of the verse is powerful. The wording contrasts the actions of Israel with God’s evaluation of her:

      
        And so Israel was yoked to Baal Peor;

        but Yahweh was enraged against Israel.

      

      The verb “to be yoked” (ṣāmad; “joined,” NIV) is a binding together, as oxen are yoked in a common task. In this case Israel was “yoked” to pagan peoples in the worship of their god. The verb speaks of adapting to the worship patterns of a foreign people—an abhorrent concept, such as the false yokings from which Israel was prohibited (see Dt 22:10; cf. 2Co 6:14). This passage is the first encounter of Israel with Baal, and it forms the death rattle of the first generation.

      The word “Peor” describes a mountain in Moab (see 23:28) where the local manifestation of Baal was worshiped. In v.18 Peor is used alone of the god (see 31:16; Jos 22:17). Some writers see this religion as distinct from the Baal worship of Canaan; we agree with Habel (Yahweh Versus Baal, 25; see Overview) that the Baal worship at Peor was a part of the same broad religion as that which was found throughout Canaan.

      The wrath of the Lord is wayyiḥar-ʾap (lit., “a reddening of his nose”), a flashing of his rage. These anthropomorphisms (better, anthropopathisms) are vivid ways to describe what is unimaginable—to be on the receiving end of the wrath of God. The point of the Torah is not to show how often God rages or how violent are his judgments. The texts regularly assert how slow he is in coming to rage (see again Ex 34:5–7). But God has his flash point; his rage has a trigger. The rage of the Lord should have been expended against Moab and Balaam because of their effrontery; but here it is directed against Israel. They have deflected his rage from others to themselves by their obdurate folly.

      NOTES

      1 [image: ] (wayyāḥel, “began”) may be an example of double entendre. The root [image: ] (ḥālal) III means “to pollute, defile, profane,” in the Niphal, Piel, and Pual stems. In the Hiphil, as here, the verb means “to begin.” It is used in the same way in other odious contexts (e.g., Ge 6:1; 10:8 [“grew to be”]). In any event, the next verb, [image: ] (liznôt, “to play the whore”) leaves nothing to the imagination. The root [image: ] (zānâ) has the idea of “fornication” in Genesis 38:24; Leviticus 21:9; Deuteronomy 22:21; Hosea 4:13–14; et al.—all of which refer to women who engage in illicit sexual relationships. Here the verb is used of men. They went “whoring” after the women priestesses of Canaanite Baalism. It is a deficiency of our language that we have numerous words for loose women but few suitable terms for loose men. I say this is a “deficiency,” as we have no shortage of varieties of outrageous male sexual behavior in our culture.

      2 The verb [image: ] [emended; MT has [image: ]-] (wayyištaḥawû, “and [they] bowed down”) is now parsed as a Hishtaphel preterit of the root [image: ], ḥāwâ (“to make oneself lie prostrate, bow oneself down”; GK 2556; see HALOT, 1:295–96) rather than a Hithpael preterit of the root [image: ] (šāḥâ, “to bow down”), as listed in BDB 1005b. The force of the stem speaks of “causing oneself to bow down”; the Hishtaphel (used in the MT only with this verb) is causative-reflexive. This is the principal Hebrew term in the Bible for acts of worship, used of the worship of Yahweh (see Ge 22:5; Pss 29:2; 95:6; cf. Eph 3:14) as well as of pagan gods (as here). It is fitting that the biblical term for worship is physical in nature, but it entails internal realities. See Ronald Allen and Gordon Borror, “The Body of the Believer in Worship,” in Worship: Rediscovering the Missing Jewel (Portland, Ore.: Multnomah, 1982), 119–35; cf. Allen and Allen, 116–18.

      ii. The judgment of the Lord on his errant people (25:4–5)

      
        4The LORD said to Moses, “Take all the leaders of these people, kill them and expose them in broad daylight before the LORD, so that the LORD’s fierce anger may turn away from Israel.”

        5So Moses said to Israel’s judges, “Each of you must put to death those of your men who have joined in worshiping the Baal of Peor.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      4–5 God’s rage against his people provoked a terrible judgment: those who were the leaders of the people in this awful act of impiety were to be put to death. The gravity of the sin called not only for death but also for a special display of the corpses of the offenders (see Note) in “broad daylight” so that those who would survive would be strongly warned of the consequences. As the animals and birds had been cut in half in the covenantal ceremony at the beginnings of Israel’s history (Ge 15:10), so the bodies of these rebels were to be dismembered and displayed in an awful symbol of divine judgment.

      The expression “in broad daylight” (lit., “before the sun”) speaks of something done openly, publicly (so 2Sa 12:12; cf. “before the eyes of the sun” in the MT of v.11). The execution of the leaders was designed to divert his anger from the populace as a whole. The expression ḥarôn ʾap-yhwh (“fierce anger of Yahweh”) is used elsewhere of the anger of the Lord (32:14; Ex 32:19, 22; Dt 13:17; Jos 7:26; 1Sa 28:18; 2Ki 23:26; 2Ch 28:11; Zep 2:2; 3:8; et al.); but this anger may be averted or turned back, once it flashes against its target.

      So Moses commanded the judges of Israel to kill those persons who had attached themselves to Baal Peor. The verb hārag (“to kill”; v.5) is usually used to speak of ruthless violence, murder (as in Ex 5:21). Here its use to speak of the judicial taking of life by the command of God is a rare one (so Ex 32:27; Lev 20:15–16; Dt 13:10).

      Chapter 25 is the nadir of the book of Numbers. The sin it relates is worse even than the sins of chs. 12–14. This account describes the great sin at the end of the road. This may be one of the most indelicate texts of Scripture, one in which Israel’s judges are commanded to kill their own people who were engaged in the worship of Baal (v.5). At times we have trouble coming to grips with Scripture’s commands that Israel kill her enemies. This chapter is even more difficult for us to face, for it commands Hebrews to kill fellow Hebrews.

      But these rebellious persons were like a cancer in the body. If they were not excised, they would soon ruin the lot. So the call was to kill and execute, and to do it quickly. Chapter 15 told of the public execution of one person, a blasphemer. Now the whole population was in danger.

      NOTE

      4 The NIV’s translation “kill them and expose them” is a rendering of [image: ] (wehôqaʿ, “expose [them]”). From v.5 we understand that this verse calls for Moses to take the leaders of the people, execute them, and then “set them aside” or “expose them” to the Lord in broad daylight. The verb [image: ] (yāqaʿ, “to set aside, expose”; GK 3697) is used in the Qal stem to describe a bone dislocation (Ge 32:25 [26], of Jacob’s thigh). Possibly here the meaning of the Hiphil is “to [kill them and then] expose them with legs and arms broken” (so KB, 398c; BDB says, “[used] of some solemn form of execution, but mng. uncertain,” 429c). Second Samuel 21:6, 9 may describe the same type of “exposing” of mutilated bodies (see also the Hophal in 2Sa 21:13). The Samaritan recension reads an explanatory line: “And Yahweh said to Moses, ‘Let them kill the men who have joined themselves to Baal Peor.’” This seems to be a smoothing of the Hebrew of v.4 based on the words of v.5. It is reading back a clearer idea into a verse where the text is less clear to later readers—a characteristic feature of the Samaritan text.

      iii. The zeal of Phinehas (25:6–9)

      
        6Then an Israelite man brought to his family a Midianite woman right before the eyes of Moses and the whole assembly of Israel while they were weeping at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. 7When Phinehas son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron, the priest, saw this, he left the assembly, took a spear in his hand 8and followed the Israelite into the tent. He drove the spear through both of them—through the Israelite and into the woman’s body. Then the plague against the Israelites was stopped; 9but those who died in the plague numbered 24,000.

      

      COMMENTARY

      6 The wording of verse 6 is problematic. It is possible to take the verse as the NIV has rendered it and to sense in these words that something quite—but unspecified—was happening. But I suspect the actions described here were so very shocking that the scribes of Scripture found it to be quite repellent and that the precise nature of the offense was softened by slight euphemistic revisions in the wording through time (see Note).

      Perhaps the verse is best read this way: “Then a certain Israelite man brought the Midianite woman to the Tent [of God] right before the eyes of Moses and the eyes of all the congregation of Israel; and they were sporting at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting.” This translation is based on some textual considerations (represented in the emphasized phrases; see Note) and on an attempt to reconstruct what may have been the most outrageous action of apostate behavior recorded anywhere in the Torah.

      The MT reads in the first italicized instance “to his brothers” (ʾel-ʾeḥāyw), a phrase the NIV smoothes out as “to his family.” The LXX translates, “the man brought his brother to the Midianite woman.” Yet the mention of “brother” or “family” is not nearly as shocking as the possibility that the phrase should read “to his tent” (reading ʾel-ʾoholô [as in Ge 31:25, “Jacob pitched ʾet-ʾoholô [his tent]”] instead of ʾel-ʾeḥāyw). Because of what follows, the emended text “to his tent” must refer to the Tent of the Lord; i.e., a specific tent is in view. It is most shocking that the tent may be the Tent of Meeting.

      This emendation and the change of meaning are prompted by the last phrase of the verse, which the NIV renders, “while they were weeping at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting.” This suggests that it was Moses and the congregation of Israel who were weeping at the entrance to the holy precincts. This is certainly possible; the outrage of the events might have driven Moses and pious persons to weep and to beg God for forgiveness.

      It seems likely, however, that the subject of the verb bōkîm, “weeping,” is not Moses and the congregation but the sinning Israelite and his Midianite partner. The focus of action in the verse is on them, not Moses. What they did was before Moses, in his presence—under his nose! And what they did was to engage in a sexual embrace in the manner of Baal worship—right at the entrance of the holy Tent of God! They were no longer copulating before an image of Baal, but—in outrageous behavior—in front of the Holy Place of Yahweh!

      Thus the scribes, I suggest, have made a deliberate substitution of an opposite word, “weeping,” to replace “caressing,” in order to stress euphemistically the heightened enormity of this act. They were not weeping; they were laughing (šōqēp)—that is, they were engaged in delirious love-making (cf. Ge 26:8; Ex 32:6). Just as to say “curse God” was for the godly scribe an unthinkable thing actually to write down, so one might write “bless God” when “curse God” was intended (see 1Ki 21:10, 13; Job 1:5, 11; 2:5, 9; Ps 10:3; see Ginsburg, 366–67); here, to “cry” in the sacred precincts (as in a cry of remorse) is used to disguise the antithetical meaning, “to laugh in sexual pleasure”—while engaged as “one flesh” at the opening of the sacred tent.

      The audacious action of this Israelite man and the Midianite woman is unparalleled and totally unexpected. The contempt for the holy things and the word of the Lord shown by Zimri and his Midianite lover, Cozbi (v.15), is unimaginable. This is the nadir of the first section of Numbers; here is Israel at her very worst. This provides an unhappy justification for the ways of the Lord; it also provides a theodicy of his judgment of the entire first generation.

      The man was a blasphemer in the strongest sense. His sin was a deliberate provocation of the wrath of the Lord. He was flaunting and taunting holiness in an almost unbelievable crudity. The issue was so blatant, so outrageous, so unspeakable—I suggest—that the ancients had to hide the meaning somewhat in coded words. Those who read the text today find between the words that stand (which are awful enough) something that is truly an outrage against Majesty—something that is nearly unbelievable.

      Many of those who saw this happening must have been so shocked that they were motionless. They must have been stunned by audacity, numbed by horror. Someone had to do something; finally, one man did act. Notice that the evil man in this verse is a Hebrew. It would have been bad enough had this been a foreign man with his foreign mate. But it was a prominent man from the congregation. This act, then, is the cause célèbre of v.1, the principal action of “playing the whore” with foreign women. This man’s disregard for the sacred (qōdeš) is so outrageous as to shock us even today, in our jaded, secular age.

      The point was that in joining the sexual frenzies of the sacrificial feasts of Baal, the man and his priestess partner were attempting to transform the worship of Yahweh into the pattern of sexual rites that were the mode of Canaan. Had this outrage not been stopped, there could never have been true worship in the Holy Place again. They were making the place of entrance into a bordello, the entrance of the meeting place of God with humankind into a trysting spot. No wonder the ancients may have been uncomfortable with this text.

      The woman was a Midianite. The enemy people were Moabites. This situation alerts us to the complexities involved in the relationships of the transient peoples of the ancient Near East at this time (cf. the Ishmaelites and Midianites in Ge 37:25–36). More importantly, the Hebrew of v.6 uses the definite article to identify the woman: “the Midianitess.” This suggests that she was not just one of the local sacred prostitutes but a person of prominence. I suggest that the article is used to mark her as a pivotal player. Perhaps she was the high priestess of the religion at Baal Peor. The story when read in this way explains the action of Phinehas in the next verses.

      Priests were always male in Israel. Women could be priests in the pagan religions that surrounded Israel. In fact, the sexually centered religions of Canaan would have catered to women in their priestly orders, as some lists of priestly guilds in Ugarit attest. Women priests were so closely tied to the sexual outrages of Baal and Asherah worship that the very notion of a female priest conjured up images of sexual worship. Perhaps this reason helps explain why Israel had no women priests.

      It was the brazenness of the acts of these two people that made them not just sinners but an abomination to the Lord. Here was a frontal assault on the true, high, and pure worship of the Lord that the priestly interests in Numbers stress repeatedly. Only an act of force equal to the nature of the affront would suffice. That powerful act came in the person of Phinehas.

      7–8 When Phinehas the son of Eleazar saw what was happening right at the entrance of the tent (v.7), he reached for a “spear” (rōmaḥ) and drove it through the licentious couple (v.8; see 3:10 and notes for background to his actions). Everyone had observed what was happening; but Phinehas not only watched, he also acted. He came from the midst of the people as the protagonist. Possibly the implement he used was a spear that he took from a nearby soldier. It is hard to know what a priest would be doing with a spear (yet see the use of spears by pagan priests in 1Ki 18:28). It is just possible that here the Hebrew rōmaḥ might mean “knife,” as this would be the more expected tool for a priest to possess. It would be suitably ironic for him to have used a tool he normally used to kill animals in sacrifice to the Lord as the weapon to kill this sinning couple.

      Phinehas was a grandson of Aaron (Ex 6:25). His name may have been Egyptian in origin; BDB (810) suggests Pe-nehasi (“the negro”), speaking of dark complexion. Phinehas was like a “man of the in-between” (ʾîš habbēnayim), as Goliath had been a “champion” to the Philistines (1Sa 17:4; cf. v.23—and by extension, the same phrase could have been used for David as he represented Israel). Phinehas was like a “mighty man of valor” (gibbôr ḥāyil; “man of standing,” NIV), as Kish the father of Saul is described (1Sa 9:1). He was also a true “servant of Yahweh” (ʿebed yhwh), as Moses is described (Dt 34:5). Ultimately, he was typical of Christ the Victor (see Pss 2; 110; Rev 19). He was an early embodiment of the “star” and “scepter” of 24:17, the smiter of Moab. He was the hand of God extended in rage against the profanation of his joy. Phinehas is one of the great heroes of faith in Scripture; though he is quite unknown to most of us, he is never forgotten by God. His zeal was that of one who feared the Lord, who waited on his mercy (Ps 147:11), but who also acted when not to act would be to sin.

      Verse 8 says that Phinehas pursued the couple into the “vaulted canopy” (haqqubbâ; “tent,” NIV), a word used only here in the Bible. If our conceptualization of this story is correct, it is possible that the term qubbâ (GK 7688) refers to some canopy at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting. It would not be necessary to imagine that the couple was actually within the Most Holy Place, nor does it seem likely that they were in the man’s tent, as is commonly supposed. In any event, there is a grisly pun on the word haqqubbâ and the word for “her belly” (qobātâ).

      That Phinehas pierced through the two of them is forcefully stressed: (1) the knife or spear could not have been a little thing but could well have been a narrow, sharp blade; (2) there would have taken a tremendous force for him to plunge the knife or spear through both bodies; (3) the emphasis on “both” stresses that they were oblivious to Phinehas, both caught up in their licentiousness, so that the knife would have gone through his back, pass below his sternum, and into her abdomen; and (4) with this bold act of the young priest the plague was stayed, which indicates that this couple’s act was not just an outrageous instance of debauchery; rather, likely they were the instigators of the pagan rites! Contemporary radio social commentator Dr. Laura Schlessinger would likely have a lively comment to describe their actions and sudden death—perhaps something along the lines of “hoping they had a lovely orgasm.” The purposeful shock in her hypothetical barb strikes at the blasé attitudes of so many people in our day who seem willing to break all bonds for momentary pleasure.

      9 The number of those who died because of the flagrant actions of the people in their worship of the Baal of Peor (24,000 here; see 1Co 10:8, where the number 23,000 is given; see EBC2, 11:344) exceeded even those who died in the rebellion of Korah and his allies (14,700; see 16:49). If the numbers of the two census lists (1:46; cf. 26:51) are taken at face value (i.e., as “common numbers”), then the loss of 24,000 people, while certainly significant, is not overwhelming. If the numbers of the census lists are rhetorically inflated, as I have argued (see Introduction: Large Numbers), then we must ask whether this number was also inflated. It seems possible that this number and the number of those who died in Korah’s rebellion may be “common, rounded numbers.” If so, the enormity of the numbers who died in this plague was truly impressive—nearly 10 percent of the total population of 250,000.

      NOTE

      6 [image: ] (ʾel-ʾeḥāyw, “to his brothers”) is not a felicitous phrase in this verse. The NIV translates “to his family,” an attempt to smooth out an awkward idea. BHS lists a proposal in the apparatus to emend this term to [image: ] (ʾel ʾoholô, “to his tent”); this reading appears to be superior—albeit adventuresome.

      Ginsburg has sections on scribal activity in this vein entitled, “The Removal of Indelicate Expressions, Anthropomorphisms, &c. from the Text” (11.8.345–47), “The Emendations of the Sopherim” (11.9.347–63), and “Impious Expressions Towards the Almighty” (11.10.363–67). I propose that this verse constitutes another instance, one that Ginsburg did not himself mark.

      iv. The Lord’s covenant with Phinehas (25:10–13)

      
        10The LORD said to Moses, 11“Phinehas son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron, the priest, has turned my anger away from the Israelites; for he was as zealous as I am for my honor among them, so that in my zeal I did not put an end to them. 12Therefore tell him I am making my covenant of peace with him. 13He and his descendants will have a covenant of a lasting priesthood, because he was zealous for the honor of his God and made atonement for the Israelites.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      10–11 The words of the Lord to Moses concerning Phinehas (v.10) take us back to the words of the Decalogue (Ex 20:4–6). The zeal of Phinehas for the honor of Yahweh became the occasion for the Lord’s covenanting with him and his descendants as God’s true priests. What a contrast this son of Eleazar is with the casual wickedness of his uncles Nadab and Abihu (see comment on 3:4).

      Standard criticism regards the present shape of Numbers to be the work of P, the priestly source, lately designed to elevate the priests in the life of the people and their institutions. Thus, not only are chapters such as 15 and 19 significant in their calm presentation of sacrifices, worship, duties, and tithes, but so also is this chapter, as the hero of the piece was a priest.

      For the more conservative reader whose understanding does not proceed from the putative P source, the emphasis on priesthood should still be maintained. Since the hero of our story is a priest, our estimation of the righteous priests should be enhanced. These men could be noble and brave; they were not just cultic functionaries. Then we remember that Christ is priest; he is noble and brave. The best in priests points to Christ. This is true of Aaron, Eleazar, and Phinehas. The chapter celebrates a great priest, just as it excoriates a terrible evil.

      Verse 10 introduces an oracle of the Lord attached directly to the preceding, dramatic narrative. Its focus is on Phinehas, who had acted with the zeal of the Lord. There is almost a sense of pride in the way Phinehas is addressed in this text: “Phinehas son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron, the priest” (v.11). This is the language of celebration. The zeal of Phinehas stayed the rage of Yahweh; the zeal of Phinehas restrained the zeal of the Lord to annihilate the nation. Perhaps in these words we should stand beside his father, Eleazar, and sense his pride in his son.

      12 The Lord instituted his covenant with the priests through Phinehas. We often speak of the Abrahamic, Mosaic, and Davidic covenants. We should also speak of Yahweh’s covenant with Phinehas. He was priest by divine right, descended from the right family in an immediate line. He showed himself to be the rightful priest by his interest in divine righteousness. He was now confirmed priest by the rite of the divine covenant.

      13 As in Yahweh’s covenant with Abram, this covenant was God’s doing; it involved the priest’s “seed,” and it is lasting (ʿôlām). In the case of Abram, God first chose him; then by Abram’s action of faith, the Lord confirmed his covenant with him (see Ge 12; 15; 22). In the case of Phinehas, he was already chosen by God, but in his action God’s covenant with him was confirmed.

      Most surprisingly, by the action of Phinehas “atonement” (wayekappēr) was made for the people, for the plague was stopped (v.9). This chapter is a pivotal section in the theology of the Torah.

      NOTE

      12 The phrase [image: ] (ʾet-berîtî šālôm, “my covenant of peace”) is somewhat problematic, as we do not usually find intervening pronominal suffixes in bound constructions. We would have expected [image: ] (ʾet-berît šelômî, “the covenant of my peace”) as in [image: ] (bekol-har qodšî, “in all my holy mountain”; Isa 11:9). Some have emended the word [image: ] (šālôm, “[my covenant of] peace”) to [image: ] (šillûm, “[my covenant of] requital”).

      v. The aftermath of the rebellion (25:14–18)

      
        14The name of the Israelite who was killed with the Midianite woman was Zimri son of Salu, the leader of a Simeonite family. 15And the name of the Midianite woman who was put to death was Cozbi daughter of Zur, a tribal chief of a Midianite family.

        16The LORD said to Moses, 17“Treat the Midianites as enemies and kill them, 18because they treated you as enemies when they deceived you in the affair of Peor and their sister Cozbi, the daughter of a Midianite leader, the woman who was killed when the plague came as a result of Peor.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      14–18 Only after the role of Phinehas had been suitably celebrated were the names of the antagonists given. The Israelite was a prince of the house of Simeon, Zimri son of Salu (v.14). It is important that we realize this individual was not insignificant—here was one who should have ennobled himself and his father’s house. As the great pride of Eleazar must have swelled over the actions of his son that day, so there must have been extraordinary shame among the members of Zimri’s family on realizing what this promising young man had done.

      Zimri had been named in praise of God. However, he is now remembered as the one who nearly destroyed his people in his flagrant, wanton attack on the pure worship of God. With his name turned on its head, he serves as a memorial to destruction. The name of his Midianite partner is given as Cozbi daughter of Zur (v.15). Her name is likely another example of names deliberately changed by Israel because of the contempt in which she was held (see comments on the name of Balaam in 22:5). “Cozbi” means “My Lie” or “Deception.” She stands forever memorialized as a prime example of the deception of the allure of pagan worship. Verse 18 speaks of her as one who was also from a noble house of her own people. Likely she was a priestess of her religion, a prototype of Jezebel, who would later be instrumental in bringing Baal and Asherah worship into the center of the life of Israel.

      Because of their active participation in the seduction of the sons of Israel, the Midianites were put under the curse of God and were henceforth to be treated as enemies (v.17). They had been in league with Balak from the beginning of the confrontation (see comment on 22:4) and became the objects of a holy war of Israel to declare the glory of the name Yahweh (see ch. 31).

      In the MT the words “after the plague” (see 26:1 NIV) actually form a separate verse at the end of the chapter (25:19). See Note on 26:1.

    
  

      II. THE PROSPECTS FOR THE SECOND GENERATION TO ENTER THE PROMISED LAND (26:1–36:13)

      OVERVIEW

      Following the lead of Olson (see Introduction: Unity and Structure), I suggest that this chapter begins the second major part of the book of Numbers. The book is best seen as a bifid based on the two generations that are celebrated in the two census lists. Other approaches to the book use chronological or geographical clues to determine the relevant portions. However, the chronological notes are too few and piecemeal to be helpful, and the arrangement of some of the blocks of materials turns out not to be in chronological sequence.

      Similarly, the geographical issues, which at first seem to be more helpful than the chronology for discovering the author’s purpose, do not yield convincing results. Most scholars who follow the geographical approach are able to agree on the first major division at 10:11, the beginning of the march from Sinai. But there is no consensus as to the beginning of the third movement, the march to or the sojourn in Moab. But more problematic than the issue of which verses should be included in which geographical section (and the lack of the precise indicator in the text of Numbers ought to be regarded as a problem in this approach) is that this approach slights the most prominent feature of the book—its census lists!

      The book of Numbers is correctly named; its organization is simple. There are two grand sections: (1) the census and preparation for the march of the first generation, and its subsequent failure and judgment (chs. 1–25); (2) the census and preparation for the march of the second generation, and the hope that they will not repeat the sins of their fathers and mothers (chs. 26–36).

      The unequal length of the two sections results from the nature of the case. The story is told more fully of the first generation; they were prepared, but they rebelled and did not inherit the land. The second generation is prepared, but their subsequent success or failure is left to be decided another day. As we saw at the beginning, God has time and the wilderness has sand.

      The first section begins with the preparation of a holy camp and is followed by material describing the rebellion of the people, their subsequent judgment, and their return to the wilderness to wait for the dying of the rebellious people. The chapters on priesthood, purification, and the like are included in this section as encouragements to the people. Even though the one generation would never be able to participate in the blessings of the land, yet those blessings have not been forgotten by God. The new generation may be making confident preparation for their day in glory.

      Then the story of Balaam comes as the new generation was about to have its opportunity. The pagan prophet is a foil for the person of Moses, and his attempted cursings of Israel are opportunities for God to renew his promises of blessings and to affirm them to the people. Thus there is in this incident tremendous assurance that despite all the sins, rebellions, and untoward actions of the people on so many occasions and in the most diverse of circumstances, the Lord not only was not finished with his people, but he was now more ready than ever to bless them and complete his promise of salvation for them. Yet immediately on the heels of God’s monumental blessing of the people, they rebelled again(!) in the most egregious way possible.

      Chapter 25 records Israel’s bowing to the lust of Baal Peor, the last rebellion of the first generation. And the plague is their last judgment, the final judicial assault of God on wicked persons, the final purging of the people.

      Then chapter 26 begins with the idea that after the plague the Lord commanded that Moses take a census of the people. The expression “after the plague” is to be regarded as the turning point from the first generation to the second, the shift from the fathers and mothers to sons and daughters. God was about to begin a new work with a new people. The younger generation would begin to have their day.

      The second section of Numbers presents only the positive, preparatory side of things. It deals with the taking of the new census, a demonstration that God has kept faith with the people in a remarkable manner. Despite innumerable setbacks and plagues that touched many lives, and despite God’s judgment that decreed that everyone over age twenty would have to die in the forty years spent in the wilderness, the total numbers of God’s people remain nearly precisely the same. This is an enormous miracle, a great demonstration of God’s power to do his will and work even in the most unlikely of places.

      But the new generation will also have to face its tests. What those will be are anybody’s guess, but they will not likely be easier than those suffered by their parents. The great question, looming like a heavy cloud on the horizon, is asked all along the way through these last chapters of this book: Is it possible that the new generation will finally be used of God to enter the land, to conquer the inhabitants, to displace them, and to enjoy the land that is God’s great and gracious gift for them? Or will this new, second generation be like its predecessors? Will they also come to the lip of the land, send out their spies, and find that the evil report of these spies will also dissuade them? God forbid! The hope is this: May the new generation truly be new! May they be faithful to God in their entire house even as Moses was for most of his illustrious career. And may they enter the land with joy and delight, while praising God for giving them the opportunity that their parents had forsworn.

      So the book of Numbers ends with a great, haunting question: What will the children be like? Will they be like their parents? Or will they be like Moses and Aaron, like Joshua and Caleb, like Miriam and others faithful to God? Will they believe in him, obey his commands, and take up their weapons as they march in victory song?

      Incidentally, the bifid approach to the book of Numbers greatly heightens the importance of the subsequent story of the sending out of the spies from Israel’s encampment in Transjordan to the city of Jericho (Jos 2). The work of those spies and their report is the accomplishment of daring men of faith. They are like Caleb and Joshua (and, notably, this time there are just two spies). The plan is on. The people will do as God demands.

      A. The Preparation for the Triumphal March to the Promised Land, the Second Generation (26:1–32:42)

      OVERVIEW

      In view of the approach I have suggested, chs. 26–36 match and mirror the basic thrust of chs. 1–10. In each case there is the enumeration of the people in celebration of the Lord’s grace to his people, their preparation for a holy march, and the anticipation that soon they will be in Canaan, and Canaan will become the land of Israel.

      1. The Second Census, That of the New Generation, Who Will Enter the Land (26:1–65)

      a. The Command of the Lord to Take the Census (26:1–4)

      
        1After the plague the LORD said to Moses and Eleazar son of Aaron, the priest, 2“Take a census of the whole Israelite community by families—all those twenty years old or more who are able to serve in the army of Israel.” 3So on the plains of Moab by the Jordan across from Jericho, Moses and Eleazar the priest spoke with them and said, 4“Take a census of the men twenty years old or more, as the LORD commanded Moses.”

        These were the Israelites who came out of Egypt.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–4a The first phrase, “after the plague,” is the key for our understanding of this text. The plague of ch. 25 was not just another plague; it was the final judgment of God on the first generation and the opportunity to unleash God’s blessing on the second generation, those people who have now reached their majority.

      The first census of the redeemed community had been taken over thirty-eight years earlier. This was a census for conscription to the army of the people, soldiers who were drafted for the war of conquering the Land of Promise. That first generation of men over the age of twenty had died. It was now time for the new generation to be numbered and mustered for the campaign of conquest that now awaited them. The aged Moses was joined in the task this time by his nephew Eleazar. Aaron was dead (20:28). Miriam was dead (20:1). And Moses was soon to die as well.

      How sad it must have been for Moses to realize what might have been! Yet there must have been enormous satisfaction to realize that it still might be—though without him. This was a bittersweet time, one of ruing the past while still anticipating the future. It was the same task: number the able-bodied men over the age of twenty to conscript them for the army of Israel. But it was a different task. The place had changed from Sinai to Moab. The personnel had changed; Moses was assisted now by Eleazar instead of his brother Aaron. More importantly, the people had changed; they were a new generation.

      The passage thus presents the opportunity for a collective sigh. At last we will be at it. We will finally be on the trail again. Yet the passage also evokes a certain element of sadness. What we are now doing has already been done. What we are about to do should have been done long ago. Our parents should have entered the land, and we should have grown up there rather than here in this wilderness. The passage is also a warning. Those mustered earlier were disqualified; just being in the roll call of the Lord’s army does not mean acquittal in his service.

      Eleazar was not the only son who participated this day; the participants were all sons of fathers who had died. There is a final poignancy in the heart of Moses. The last time, he was going as the leader of the people. This time he is involved in their preparation, but he will not be with them in their campaign. This prospect must have eaten away at his inner being—it must have felt like a tourniquet of regret wrenching his heart.

      4b These words actually serve as the section heading for the tribe-by-tribe list that follows. How impressive it is that the phrasing is inclusive of the departure from Egypt! This new generation is regarded as the people of the exodus. It is as though their parents had not lived, as though they had not rebelled. The new generation substitutes for the first. The story begins anew, as though the people have just left bondage in Egypt.

      NOTES

      1 For the first phrase of v.1 in the NIV, [image: ] (wayehî ʾaḥarê hammaggēpâ, “after the plague”), is problematic in that the chapter division is misplaced in the present MT. In BHS these words form 25:19 (observe that there is no v.19 in the English versions), but these words do not form a complete verse. These three words end in an athnaḥ accent, a major disjunctive within a verse; then 26:1 in Hebrew begins with the words “and Yahweh said.” There is no athnaḥ within 26:1; it clearly is the same verse begun with the words, “After the plague.” This verse indicates that the old generation is gone, and the new one is now in place.

      A further complication in the Hebrew here is in the inclusion of the Hebrew letter [image: ] (p) as a section marker after this introductory phrase. In this case we may have an example of a chapter number’s being written inadvertently in the midst of the first verse of the unit; the first part of the verse was then assigned a supernumerary for convenience of citation. (Another problem in verse division is found at 19:10 [see Note].)

      2 The listing of the clans in the second census calls for special mention. These names would be important for the nation later in the land as people would wish to be able to trace with certainty their ancestry for purposes of tribal inheritance. The listing of the clans is also a dramatic mark on the part of the narrator; this is the list that will count! We may observe that not all who were part of Israel were genetically descended from Jacob through his twelve sons. From the beginning, persons of varied backgrounds joined their destinies with the people of Israel. However, to have their part in the land, they had to have a tie with a tribe and a family. Perhaps ritual adoption was the means used to include such persons in the communal rosters.

      The number of the tribe of Reuben in the second listing is a slight decrease from the first. Several of the tribes (namely, Judah, Issachar, Zebulun, Manasseh, Benjamin, Dan, and Asher) increase in number in the second census compared to the first. Like Reuben, Gad suffers a slight decline, Ephraim and Naphtali a greater decline, and the tribe of Simeon takes a decisive cut.

      Possibly the slight reduction of the families of Reuben (46,500 in 1:20; 2:10) was brought about by the judgment on their members during the rebellion of Korah and his Reubenite allies (see comment on 26:9). In the intervening years the family of Reuben had nearly caught up with its former numbers.

      Here is a comparison of the numbers of each of the tribes from the first census to the second:

      
        
          
            	Tribe
            	First Census
            	Second Census
          

        
        
          
            	
              Reuben

            
            	
              46,500

            
            	
              43,730

            
          

          
            	
              Simeon

            
            	
              59,300

            
            	
              22,200

            
          

          
            	
              Gad

            
            	
              45,650

            
            	
              40,500

            
          

          
            	
              Judah

            
            	
              74,600

            
            	
              76,500

            
          

          
            	
              Issachar

            
            	
              54,400

            
            	
              64,300

            
          

          
            	
              Zebulun

            
            	
              57,400

            
            	
              60,500

            
          

          
            	
              Ephraim

            
            	
              40,500

            
            	
              32,500

            
          

          
            	
              Manasseh

            
            	
              32,200

            
            	
              52,700

            
          

          
            	
              Benjamin

            
            	
              35,400

            
            	
              45,600

            
          

          
            	
              Dan

            
            	
              62,700

            
            	
              64,400

            
          

          
            	
              Asher

            
            	
              41,500

            
            	
              53,400

            
          

          
            	
              Naphtali

            
            	
              53,400

            
            	
              45,400

            
          

          
            	
              Total

            
            	
              603,550

            
            	
              601,730

            
          

        
      

      As we observed in the first census listings in ch. 1, there are several interesting factors in these various numbers. First, none of these numbers is brought down to a final digit; only two are rounded to the tens (Gad in the first census, at 45,650, and Reuben in the second, at 43,730); all the others are rounded to the hundreds. In both lists there are six tribes that number over 50,000 men and six that number fewer than 50,000. Twelve units of about 50,000 is a convenient way to reach the grand totals of about 600,000.

      Tribes with More Than 50,000 Men

      
        
          
            	First Census
            	Second Census
          

        
        
          
            	
              Simeon: 59,300

            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Judah: 74,600

            
            	
              Judah: 76,500

            
          

          
            	
              Issachar: 54,400

            
            	
              Issachar: 64,300

            
          

          
            	
              Zebulun: 57,400

            
            	
              Zebulun: 60,500

            
          

          
            	
            
            	
              Manasseh: 52,700

            
          

          
            	
              Dan: 62,700

            
            	
              Dan: 64,400

            
          

          
            	
            
            	
              Asher: 53,400

            
          

          
            	
              Naphtali: 53,400

            
            	
            
          

        
      

      Tribes with Fewer Than 50,000 Men

      
        
          
            	First Census
            	Second Census
          

        
        
          
            	
              Reuben: 46,500

            
            	
              Reuben: 43,730

            
          

          
            	
            
            	
              Simeon: 22,200

            
          

          
            	
              Gad: 45,650

            
            	
              Gad: 40,500

            
          

          
            	
              Ephraim: 40,500

            
            	
              Ephraim: 32,500

            
          

          
            	
              Manasseh: 32,200

            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Benjamin: 35,400

            
            	
              Benjamin: 45,600

            
          

          
            	
              Asher: 41,500

            
            	
            
          

          
            	
            
            	
              Naphtali: 45,400

            
          

        
      

      3 [image: ] (ʿal-yardēn yerēḥô, “by the Jordan of Jericho”) seems to be an older way of speaking of the region of the Jordan River that is across from the city of Jericho (so NIV; see also v.63; 31:12; 33:48, 50; 35:1; 36:13).

      b. The Enumeration of the People by Their Ancestral Tribes and Clans (26:5–50)

      i. The tribe of Reuben (26:5–11)

      
        
          	5The descendants of Reuben, the firstborn son of Israel, were:
            
              	through Hanoch, the Hanochite clan;

              	through Pallu, the Palluite clan;

            

          

          	6through Hezron, the Hezronite clan;
            
              	through Carmi, the Carmite clan.

            

          

        

        7These were the clans of Reuben; those numbered were 43,730.

        8The son of Pallu was Eliab, 9and the sons of Eliab were Nemuel, Dathan and Abiram. The same Dathan and Abiram were the community officials who rebelled against Moses and Aaron and were among Korah’s followers when they rebelled against the Lord. 10The earth opened its mouth and swallowed them along with Korah, whose followers died when the fire devoured the 250 men. And they served as a warning sign. 11The line of Korah, however, did not die out.

      

      COMMENTARY

      5–7 Pride of place is given to Reuben, firstborn of Jacob. These chapters serve as the account of the generations of Jacob (see comment on 1:17–19). The four clans are descended from his sons Hanoch, Pallu, Hezron, and Carmi, whose names are given first in Genesis 46:9. Numbers 26 should be compared with Genesis 46:8–27. Genesis 46 is a full mustering of the fathers’ houses as Israel went down to Egypt. Numbers 26 is a full mustering of the fathers’ houses as they were about to reenter Canaan. From the seventy persons of Genesis 46:27 to the quarter million (or two and one-half million, if the traditional understanding of the numbers is maintained) of Numbers 26:51, there is an enormous increase. And this came despite the conditions in Egypt for four hundred years, coupled to the experience in the wilderness for another forty years. Reuben’s sons are also mentioned in Exodus 6:14 (the same listing as in Genesis 46 and Numbers 26).

      8–11 The listing of the families of Reuben becomes an occasion to remind the reader of the part that certain of their number (especially Dathan and Abiram) had played in the rebellion of Korah (16:1; On is not mentioned in ch. 26). The tragic memory of the rebellion of Korah is made as well in Jude 11.

      This paragraph is impressive. It is something of an intrusion into the ordered format of the tribal listings, clans, and numbers. But it is important that the reader know this list is not just business as usual. The overwhelming judgment of those who joined Korah in his ill-advised rebellion was to remain a nēs, “a warning sign” or “signal flag of warning,” to succeeding generations (v.10). They, too, may suffer a similar fate if ever they attempted similar folly.

      The wording of v.9 is dramatic: “the very Dathan and Abiram” (hû ʾ-dātān waʾabîrām). Further, the verb translated “rebelled” (nāṣâ) against Moses and Aaron is rare and signifies a strong contest of wills. But ultimately they found they were struggling not just with man but also with God. He had used heaven (fire) and earth (the sink hole) to destroy them. Take on God and one finds he has a no-holds-barred fight. After all, “The LORD is a warrior” (Ex 15:3).

      Some names of infidels and rascals are to be forgotten. They are to be treated as though they never had lived. But others have behaved so shamefully that their names are to be preserved as bywords for future generations, a warning to others not to be like them. These names are like the salten image of the unfortunate wife of Lot, a symbolic barrier to misbehavior.

      Names are of interest in the biblical narrative. These men were named for God but became his enemies. As in the case of Elimelech in the book of Ruth, bearing a godly name does not necessarily mean leading a godly life. Nor is a godly name a device effective to ward off his judgment. A godly name on an ungodly person is in fact a double offense, more deserving than ever of God’s judgment.

      In summary, the tribe of Reuben numbered 43,730 in the second census, a decrease of 2,770 from the 46,500 of the first census (a loss of about 6 percent). There are four clans. The further history of the Reubenites is found in 1 Chronicles 5:1–10.

      NOTES

      7 For a discussion concerning the large numbers in this chapter and in the census lists for the first generation, see in the Introduction the sections on large numbers.

      9 [image: ] (qārîʾ, singular), the Hebrew word underlying the phrase “the men appointed,” is a technical term for representatives; it is used only here and in 1:16. In both cases there are problems of Kethiv-Qere spellings, but the adjectival form is passive in function and means “one called,” from the common root [image: ] (qārāʾ, “to call”).

      ii. The tribe of Simeon (26:12–14)

      
        
          	12The descendants of Simeon by their clans were:
            
              	through Nemuel, the Nemuelite clan;

              	through Jamin, the Jaminite clan;

              	through Jakin, the Jakinite clan;

            

          

          	13through Zerah, the Zerahite clan;
            
              	through Shaul, the Shaulite clan.

            

          

        

        14These were the clans of Simeon; there were 22,200 men.

      

      COMMENTARY

      12–14 The greatest loss was among the tribe of Simeon (down to 22,200 from 59,300). The exceedingly wicked Zimri (see ch. 25) was a prince of the house of Simeon (v.14). Perhaps the larger number of the 24,000 who died in the plague of that time had been of the house of Simeon. The judgment was so recent that the tribe had not had time to recover as Reuben had (see comment on v.7).

      Five clans are listed as descended from Simeon in v.12: Nemuel, Jamin, Jakin, Zerah, and Shaul. Nemuel is called Jemuel in Genesis 46:10 and Exodus 6:15. Further, Ohad of Genesis 46:10 and Exodus 6:15 is not mentioned in Numbers; perhaps he died childless or for some other reason did not establish a bona fide clan. Genesis 46:10 observes of Shaul that his mother was a Canaanite—an interesting note when compared with the story of Judah and Tamar in Genesis 38.

      In summary, the tribe of Simeon numbered 22,200 in the second census, a decrease of 37,100 from the 59,300 of the first census (a decrease of about 63 percent). There are five clans. The tribe of Simeon is ranked second in both lists. In 1 Chronicles 4:24 the sons of Simeon are listed as Nemuel, Jamin, Jarib, Zerah, and Shaul; 1 Chronicles 4:24–43 develops the later history of the family of Simeon.

      iii. The tribe of Gad (26:15–18)

      
        
          	15The descendants of Gad by their clans were:
            
              	through Zephon, the Zephonite clan;

              	through Haggi, the Haggite clan;

              	through Shuni, the Shunite clan;

            

          

          	16through Ozni, the Oznite clan;
            
              	through Eri, the Erite clan;

            

          

          	17through Arodi, the Arodite clan;
            
              	through Areli, the Arelite clan.

            

          

        

        18These were the clans of Gad; those numbered were 40,500.

      

      COMMENTARY

      15–18 Here we notice a standard, even stereotypical pattern of the tribal listings. Only in the rebellious tribe of Reuben is there a strong variation. The other lists follow a bookkeeper’s tidy pattern, at least in format.

      In parallel passages, there are several problems with the names of these sons of Gad. Further, when we compare the names of the sons of Gad in Genesis 46:16, we find some variations of names. Zephon of v.15 is Ziphion in Genesis 46:16 (NIV margin); Ozni of v.16 is Ezbon in Genesis 46:16. The problems with these names in parallel passages could be regarded as an embarrassment to the tenet of inspiration. Yet in a sense the very problems we find in these parallel lists of names may be strong indicators of the tradition of textual integrity. If the text were not highly regarded by the scribes as the Word of God, then blemishes such as these would have been smoothed over. Spellings would have been agreed on, divergences expunged. Surely we are not the first to read one name in Numbers 26 and another in Genesis 46, one in Numbers 26 and another in one of the chapters of 1 Chronicles.

      The preservation of discordant spellings and even dissimilar names argues for, not against, integrity. At one time the names were known and were correct. When errors crept in, or when alternative names were used that resulted in some confusion, the scholars of later generations did not disturb the evidence they had. This is not to say that scribes never meddled with names; in fact they did. But the amazing thing is that they did not meddle more, especially in instances such as these. In cases of such “muddled” names, there are several alternative explanations: (1) different spellings for the same name, (2) different names for the same person, and (3) confusion of scribes and hence mistakes in the copying of the names.

      In summary, the tribe of Gad numbered 40,500 in the second census, a decrease of 5,150 from the 45,650 of the first census (a decrease of about 11 percent). There are seven clans. The tribe of Gad is ranked third in both lists. The further history of the tribe of Gad is found in 1 Chronicles 5:11–17.

      iv. The tribe of Judah (26:19–22)

      
        
          	19Er and Onan were sons of Judah, but they died in Canaan.

          	20The descendants of Judah by their clans were:
            
              	through Shelah, the Shelanite clan;

              	through Perez, the Perezite clan;

              	through Zerah, the Zerahite clan.

            

          

          	21The descendants of Perez were:
            
              	through Hezron, the Hezronite clan;

              	through Hamul, the Hamulite clan.

            

          

        

        22These were the clans of Judah; those numbered were 76,500.

      

      COMMENTARY

      19–22 Compare v.19 with Genesis 46:12: “The sons of Judah: Er, Onan, Shelah, Perez and Zerah (but Er and Onan died in the land of Canaan). The sons of Perez: Hezron and Hamul.” As in the case of the sons of Eliab of Reuben (vv.9–11), the sadnesses of the fathers’ families are not glossed over in these lists but are to be remembered for posterity. The family of Judah was unique among the tribes of Israel in that two of the father’s sons died childless in Canaan because of their perfidy before their father ever left for Egypt. Now, hundreds of years later, the sordid story of Er and Onan was alluded to, not to titillate but to warn, to cause the people to remember.

      Here we are reminded that Shelah went on to marry and to father a clan. Further, the sons of Judah by his son’s wife, Tamar, each fathered a clan. The firstborn twin, Perez, has two subclans—a mark of significance, since most of the grandsons are not mentioned here. It is likely that the listing of these subclans makes up for the loss of the clans that might have been founded by the two deceased older sons. Perez has the double honor; indeed, his is the line that Yahweh selected for his great king David (Ru 4:18–22) and for David’s greater Son, Jesus (Mt 1:3; Lk 3:33). It is fascinating that already in Genesis 46:12 the precedence of Perez was asserted. He alone is noted of the grandsons.

      In summary, the tribe of Judah numbered 76,500 in the second census, an increase of 1,900 from the 74,600 of the first census (a gain of less than 3 percent). There are five clans (two are subclans). The tribe of Judah is ranked fourth in both lists. The further history of the tribe of Judah is found in 1 Chronicles 2:3–4:23, which includes an extensive list not only of sons but also of mothers and daughters—an unusual feature in these lists. Since it is from the tribe of Judah that the kings were traced, the unusual listing is made significant. For obvious reasons Christian readers are aware of the special care of the Spirit of God in these lists.

      v. The tribe of Issachar (26:23–25)

      
        
          	23The descendants of Issachar by their clans were:
            
              	through Tola, the Tolaite clan;

              	through Puah, the Puite clan;

            

          

          	24through Jashub, the Jashubite clan;
            
              	through Shimron, the Shimronite clan.

            

          

        

        25These were the clans of Issachar; those numbered were 64,300.

      

      COMMENTARY

      23–25 The clans of Issachar are traced through Tola, Puah, Jashub, and Shimron. Two of these names are problematic; there is difficulty with the spelling of Puah (see Note on v.23), and the name Job (yôb, “Iob”) is mistakenly written in the MT of Genesis 46:13 for Jashub (yāšûb). There is also a slight variation in spelling for the name Shimron (šimrōn in Numbers; šimrôn in Genesis). The point is that we are able to put these various data together and we may attempt to harmonize them. The scribes did not do so, presumably based on their sense of caution against destroying the varied evidence that was before them.

      In summary, the tribe of Issachar numbered 64,300 in the second census, an increase of 9,900 from the 54,400 of the first census (a gain of about 18 percent). There are four clans. The tribe of Issachar is ranked fifth in both lists. The further history of the tribe of Issachar is found in 1 Chronicles 7:1–5.

      NOTE

      23 The name [image: ] (puwâ, “Puah”) is spelled variously in different texts and is represented differently in the versions. Many Hebrew manuscripts read the word as [image: ] (puwwâ); the Samaritan Pentateuch, LXX, Syriac, and Vulgate read [image: ] (pû ʾâ). Genesis 46:13 reads [image: ] (puwwâ); 1 Chronicles 7:1 reads [image: ] (pû ʾâ). In each case the same individual is intended, but the spelling variations suggest some confusion; perhaps these are variations in pronunciation.

      Matters are a bit more difficult in the case of [image: ] (tôlāʿ, “Tola”), who is here the founder of a clan (“the Tolite clan”) in Issachar that is parallel to the clan founded by Puah (“the Puite clan”). In Judges 10:1 we read of a judge called “a man of Issachar, Tola son of Puah, the son of Dodo.” Some scholars suggest that this judge was assigned to an earlier time by the P source in Genesis and Numbers (e.g., BDB, 1069a). However, it would not be at all unusual for patronymic names to be used in later generations in alternating sequences; such was common in ancient (and is so in modern) times.

      vi. The tribe of Zebulun (26:26–27)

      
        
          	26The descendants of Zebulun by their clans were:
            
              	through Sered, the Seredite clan;

              	through Elon, the Elonite clan;

              	through Jahleel, the Jahleelite clan.

            

          

        

        27These were the clans of Zebulun; those numbered were 60,500.

      

      COMMENTARY

      26–27 Sered, Elon, and Jahleel, sons of Zebulun, founded the three clans of this tribe; the names are the same in Genesis 46:14. In summary, the tribe of Zebulun numbered 60,500 in the second census, an increase of 3,100 from the 57,400 of the first census (a gain of over 5 percent). There are three clans. The tribe of Zebulun is ranked sixth in both census lists. Unlike the other tribes, the further history of the tribe of Zebulun is not recorded in 1 Chronicles 2–8; only the name of the tribe is given in 2:1. This is a strange omission (but see on Dan, vv.42–43).

      vii. The tribe of Manasseh (26:28–34)

      
        
          	28The descendants of Joseph by their clans through Manasseh and Ephraim were:

          	29The descendants of Manasseh:
            
              	through Makir, the Makirite clan (Makir was the father of Gilead);

              	through Gilead, the Gileadite clan.

            

          

          	30These were the descendants of Gilead:
            
              	through Iezer, the Iezerite clan;

              	through Helek, the Helekite clan;

              	31through Asriel, the Asrielite clan;
                
                  	through Shechem, the Shechemite clan;

                

              

              	32through Shemida, the Shemidaite clan;
                
                  	through Hepher, the Hepherite clan.

                

              

              	33(Zelophehad son of Hepher had no sons; he had only daughters, whose names were Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah and Tirzah.)

            

          

        

        34These were the clans of Manasseh; those numbered were 52,700.

      

      COMMENTARY

      28–34 There is an inclusio of sorts grouping the tribes of Manasseh and Ephraim. Verse 28 introduces these two tribes as the descendants of Joseph; v.37 ends with a notice that these were the descendants of Joseph. In this way the reader is reminded that Joseph received the double honor of his father, Jacob, by having two sons receive equal status with his brothers among the tribes of Israel. With the removal of the tribe of Levi from the lay tribes, this “bonus” to Joseph maintained the sacral number twelve for the fathers’ houses.

      The order of the tribes is the same in the two census lists, with the exception of the inversion of Manasseh and Ephraim among the tribes of Joseph. One observation we may make about this inversion of order is that the tribe of Ephraim was superior in number to Manasseh in Numbers 1; the reverse is true in Numbers 26. Later in Israel’s history, the tribe of Ephraim became the counterpart in the north to the importance of Judah in the south. Yet at this point the tribe of Ephraim was among the smallest (only Simeon with 22,200 was smaller than Ephraim’s 32,500). This datum seems to argue against the critical theory from a number of German scholars that the lists in these chapters of Numbers were projections backward from late in Israel’s history (when these lists were manufactured), based on their conceptions of the ideal state of affairs during the times of David and Solomon. Yet these numbers do not accord with any later period of Israel’s history. To be blunt, if the numbers do not accord with the time of Moses in some manner, then they are simply manufactured.

      There are a couple of unusual features in the roster of the clans of Manasseh. First, only one son of Manasseh is listed; his name is Makir (see Ge 50:23; Nu 27:1; 32:39–40; Dt 3:15; Jos 13:31; 17:1, 3). Joshua 17:1–2 suggests that Makir was the firstborn of Manasseh and that Abiezer (= Iezer), Helek, Asriel, Shechem, Shemida, and Hepher were other “sons.” These other sons are actually descended from Gilead, son of Makir.

      Thus the tribe of Manasseh is distinctive in that it did not divide into sub-clans until the fourth generation. The line of descent is Joseph–Manasseh–Makir–Gilead–six sons, including Hepher. From Hepher came Zelophehad, who had five daughters. The listing of the sons of Gilead is prominent in our text: Iezer, Helek, Asriel, Shechem, Shemida, Hepher (followed by Zelophehad).

      It is the last name that presents the second unusual factor in this listing; Zelophehad, actually the grandson of Gilead, “had no sons, only daughters” (v.33). This factor became the subject matter for chapter 27 (and a followup in ch. 36).

      The family of Makir is developed in 1 Chronicles 7:14–19. Of Manasseh it is said that his Aramean concubine (no name given) bore him Makir (v.14). Makir then married Maacah, from the people of Huppim and Shuppim, and they became the parents of Gilead. Gilead had six sons: Iezer (see Note on v.30), Helek, Asriel, Shechem, Shemida, and Hepher. Hepher was the father of Zelophehad.

      While the descendants of Jacob had a remarkable propensity to father sons, surely there were daughters along the way! Yet Zelophehad’s daughters (Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah; v.33) are nearly the only ones mentioned in this chapter (see v.46). Since the chapter records a roster of men being mustered for war, the lack of the mention of daughters elsewhere can be explained. But it is interesting to see how 1 Chronicles mentions women abundantly, especially in chs. 2 and 7. The purpose of Numbers 26 in listing men for war is granted, but hardly any other mention of women is unsettling. Who was mothering all these sons? The reason to mention Zelophehad’s daughters in v.33 was to set the stage for the narrative of ch. 27. And that stage is a most dramatic one indeed.

      The most significant gain among all the tribes in the wilderness period was that of Manasseh (52,700, up from 32,200). No reason is known for this dramatic increase. In summary, the tribe of Manasseh numbered 52,700 in the second census, an increase of 20,500 from the 32,200 of the first census (a stunning gain of 64 percent). There are two clans, that of Makir and that of his son Gilead; then there are six subclans of the Gileadites. The tribe of Manasseh is ranked eighth in the first list and seventh in the second, thereby changing places with its brother tribe Ephraim—perhaps because of its phenomenal increase in numbers. The further history of the tribe of Manasseh is found in 1 Chronicles 7:14–19.

      NOTE

      30 [image: ] (ʾî ʿezer, “Iezer”), this first-named son of Gilead, may in fact have been the son of his sister Hammoleketh but was regarded as Gilead’s “son” for genealogical purposes; see 1 Chronicles 7:18, where “Iezer” seems to be intended by [image: ], (ʾabî ʿezer, “Abiezer”). The genealogies are exceedingly complex in this section.

      viii. The tribe of Ephraim (26:35–37)

      
        
          	35These were the descendants of Ephraim by their clans:
            
              	through Shuthelah, the Shuthelahite clan;

              	through Beker, the Bekerite clan;

              	through Tahan, the Tahanite clan.

            

          

          	36These were the descendants of Shuthelah:
            
              	through Eran, the Eranite clan.

            

          

        

        37These were the clans of Ephraim; those numbered were 32,500.

        These were the descendants of Joseph by their clans.

      

      COMMENTARY

      35–37 The clans of Ephraim are listed under three sons—Shuthelah, Beker, and Tahan—and one subclan, through Eran son of Shuthelah (yet Eran is not mentioned elsewhere).

      In summary, the tribe of Ephraim numbered 32,500 in the second census, a drop of 8,000 from the 40,500 of the first census (a decrease of about 20 percent). There are three clans and one subclan. The tribe of Ephraim is ranked seventh in the first list and eighth in the second, thereby changing places with its brother tribe, Manasseh. Further history of the tribe of Ephraim is found in 1 Chronicles 7:20–29.

      ix. The tribe of Benjamin (26:38–41)

      
        
          	38The descendants of Benjamin by their clans were:
            
              	through Bela, the Belaite clan;

              	through Ashbel, the Ashbelite clan;

              	through Ahiram, the Ahiramite clan;

            

          

          	39through Shupham, the Shuphamite clan;
            
              	through Hupham, the Huphamite clan.

            

          

          	40The descendants of Bela through Ard and Naaman were:
            
              	through Ard, the Ardite clan;

              	through Naaman, the Naamite clan.

            

          

        

        41These were the clans of Benjamin; those numbered were 45,600.

      

      COMMENTARY

      38–41 The lists of names of sons and clans in the earlier rosters have presented problems of spelling and identification from time to time when the lists in Numbers 26 are compared with similar lists in Genesis and 1 Chronicles. But in the case of the tribe of Benjamin, we come to nearly insurmountable problems of correlation. It appears that the lists of the clans of Benjamin are fluid, perhaps depending on differing purposes of their sources, as well as considerable confusion in the transmission of these names. Again, the most hopeful observation one can make about the confused state of the matter is that scribes did not attempt to go through these lists to sanitize them of these astringencies.

      The lists that are to be compared are from Genesis 46:21; Numbers 26:38; 1 Chronicles 7:6; and 1 Chronicles 8:1–2. Below are parallel tables of these four texts of the sons of Benjamin:

      
        
          
            	Genesis 46:21
            	Numbers 26:38
            	1 Chronicles 7:6
            	1 Chronicles 8:1–2
          

        
        
          
            	
              Bela

            
            	
              Bela

            
            	
              Bela

            
            	
              Bela

            
          

          
            	
              Beker

            
            	
            
            	
              Beker

            
            	
              “his firstborn” (see Note)

            
          

          
            	
            
            	
            
            	
              Jediael (only here)

            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Ashbel

            
            	
              Ashbel

            
            	
            
            	
              Ashbel

            
          

          
            	
              Gera (only here)

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Naaman

            
            	
              [Naaman; name of a son of Bela; v.40]

            
            	
            
            	
              [Naaman; name of a son of Bela; v.3]

            
          

          
            	
              Ehi

            
            	
              Ahiram

            
            	
            
            	
              Aharah

            
          

          
            	
              Rosh

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
              Nohah (only here)

            
          

          
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
              Rapha (only here)

            
          

          
            	
              Muppim

            
            	
              Shephupham or Shupham [v.39]

            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Huppim

            
            	
              Hupham [v.39]

            
            	
            
            	
            
          

          
            	
              Ard

            
            	
              Ard [name of a son of Bela; v.40

            
            	
            
            	
            
          

        
      

      Some possible reasons for the differences follow.

      
        	1. The name “Beker” may have been misunderstood in 1 Chronicles 8:1 as the Hebrew term bekōrô, “his firstborn,” leading to the unusual list of ordinals in the rest of the names in that listing.

        	2. The name “Ahiram” in Numbers 26:38 (= Aharah of 1Ch 8:1) may be identified with Ehi of Genesis 46:21; alternatively, perhaps there is a confusion of the two names “Ahi” and “Rosh” of Genesis 46:21 in the name “Ahiram.”

        	3. Shephupham (MT = Shupham of Sam., Pent., Vulg., Syr.) is confused perhaps with “Muppim” of Genesis 46:21.

        	4. “Hupham” of Numbers 26:39 may equal “Huppim” of Genesis 46:21; but he may be a descendant, not the son (see 1Ch 7:12; yet 1Ch 7:12 may list descendants who have similar names as their forebears, this issue being complex).

        	5. Ard in Numbers 26:40 is listed as a son of Bela, along with Naaman. Perhaps these men were not born in the period described in Genesis 46.

      

      In summary, the tribe of Benjamin numbered 45,600 in the second census, an increase of 10,200 from the 35,400 of the first census (a gain of 29 percent). There are five clans and two subclans (but the other lists give different figures). The tribe of Benjamin is ranked ninth in both census lists. The further history of the tribe of Benjamin is found in 1 Chronicles 7:6–12; 8:1–39. This latter, extended excursus on the family of Benjamin is occasioned by interest in the line of Israel’s first king, Saul (see 1Ch 8:33).

      NOTE

      38 In the complex listing of the sons of Benjamin, as compared with other lists, one name, [image: ] (beker, “Beker”), is omitted in Numbers 26:38 but found in Genesis 46:21 and 1 Chronicles 7:6. In 1 Chronicles 8:1 the text reads [image: ] (bekōrô, “his firstborn”).

      x. The tribe of Dan (26:42–43)

      
        
          	42These were the descendants of Dan by their clans:
            
              	through Shuham, the Shuhamite clan.

            

          

        

        These were the clans of Dan: 43All of them were Shuhamite clans; and those numbered were 64,400.

      

      COMMENTARY

      42–43 The briefest of all the tribal notations is given for Dan, and only one clan is listed, Shuham. Yet surprisingly, the total population is quite large, at 64,400; only Judah (76,500) is larger. Genesis 46:23 lists one son for Dan, namely, Hushim. The relationship of the words “Shuham” and “Hushim” is unknown (but a confusion of letters is certainly possible; see Note). It is unexpected that such a large tribe would be descended from only one son.

      In summary, the tribe of Dan numbered as 64,400 in the second census, an increase of 1,700 from the 62,700 of the first census (a gain of about 3 percent). There is only one clan. The tribe of Dan is ranked tenth in both census lists. Alone among the tribes, the name of Dan is not mentioned at all in the tribal genealogies of 1 Chronicles 1–8 (see also on vv.26–27, the situation with respect to Zebulun).

      NOTE

      42 The name of the son of Dan is [image: ] (šûḥām, “Shuham”); in Genesis 46:23 the son of Dan is [image: ] (ḥušîm, “Hushim”). These different names may have resulted from a transposition of the Hebrew letters [image: ] (š) and [image: ] (ḥ) in transcription.

      xi. The tribe of Asher (26:44–47)

      
        
          	44The descendants of Asher by their clans were:
            
              	through Imnah, the Imnite clan;

              	through Ishvi, the Ishvite clan;

              	through Beriah, the Beriite clan;

            

          

          	45and through the descendants of Beriah:
            
              	through Heber, the Heberite clan;

              	through Malkiel, the Malkielite clan.

            

          

          	46(Asher had a daughter named Serah.)

        

        47These were the clans of Asher; those numbered were 53,400.

      

      COMMENTARY

      44–47 In Numbers 26 one name, “Ishvah” (yišwâ), has dropped from the listing of the names of the sons of Asher in Genesis 46:17 and 1 Chronicles 7:30. Perhaps Ishvah did not establish a clan and so is not listed in Numbers. The other sons who are listed are Imnah, Ishvi, and Beriah, besides Heber and Malkiel, the sons of Beriah who founded subclans.

      The mention of Serah, daughter of Asher (v.46), is remarkable (and she is mentioned as well in Genesis 46:17 and 1 Chronicles 7:30). The appearance of her name in these lists raises some questions: Is it possible she was the only daughter born to the twelve sons of Jacob, even as Jacob had only one daughter, Dinah? Do sons (or daughters) run in families that prominently? Or were there numerous other daughters from the many wives of these twelve sons of Jacob though only Serah is mentioned? Her name is mentioned without any note of marriage or progeny—what happened to her? These unanswered questions remind us of how little we know of women in the patriarchal stories.

      Genesis 46:26 adds up the persons who went down to Egypt thus: “all those who went to Egypt with Jacob . . . not counting his sons’ wives—were sixty-six persons.” Since these women were not descended from Jacob, out of his body, they were not named. By contrast, the mothers of Jacob’s twelve sons are named prominently in Genesis 46 (and elsewhere). But note what we are not told. By the time of the account of Genesis 46, Rachel is dead. What became of Leah, Zilpah, and Bilhah? Did they go to Egypt, or were they already dead? Did Jacob outlive all four wives before he went down to Egypt?

      Further, we learn of the occasional inappropriate wife—Judah’s Canaanite wife and his daughter-in-law Tamar (see 1Ch 2:3)—and the exceptional, but apparently fitting, foreign wife, such as Asenath, the wife of Joseph (Ge 41:50). But we wonder where the other sons got their wives. Were they also women of the land?

      We read of Zelophehad, who had only daughters, and in 1 Chronicles 2:34–35 of Sheshan, who also had only daughters. He gives one unnamed daughter in marriage to a named slave, whose son he regards as his grandson!

      Again, we think of David (1Ch 3:1–9), who has six sons at Hebron from six different wives, then four sons by Bathsheba, plus nine others from wives not specified, and unnumbered sons by concubines. But only one daughter is named: Tamar, the sister of Absalom, daughter of Maacah (2Sa 13:1). This ratio of nineteen sons to one daughter, by numerous wives, stands out! So we ask: Were there actually many more daughters? Was Tamar only mentioned because of the story of Absalom and Amnon, as Dinah may have been mentioned alone among many sisters only because of the story of Shechem and her brothers?

      In summary, the tribe of Asher numbered 53,400 in the second census, an increase of 11,900 from the 41,500 of the first census (a gain of 29 percent). There are three clans, two subclans, and one daughter. The tribe of Asher is ranked eleventh in both census lists. The further history of the tribe of Asher is found in 1 Chronicles 7:30–40.

      xii. The tribe of Naphtali (26:48–50)

      
        
          	48The descendants of Naphtali by their clans were:
            
              	through Jahzeel, the Jahzeelite clan;

              	through Guni, the Gunite clan;

            

          

          	49through Jezer, the Jezerite clan;
            
              	through Shillem, the Shillemite clan.

            

          

        

        50These were the clans of Naphtali; those numbered were 45,400.

      

      COMMENTARY

      48–50 The families of Naphtali are descended from four sons, Jahzeel, Guni, Jezer, and Shillem (all mentioned in Ge 46:24 and 1Ch 7:13).

      In summary, the tribe of Naphtali numbered 45,400 in the second census, a decrease of 8,000 from the 53,400 of the first census (a drop of 15 percent). There are four clans. The tribe of Naphtali is ranked twelfth in both census lists. The names of the sons of Naphtali, but no further history of the tribe, are found in 1 Chronicles 7:13.

      c. The Grand Celebrative Number, to the Praise of the Lord (26:51)

      
        51The total number of the men of Israel was 601,730.

      

      COMMENTARY

      51 Despite all the people who had died during the years of wilderness experience, the total of the people was 601,730—nearly the same as the total of those who were first numbered. This remarkable fact is to be regarded as the signal blessing of the Lord, in fulfillment of his many promises to give numerical strength to the people descended from Abraham through Jacob (see Ge 12:2). The loss of 1,820 persons, from 603,550 mentioned in 1:46 in the first census, is a drop of only 0.3 percent—a negligible sum!

      This grand total and its integers are in accord with the general pattern of the numbers of the book. The numbers show a wonderful consistency, despite the shifting totals among the various tribes (see Note). It is utterly remarkable that the total number has remained nearly unchanged even though the people have lived under the most trying conditions for a period of thirty-eight years. There had been the deaths of all those who were over the age of twenty at the time of the rebellion at Kadesh, and there had been numerous judgments of God that came on the people because of that rebellion and others. Then there was the harsh reality of living out life in the Desert of Sinai. Given all these factors, the birth rate was not just equal but prolific. God’s faithfulness to his people is grandly celebrated with this triumphant chapter of census!

      The point of this number is principally the praise of the Lord. The number may have been inflated rhetorically; but if so, it is a celebrative inflation, glorying in God and anticipating the time when Israel, the people of God, will be in number like the stars of the heavens and as countless as the grains of sand on the seashore.

      NOTE

      51 For the large totals of the tribes and the grand total for the full complement of able-bodied men over the age of twenty, see the Introduction, the sections on the large numbers; also see the comment and Note on 1:46. The numbers in the second list are consistently large, as are those in the first census. Any conclusion drawn about the one must affect the other. Again in this chapter we find numerous problems in the textual transmission of names but none concerning the transmission of these large numbers. If one wishes to argue for problems of textual transmission as the source of the large numbers, the errors would have had to come at such an early period that there was no record left of the errors—a most unlikely situation. Again, the numbers are added as real integers; 1,000 is 1 more than 999. Further, the math is correct; the sum of the twelve tribal rosters adds up to the total: 601,730.

      d. The Allotment of the Land on the Basis of the Names of the Families of Israel (26:52–56)

      
        52The LORD said to Moses, 53“The land is to be allotted to them as an inheritance based on the number of names. 54To a larger group give a larger inheritance, and to a smaller group a smaller one; each is to receive its inheritance according to the number of those listed. 55Be sure that the land is distributed by lot. What each group inherits will be according to the names for its ancestral tribe. 56Each inheritance is to be distributed by lot among the larger and smaller groups.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      52–56 This pericope is an impressive addition to the census record as compared to 1:44–46 and following. In the first census the emphasis was fully on preparation for warfare (“all . . . who are able to serve in the army,” 1:3; and “who were able to serve in Israel’s army,” 1:45). The second census begins in the same manner (“who are able to serve in the army of Israel,” 26:2), but it ends differently. The second census relates not only to military service in the conquest of the land but also to inheritance rights once the land was made theirs. This pericope of promise was designed to compel the people to lives of faithfulness.

      The listing of names was not only the means for demonstrating God’s faithfulness to his people; it was also a basis for an equitable distribution of the land they were about to enter. Larger tribes would receive larger shares, but the decisions of place would be made by lot (v.56). Until the end, Moses was still in charge of these matters—more bittersweet experiences that marked his last days. The distribution of the land was to be based on the dual principles of fairness and lot (with the understanding that the fall of the lot lay in the hands of the Lord). The land was God’s gift to his people; hence their shares in it were their inheritance from him.

      e. The Families and Numbers of the Levites, the Holy Tribe of Israel (26:57–62)

      
        
          	57These were the Levites who were counted by their clans:
            
              	through Gershon, the Gershonite clan;

              	through Kohath, the Kohathite clan;

              	through Merari, the Merarite clan.

            

          

          	58These also were Levite clans:
            
              	the Libnite clan,

              	the Hebronite clan,

              	the Mahlite clan,

              	the Mushite clan,

              	the Korahite clan.

            

          

        

        (Kohath was the forefather of Amram; 59the name of Amram’s wife was Jochebed, a descendant of Levi, who was born to the Levites in Egypt. To Amram she bore Aaron, Moses and their sister Miriam. 60Aaron was the father of Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar. 61But Nadab and Abihu died when they made an offering before the LORD with unauthorized fire.)

        62All the male Levites a month old or more numbered 23,000. They were not counted along with the other Israelites because they received no inheritance among them.

      

      COMMENTARY

      57–58a This pericope corresponds to the separate counting of the Levites in the first census (see 1:47–53; 3:1–39; see also Ex 6:16–25). The Levites are grouped in three clans (Gershon, Kohath, and Merari) with five subclans in this text: Libni (of Gershon; see 3:18; Ex 6:18), Hebron (of Kohath; see 3:19; Ex 6:18), Mahli and Mushi (of Merari; see 3:20; Ex 6:19), and Korah (a descendant of Kohath through Izhar; see Ex 6:21). A comparison of the line of Levi in Exodus 6 shows that not all the sons of Gershon, Kohath, and Merari founded families that were reckoned among the Levites.

      58b–61 The parenthetical pericope on Kohath, Amram, and Jochebed is a reminder of earlier sections of the Torah (3:1–10; Ex 6:20), likely inserted here to assert anew the lineage of Aaron and to remind the priests of the debacle of Nadab and Abihu. The record of Amram and Jochebed is compressed, as is generally recognized. Kohath must have lived perhaps 350 years before Moses, as he was born before Jacob went down to Egypt (see Ge 46:11). Further, there is a family of Amramites that numbered several hundred at the time of Moses (see Nu 3:27). Most probably Amram and Jochebed are celebrated ancestors of Aaron, Miriam, and Moses rather than their immediate parents (see W. H. Gispen, Exodus [Bible Student’s Commentary; trans. Ed van der Maas; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982], 77, n. 10); for Nadab and Abihu, see comments on 3:4 and Leviticus 10:1–3. From the direction of these verses, it is clear that the listing of the families of Levi is focused on the need to document the family line of Miriam, Aaron, and Moses one more time.

      A question remains, however. If Amram and Jochebed are not the immediate parents of Miriam, Aaron, and Moses, why are they mentioned so prominently? Perhaps the issue concerns something of a scandal about their marriage. Exodus 6:20 says that Amram married his aunt. Such a breech of taboo would not soon be forgotten. So scandalized was Israel that the names of these remote persons are preserved, though the immediate parents’ names are forgotten. On Amram see also 1 Chronicles 6:1–3; contrast Exodus 2:1, which speaks of the parents of Moses without giving their names. Even in the birth narratives of some of its most illustrious heroes, the Torah does not seem to answer the types of basic questions the modern reader has.

      62 The number of male Levites over the age of one month increased from 22,000 in the first census (3:39) to 23,000 in the second (26:62), an increase of 1,000 (about 5 percent). The pericope ends with the restated reason for the separate numbering of the Levites: They were not part of the army, nor would they be inheritors of the land; they were a tribe holy to the Lord. But they were a part of the nation, and their families had to be listed along with the names of the other family names in Israel.

      f. A Recapitulation of the Point of the Census: This Is the New Generation (26:63–65)

      
        63These are the ones counted by Moses and Eleazar the priest when they counted the Israelites on the plains of Moab by the Jordan across from Jericho. 64Not one of them was among those counted by Moses and Aaron the priest when they counted the Israelites in the Desert of Sinai. 65For the LORD had told those Israelites they would surely die in the desert, and not one of them was left except Caleb son of Jephunneh and Joshua son of Nun.

      

      COMMENTARY

      63–65 This chapter has a fine style to it, despite the seemingly mundane issues it presents. The second census was, of course, of enormous importance to Israel and a central aspect of the Lord’s dealings with her. The style is not ornate or given to literary flourish; yet in the simplicity of its format, in the sense of order and control, its strong salvific message is proclaimed—Yahweh had a people ready to enter his land!

      Verses 63–65 serve as the fitting conclusion to the section begun in vv.1–4a. There are numerous ties between the two: (1) the mention of Moses and Eleazar the priest; (2) the location on the plains of Moab; and (3) the words “after the plague” in v.1, which tie to the notice in v.64 that, except for Caleb and Joshua, not one of the original group of rebels was still alive. The text emphasizes the expression “not one of them” (vv.64–65). This phrase, of course, speaks of the sure righteousness of the Lord. But the survival of Caleb and Joshua reminds us of the grace of Yahweh, who keeps his promise to save, even as he remembers his oath to punish.

      In truth it is all of grace, as Moses elaborates in his homily in Deuteronomy. In Deuteronomy 1:31 he speaks of the Lord’s carrying the people in the wilderness as a father carries a son; in 2:7 he speaks of God’s presence with them throughout the forty years so that they lacked nothing; and in 4:32–40 he speaks of the actions of the Lord in these years as unparalleled in all human history.

      The name “Eleazar” is significant in its linking with Moses in v.63. The next verse reminds us of the first census, in which Aaron joined Moses in making the tabulation. Of the first generation none—except Caleb and Joshua—would enter the land (v.65). Even old Moses was excluded.

      2. The Inheritance of Women on Entering the Land (27:1–11)

      
        1The daughters of Zelophehad son of Hepher, the son of Gilead, the son of Makir, the son of Manasseh, belonged to the clans of Manasseh son of Joseph. The names of the daughters were Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah and Tirzah. They approached 2the entrance to the Tent of Meeting and stood before Moses, Eleazar the priest, the leaders and the whole assembly, and said, 3“Our father died in the desert. He was not among Korah’s followers, who banded together against the LORD, but he died for his own sin and left no sons. 4Why should our father’s name disappear from his clan because he had no son? Give us property among our father’s relatives.”

        5So Moses brought their case before the LORD 6and the LORD said to him, 7“What Zelophehad’s daughters are saying is right. You must certainly give them property as an inheritance among their father’s relatives and turn their father’s inheritance over to them.

        8“Say to the Israelites, ‘If a man dies and leaves no son, turn his inheritance over to his daughter. 9If he has no daughter, give his inheritance to his brothers. 10If he has no brothers, give his inheritance to his father’s brothers. 11If his father had no brothers, give his inheritance to the nearest relative in his clan, that he may possess it. This is to be a legal requirement for the Israelites, as the LORD commanded Moses.’”

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–4 The substance of this chapter has a distinctly modern ring to it. Here is a story impinging on the rights of women in early Israel. The issue in the chapter is the question brought to Moses by five daughters of a man who had no sons. As such, this is a significant chapter in the sociology of early Israel. It is also an important contribution to the biblical theology of the book of Numbers. While we tend to focus on the fact that it was women who were presenting a claim to Moses, the substance of their claim did not center in gender but only sprang from it. The issue centered in the concept of the land and one’s share in it as the geographical and spiritual destiny of the redeemed community of Israel.

      The five women were daughters of Zelophehad, whose genealogy is traced back to Manasseh (v.1, a reprise of 26:33). In a sense this chapter is an extension of the genealogies of ch. 26, thus showing how complications may have had to be worked out when the people would come to inherit their share in the land of Canaan. The principal concern of Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah was the securing of the inheritance and the preservation of their father’s name in the land (v.4). Their action in approaching Moses, Eleazar, and the leaders of the nation was unprecedented, a great act of courage, conviction, and faith. It is not to be missed that the actual names of these women are given; so often in biblical narratives the names of women are lacking, even when they have a significant role to play (e.g., the wife of Noah, the wife of Lot, etc.).

      The women’s act of coming near (qārab, “to make an approach”) to Moses is detailed rather graphically (v.2). They stood before Moses, before Eleazar the priest, and before the leaders and the entire congregation at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting (v.3). This march to the central shrine by these women must have been incredible to those who were watching. In ancient Israel, this act was akin to the refusal of Rosa Parks, an African-American woman, to give up her bus seat in Montgomery, Alabama, a half-century ago! With the exception of Miriam, sister of Moses and Aaron, we do not read of righteous women coming to such sacral precincts in these ancient narratives (but recall the horrible actions of Cozbi in ch. 25).

      When the women made their claim to Moses, they specified that their father, Zelophehad, had not died because of an act of participation in the rebellion of Korah (see Nu 16); his death was the more common fate of all members of the entire doomed first generation (v.3). In this explanation, the daughters showed their understanding of the reality of God’s judgment combined with a sense of his mercy. It appears from this verse that the rebels associated with Korah not only lost their lives in the judgment of God on them, but also their survivors may have lost their inheritance. Here is a particular death notice from among the huge statistic of 26:64. There is something touching in this notice.

      But these women did not excuse their father either. These pious women demonstrated sound understanding of the nature of the wilderness experience and a just claim for their family. Further, they were women of faith. The people were not yet in the land, but these women knew that they would enter it soon. Their claim to Moses was anticipatory of the Lord’s coming deliverance of the people from the awful wilderness to the Land of Promise.

      So the women came with a suit asking for a decision from the Lord that their father’s name not disappear from among the clans of his family. The tie of name to land in the expectation of Israel is demonstrated clearly here (v.4). One’s meaning in the community was considered to be dependent on the survival of the family name in the distribution of land in the time of conquest.

      5 A mark of the leadership of Moses is seen in v.5, where he heard the women’s complaint and then took their case before Yahweh. In the MT of this verse, the term “their case” is written with an oversized, darkened letter “n” (nun—the so-called majuscule nun), indicating the suffixed pronoun “their” (feminine plural). It seems that the scribe used this unusual letter to bring special attention to the fact that this appeal came from women.

      6–11 This section is not only instructive in terms of the issues it presents; these verses also give an indication how case law might have operated in Israel. The general laws would be promulgated. Then legitimate exceptions or special considerations would come to the elders and perhaps be brought to Moses himself. He then would await a decision from the Lord. The language is specific in this regard; Moses did not decide by himself but waited for a decision from the Lord. Then after the decision for the specific case was rendered (see v.7), an application for other situations was also able to be rendered (see vv.8–11).

      In cases such as this, Moses would have consulted Yahweh by means of the Urim and Thummim. Much speculation has centered on these words (see comments on vv.18–21 and Notes).

      In this case Yahweh gave a favorable decision to these women. In fact, the response of the Lord went beyond their request. In v.4 they requested ʾaḥuzzâ (“landed property”). The response of the Lord was for ʾaḥuzzat naḥalâ (“a hereditary possession of landed property”; v.7). The point seems to be that not only would these women receive their property; they could transfer it to their heirs as well. Thus they shared with the sons of other fathers who were deceased. It is as though their father had had sons!

      Throughout this section there is a balanced presentation of the grace of God to hear and to review the case as well as a firmness with which the command is worded. The decision is clear, prompt, and exact. This special case would then be used as a legal precedent for other cases like it. An extension was made of those kinds of applications considered binding. The first decision respected the five women; the eventuating law affected all Israel (v.11).

      The first in line for inheritance of one’s father was the father’s son(s). If the father had no son, then his daughter would inherit in his stead. If there was no daughter either, then the inheritance would pass to nearest relatives: brothers, uncles, or other kin. The intent in each case was to keep the inheritance as close as possible to the deceased man’s family line. His name and his possession in the land were inseparable.

      This decision becomes a ḥuqqat mišpāṭ (v.11), a statutory legal decision or “requirement” (v.11); compare “their case” of v.5. Moreover, the section closes by saying that the decision was mediated through Moses but originated from Yahweh.

      Numbers 36 provides an appendix to this account. This deals with the complicating factor of the case of women who were now inheritors of the land and who might marry outside their families and thus muddle the subsequent inheritance claims of Israel.

      NOTES

      1 The story of the daughters of Zelophehad is discussed in several critical articles. Snaith argues that the law really only served as a justification for the settlement of the half-tribe of Manasseh to the west of the Jordan; he regards this law as fiction and as “bad” law (N. H. Snaith, “The Daughters of Zelophehad,” VT 16 [1966]: 124–27). But Weingreen points out how this section speaks of a new process of lawmaking in Israel, “a rule of law” (J. Weingreen, “The Case of the Daughters of Zelophehad,” VT 16 [1966]: 518–22).

      7 It seems that the feminine suffixes are used so infrequently in Scripture that (copyist) errors are found from time to time. Here is a mix of forms: [image: ] (lāhem . . . ʾabîhem . . . lāhen, “[to] them [masculine plural] . . . their [masculine plural] father . . . to them [feminine plural]”). It is also possible that a strict standard was not in place in these early times; similar factors are found in the book of Ruth (Ruth 1:8). Numerous MT MSS normalize these spelling errors to the feminine gender.

      8 [image: ] (tedabbēr, “say”) is an example of the instructional use of the imperfect.

      3. The Successor to Moses (27:12–23)

      
        12Then the LORD said to Moses, “Go up this mountain in the Abarim range and see the land I have given the Israelites. 13After you have seen it, you too will be gathered to your people, as your brother Aaron was, 14for when the community rebelled at the waters in the Desert of Zin, both of you disobeyed my command to honor me as holy before their eyes.” (These were the waters of Meribah Kadesh, in the Desert of Zin.)

        15Moses said to the LORD, 16“May the LORD, the God of the spirits of all mankind, appoint a man over this community 17to go out and come in before them, one who will lead them out and bring them in, so the LORD’s people will not be like sheep without a shepherd.”

        18So the LORD said to Moses, “Take Joshua son of Nun, a man in whom is the spirit, and lay your hand on him. 19Have him stand before Eleazar the priest and the entire assembly and commission him in their presence. 20Give him some of your authority so the whole Israelite community will obey him. 21He is to stand before Eleazar the priest, who will obtain decisions for him by inquiring of the Urim before the LORD. At his command he and the entire community of the Israelites will go out, and at his command they will come in.”

        22Moses did as the LORD commanded him. He took Joshua and had him stand before Eleazar the priest and the whole assembly. 23Then he laid his hands on him and commissioned him, as the LORD instructed through Moses.

      

      COMMENTARY

      12–14 The conjunction of the story of the daughters of Zelophehad with their request for an inheritance in the land (vv.1–11) and the Lord’s words to Moses about his own lack of participation in the land (vv.12–14) is touching indeed. Provisions were made for the exceptions and irregularities of the inheritance laws, but there was no provision made for Moses, the (usually) faithful servant of the Lord. His sin at the waters of Meribah at Kadesh (20:1–13) was always before him. Aaron had already died; Moses was soon to die. He would be allowed a glimpse of the land from a distant mountain, but not even he would be allowed a footfall in the land itself.

      There is some sense in which we are not sure how to react to the provision of Yahweh for Moses to gaze at the land from a distance. This was a provision of mercy, for at least he was able to see the land. Nevertheless, this must have been a bittersweet experience. It may have been too hard for Moses even to look, knowing that the land would never be his own. Deuteronomy 3:23–25 describes the pleading of Moses with the Lord for an opportunity to walk through the land. But the Lord would not listen; Moses was not allowed even to speak of the issue further (v.26). The mountain from which Moses was to see the land is not specified here; Deuteronomy 3:27 and 34:1 describe it as Mount Nebo and the top of Pisgah (see Note on Dt 34:1).

      The sin of Moses is tied to Aaron in this text, as in Numbers 20; hence both had to die before the people could enter the land. The ominous name “Meribah” is used again in this passage (v.14) to remind us of the rebellion of the leader of the people against the Lord (see comment on 20:13). The punishment of Moses seems to be a significant element of the Heilsgeschichte of Numbers. Balaam was an utter reprobate and was entirely deserving of God’s judgment; yet God’s judgment came as well even on Moses because of his rebellion. As in 20:12, the principal error of Moses and Aaron was in failing to regard Yahweh as holy. (See Dt 32:48–51 for a close parallel to this paragraph.)

      The solemnity of this passage is remarkable. In a context of mercy to the daughters of Zelophehad (vv.1–11) that displays the righteousness (ṣedāqâ) of Yahweh, here we sense something of his holiness (qōdeš). The assault on the holiness of God by Moses and Aaron was disastrous. The fact of Aaron’s death adds a level of certainty to Moses’ own soon demise.

      15–17 Moses then requested, in the light of his own impending death, that the Lord appoint a successor for him, even as he clearly indicated a successor for Aaron the priest (see 20:22–29). Without such a certain leader, the people would be like shepherdless sheep in wandering each his own way across the wastelands. In this request to God, Moses used an unusual form of address: “Yahweh God of the spirits of all flesh” (v.16, lit. tr.; “the LORD, the God of the spirits of all mankind,” NIV; a similar expression is used by Moses in 16:22). This expressive title of Yahweh speaks of his ultimate sovereignty over all peoples. If God is sovereign over all, then surely God will wish to show his sovereignty over his people in their evident need for a shepherd to follow Moses.

      Thus we see that Moses’ reaction to this reassertion of his restriction from enjoying the land was to bless the Lord and to offer a prayer for his successor. Here is the Moses of old! Gone is his terrible moment of anger. He had the good of the community at heart. He did not grieve at his own loss but desired a successor so that at last the people would be able to enjoy the end of their salvation. In this sense his life would not have been for naught. Note that Moses did not select his own heir. This post was neither hereditary nor one that was his to dispose—only Yahweh could provide a successor to Moses. Since the Lord knows all persons, he would be the judge of the inner qualities demanded for the task.

      The successor to Moses was not chosen because of a blood relationship to Moses; he was not a king. Nor was he chosen by a popular election, for Moses had not been elected by the people—a fact of which they had constantly reminded him (cf. 14:4, where the people wanted to select a leader other than Moses)! The successor was to be appointed directly by God. The Lord was (and is) King; Moses was only an agent. The successor was not to be a figurehead or a symbol, but a leader who would stand before his people and lead them in the direction they should go. He is pictured as a shepherd, one needed by the flock. Moses’ concern was that his flock not be left without a shepherd.

      18–21 The response of the Lord was to take Joshua son of Nun and to consecrate him as the true successor of Moses. As Moses and Aaron needed to determine the true successor of Aaron before his death (20:22–29), so the true successor of Moses needed to be established. Joshua and Caleb were the two heroes in the darkest day of Israel’s apostasy (Nu 13–14). It was fitting that the Lord selected one of these two. Further, Joshua had been an aide of Moses from his early youth (11:28), a fact that made him especially well suited to follow his master’s steps.

      The wording of v.18 is expressive of Moses’ own part in the selection process. He would be the one to single out Joshua; the Hebrew wording for Yahweh’s command is one that demands personal participation (“you yourself take”—an imperative followed by a dative of personal reference). If another person had taken this step, some of the people might think it was an act against the leadership of Moses. Since he himself was the one to reach out to Joshua, there could only be the sense that this act was deliberate on his part.

      The arresting phrase in v.18 concerning Joshua is that he was “a man in whom is the spirit.” The term “spirit” can refer to his own leadership capacity, as would be suggested by the NIV’s lowercased reading; perhaps “the spirit [of leadership]” is intended. But it is also possible, as the NIV margin has it, to read the word “Spirit” as a distinct reference to the Holy Spirit. This latter possibility seems to be more likely. The Hebrew term rûaḥ (“spirit”) is indefinite by spelling but may be regarded as inherently definite when used as a reference to deity. It is possible that this phrase means that Joshua was Spirit-endowed as the leader of the people (see Dt 34:9: “Joshua son of Nun was filled with the [S]pirit of wisdom”); such phrasing is hauntingly suggestive of NT language concerning the work of the Spirit of God (see Ac 6:5).

      The procedure for succession was to include the laying on of hands, a visual representation of the transfer of power while Moses was still alive (cf. the laying on of hands in the NT, Ac 6:6). This action was intended to forestall any doubts as to the legitimacy of the transfer of power among the people. This investiture of power (see Dt 34:9, “because Moses had laid his hands on him”) was to be done under the most solemn and public of circumstances. It was done before Eleazar and the whole congregation (v.19). Moreover, the transfer was to be put into operation on a gradual basis but was to begin immediately. Some of Moses’ authority was to be given to Joshua that the people might begin to obey him (v.20). After forty years, the transition from the leadership of Moses to any successor would be difficult. The change would be made smoother by a gradual shift of power while Moses was still alive.

      Joshua was to stand before Eleazar while Moses was alive so that there would be no priestly objections either. Joshua would go before the priest for consultation and for the decision of the Urim before Yahweh (v.21). Joshua was to begin leading the movement of the congregation as well.

      The mention of the Urim in v.21 is significant, as it helps to explain the procedures Moses used in making inquiry of Yahweh and the manner in which his successor was to continue this practice. There has been a great deal of speculation on the nature of the Urim and Thummim (see Lev 8:8; Ezr 2:63; Ne 7:65), sometimes referred to (as here) simply as the Urim (see Ex 28:30; Dt 33:8; Isa 28:6). Some have thought these were two special stones that were kept by the high priest within a fold of his ephod in his priestly garment.

      These stones might have been cast on the ground before the Lord, as in the case of Chinese stones called poe in Taoism even today. In that case, round stones (or ivory pieces) have a flat side and a curved side. When they are cast before an idol in a temple with a question for the god to answer, they may land both on the flat side (with the answer from the god believed to be “yes”), both on the rounded side so they are rocking (with the answer from the god believed to be “no”), or one on the flat side and the other on the rounded side (with the answer from the god believed to be ambiguous, or even mocking of the questioner).

      More recently, however, a view has been presented that seems superior. The Hebrew words “Urim and Thummim,” a hendiadys of two supercharged words (“lights” and “purities”), speak of a dazzling light (see Note). Together they would indicate a shimmering brilliance that would be a divine sign. When Moses went before Yahweh with a question, it is possible that he would speak to the high priest. The priest would pray to Yahweh; then, when he received a divine answer, he would turn to Moses with the stones of his ephod shining in dazzling light. This light would be the symbol of a divine response. When the priest spoke, it would be the word of God, a divine revelation. And the function of the dazzling light from the stones on the ephod would validate the message. This dazzling light would be the visual sign of Yahweh’s revelation.

      22–23 These verses conclude the pericope on the transfer of power by reporting Moses’ complete obedience to the Lord in the matter of Joshua. Moses followed God’s command to the letter. Each time we read of Moses’ complete obedience to the Lord in Numbers, we wistfully glance back to ch. 20 and wish that he had stayed in character at that time as well.

      NOTES

      13 [image: ] (weneʾesaptā ʾel-ʿammeykā gam-ʾāttâ, “and you will be gathered to your people—even you!”); see the development of this phrase respecting Aaron in 20:26 (Note) and respecting Moses in 31:2 (Note). Here the arresting element is the added phrase [image: ] (gam-ʾāttâ). It is difficult enough to face the facts of the early, judicial deaths and burials of Miriam (20:1) and Aaron (20:22–29); it is nearly inconceivable to think that this grim event would also happen to Moses. In each case, the deaths and burials in the wilderness of these notables, these divinely gifted people (see Mic 6:4), were because of their sins against Yahweh. This judgment was true even for Moses—[image: ] (gam–ʾāttâ), “even you!”

      17 [image: ] (ʾašer-yēṣēʾ lipnêhem waʾašer yābōʾ lipnêhem, “who will lead them out and bring them in”) exhibits a play on the words “to go out” and “to come in,” as the next phrases use Hiphil forms of these same words, [image: ] (yôṣî ʾēm, “to lead them out”) and [image: ] (yebî ʾēm, “to bring them in”). The idea of these phrasings is to mirror the activities of Moses, who was a faithful leader.

      20 The term [image: ] (mēhôdekā, “of your authority”) is from [image: ] (hōd; GK 2086), which may mean “weight, power, splendor, authority.” Here the prefixed portative [image: ] (min) suggests the idea, “some of your authority.” It is not clear in this text whether the idea, “some of,” was limited and immediate or lasting. That is, it could be that while Moses was alive, “some of” his authority would be given to his assistant so that there would be a gradual shift in leadership, not unlike a coregency of son and father as king. It is also possible that this phrase is used to indicate that no matter how important Joshua became and how significant his role, he was never to be thought of as on the same level with Moses. Joshua was the true successor of Moses but never his equal (see Dt 34:10–12). There was to come another who would be greater than Moses, but his name is not “Joshua”; his name is Yeshua (“Jesus”; see Heb 3:1–6).

      21 The pattern of divine revelation to Moses through the high priest involved in some way the mysterious words, [image: ] (hāʾûrîm weʾet-hattummîm, “the Urim and the Thummim”). The words have to do with light. [image: ] (hāʾûrîm) is a plural intensive of the word [image: ] (ʾûr, “light”; GK 242), along with the definite article. [image: ] (hattummîm), similarly, is a plural intensive of the word [image: ] (tōm, “completeness, integrity”; GK 9448), along with the definite article. The combination of an intensive word for light followed by an intensive word for completeness makes a hendiadys (one concept through two words), meaning something like “purest of brilliant light, most dazzling light.” The definite article on each of the nouns makes it specific: “the purest, most dazzling of light.”

      What a powerful phrase for a symbol of God’s self-revelation! Josephus (Ant. 3.8.9) thought the words referred to an action of the stones on the priest’s ephod; they would shine, thus giving a decision from the Lord. But this view and similar ones limit the response of God by the Urim and Thummim to “yes” or “no” concepts, a binary oracle that was a sort of “sacred lot” (see suggestions in BDB, 22a). It is the advantage of the view of Douglas Dale Bookman (“The Urim and Thummim in Relation to the Old Testament Theocracy” [Ph.D. diss., Dallas Theological Seminary, 2001]) that when the high priest would speak an oracle from Yahweh, the stones on his ephod would burst into dazzling light, thus giving an inescapable sense of the divine revelation that would be revealed orally through the priest in response to the question from Moses or Joshua and their successors. Bookman observes that the use of [image: ] (hāʾûrîm) alone in this passage (also in 1Sa 28:6) suggests that light is the principal idea; the term [image: ] (hattummîm) is descriptive of the perfection of the light (p. 110). Also see Cornelis Van Dam, The Urim and the Thummim: A Means of Revelation in Ancient Israel (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1997).

      23 The Samaritan Pentateuch adds the words, “and said to him,” to the end of this verse and then interpolates a lengthy section from Deuteronomy 3:21–22. This item is in keeping with the Samaritan Pentateuch’s penchant for adding explanatory glosses from other sections of the Torah. See Bruce K. Waltke, “The Samaritan Pentateuch and the Text of the Old Testament,” in New Perspectives on the Old Testament (ed. J. Barton Payne; Waco, Tex.: Word, 1970), 212–39.

      4. Commands for the Second Generation on Regular Offerings, Festival Offerings, and Vows (28:1–30:16)

      OVERVIEW

      Numbers 28–30 is a section on varied laws that interrupts the narrative flow of this section of the book, much like chs. 5–10 and ch. 15 break the narrative flow of the first sections of the book. The intrusion of laws on holiness, worship, and vows in the narrative serves to remind the readers that they are engaging not only a story of dramatic power but also an account that is profoundly religious in nature. This is not just a story to entertain but also an account that serves to present the highest demands of purity, worship, and obedience on God’s people. As the first generation had been given numerous laws on worship and behavior in preparation for its entry into the Land of Promise (chs. 5–10), so now the second generation, which is the heir of all, received its own new tōrôt (“laws, instructions”) on offerings and vows. They will be God’s people in his land; in everything they do they are to reflect his character by obeying his word.

      The offerings in chs. 28–29 should be contrasted with the offerings of ch. 15 (see 29:39). These are offerings demanded by the Lord and expected by him on a regular basis. Numbers 15 presented supplementary offerings that would be prompted by grateful people who would respond out of joyful hearts to the Lord. Both the required offerings and the supplementary gifts were governed by stipulations and regulations, and both needed to be presented with attitudes of wonder and response to the Lord. Perhaps the reason for the insertion of these passages at this time was to indicate a sense of continuity in the impending transition from the leadership of Moses to that of Joshua (27:12–23). This change of leadership does not indicate a change in the worship patterns of Israel; these must continue. The modern reader likely has only a vague awareness of the role of sacrifice in the worship patterns of the OT. These extended chapters attest to the all-pervasiveness of sacrifice in the life of the people as well as the enormity of the work of the priests on their behalf.

      Chapters 28–29 follow a clear order and progression. They do not give all new material; much has been given in earlier sections of the Torah. But the repetition and restatement of these sacrificial gifts to the Lord serves to remind the people who were about to enter the land that it was not an ordinary land they were about to enter, nor were they an ordinary people. The land was God’s Promised Land, and they were his covenantal people. Everything they were to become was extraordinary, for they were the people of God. Everything they were to do was special, for they were in league with him. So offerings pile on offerings, sometimes overlapping in what seems to us today to be a bewildering, benumbing collage. But these offerings were the perpetual reminders of who the people were, who their God was, and the enormity of their need to respond to him in overwhelming gratitude. For what people has ever received the blessings of deity that this people enjoyed? And what god is there who is like their God?

      a. Regular Offerings (28:1–15)

      OVERVIEW

      The first part of ch. 28 gives lengthy descriptions of the offerings to be made to the Lord each day (vv.1–8), each Sabbath (vv.9–10), and each new month (vv.11–15).

      i. The daily offerings (28:1–8)

      
        1The LORD said to Moses, 2“Give this command to the Israelites and say to them: ‘See that you present to me at the appointed time the food for my offerings made by fire, as an aroma pleasing to me.’ 3Say to them: ‘This is the offering made by fire that you are to present to the LORD: two lambs a year old without defect, as a regular burnt offering each day. 4Prepare one lamb in the morning and the other at twilight, 5together with a grain offering of a tenth of an ephah of fine flour mixed with a quarter of a hin of oil from pressed olives. 6This is the regular burnt offering instituted at Mount Sinai as a pleasing aroma, an offering made to the LORD by fire. 7The accompanying drink offering is to be a quarter of a hin of fermented drink with each lamb. Pour out the drink offering to the LORD at the sanctuary. 8Prepare the second lamb at twilight, along with the same kind of grain offering and drink offering that you prepare in the morning. This is an offering made by fire, an aroma pleasing to the LORD.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–8 This paragraph reiterates the laws of sacrificial worship in the daily offerings in their order (see Ex 29:38–41; Lev 1–7). The most significant issue for the modern reader, I suspect, is not in the details in each of these sacrifices so much as in the wording of these commandments. The personal involvement of Yahweh, the emphasis on his speaking, and the direction of worship to him—these issues are paramount. The original text of v.2 has some difficulties, but great stress is presented on the pronouns “me” and “my.” Here is my translation of vv.2–3a, one that presents this emphasis:

      
        Then Yahweh spoke to Moses saying:

        
          “Command the Israelites, and say to them,

          ‘You must be careful to present to me my offering,

          my food of my offerings by fire, my soothing

          aroma, at the appointed time for each.’

          ‘And you will say to them,

          ‘This is the offering by fire that you shall present to Yahweh.’”

        

      

      The repeated use of personal pronouns in God’s words in this verse contrast strongly with his words from a later time, one when he distanced himself from these very types of sacrifices presented by a people whose hearts were far from God. At that later time, the sacrifices were “yours,” not “mine” (see Isa 1:10–15).

      When we look at the daily offerings, the following factors are emphasized:

      
        	1. The concept of the “appointed time” (v.2). Sacrifices were part of the rhythm of worship. The ordering of the sacrifices was a fixed element in the ritual of the people. Each day began and ended in sacrifice; each Sabbath had its special sacrifices, as did each new month. All time was marked by sacrifice.

        	2. The concept of the “acceptable gift.” Just as there was a time, so there was a specified offering that was to be presented (see Lev 22:17–33). Not just any animal or any amount of flour, oil, and wine could be used; all was according to pattern. The flour was as important as the animal; the wine was as significant as the oil. The sacrifices would not be appropriate if any element was not acceptable or if any element was not in the correct proportion. Again, we may err if we try to determine spiritual significance in each of the varied proportions; the issue is one of obedience to the revealed will of God.

        	3. The concept of a “pleasing aroma to the LORD” (vv.2, 6–7). There is a sense in which these sacrifices brought pleasure to the Lord. Yet as we reflect on them, we realize that it was not the sacrifice that brought him pleasure—God is not a ghoul! God did not take some heavenly perverse pleasure in the blood of animals and the bleating of lambs! The offerers who obeyed him in these demands were the ones who pleased him! This is the clear teaching of Psalm 40:6–8 and Micah 8:6–8. The acrid odor of the burning flesh and attendant grain, oil, and wine were the physical symbols of the spiritual reality; obedient people brought pleasure to the Lord.

        	4. The concept of a living sacrifice (Ro 12:1–2). This concept is not a distinctly NT teaching. It is the clearer statement of that which had always been the major issue in sacrifice from the time of Abel until the atonement of Yeshua (see the words of Ps 40:6–8 quoted in Heb 10:5–7). God looked first on the one who brought the sacrifice (notice the word order in Ge 4:4–5), then he looked on the sacrifice that person brought. But when all was as it should be—person and sacrifice—then there was a “pleasing aroma” that ascended to the Lord. I have written elsewhere on these issues (see Allen and Allen, esp. ch. 6 [“Worship as Response to God”]).

        	5. The sense of the enormity of it all. Wenham, 197, expanding on an article by Anson Rainey (“The Order of Sacrifices in Old Testament Ritual Texts,” Bib 51 [1970]: 485–98), calculates that the yearly sacrifices at a minimum would include the following: 113 bulls, 32 rams, 1,086 lambs, more than a ton of flour, and a thousand bottles of oil and wine. These numbers suggest that Israel would have to become an exceedingly prosperous nation in which agriculture would be especially blessed of the Lord. Thus in these required sacrifices there was considerable promise: God would bless his people in such a manner as to allow them to do all that he demanded.

      

      NOTES

      2 [image: ] (rēaḥ nîḥōḥî, lit., “an aroma of [i.e., producing] my soothing”; “an aroma pleasing to me,” NIV); this phrase speaks of the satisfaction Yahweh takes in sacrifices that are made according to his stipulations and are carried out by people who worship him truly. As in 15:10, the phrase has a certain irony to it, as the actual odors of burning sacrifices (even with admixtures of oil, spices, and wine) would not be pleasant.

      7 Usually the drink offering is specified to be [image: ] (yayin), “wine”; here it is [image: ] (šēkār; GK 8911), “beer.” Wine is the naturally fermented product of grapes and fruit; beer is the naturally fermented drink of grains. The traditional translation, “strong drink” (KJV), and the more recent rendering, “fermented drink” (NIV), for the word [image: ] (šēkār) might lead one to think that the alcoholic content of this beverage (beer) was more than that of wine, but such is not the case. Often the associations of this word are unsavory; they depict drunkenness and untoward behavior (e.g., Pr 20:1; Isa 5:11; 28:7; Mic 2:11). But the word is also used as a parallel to wine and was a common drink of the people (Dt 29:6), a part of the sacred festal meals of Israel (Dt 14:26), and commended for the weak and weary (Pr 31:6). Because of the abundant growth of grape vines in Israel (viticulture) in ancient and modern times, wine was (and is) plentiful. Beer was the more common drink in Assyria and Babylon. Decisions for or against abstinence by Christians are best made from other considerations than from the meaning and usage of the several words for wine and beer in the Bible.

      REFLECTION

      Careful attention to the wording particularly in v.2 should correct the notion common among Christians in our day that the OT is filled with “the laws of Moses” concerning sacrifice and that it was the purpose of Jesus to set us free from such bondage to ritual. The underlying assumption is that Moses brought trouble and then Jesus delivered us from the trouble Moses brought on the Jewish people. But our understanding of these laws should be conditioned by the wording of the text. These were not the laws of Moses but the tōrôt (“laws, instructions”) of Yahweh. In fact, to speak of “the law of Moses” is something of a misnomer—at best, it is a shorthand expression. The law is the law of God, as this wording makes abundantly clear.

      Second, we should focus on the regularity of these sacrifices. They form part of the rhythm of life of the redeemed community. Each morning there was sacrifice. Each evening there was sacrifice. On the Sabbath there were special sacrifices, and there were also sacrifices on the first of each month. These sacrifices would overlap and intertwine—no matter; they were to be so much a part of the life of the people that one would find it impossible to think of the worship of God apart from sacrifice.

      The Hebrew Scriptures are clear that any sacrifice—even sacrifice to the Lord—made apart from obedience was valueless; indeed, sacrifice apart from obedience is an affront to God. It remains true that “to obey is better than sacrifice” (see 1Sa 15:22). Indeed, there are significant texts in Scripture that call sacrifice into question when one is apart from God’s will (see Isa 1:10–18) or when one has lost a sense of purpose in sacrifice (see Ps 40:6–8; Mic 6:6–8). But these various passages were not intended by the Spirit of God to destroy sacrificial worship in Israel. The texts have a common intent, namely, to keep those engaging in sacrificial worship to be thinking rightly about their service to the Lord.

      When modern readers of Numbers think scripturally, this overwhelming emphasis on sacrificial worship has a common intent: to cause each reader to think of the enormity of the offense of our sin against the holiness of God, thus driving the repentant sinner to the foot of the cross. All God’s ordained sacrifices in the Hebrew Scriptures—whether of the morning or evening, of the Sabbath, or of the New Moon—had their ultimate meaning in the death the Savior died. Apart from the Savior’s death, these sacrifices were just the killing of animals and the burning of their flesh with attendant ceremonies. After the Lord’s death, sacrifices such as these became redundant—indeed, offensive—for they would suggest that something was needed in addition to the Savior’s death. But before his death, these sacrifices were the means God lovingly gave his people to help them face the enormity of their sin, the reality of their need for his grace, and—in some mysterious way—to point them to the coming cross of the Savior, Jesus.

      ii. The Sabbath offerings (28:9–10)

      
        9“‘On the Sabbath day, make an offering of two lambs a year old without defect, together with its drink offering and a grain offering of two-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with oil. 10This is the burnt offering for every Sabbath, in addition to the regular burnt offering and its drink offering.

      

      COMMENTARY

      9–10 The Sabbath (see Note) offerings were additional to the daily offerings. The special offerings made on this day marked it as “holy.” Its status as such does not mean that the Sabbath was to be the “day of worship,” as is sometimes supposed. It was to be a day of rest—except for the priests, who had additional service to perform before the Lord. Each day was a day of the worship of God; hence the daily offerings.

      The passages concerning the Sabbath festivals of ancient Israel are brought into focus for the Christian reader in Hebrews 4, where we learn that the Savior Jesus embodies our Sabbath rest (Heb 4:1–5). Other significant references in the NT to the Sabbath include Matthew 12:1–14; 28:1; Luke 4:16; John 5:9; Acts 13:42; and Colossians 2:16.

      NOTE

      9 [image: ] (ûbeyôm haššabbāt, “on the Sabbath day”) is a phrase that occurs in Numbers only here (vv.9–10) and in 15:32–36 (see comments and Note). The word “Sabbath” is merely a transliteration of the Hebrew word (as indicated in the script and transcription above). The transliteration of biblical terms is both serviceable and troublesome. It is serviceable in that specific terms in biblical records (such as “baptism”) take on a life of their own when they are transliterated into a receiving language; it is troublesome, however, in that the principal idea inherent in the biblical term may eventually be lost. Few people who have even a modest knowledge of the content of the Bible are aware that the inherent meaning of the word “Sabbath” is rest, for the word is related to the verb [image: ] (šābat, “to cease, desist, rest”; GK 8701).

      This basic concept was given in the story of the manna: “This is what the LORD commanded: ‘Tomorrow is to be a day of rest [[image: ], šabbātôn], a holy Sabbath to the LORD [[image: ], šabbat-qōdeš la-yhwh]. So bake what you want to bake and boil what you want to boil. Save whatever is left and keep it until morning’” (Ex 16:23). The fourth commandment in Exodus 20:8–11 ties Israel’s “day of rest” to the Lord’s rest on the seventh day of Genesis 2:2–3; the fourth commandment when restated in Deuteronomy 5:12–15 connects Israel’s “rest” to Yahweh’s work in delivering his people from slavery in Egypt. The Sabbath was to be for Israel both a day “to rejoice in God’s creation . . . and for Israel to remember that God is an emancipator, a liberator” (see Victor P. Hamilton, “[image: ] (šābat),” TWOT, 2:902–3).

      iii. The monthly offerings (28:11–15)

      
        11“‘On the first of every month, present to the LORD a burnt offering of two young bulls, one ram and seven male lambs a year old, all without defect. 12With each bull there is to be a grain offering of three-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with oil; with the ram, a grain offering of two-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with oil; 13and with each lamb, a grain offering of a tenth of an ephah of fine flour mixed with oil. This is for a burnt offering, a pleasing aroma, an offering made to the LORD by fire. 14With each bull there is to be a drink offering of half a hin of wine; with the ram, a third of a hin; and with each lamb, a quarter of a hin. This is the monthly burnt offering to be made at each new moon during the year. 15Besides the regular burnt offering with its drink offering, one male goat is to be presented to the LORD as a sin offering.

      

      COMMENTARY

      11–15 The sacrifices at the beginning of the month were of great proportion. These occasions were times for celebration and the blowing of trumpets in worship (see 10:10). Whereas two lambs were specified for the daily offerings (and two more on each Sabbath), the animals for the New Moon burnt sacrifices included two bulls, one ram, and seven lambs. Each animal sacrifice was accompanied with flour, oil, and wine; in addition, a goat also was to be offered as a sin offering.

      The NIV translates the beginning of v.11 as “on the first of every month.” This rendering communicates the intent, but the Hebrew phrasing is, “in the first of your months.” As the land is Yahweh’s gift to his people, so time is his gift to enjoy the land. Each month is a marker of his blessing, a time for special rejoicing. Later in Israel’s history, the New Moon festivals may have become opportunities for excess, for licentious behavior. In the Prophets there are times when God says to his erring people, “Your New Moon festivals and your appointed feasts my soul hates” (Isa 1:14). There is always a latent danger in the most festive of occasions for people to be forgetful of God’s intention for us to respond to his wonder. Compare contemporary celebrations of once-Christian holidays (e.g., Christmas) in many Western cultures; often during these times few celebrants appear to give serious thought to God. Holy-days have become merely holidays.

      b. Festival Offerings (28:16–29:40)

      OVERVIEW

      Passages demanding regular offerings are followed by the Lord’s demands for offerings to be made during the great festivals: Passover (vv.16–25), the Feast of Weeks (vv.26–31), Feast of Trumpets (29:1–6), Day of Atonement (vv.7–11), and Feast of Tabernacles (vv.12–38). All these sections conclude by connecting these sacrifices and those of ch. 15 (see 29:39) and by stating that Moses instructed the people just as he had been commanded by Yahweh (29:40). As in the earlier section, these paragraphs display a sense of order, propriety, and measure.

      i. The Passover (28:16–25)

      
        16“‘On the fourteenth day of the first month the LORD’s Passover is to be held. 17On the fifteenth day of this month there is to be a festival; for seven days eat bread made without yeast. 18On the first day hold a sacred assembly and do no regular work. 19Present to the LORD an offering made by fire, a burnt offering of two young bulls, one ram and seven male lambs a year old, all without defect. 20With each bull prepare a grain offering of three-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with oil; with the ram, two-tenths; 21and with each of the seven lambs, one-tenth. 22Include one male goat as a sin offering to make atonement for you. 23Prepare these in addition to the regular morning burnt offering. 24In this way prepare the food for the offering made by fire every day for seven days as an aroma pleasing to the LORD; it is to be prepared in addition to the regular burnt offering and its drink offering. 25On the seventh day hold a sacred assembly and do no regular work.

      

      COMMENTARY

      16–25 This passage instructs the priests as to the proper preparation for the Passover in the first month of the year. Passover is the spring feast at which the nation celebrates the marvel of redemption from Egypt, the great work of God in freeing the people to worship him and to enjoy him in the land that he was giving them (see comments on 9:1–14). The focus of these passages in Numbers is on the work of the priests; the participation of the families of Israel is not the concern of these texts. Documentary-critical scholars, therefore, have regularly styled these sections as “P” for the putative “Priestly” source.

      The Torah has already spoken on the subject of Passover (see Ex 12:14–20; Lev 23:4–8; also Dt 16:1–8). The Feast of Passover is also associated with the Feast of Unleavened Bread (v.17; see Ex 12:15; Lev 23:4–8). This paragraph is studded with the number seven (and its multiple of fourteen). The Feast of Passover was to be a time during which the people were not to do any work. It was akin to a week of Sabbaths in this regard. It is from such a concept that the idea of “holy days” originates; the modern “holiday” lies far afield from the original concept. On several occasions the NT speaks of the Passover celebration and its fulfillment in Christ (Mt 26:17; Mk 14:12–16; Jn 2:13; 11:55; 1Co 5:7; Heb 11:28).

      ii. The Feast of Weeks (28:26–31)

      
        26“‘On the day of firstfruits, when you present to the LORD an offering of new grain during the Feast of Weeks, hold a sacred assembly and do no regular work. 27Present a burnt offering of two young bulls, one ram and seven male lambs a year old as an aroma pleasing to the LORD. 28With each bull there is to be a grain offering of three-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with oil; with the ram, two-tenths; 29and with each of the seven lambs, one-tenth. 30Include one male goat to make atonement for you. 31Prepare these together with their drink offerings, in addition to the regular burnt offering and its grain offering. Be sure the animals are without defect.

      

      COMMENTARY

      26–31 The Feast of Firstfruits is also called the “Feast of Weeks” (see Ex 23:16; 34:22). This festival came fifty days after the Feast of Unleavened Bread (see Lev 23:9–22); from this number the Greek term “Pentecost” (meaning “fifty”) was used in the NT period (Ac 2:1). For other texts on the Feast of Weeks, see Leviticus 23:15–22 and Deuteronomy 16:9–12. In the NT the association of Pentecost and the beginning of the church is of signal importance (see Ac 2:1–4; 20:16; 1Co 16:8).

      Each of these feasts is associated in some way with the agricultural year, thus leading some scholars to assume that there was a gradual development from a purely agricultural festival, to a quasi-agricultural-cum-spiritual festival, to a purely spiritual festival. It is preferable to assume that the Lord graciously used the agricultural year, with its natural rhythm, to stimulate his people to the worship of his name. Thus the association of the agricultural calendar and the spiritual worship were framed together from the beginning by the Lord through his servant Moses.

      These texts contain a couple of emphases we should not miss. First, the special offerings of these feasts were to be made in addition to the regular daily sacrifices (v.31); so on the days on which the people were to do no regular labor (v.26), the priests were unusually busy. Second, the animals had to be without any defect, as indicated by the final note at v.31. For the Christian reader, the reminders of this standard point irresistibly to the person of Christ, the one perfect sacrifice for the sins of humankind who “offered himself unblemished to God” (Heb 9:14).

      iii. The Feast of Trumpets (29:1–6)

      
        1“‘On the first day of the seventh month hold a sacred assembly and do no regular work. It is a day for you to sound the trumpets. 2As an aroma pleasing to the LORD, prepare a burnt offering of one young bull, one ram and seven male lambs a year old, all without defect. 3With the bull prepare a grain offering of three-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with oil; with the ram, two-tenths; 4and with each of the seven lambs, one-tenth. 5Include one male goat as a sin offering to make atonement for you. 6These are in addition to the monthly and daily burnt offerings with their grain offerings and drink offerings as specified. They are offerings made to the LORD by fire—a pleasing aroma.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–6 This feast came at the beginning of the seventh month, an exceedingly busy month for faithful people who worshiped the Lord by keeping the holy festivals (see Lev 23:23–25); later in Jewish tradition this feast became the time of the New Year (Rosh Hashanah). The blowing of the trumpet on this feast day, yôm terû ʿâ (“a day of blowing [trumpets]”), was the blowing of the shofar (šōpār), the ram’s horn, rather than the silver trumpet of Numbers 10.

      The contribution of this text in Numbers is to detail for the priests the sacrifices that must be made on this holy day. The sacrifices fall into a certain pattern. On the first day of the seventh month there was to be the sacrifice of one bull, one ram, and seven male lambs, each along with the requisite grain and libation offerings. The goat for the sin offering accompanied these celebrative whole burnt offerings, and the daily offerings were also to be made. The language is somewhat repetitive in these sections, thus emphasizing the soothing aroma of the sacrifices and the fact that the male animals offered must be without defect.

      iv. The Day of Atonement (29:7–11)

      
        7“‘On the tenth day of this seventh month hold a sacred assembly. You must deny yourselves and do no work. 8Present as an aroma pleasing to the LORD a burnt offering of one young bull, one ram and seven male lambs a year old, all without defect. 9With the bull prepare a grain offering of three-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with oil; with the ram, two-tenths; 10and with each of the seven lambs, one-tenth. 11Include one male goat as a sin offering, in addition to the sin offering for atonement and the regular burnt offering with its grain offering, and their drink offerings.

      

      COMMENTARY

      7–11 The Feast of Trumpets leads into the Day of Atonement, or Yom Kippur, on the tenth day of the seventh month. The name of the day of assembly is not given in vv.7–11, but we pick up this name from the parallel texts in Leviticus. Yom Kippur (properly, yôm hakkippurîm, “the day of atonings”) was a time of confession, contrition, and celebration (see Lev 16; 23:26–32). This was the most solemn of Israel’s holy days. It was a time of fasting rather than of feasting, of solemnity rather than rejoicing. The NIV reads, “You must deny yourselves” (v.7; weʿinnîtem, from ʿānâ in the Piel); the implication of this verb is that one was to deny oneself by means of fasting (see Lev 16:29, 31; 23:27, 32; Ps 35:13; Isa 58:3, 5).

      Even today the Day of Atonement is regarded by traditional Jewish people as the holiest day of the year. Men still fast during this day, and they lie prostrate for a time in their synagogues in a posture of repentance for the sins of the people. In the NT, Yom Kippur is fulfilled in the death of the Savior, who made full atonement for us (see Ro 3:24–26; Heb 9:7; 10:3, 19–22).

      v. The Feast of Tabernacles (29:12–38)

      
        12“‘On the fifteenth day of the seventh month, hold a sacred assembly and do no regular work. Celebrate a festival to the LORD for seven days. 13Present an offering made by fire as an aroma pleasing to the LORD, a burnt offering of thirteen young bulls, two rams and fourteen male lambs a year old, all without defect. 14With each of the thirteen bulls prepare a grain offering of three-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with oil; with each of the two rams, two-tenths; 15and with each of the fourteen lambs, one-tenth. 16Include one male goat as a sin offering, in addition to the regular burnt offering with its grain offering and drink offering.

        17“‘On the second day prepare twelve young bulls, two rams and fourteen male lambs a year old, all without defect. 18With the bulls, rams and lambs, prepare their grain offerings and drink offerings according to the number specified. 19Include one male goat as a sin offering, in addition to the regular burnt offering with its grain offering, and their drink offerings.

        20“‘On the third day prepare eleven bulls, two rams and fourteen male lambs a year old, all without defect. 21With the bulls, rams and lambs, prepare their grain offerings and drink offerings according to the number specified. 22Include one male goat as a sin offering, in addition to the regular burnt offering with its grain offering and drink offering.

        23“‘On the fourth day prepare ten bulls, two rams and fourteen male lambs a year old, all without defect. 24With the bulls, rams and lambs, prepare their grain offerings and drink offerings according to the number specified. 25Include one male goat as a sin offering, in addition to the regular burnt offering with its grain offering and drink offering.

        26“‘On the fifth day prepare nine bulls, two rams and fourteen male lambs a year old, all without defect. 27With the bulls, rams and lambs, prepare their grain offerings and drink offerings according to the number specified. 28Include one male goat as a sin offering, in addition to the regular burnt offering with its grain offering and drink offering.

        29“‘On the sixth day prepare eight bulls, two rams and fourteen male lambs a year old, all without defect. 30With the bulls, rams and lambs, prepare their grain offerings and drink offerings according to the number specified. 31Include one male goat as a sin offering, in addition to the regular burnt offering with its grain offering and drink offering.

        32“‘On the seventh day prepare seven bulls, two rams and fourteen male lambs a year old, all without defect. 33With the bulls, rams and lambs, prepare their grain offerings and drink offerings according to the number specified. 34Include one male goat as a sin offering, in addition to the regular burnt offering with its grain offering and drink offering.

        35“‘On the eighth day hold an assembly and do no regular work. 36Present an offering made by fire as an aroma pleasing to the LORD, a burnt offering of one bull, one ram and seven male lambs a year old, all without defect. 37With the bull, the ram and the lambs, prepare their grain offerings and drink offerings according to the number specified. 38Include one male goat as a sin offering, in addition to the regular burnt offering with its grain offering and drink offering.

      

      COMMENTARY

      12–38 The seventh month began with the Feast of Trumpets on the first day and moved to the Day of Atonement on the tenth day. Then the Feast of Tabernacles began on the fifteenth day and lasted for seven more days (see Lev 23:33–44). Each day of the Feast of Tabernacles (or Booths) had its own order for sacrifice; the small paragraphs in the rest of this chapter note each of these orders of procedure. The somewhat repetitive nature of these paragraphs adds to the solemnity and pageantry of this text, much like the repeated sections in Numbers 7. These texts are not just explanatory; they are themselves a ritual celebration. To read these texts is to enter into a world of rhythm and ritual, where the patterns have a satisfying nature to them.

      This Feast of Booths (ḥag hassukkôt; Lev 23:34) made the greatest demands on the numbers of animals to be sacrificed. On each of the first seven days, there were two rams and fourteen male lambs sacrificed, along with their requisite grain and libation offerings. In addition, there were thirteen bulls sacrificed on the first day, twelve on the second, and one less on each of the days leading to the seventh day, on which seven bulls were sacrificed—a total of seventy bulls for the seven days. On the eighth day there were the following: one bull, one ram, and seven male lambs sacrificed along with requisite grain and libation offerings. In each of the days of this festival there was also a male goat offered as a sin offering, along with the normal daily offerings. This was an exceedingly busy time of sacrificing to the Lord (see also Ex 23:16; 34:22; Dt 16:13–15; Zec 14:16–19). In the NT the Feast of Booths is mentioned in John 7:2, 37. It was on the last, the most significant day of the feast, that Jesus stood in the temple in Jerusalem and invited the spiritually thirsty to come to him (Jn 7:37–38).

      NOTE

      15 The doubling phrase [image: ] (weʿiśśārôn ʿiśśārôn, “a tenth, a tenth”) was observed by the scribes as suspicious, so they marked the first word with a superior dot or point (puncta extraordinarius); its occurrence here marks one of fifteen times in the MT that such superior points are used (see Nu 3:39; see also Ginsburg, 329). The word “a tenth” occurs in 29:4 and is doubled in 29:10 (as here). I suggest these doublings of the word “tenth” are for distribution (see Williams, Hebrew Syntax, sec. 15), “one tenth for each”; cf. 3:47, “five, five,” meaning “five for each.”

      vi. Summary (29:39–40)

      
        39“‘In addition to what you vow and your freewill offerings, prepare these for the LORD at your appointed feasts: your burnt offerings, grain offerings, drink offerings and fellowship offerings.’”

        40Moses told the Israelites all that the LORD commanded him.

      

      COMMENTARY

      39–40 The recapitulation of each of these festivals was a necessary part of the transfer of power from Moses to Joshua. The new community would soon be in the Land of Promise, wherein these festivals would take on their full meaning in the life of the people. It would be in the good land that they would be able to bring all these sacrifices to the Lord because of his bountiful provision. The restatement of these various offerings is a mark of faith and trust in the Lord that at last he will complete his promise to bring his people into the land that is his gift for them.

      Verse 39 explains that these sacrifices elaborated in Numbers 28–29, with special attention to the priestly participation in the worship of God, are in addition to any voluntary offerings one might bring (see ch. 15), as well as any vow one might make to the Lord (see ch. 30). Thus we understand that there was to be a regular pattern of sacrifice without regard to the special offerings one might bring because of a heart overflowing with joy to God or because of a desire to make a special need known to him.

      NOTES

      39 Below is a tabulation of the varied offerings mentioned in these two chapters. There are several observations we may make. All the animals that were to be sacrificed were to be young males and without blemish. The grain offerings were always mixed with oil, in regular proportion to the animal sacrificed: with a bull one presented three tenths of an ephah ([image: ], ʾêpâ) of grain, with a ram two-tenths, and with a male lamb one tenth of an ephah of flour. The amount of oil is not always noted, but the proportions used with the daily and monthly offerings might serve as a guide. The libation is not always mentioned. It is not certain that libations accompanied every one of these offerings. Note that the daily and—where appropriate—the monthly offerings were to be made in addition to the special offerings.

      
  


        Daily Offerings

        
          	• Two male lambs (one in the morning; one in the evening)

          	• Each lamb accompanied by a grain offering of one tenth of an ephah (about two quarts) of fine flour mixed with one-quarter hin ([image: ], hîn [about one quart]) of oil

          	• Each lamb also accompanied by one-quarter hin of beer ([image: ], šēkār; “fermented drink,” NIV) as a libation

        

        
      
  


Sabbath Offerings

        
          	• Two male lambs

          	• Grain offering of two tenths of an ephah (about four quarts) of fine flour mixed with oil (unspecified amount)

          	• A libation (unspecified amount)

        

        
      
  


Monthly Offerings

        
          	• Two bulls, one ram, seven male lambs

          	• With each bull: A grain offering of three tenths of an ephah (about six quarts) of fine flour, mixed with oil libation of one-half hin (about two quarts) of wine

          	• With the ram: A grain offering of two tenths of an ephah (about four quarts) of fine flour, mixed with oil, plus a libation of one-third hin (about two quarts) of wine

          	• With each lamb: A grain offering of one tenth of an ephah (about two quarts) of fine flour, mixed with oil libation of one-quarter hin (about one quart) of wine

          	• One male goat as a sin offering

          	• Regular daily offerings and libations

        

        
      
  


Passover

        
          	• Two bulls, one ram, seven male lambs

          	• With each animal, grain offerings of the same proportions specified for the monthly offerings, each mixed with oil (no mention of an accompanying libations)

          	• One male goat as a sin offering

          	• Regular daily offerings and libations

          	• Emphasis on unleavened bread for seven days

        

        
      
  


Feast of Weeks

        
          	• Two bulls, one ram, seven male lambs

          	• With each animal, grain offerings of the same proportions specified for the monthly offerings, each mixed with oil, plus accompanying libations

          	• One male goat as a sin offering

          	• Regular daily offerings

        

        
      
  


Feast of Trumpets

        
          	• One bull, one ram, seven male lambs

          	• With each animal, grain offerings of standard proportions (no mention of accompanying libations)

          	• One male goat as a sin offering

          	• Daily and monthly offerings, with attendant grain and libation offerings

        

        
      
  


The Day of Atonement

        
          	• One bull, one ram, seven male lambs

          	• With each animal, the same proportion of grain offerings as with the others (no mention of accompanying libations)

          	• One male goat as a sin offering

          	• Regular daily offerings

        

        
      
  


The Feast of Tabernacles

        
          	On the first day of the feast, the fifteenth day of the seventh month

          	• Thirteen bulls, two rams, fourteen male lambs, plus the same proportion of grain offerings as with the others

          	• One male goat as a sin offering

          	• Regular daily offerings

          	On the second day of the feast

          	• Twelve bulls, two rams, fourteen male lambs

          	• With each animal, grain offerings and libations, as before

          	• One male goat as a sin offering

          	• Regular daily offerings

          	On each successive day from day three to day seven

          	• One less bull, plus the two rams and the fourteen male lambs

          	• With each animal, all the attendant sacrifices

          	On the eighth day

          	• One bull, one ram, seven male lambs

          	• With each animal, grain offerings and libations, as before

          	• One male goat as a sin offering

          	• Regular daily offerings

        

      
      40 [30:1] That this verse is given as 30:1 in the MT means that each verse in ch. 30 will be one number lower when the English text is compared to the Hebrew text. The placement of this verse as the end of ch. 29 is correct; it is the completion of a section, not the beginning of a new unit.

      REFLECTION

      Sacrifice was a continual process in the courts of the Lord, a theme picked up by the writer to the Hebrews, who speaks of “the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year” (Heb 10:1). This writer then points to the sacrifice of our Savior Jesus, which was singular and non-repeatable (v.10) and in whom the priestly sacrifice was fulfilled; in him all meaning has been realized. He now sits “at the right hand of God” (v.12). No one reading these sections in Numbers would ever imagine a godly priest as sitting down; the work was never done. But in Jesus’ sacrifice, all the work was complete (v.10). Sacrifices of animals, offerings of grain, and libations of wine—all were fulfilled in Christ’s work, to the praise of the Father.

      c. Vows (30:1–16)

      OVERVIEW

      The third part of the legislative “intrusion” of chs. 28–30 deals with the issue of vows. Again, there must have been some purpose for inserting this material in the book of Numbers at this point. I suggest that these chapters are placed here as guarantors of hope: the very fact that plans were being made for the sacrifices and vows that would be performed in the land are sure indicators that Yahweh was going to complete his work for his people. All one needed to do was to prepare for the coming battles. The hope for the people of the second generation was victory under Yahweh’s gracious hand.

      Significantly, the problematic issue in this section (ch. 30) has to do with vows that were made by women. In the male-oriented culture of biblical times, numerous complications could arise when a woman made a religious vow. Was she a free agent? Might her vow needlessly entangle her father or husband? Nevertheless, we should not miss the fact that women did make vows, a fact that shows they really did participate in some manner as responsible individuals in the worship patterns of Israel.

      That the vows of women were considered problematic reminds us of the cultural astringencies of the day. This chapter—as well as ch. 27 on the daughters of Zelophehad—points to some elements of change in the rights and responsibilities of women, even though its message did not effect many changes in its own day. These chapters speak of a gradual shifting from patriarchy to a more egalitarian relationship between women and men. The actual change was gradual in biblical times, but the process of transformation was underway.

      i. The issue of vows to the Lord (30:1–2)

      
        1Moses said to the heads of the tribes of Israel: “This is what the LORD commands: 2When a man makes a vow to the LORD or takes an oath to obligate himself by a pledge, he must not break his word but must do everything he said.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 [2–3] Each verse in this chapter is one number higher in the Hebrew text; Numbers 30:1 in the MT is (correctly) presented in standard English versions as the last verse (v.40) of ch. 29.

      This chapter is a significant OT text on the subject of the vow (see Dt 23:21–23). The principal issue is that a vow was not to be made rashly (see Ecc 5:1–7), for a vow to the Lord must be kept. The chapter begins with the words, “When a man makes a vow to the LORD” (v.2). The Hebrew word ʾiš (“man”) does not always indicate “male” exclusively. (See, e.g., Ps 1:1, where the use of Hebrew ʾiš does not necessarily indicate “a man” and not “a woman.”) Note how in the following verses of this chapter the ones making the vows are not men but women.

      The rest of the chapter develops some of the problems that would eventuate when women began making vows to the Lord in a society that was male oriented. These ideas suggest the beginning of a movement to bring more personal freedom to women, but there were also numerous brakes applied here and there. This chapter is one of several that indicate that a change was in the works, even though significant change was to be slow in coming.

      ii. The vows of a woman who lives with her father (30:3–5)

      
        3“When a young woman still living in her father’s house makes a vow to the LORD or obligates herself by a pledge 4and her father hears about her vow or pledge but says nothing to her, then all her vows and every pledge by which she obligated herself will stand. 5But if her father forbids her when he hears about it, none of her vows or the pledges by which she obligated herself will stand; the LORD will release her because her father has forbidden her.

      

      COMMENTARY

      3–5 [4–6] The vow of an unmarried woman who was still under her father’s protection might be nullified by her father. We may presume that this law and the following one were designed for the protection of women, who in ancient Near Eastern society were subject to strong societal pressures, some of which would have left them defenseless. That is, this text provided not simply the right of denial of a vow to the Lord by a woman’s male protector (her father), and his right to nullify her contractual agreements with another party; the text also protected her from the abuse of others. And it also protected her father, who might be the one who would have to come up with whatever the vow entailed if his daughter were remiss in fulfilling it. Again, the very fact that women were making vows in ancient times is a step of great significance. But, as with every step of progress, there were attendant problems as well.

      NOTE

      3–4 [4–5] The phrasing [image: ] (weʾesārāh ʾašer ʾāserâ ʿal-napšāh, “the pledge by which she obligates herself”) in verse 4 [5] is used to amplify and to make more specific the usual term for making a vow, [image: ] (kî-tiddōr neder, v.3 [4], “surely she had made a vow”; “makes a vow,” NIV). In both cases the verbs are used with their cognate accusatives. The verb [image: ] (ʾāsar) basically means “to bind” or “to tie”; hence, in the context of making a vow, the idea is “to tie oneself to do something.” The full phrase from v.3 could be translated rather woodenly: “and her binding, by which she has bound her own being.” This language is most serious indeed!

      [image: ] (weʾiššâ . . . binʿureyhā, “a woman . . . in her youth”; “young woman,” NIV) is the manner in which this text speaks of the young, unmarried woman (see also v.16 [17]). The term binʿureyhā is an example of a plural noun used as an abstraction (“youth”), plus the feminine pronominal suffix. In both cases the phrase is further defined in terms of her living in her father’s house.

      iii. The vows of a (newly) married woman (30:6–8)

      
        6“If she marries after she makes a vow or after her lips utter a rash promise by which she obligates herself 7and her husband hears about it but says nothing to her, then her vows or the pledges by which she obligated herself will stand. 8But if her husband forbids her when he hears about it, he nullifies the vow that obligates her or the rash promise by which she obligates herself, and the LORD will release her.

      

      COMMENTARY

      6–8 [7–9] The vow of a married woman might be nullified by her husband. A comparison of this section with vv.10–15 suggests that these verses relate to young couples who had recently married, insofar as a woman may have taken on a vow prior to her marriage that could easily place heavy obligations and restrictions on her husband. Again, we may presume that in this law there was something protective for the woman (an escape clause) as well as for the husband. The woman in this case is treated like a minor child, lacking independent authority to enter into a vow or an obligation in her own right. She was either subject to her father or to her husband.

      In addition to the protective element, v.6 would also work for her if she were pressured into making a vow that was not at all in her best interest to keep. This provision freed her from unnecessary complications to her life. In both the case of the married woman and the woman who lived with her father, the vows might be released by another person, but only if that person acted immediately on the information he had.

      iv. The vows of a widow or a divorced woman (30:9)

      
        9“Any vow or obligation taken by a widow or divorced woman will be binding on her.

      

      COMMENTARY

      9 [10] A widowed or divorced woman was her own agent in the taking of vows. She was no longer under the household of her father or husband. This verse contributes significantly to our understanding of the ramifications of divorce in ancient Israel.

      Some people claim that divorce in biblical times was only a certain legal fiction, that the woman was always considered the wife of the husband who had dismissed her. (See Dt 24:1–4 for the basic text on divorce in the OT.) Yet this verse clearly indicates that a divorced woman (gerûšâ [v.10], the Qal feminine passive participle of gāraš, “to be driven out”; see also Lev 21:7, 14; 22:13; Eze 44:22) had the same legal status as a widow (ʾalmānâ). She became an independent agent. Like the widow, her former husband was in a sense “dead” to her. Since she had been married, she was no longer under the protection of her father (unless she sought to regain that status). So, strangely, this woman along with the widow was able to negotiate contracts, take vows, make promises—to function, in some respects, like any man in society.

      This is not to say that she could do anything; certainly some restrictions were placed on her just by virtue of her gender and her status as one who was divorced (see Lev 21:7 again). Even though she was among the freest of women, she was also the one most apt to be bound by vows.

      v. The vows of a married woman (30:10–15)

      
        10“If a woman living with her husband makes a vow or obligates herself by a pledge under oath 11and her husband hears about it but says nothing to her and does not forbid her, then all her vows or the pledges by which she obligated herself will stand. 12But if her husband nullifies them when he hears about them, then none of the vows or pledges that came from her lips will stand. Her husband has nullified them, and the LORD will release her. 13Her husband may confirm or nullify any vow she makes or any sworn pledge to deny herself. 14But if her husband says nothing to her about it from day to day, then he confirms all her vows or the pledges binding on her. He confirms them by saying nothing to her when he hears about them. 15If, however, he nullifies them some time after he hears about them, then he is responsible for her guilt.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      10–15 [11–16] This paragraph illustrates the complications that would come in the taking of vows within the woman-man relationship. In contrast to vv.6–8, which deal with young couples in the early stages of their marriage, vv.10–15 deal more with those who had been married for a longer period of time. One gains the impression that these several complications may have arisen in much the same way as the case of the daughters of Zelophehad (27:1–11). That is, one case after another presented itself; the resulting chapter is the final codification.

      We may well presume that in the centuries leading to NT times, legal decisions on the subject of vows became even more complex. The instruction of the Lord Jesus to avoid the complications of these oaths (Mt 5:33–37) is liberating. After a while, serious language about holy things was being used in the most trivializing manner possible. So for his disciples Jesus forswore oaths and vows altogether. He urged them to let their words speak for themselves, apart from the calling of heaven and earth to witness. Actually, this teaching is great grace on his part.

      vi. A summary statement (30:16)

      
        16These are the regulations the LORD gave Moses concerning relationships between a man and his wife, and between a father and his young daughter still living in his house.

      

      COMMENTARY

      16 [17] From this summary, it is evident that this chapter has to do specifically with the making of vows by women, not the making of vows in general. This chapter is much like ch. 27. It deals with exceptions for women to general rules for men in a patriarchal age. Like ch. 27, it deals rather sympathetically with women and presents some glimmer of light in terms of their growing partnership with men in praising God and their living their lives here on earth as God’s gift to them would suggest. But we also recognize that the door to full participation is only cracked briefly in this chapter. That it is cracked at all is the most hopeful sign.

      5. The Reprisal against Midian, Moses’ Last Campaign (31:1–54)

      OVERVIEW

      Chapter 31 picks up the story line of ch. 25, the account of the debauchery of Israel at Baal Peor. The delay of relating this battle report adds punch to the content. We remember that Yahweh placed Midian under interdict because of its part in inciting the failure of Israel in that ignoble event. Yahweh had said to Moses, “Treat the Midianites as enemies and kill them” (25:17). This chapter tells the story of the holy war of Israel, the vendetta of Yahweh, against these enemies of God and his people.

      That such an idea as “holy war” is distasteful to many believers today is granted, particularly in the aftermath of the events of 9/11, the terrorist attacks against the United States in 2001. Muslim terrorists proclaim their jihads against the infidels of the West, and we all shudder. But the reader of Scripture can only come to a sense of the meaning of this text if he or she abandons for a moment the ethical and moral crises of our day and attempts to read the Bible within the standards of the day in which the text stood. This is not to present an idea of moral relativism or to censor the morality of the Bible. It is merely to observe that conditions in the robust and rugged world of the ancient Near East differ from those we are used to or are comfortable with in our own living.

      On their own grounds, the frightful events of this chapter are moral and are from God. The most important issue in approaching texts such as this is not to concentrate on the suffering and pain the chapter describes but to reflect on the holiness of the Lord that it celebrates. In the midst of terrible wrath, God remembers mercy—the story of this chapter, as we will see. A recent work that presents the views and interactions of four evangelical scholars on the issue of “holy war” in ancient Israel is Show Them No Mercy: 4 Views on God and Canaanite Genocide, by C. S. Cowles, Eugene H. Merrill, Daniel L. Gard, and Tremper Longman III (ed. Stanley N. Gundry; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003).

      a. The Report of the Battle (31:1–24)

      i. The instructions for the battle (31:1–6)

      
        1The LORD said to Moses, 2“Take vengeance on the Midianites for the Israelites. After that, you will be gathered to your people.”

        3So Moses said to the people, “Arm some of your men to go to war against the Midianites and to carry out the LORD’s vengeance on them. 4Send into battle a thousand men from each of the tribes of Israel.” 5So twelve thousand men armed for battle, a thousand from each tribe, were supplied from the clans of Israel. 6Moses sent them into battle, a thousand from each tribe, along with Phinehas son of Eleazar, the priest, who took with him articles from the sanctuary and the trumpets for signaling.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 This war is Moses’ last one before God brings his life to an end. On the expression, “to be gathered to your people” (v.2), see Note on 20:24. Moses did not get to lead the war of conquest in Canaan; that would be for his successor. But at least he was to lead a punitive war against the foes who nearly had destroyed his people, seemingly on the eve of their greatest triumph. This war was to be a war of vengeance against Midian, a holy war of the people of God.

      The war is announced by the Lord, not Moses. Moses did not regard this war as motivated by petty jealousy. It was “the LORD’s vengeance” (v.3) because of the wickedness of the Midianites, who caused the seduction of the Israelites in the pagan worship system of Baal of Peor (25:16–18). Yahweh’s strong words came specifically to Moses: “avenge an avenging” (neqōm niqmat; v.2). The cognate accusative is a means of emphasis in Hebrew style. See also Deuteronomy 32:43, a text speaking of God’s avenging the blood of his servants, and Nahum 1:2, of vengeance against Nineveh. We may also notice the phrase, “avenge the breaking of the covenant” (Lev 26:25).

      3–4 On hearing the commandment of the Lord, Moses turned to the people and called for a strike force, an elite corps of soldiers who would carry out the punitive war. This was a limited, contained, special task calling for a limited army of special forces. One thousand men were to come from each of the tribes of Israel. The entire nation has been jeopardized, so all the tribes were to share in vengeance. If the figures of the census of 26:51 are “common numbers” (see the discussion on large numbers in the Introduction), then twelve thousand of the six hundred thousand men make a very small proportional force (one fiftieth of the whole). If twelve thousand are taken from a smaller army of approximately sixty thousand men, then a force of twelve thousand would be relatively small but still significant (one fifth of the whole). In any case, reduced force is a part for the whole, a representative army for the whole nation.

      5–6 Verse 5 is somewhat celebrative in nature, as is so much of the historical narrative of this book. The “thousand of the thousands” is a nice tie of words, having an almost mystical ring to it. The holy war was a vendetta of God that called for special uses of numbers and men.

      In biblical thought a blood relative may take vengeance on the killer of the slain (see ch. 35). There is a sense that the Lord is the kinsman of his people, who issues a command for his own holy vendetta. The war is one of divine reprisal for the near destruction of his people by the Midianites. The mention of Phinehas in v.6 is especially noteworthy. It was his zeal for the honor of the Lord that led him to spear Zimri and Cozbi in their licentious act at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting (25:15, 18). Now his leadership in the sacral aspects of the battle demonstrates that this was truly holy war. To the site of the battle he took along “articles from the sanctuary and the [priestly] trumpets for signaling” (see 10:9).

      The “articles from the sanctuary” do not appear to include the holy ark of the covenant (despite the desire of some scholars to connect this phrasing to the story of the ark in warfare in Jos 6:6 and 1Sa 4); surely the ark would have been mentioned if it were used in this battle. More likely the priest took small implements from the worship of God in the tent; the focus is on the trumpets. Whatever implements he took with him, the belief was sure: Yahweh was with his people in the sacred place, so he was with his people as they went to war.

      The trumpet in this text is the “sacred clarion” (ḥaṣōṣerâ) from 10:8 (see also 2Ch 13:12). This was a long, straight metal tube with a flowing bell; it is distinguished from the shofar (šōpār), the ram’s horn of ancient Israel. The verbal root ḥṣṣr (GK 2955) is denominative and means “to sound a clarion” (see 2Ch 5:13, Piel; 1Ch 15:24, Hiphil). The blowing of the sacred clarion was an act of celebrative worship. While the concept is alien to us today, even the warfare that Israel was to engage in was regarded as a sacral act—in some way an act of the worship of God (see Ps 149:6, the praise of God linked to the wielding of a sword). “Onward Hebrew Soldiers” was more than a metaphor for Israel; it was a descriptive reality of army life.

      NOTE

      2 The words [image: ] (neqōm niqmat, “take vengeance”) form a powerful imperative. Not only are these words reported to be the command of Yahweh directly to Moses, which he then was to bring to the people of Israel, but also the two forms of the same verb (the root [image: ] [nāqam], “to avenge”) make the expression emphatic.

      A second striking factor in this verse is the phrasing used to describe the forthcoming death of Moses, [image: ] (ʾaḥar tē ʾāsēp ʾel-ʿammeykā, “After that, you will be gathered to your people”; cf. the use of this phrase respecting the impending death of Aaron in 20:26; see also its use respecting Moses in 27:13). A first impulse might be to shrug at these words and simply to dismiss them as a common rhetorical device, a euphemism for death. But several issues are in play in the use of this phrase in this particular case:

      
        	1. Others die of illness, infirmity, or injury, or simply from the cumulative effects of aging in a postfall world. Moses’ death, however, was not to be from any common cause; his death was to be at the express agency of God (see also Dt 32:50; cf. 34:5). Moreover, at the time of his death Moses was in superb health and physical vigor (see Dt 34:7).

        	2. The expression “to be gathered to one’s people” might have been a gentle phrase in Hebrew culture to describe death and its aftermath. When a person’s body was placed in a family vault, after the process of decay that person’s bones might be taken by relatives and placed farther back in a burial cave amid the bones of those in the family who had died earlier. In this way one might say that one was “gathered to one’s people” through the intermingling of their bones.

        	3. But the description of the burial of Moses is unique in biblical literature: “He [Yahweh] buried him in Moab, in the valley opposite Beth Peor, but to this day [i.e., the day of the writing of this text] no one knows where his grave is” (Dt 34:6). Moses was not “gathered to his people” in the customary understanding of that phrase. His bones remained alone, in a burial site about which we know no more today than was known by faithful people in Israel in the fifteenth (or later) century BC.

        	4. For this reason, and against the common (Sadducean? see 5, below) viewpoints of scholars today, I suggest that this phrase should be considered as a part of the inquiry into and study of the hope of life after death and the resurrection of the body in the text of the Hebrew Scriptures. The only manner in which Moses could be “gathered to his people” was to experience life after death, along with those who also shared such blessed hope. Thus I propose that this phrase should be used to consider life, not death—the ongoing person, not the rotting of flesh and the resultant cache of bones.

        	5. As Jesus told the unbelieving Sadducees of his day, God “is not the God of the dead but of the living” (Mt 22:32). In fact, in that same verse Jesus argued this very point from the words Yahweh had spoken to Moses at the beginning of Moses’ ministry: “I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Ex 3:6). Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were alive with God when Yahweh called Moses to serve him. Now, after all the events in his life with God, Moses was “gathered to his people”—in heaven!

      

      ii. The report of the victory (31:7–12)

      
        7They fought against Midian, as the LORD commanded Moses, and killed every man. 8Among their victims were Evi, Rekem, Zur, Hur and Reba—the five kings of Midian. They also killed Balaam son of Beor with the sword. 9The Israelites captured the Midianite women and children and took all the Midianite herds, flocks and goods as plunder. 10They burned all the towns where the Midianites had settled, as well as all their camps. 11They took all the plunder and spoils, including the people and animals, 12and brought the captives, spoils and plunder to Moses and Eleazar the priest and the Israelite assembly at their camp on the plains of Moab, by the Jordan across from Jericho.

      

      COMMENTARY

      7 The narrator stresses the fact that this battle was the Lord’s; it was not merely the result of human pique. The narrator does not say much at all about the battle, but he is concerned to detail the aftermath of the victory of Israel. Our modern difficulty in comprehending the concept of holy war and its annihilation of a populace is understandable but somewhat shortsighted. Yahweh was about to bring Israel into the land of Canaan to engage in a war of conquest and extermination of all the peoples in that land (see Dt 20:1–16) because of their gross wickedness and the threat they represented to the integrity of the worship of Israel—in fact, to Israel’s very survival in the land. The cup of the Amorites was now full (see Ge 15:16). Further, the judgment of the Lord on the peoples of Canaan is a paradigm of final judgment, a teaching of both Old and New Testaments and all orthodox creeds.

      So it is that v.7 reports that Israel obeyed the word of the Lord through his servant Moses. They fought as they were taught, an act of faithfulness, courage, and obedient trust. The report that they “killed every man” does not necessarily mean that they killed every individual without exception, but that there was complete defeat with a focus on the males of the enemy army who were slain. Some of the enemies must have fled. The emphasis in this report is that the Hebrews killed only the men, thus allowing for the report of v.9 respecting women and children.

      8 Verse 8 lists the notables the Israelites killed and then impaled (see Notes). The list of the Midianite kings (Evi, Rekem, Zur, Hur, and Reba) is like a list of trophies. These five chieftains are memorialized forever as enemies of the Lord who were impotent before his armies. Their wounds and their impaling poles point to ghastly deaths and grisly display. There is here a vindictiveness of the sacred, a display of triumph—a celebration of God, who has given glorious victory.

      Among the names are two surprises. One is Zur (ṣûr), whom we remember as the father of Cozbi (see 25:15), the Midianite woman who was stabbed to death with Zimri by Phinehas. The supposition we had in ch. 25 that she was a significant person is now confirmed. Cozbi was like an early Jezebel. She was a priestess-princess of paganism. As in the case of Jezebel, so also Cozbi’s name has been defiled in Israel (Cozbi means “Deception”). We have a name to use for her if we wish to recall her at all, but it is a name of infamy.

      The other surprise, of course, is the mention of Balaam. The Hebrew wording is striking: “And Balaam son of Beor they also killed by the sword.” Until now, following the text, we would have had no idea he would appear in the narrative of Scripture again. The story of ch. 25 lacks the name of the principal instigator in the seduction of the men of Israel to the orgiastic worship of Baal. But here he is found among the dead of the princes of Midian; what trouble Balaam failed to accomplish by the use of mantic arts he was able to achieve by the evil direction he gave to the Midianites (v.16; see chs. 22–24).

      Balaam’s name, amid the recital of the names of the Midianite kings, suggests that he was their advisor, their spiritual guru. Always after a shekel, Balaam had a new gig. It must have seemed ironic to him to have his pay and to know that Israel was in trouble. But the irony came full circle; he was now dead. There is considerable discussion as to the manner of his death, indicated in this verse. Some feel he may have died in war; others believe that he was executed, that he died a judicial death. It is possible that the second case is true and that after he was run through with a sword, he was also impaled with the princes he had so misdirected.

      9–12 While the men of Midian were killed by the victorious Hebrew soldiers, the women and children were spared by the troops as plunder (v.9). Moses commanded that only the virgin women (who were thus innocent of the indecencies at Peor) could be spared; the guilty women and the boys (who might endanger the inheritance rights of Israelite men) were to be put to death (vv.15–17).

      We may make some observations about this shocking situation:

      
        	1. Jericho is the first city of Cisjordan (the near side of Jordan) that Israel would win by warfare. In the case of Jericho, all the inhabitants and all of their possessions were placed under the ban (ḥērem); all was to be devoted to the Lord. In the case of Midian, this was a punitive strike; Midian was not the firstfruits of the land. There were, therefore, many items of booty and plunder (including surviving people) to be distributed among the men of the army, as well as among the people who had remained in camp. The burning of the cities was a mark that they were not to be inhabited by the Hebrews; burning them would greatly impede their being reinhabited by enemies.

        	2. The sparing the lives of the women and children was likely considered by the soldiers of Israel to be an act of mercy. They could have killed them or abandoned them to their own devices. By sparing them, the soldiers must have thought themselves magnanimous.

        	3. There is a sense of poetic justice in that the Midianites had conspired to destroy Israel through licentious behavior of their priestess-cult functionaries. Now their young women and daughters were about to be added to the families of Israel in what seems to be a proper despoiling of the enemies.

        	4. At the same time we see here, and often, how in the ancient Near East (and in the Bible, which grew out of that world) that women and children were regarded as property to be listed with cows, trinkets, and assorted booty. The sad truth is that the times were rarely merciful to women as persons.

      

      Throughout the war, Phinehas was intensively involved as a priest-warrior. There was a sense in which his father, Eleazar, was still the high priest who functioned in the camp at the altars of the Lord. But Phinehas was more like a field priest who functioned with the armies of Israel to remind them that the Lord was in their midst, fighting for them.

      This section is marked by an orderliness that is characteristic of so much of the book of Numbers and that stands in studied contrast to the horrors the verses recount. Verse 8 gives a list of the kings, v.9 a list of the booty, v.10 an accounting of the burnings, and v.12 a list of possessions. There is also a redundancy of verbs describing the taking of captives (“the Israelites captured . . . plundered . . . burned . . . took . . . brought”).

      Verse 12 is particularly triumphant in tone, with a formal pageantry to its cadences. The victorious Hebrews proved that they could do it. They were unlike their parents, who could not win wars against their enemies; with only a fraction of the entire army they had been able to win a great victory. So they come to Moses, to Eleazar, and to the people who had remained behind in camp. This scene is not unlike the later Roman victory processionals after a distant campaign by a great general. This display shows forth God’s accomplishments to the entire community.

      There is an episodic nature to this book. In some ways it is like the memoirs of Moses in the wilderness, as evidenced in the way this story ties up three loose ends: the matters of Cozbi’s father, Balaam, and the meaning of the events at Baal Peor. The tone so far in this story is one of victory march. The people must have been thinking, “We are faithful, and so is the Lord.”

      NOTES

      8 In the phrase [image: ] (hāregû ʿal-ḥallêhem, “they killed . . . with the sword”), the meaning of the word ḥallêhem (GK 2728) remains debated. The basic meaning of the verb [image: ] (ḥālāl) means “to profane”; in certain contexts it means “to pierce, wound.” Here it seems preferable to think of the word’s nominal form as denoting “impaling stakes,” used in the ancient Near East for brutal, grisly displays of vanquished foes as potent symbols of their destruction. The body of a man would be thrust down on a sharpened stake that would pierce through his rectum to enter his abdomen. There was a double shame to this action; the awful display of the corpse would also preclude its decent burial.

      11 [image: ] (bāʾādām ûbabbehēmâ, “the people and animals”) aptly illustrates how the Hebrew term ʾādām (“man”) may be used from time to time in the Bible to speak generally of persons, rather than specifically of males. Here the word is used specifically of women and children; all the adult males had been slain in the battle and the subsequent judgment.

      12 The phrasing [image: ] (ʾel-ʿarbōt mô ʾāb ʾašer ʿal-yardēn yerēḥô, “on the plains of Moab, by the Jordan across from Jericho”) presents a perspective of Transjordan from Cisjordan; perhaps this reflects the work of a post-Mosaic redactor. The expression “across from Jericho” has the sense of “over there.” Similarly, the association of the Jordan River with the city of Jericho is also the perspective that later people would have found helpful in visualizing the site in their minds. The perspective of geography in the Bible regularly centers on the land of Israel, even when the people are not there. Everything else is designed to give us a sense of “out there”—a regular metaphor for distance from God’s dwelling.

      iii. The destruction of the women and boys (31:13–18)

      
        13Moses, Eleazar the priest and all the leaders of the community went to meet them outside the camp. 14Moses was angry with the officers of the army—the commanders of thousands and commanders of hundreds—who returned from the battle.

        15“Have you allowed all the women to live?” he asked them. 16“They were the ones who followed Balaam’s advice and were the means of turning the Israelites away from the LORD in what happened at Peor, so that a plague struck the LORD’s people. 17Now kill all the boys. And kill every woman who has slept with a man, 18but save for yourselves every girl who has never slept with a man.

      

      COMMENTARY

      13–18 We may be shocked when we find the people are facing anger from Moses instead of approval. The meeting outside the camp is an omen; something is unclean. The Bible says that Moses was furious against the officers of the armies. He does not come to bless them in their victory but to vent his rage at the victories. Even in victory the people can grossly err.

      Moses asks almost incredulously, “Have you allowed all the women to live?” (v.15). The text has led us down a line that leads to deliberate surprise. We find ourselves as startled by these words, even as some of the soldiers might have been. But then Moses explains: These were the very women whom Balaam had used to cause the seduction of the people of Israel and to provoke the terrible plague that had broken out among the Hebrew congregation (v.16). So boys and women were to be killed; there was to be no mercy, no exception (v.17). The lives of young girls (demonstrable virgins) only would be spared; for only they had not contaminated themselves with the debauchery of Midian and Moab in Baal worship (v.18). The suggestion is that the participation of Midianite women in the debased orgiastic worship of Baal described in ch. 25 was extensive, not selective. Who would know which of these women was innocent of participation in these rituals? The presumption is that each one was guilty in some manner.

      Verse 17 is rather powerful in its formation. It is framed with a chiasm using the imperative verb “kill.” The following format shows the word order, the pungency, of the original:

      
        And now, kill every male among the children;

        and every woman who knows a man,

        a male sexually, kill!

      

      The brutality demanded by this verse is nearly unimaginable—the killing of boys and babies. One has to ask, what separates this action from the Egyptians’ killing of Hebrew male babies in Exodus 1? Since most women were married young in biblical times, most women would have had to be killed as well. Here is the sort of text that troubles us deeply. It is one thing to kill a man. It is one thing to kill a woman in battle. It is one thing even to kill children in a frenzy of hatred. But this verse demands the calm, selective, purposeful executing of women and children after the battle was over.

      Verse 18 only increases our sense of unrest in this text. Those girls who were to be kept alive would have had to be rather young. Though the lives of these little girls were to be preserved, their mothers would have to be killed. For more on this and its relationship to morality in the OT, see the Reflection.

      NOTE

      17 The phrase [image: ] (yōdaʿat ʾîš lemiškab zākār, “to know a man, lying with a male”; “who has slept with a man,” NIV) is noteworthy. The word [image: ] (miškab; GK 5435) is a noun that means “place of lying, couch, act of lying (down).” Here it is used idiomatically as an adverb to define further the intention of the line. To the first phrase, “who had not known a man,” this word adds the idea “lying with a male.” The two phrases together are a definitive statement of virginity. It has been observed that no single word in biblical Hebrew unequivocally means “virgin.” A qualifying phrase is needed to make the idea clear. In discussing a Ugaritic term, Cyrus Gordon writes, “There is no word in the Near Eastern languages that by itself means virgo intacta” (UT, #540). The use of the noun miškab as an adverb indicating sexual behavior is seen also in Judges 21:11–12 and in Leviticus 18:22; 20:13 (of man-to-man relations, i.e., sodomy).

      REFLECTION

      Such stories as Numbers 31 are bound to raise questions about morality in the OT. Ultimately, these questions are darts directed against the person of God. One cannot debate the “morality” of the OT apart from the “morality” of God, who is represented in these passages. And once one begins to ask, “Is God moral?” the very question damns the speaker. For who is humankind to instruct the Lord (see Job 40:1–2)? This is not to say that these passages do not cause us to shriek with inner tension—for they do! But our shout had best not be an arrogant attack on Majesty. Ultimately, people of faith affirm—in the midst of the most negative environment: “The God of Israel will do right.”

      The only way to understand such a ghastly command is to realize what was at stake in the story of Baal Peor (ch. 25), the incident that gave rise to the holy war in the first place. This story is not just another account of sin and rebellion in the wilderness. Indeed, if the story of Baal Peor was not an unusual and remarkable account, then the punishment meted out in ch. 31 was not in keeping with the crime.

      Numbers 25 is unique. It records an altogether new type of sin and rebellion—one that bears within itself the threat of the doom of the nation as a whole. Since we have read the rest of the story, we know that the evil described in ch. 25 was the very type of evil that finally destroyed the Israelite kingdoms in the land. While it is difficult to make such a statement, the commanded destruction of the women and boys was actually an act of God’s mercy—for Israel. There is a sense of perspective here that is so difficult to grasp, yet which permeates the Word of God: Divine judgment is sure for the nations who are a threat to the existence of God’s people or who have rejected his grace.

      And that truth remains in our own “sophisticated” day. Modern nations, and the ungodly among all peoples, are at risk. They are aware of risks from the possibility of nuclear disaster, from the threat of war, from the tweaks of nature, and from the freaks of chance. But nations today are also at risk from the judgment of God—whether or not they acknowledge so. One day that judgment will come. At that time there will be no weeping over women and boys who died in ancient Midian three and a half millennia ago; at that time the judgment of God will transcend anything ever written in the harshest OT Scripture. And God will still be merciful and holy, who will maintain glory and honor in the midst of havoc and ruin. The God of Israel will still do right.

    
  
    
      iv. The purification of the soldiers (31:19–20)

      
        19“All of you who have killed anyone or touched anyone who was killed must stay outside the camp seven days. On the third and seventh days you must purify yourselves and your captives. 20Purify every garment as well as everything made of leather, goat hair or wood.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      19–20 The “seven days” of v.19 help us to sense the full weight of what the laws of cleanness pertained to, as this was holy war (see 19:11–13). Both people (31:19–20) and things (31:21–24) had to be cleansed. The rites of purification from contact with a dead body would demand the waters of cleansing from the ashes of the red heifer (see 19:12).

      There is an emphatic pronoun at the beginning of this verse: “And you!” Here all who had been involved in the killing of others are addressed, even though those who were killed were the enemies of God and his people. The death of any person makes unclean the one who comes in contact with the corpse, even when the killing was commanded by God. Thus even in a text of judgment, there are still the lessons of ritual cleansing for the people of God.

      NOTE

      19 [image: ] (titḥaṭṭeʾû, “purify yourselves”) is a Hithpael imperative from the root ḥāṭaʾ (“to purify oneself from uncleanness”), a verb used of the Levite in 8:21. Those who had had any contact with the dead were impure (see 19:12) and needed to undergo the rite of purification.

      v. The purifying of the goods (31:21–24)

      
        21Then Eleazar the priest said to the soldiers who had gone into battle, “This is the requirement of the law that the LORD gave Moses: 22Gold, silver, bronze, iron, tin, lead 23and anything else that can withstand fire must be put through the fire, and then it will be clean. But it must also be purified with the water of cleansing. And whatever cannot withstand fire must be put through that water. 24On the seventh day wash your clothes and you will be clean. Then you may come into the camp.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      21–24 Purification extends to things as well as to people. Things that were ritually impure would contaminate people who were otherwise clean. Hence it is another mark of the grace of God to provide a means for the purification of goods as well. Metal objects had to be purified by having them pass through fire and then the waters of cleansing. Some of these metal objects that were so cleansed became gifts to the Lord (see v.50). Those items that could not withstand fire had to be cleansed in the water alone. Possibly Paul’s description of the bēma judgment of the work of believers (1Co 3:10–15) is patterned in part after this passage. In the case of the cleansing of these soldiers, they had to wait until the seventh day, then wash their clothes before they could enter the camp. This pattern of seven days of exclusion from the camp because of uncleanness is well established in Israel (see the story of Miriam in ch. 12).

      b. The Division of the Spoils (31:25–54)

      OVERVIEW

      Another aspect of holy war was the just distribution of the spoils of war, both among those who fought in the battle as well as among those who stayed with the community, with appropriate shares to be given to the Lord, whose battle it was (v.28). This section describes rather elaborately that process of division. As in so many such sections in Numbers, this rather prosaic text reads with a certain grandeur—for it, too, is celebrative. These texts were meant to be read aloud as a declaration of the work of God in the lives of his people. Much like the antiphonal responses in Psalm 136, the patterns of remembrance of the works of the Lord in the deliverance of his people were designed to be recited in a variety of ways.

      i. The share for the soldiers (31:25–41)

      
        25The LORD said to Moses, 26“You and Eleazar the priest and the family heads of the community are to count all the people and animals that were captured. 27Divide the spoils between the soldiers who took part in the battle and the rest of the community. 28From the soldiers who fought in the battle, set apart as tribute for the LORD one out of every five hundred, whether persons, cattle, donkeys, sheep or goats. 29Take this tribute from their half share and give it to Eleazar the priest as the LORD’s part. 30From the Israelites’ half, select one out of every fifty, whether persons, cattle, donkeys, sheep, goats or other animals. Give them to the Levites, who are responsible for the care of the LORD’s tabernacle.” 31So Moses and Eleazar the priest did as the LORD commanded Moses.

        32The plunder remaining from the spoils that the soldiers took was 675,000 sheep, 3372,000 cattle, 3461,000 donkeys 35and 32,000 women who had never slept with a man.

        36The half share of those who fought in the battle was:

        
          	337,500 sheep, 37of which the tribute for the LORD was 675;

          	3836,000 cattle, of which the tribute for the LORD was 72;

          	3930,500 donkeys, of which the tribute for the LORD was 61;

          	4016,000 people, of which the tribute for the LORD was 32.

        

        41Moses gave the tribute to Eleazar the priest as the LORD’s part, as the LORD commanded Moses.

      

      25–41 The book of Numbers delights in lists, in the numbering of persons and things. Here in this section of the chapter is the command of the Lord to Moses to total up the spoils of the battle, both human and beast. The term “people” (bāʾādām, “among [the] men”) in this section relates only to the little girls who were spared from the ban (ḥērem); the animals included sheep, cattle, donkeys, and goats. Eleazar and heads of fathers’ houses were to aid Moses in taking this inventory. The task must have been enormous, given the numbers involved. The purpose of making this sum seems to be twofold: (1) it is a celebrative declaration of the work of God in their behalf; (2) it is a means to assure the equitable distribution of the spoils of war. Dividing such spoils was a proverbial symbol for exquisite joy in the ancient world (e.g., Isa 9:3, where the celebration of spoils is paired with that of the bringing in of a harvest).

      The division of the spoils was to be made in two sections, one for those who had fought in the war and the other for the rest of the congregation. The two halves were equal, but their distribution was deliberately unequal—there were far fewer soldiers than those who remained in the camp. Yet it was the soldiers who had risked their lives, so theirs was the larger personal share. The term used for soldiers in v.27 is indicative of the type of man who had been called to serve in the elite corps. They are described as tōpeśê hammilḥāmâ, “those who are skilled for battle” (cf. Jer 2:8, “those who deal with the law”).

      Before the men of war could enjoy their allotment of the spoils, there first had to be a tax set apart for the Lord. The ratio in this case was one to five hundred. Again, the soldiers who had risked their lives received larger personal shares (as they were a smaller collective unit than the vast numbers of the congregation), and their share to the Lord was also smaller than the share that was demanded of the people. The proportion to be given to the Lord is termed a “tax” or a “tribute” (mekes, from the verb kāsas, “to compute,” v.28; see Ex 12:4). This tribute was given to Eleazar the priest as a sacred offering (terûmâ) to the Lord (v.29).

      From the half of the booty that was to be distributed to the members of the congregation, one unit of each fifty was to be given as a tribute to the Lord for the special use of the Levites in return for their sacral service at the tabernacle. Thus the people’s tax in this booty was ten times that of the soldiers’ share—one fiftieth compared to one five-hundreth.

      The instructions the Lord gave to Moses (vv.25–30) are followed by a report of accomplishment (v.31). In this verse we find again the familiar words of obedience. Each time we read these words of compliance on the part of Moses, we groan within at the thought of the one time that Moses did not do as God had commanded him (ch. 20).

      The list of the plunder as a whole is given in vv.32–35. The numbers were enormous; the victory was staggering. This was just the beginning; on the other side of the Jordan lay the rest of the land of God’s promise. The people should have been thinking, “If we received this much booty in a punitive war, just think what will be our portion when we are on the campaign of conquest!”

      The table reads:

      
        	• 675,000 sheep (presumably including goats)

        	• 72,000 cattle

        	• 61,000 donkeys

        	• 32,000 young (virgin) women

      

      The half share follows with correct, simple arithmetic:

      
        	• 337,500 sheep (including goats)

        	• 36,000 cattle

        	• 30,500 donkeys

        	• 16,000 young (virgin) women

      

      The Lord’s tax (to be given to Eleazar; ratio of one unit of five hundred):

      
        	• 675 sheep

        	• 72 cattle

        	• 61 donkeys

        	• 32 young (virgin) women

      

      Again, the section concludes with a summary statement of complete obedience on the part of Moses with regard to the presentation of the tax as a sacred contribution to the Lord; he gave these items to Eleazar the priest (v.41).

      We may make a few observations about these numbers:

      
        	1. They are immense numbers, indicative of a great victory with enormous booty.

        	2. Though the numbers of the animals and women are rounded off to the thousands, the proportion of one to five hundred gets quite exacting; the supposition is that these numbers may well be “common numbers” rather than inflated sums.

        	3. The supposition, so often heard, that numbers are not copied well in the Bible is not buttressed in these sections of Numbers. It seems that in this book, at least, the copying of numbers (in the awkward manner of words rather than symbols) was done carefully. Perhaps the necessity for the sums and totals to work out correctly was a check against carelessness by later scribes.

      

      As to the use to which the women would be put in the service of the priests, we can only guess. It is possible that they were given menial tasks to do in the service of the Lord, as many commentators suggest (see Ex 38:8). In these women there is something redemptive in the whole dismal record of the defeat of Midian. Though most of their countrymen had been slain, including their parents and brothers, the surviving young girls would eventually become part of the redeemed community. Eventually these few girls became mothers in Israel.

      ii. The share for the people (31:42–47)

      
        42The half belonging to the Israelites, which Moses set apart from that of the fighting men—43the community’s half—was 337,500 sheep, 4436,000 cattle, 4530,500 donkeys 46and 16,000 people. 47From the Israelites’ half, Moses selected one out of every fifty persons and animals, as the LORD commanded him, and gave them to the Levites, who were responsible for the care of the LORD’s tabernacle.

      

      42–47 The statistics of the half share for the people follow in much the same procedure as the previous section for the soldiers. The numbers of the half are the same but are listed in a celebrative manner. In this case the tax, which would become a sacred tribute to the Lord, was proportionally higher: one unit of fifty (rather than one unit of five hundred).

      This proportion would result in the following:

      
        	• 6,750 sheep

        	• 720 cattle

        	• 610 donkeys

        	• 320 young (virgin) women

      

      Again, Moses followed faithfully in the distribution of the Lord’s share. In this case it was given to the Levites.

      iii. The extra share for the Lord (31:48–54)

      
        48Then the officers who were over the units of the army—the commanders of thousands and commanders of hundreds—went to Moses 49and said to him, “Your servants have counted the soldiers under our command, and not one is missing. 50So we have brought as an offering to the LORD the gold articles each of us acquired—armlets, bracelets, signet rings, earrings and necklaces—to make atonement for ourselves before the LORD.”

        51Moses and Eleazar the priest accepted from them the gold—all the crafted articles. 52All the gold from the commanders of thousands and commanders of hundreds that Moses and Eleazar presented as a gift to the LORD weighed 16,750 shekels. 53Each soldier had taken plunder for himself. 54Moses and Eleazar the priest accepted the gold from the commanders of thousands and commanders of hundreds and brought it into the Tent of Meeting as a memorial for the Israelites before the LORD.

      

      COMMENTARY

      48–54 For a chapter that begins with such a grim story, there is a perfectly lovely ending. This is the account of a spontaneous extra gift to the Lord by the officers’ corps. Beyond the tax they were required to give of the animals and persons that had been distributed to them in the sharing of the booty of the war, there were innumerable objects the soldiers had taken for their own use as they looted the camps (v.53). Now the captains of thousands and of hundreds approached Moses (v.48) and made a magnanimous offering of numerous beautiful objects of gold—armlets, bracelets, signet rings, earrings, and other ornaments (v.50). This gift, they assured Moses, was in gratitude for a most remarkable fact: not one soldier of the elite Hebrew corps had died in the war (v.49)! The only explanation for this outcome was the presence of the Lord among his people in his holy sanctuary (cf. the comment of Goldberg, 134, “Gott ist im Israel gegenwartig im Heiligtum”; “God is present in Israel in his sanctuary”).

      That no Israelite soldiers were lost was a miracle. But it was a miracle that compelled response on the part of God’s people. As Walther Eichrodt (Theology of the Old Testament [trans. J. A. Baker; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1967], 163) points out, the important issue for the belief in miracles in Scripture lies not so much in the material facts of the miracles but in what they present of the person and work of God. The real importance of the miraculous for faith is in “its evidential character,” particularly “a clear impression of God’s care or retribution within it.”

      Of course, the people made a special gift to the Lord. He had made a special gift of life to them. The gift by the officers’ corps is reminiscent of the extravagant gifts of the people from the despoiling of the Egyptians (Ex 35). This is a mark of the gratitude of the new generation. Moses and Eleazar the priest took from them the gold items, all of fashioned work (v.51). When they weighed them, they found the cumulative weight to be 16,750 shekels (about 420 pounds; v.52)! This gift is enormous—and it came from grateful men to an all-protective God.

      Moses and Eleazar brought the gold into the Tent of Meeting, where it became a “memorial” (zikkārôn) of the victory the Lord had won (v.54). We suspect, though without specificity from the text, that the gold would have been melted down and reworked into a suitably fashioned symbol—an extravagant offering to the Lord.

      The most interesting phrase in this entire section concerns the motivation of the chiefs. It was “to make atonement for ourselves before the LORD” (v.50). Thus the making of atonement was not prompted by sin or guilt but by overwhelming gratitude. They knew, as all officers know, that every battle is a calculated risk in which some soldiers will die. A good officer seeks to minimize his losses as he maximizes his gain. In this case the gain was overwhelming—complete victory. The losses were nil—not one Hebrew soldier died. The making of atonement, then, was an offering of expiation in gratitude to God for the gift he made of the lives of those who could have died. This is a payment, if you will, in return for what they might have lost.

      REFLECTION

      We have no reason to believe that the protection of the lives of every soldier in the wars of Israel ever happened again. This must have been a singular event in the history of Israel. If so, it is suitably predictive of the army of Christ in his final victory over all wickedness (Rev 19). No doubt in that final battle there will be no casualties among his forces. So here is a battle at the beginning of the wars of Israel that in one particular aspect points forward to the final battle of Savior Jesus. Gratitude to him will be in the measure of the gratitude of these officers back then.

      6. The Settlement of the Transjordan Tribes (32:1–42)

      OVERVIEW

      There is a sense of direction and symmetry to the book of Numbers that is satisfying to the patient reader. Within the book, as we have seen, there are passages of dramatic encounters, miraculous acts, robust theology, and even comedic drama. There are also texts, such as the present chapter, that bear none of these characteristics. Yet the chapter is significant because it deals with the ways the will of God was manifest through the tribes of Israel as the new generation was taking its place in the world God had given to them. This chapter presents the account of the first of the tribes to settle in the land of their choice. In the case of two and one-half tribes, Transjordan was the inheritance of choice. For them—Reuben, Gad, and half of the tribe of Manasseh—the victories over Sihon and Og (ch. 21) and the punitive victory over Midian (ch. 31) signaled victory aplenty. It was time at last to make a home.

      This chapter is most significant in what it presents of the life and character of Moses. Here we find another block to add to our view of his complex humanity—he flashes here in rage, it seems, before he knows fully what is being asked. But his rage is based on a lifetime of disappointment, a generation of waste, and the ever-present wilderness.

      a. The Request of Reuben and Gad to Settle in Transjordan (32:1–19)

      OVERVIEW

      The chapter begins, as several chapters do, with the approach of petitioners to Moses. They come to him not because he is king but because he is the regent of the Lord who mediated the divine word in the league of tribes. As in the case of the daughters of Zelophehad in ch. 27, and as in the instance of the relatives of these women in ch. 36, so the leaders of the tribes of Reuben and Gad make their approach to Moses for the settlement of their landed claim. The abundance of fertile grazing land in Transjordan prompted the leaders of these two tribes to request of Moses and Eleazar that they might settle there, not across (west of) the Jordan River.

      There are several approaches we may take in evaluating the request of these tribal leaders. It is customary among Christian commentators to regard their actions as sinful, an acceptance of lesser things rather than having faith to cling on for the best. But it is possible to see in the actions of the men of Gad and Reuben nothing untoward at all, only a pragmatic decision that led to a remarkable negotiation with the Lord and his servant Moses.

      Transjordan, too, was a gift of God won by conquest. When we think of Canaan, we are prone to think of Cisjordan; Canaan proper is described this way in ch. 34. Yet the full inheritance of God’s people extended to the regions of Transjordan as well. But it was, in a sense, the fringe of the garment. It was not the heart and soul of the land. To settle on the fringe was a mixed blessing. The people who lived in Transjordan were able to do so by conscious choice.

      But because they were somewhat removed from the center of the life of the land, they were the most prone to be influenced by outsiders. And clearly they were the most open for territorial expansion by their neighbors. Territorial living has both its advantages and its disadvantages. Ultimately, their request and the Lord’s decision through Moses expanded the territory of Israel. If we put the best construction on things, we may see this chapter as a rash adventure in faith rather than a record of rebellion.

      As these tribal leaders evaluated the lands they had won from the people of Sihon and Og, they found themselves particularly attracted to these areas. The region and its habitations (Ataroth, Dibon, Jazer, Nimrah, Heshbon, Elealeh, Seban, Nebo, and Beon—cities and regions that are relatively well located) looked especially promising to these chiefs. Extensive excavations and surface surveys were conducted in these areas of Transjordan in the 1970s and 1980s. The consensus is that these regions did not support a high population density in the period of the exodus and conquest (however this period may be dated); yet the biblical evidence from this chapter accords well with the archaeological evidence. This was an ideal place for the running of large flocks and herds.

      i. The original request (32:1–5)

      
        1The Reubenites and Gadites, who had very large herds and flocks, saw that the lands of Jazer and Gilead were suitable for livestock. 2So they came to Moses and Eleazar the priest and to the leaders of the community, and said, 3“Ataroth, Dibon, Jazer, Nimrah, Heshbon, Elealeh, Sebam, Nebo and Beon—4the land the LORD subdued before the people of Israel—are suitable for livestock, and your servants have livestock. 5If we have found favor in your eyes,” they said, “let this land be given to your servants as our possession. Do not make us cross the Jordan.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      1 Verse 1 is characteristic of well-formed prosodic structure by exhibiting a chiasm based on the word “herds” or “livestock” (miqneh). Here is an attempt to render the order of the words of the verse and its emphasis:

      
        Now the livestock was great of the people of Reuben,

        and of the people of Gad, it was exceedingly numerous;

        and they saw the land of Jazer

        and the land of Gilead,

        and they provided a region ideal for livestock.

      

      2–5 There is a subtle shift in the wording of v.2 from that of v.1. In v.1 Reuben precedes Gad; in v.2 this order is reversed. Perhaps this is a gentle way to suggest that both tribes had an equal stake in the affair. Only later (see v.33) do we find that some clans of Manasseh were involved as well. The listing of sites within the land they desired (see v.3) adds verisimilitude to their request; specificity of this sort helps the story to be more believable. But these nobles of Gad and Reuben do more than add place names; they put the issue of the land in the realm of divine gift in v.4:

      
        The land that Yahweh smote

        before the congregation of Israel;

        it is a land for livestock,

        and your servants have livestock.

      

      The repetition of the word “livestock” (miqneh) is for emphasis; their herds must have been exceptionally large. The conquest of the Midianite livestock would have further expanded the holdings of these tribes as well as the others. But their language suggests that their holdings in livestock were out of proportion to the other tribes. They needed the room that Transjordan seemed to provide. But it is not just the matter of livestock that animates these particular tribes; it is also the fact that God in his power has provided the land as a gift for his people. The battles of victory over the peoples of Transjordan were the battles of Yahweh. His people were his agents, but the outcome was his.

      As we read these verses, we might wonder what the motivation of the two tribes really was. We may wonder how they knew that the region of Transjordan was more suitable for their needs than a share in Cisjordan would be. We may wonder whether they were selfish, grasping for land ahead of the other tribes. It is also possible that the people of Reuben, at least, were still operating under a mistaken notion of their right of primogeniture by desiring that the first share of the land be given to them as descendants of the firstborn of Israel’s tribal fathers.

      Based on their subsequent words in this chapter, however, we may conclude that none of these issues was paramount. The text breathes a certain naïve transparency, a simplicity and candor that does not seem to admit complex reasoning. We may observe, simply, that these were two tribes with unusually large holdings of herds and flocks, and they believed that Transjordan was quite suitable for their needs. So the two tribes requested of Moses that the land of Transjordan be given to them as their singular possession on the basis of any grace that they had found in his sight as his servants (v.5). All seems respectful and deferential in tone and manner.

      The possibility existed, however, that these polite words were covering a rebellious spirit. It was not just that they felt at home and should be allowed to settle in the place of their choice; these two tribes might have been abandoning their place in the league as a whole by saying something like, “We have ours; good luck with yours!” At least Moses read their words this way.

      NOTES

      1 [image: ] (yaʿzēr, “Jazer”) is a place name of a region of Transjordan often associated with Heshbon (vv.1, 3, 35; 21:32; Jos 13:25; 21:39 [37]; 2Sa 24:5) and with vineyards (Isa 16:8–9 = Jer 48:32).

      5 The tendency is to view verbs such as [image: ] (yuttan, “be given”) as Pual imperfects. It is better, however, to parse this verb as a Qal passive jussive: “let [this land] be given [to your servants].”

      ii. The angry response of Moses (32:6–15)

      
        6Moses said to the Gadites and Reubenites, “Shall your countrymen go to war while you sit here? 7Why do you discourage the Israelites from going over into the land the LORD has given them? 8This is what your fathers did when I sent them from Kadesh Barnea to look over the land. 9After they went up to the Valley of Eshcol and viewed the land, they discouraged the Israelites from entering the land the LORD had given them. 10The LORD’s anger was aroused that day and he swore this oath: 11‘Because they have not followed me wholeheartedly, not one of the men twenty years old or more who came up out of Egypt will see the land I promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob—12not one except Caleb son of Jephunneh the Kenizzite and Joshua son of Nun, for they followed the LORD wholeheartedly.’ 13The LORD’s anger burned against Israel and he made them wander in the desert forty years, until the whole generation of those who had done evil in his sight was gone.

        14“And here you are, a brood of sinners, standing in the place of your fathers and making the LORD even more angry with Israel. 15If you turn away from following him, he will again leave all this people in the desert, and you will be the cause of their destruction.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      6–7 The response of Moses reveals his flash point. He raged against the two tribes that they had become no better than their fathers, for neither had they been willing to go to the land to fight the battle of conquest. We may wonder at the reason for Moses’ anger; it seems to be complex in nature. He may have suspected that the real reason for the request of these tribes was that they really did not want to participate in the war of conquest. This suspicion could not have come by their words alone, which seem respectful and reasonable, but by other information he may have had.

      Additionally or alternatively, Moses may have reacted the way he did not because of their words but because of the torment within him that must have welled up constantly, uncontrollably. Moses could not enter the land; could it be possible that these two tribes who could enter the land chose not to do so? The words of the tribal spokesmen may have rubbed the wound of his own limitation with stinging salt.

      Moses’ words may have been provoked by his anger, but they became the opportunity to review the basic theology of the wilderness period. He was able to contrast the first and second generations, to warn the second on the basis of the experience of the first. In this case our approach to the book of Numbers is vindicated by his homily: The old generation is dead; the new generation must act differently from their ancestors.

      In any event, Moses charged these tribal leaders with posing an intolerable situation. By granting them the right to settle outside Canaan proper, not only would these tribes be lost from the battle plans, but their absence would be a means of hindering the other tribes from crossing the Jordan as well. “Think of it,” Moses seemed to be saying. “Could we have come this far after so long and still never enter the land?” For him, then, their question seemed not only selfish but also seditious. The entire nation might become discouraged (v.7), thus perhaps leading to an ominous replay of the failure of their parents—and this possibility forms the thesis of Numbers. Will the sons behave like their parents, or will they believe and inherit?

      8 Here Moses rages, “This is what your fathers did.” Moses’ fear was that the failure of these two tribes to stay with the whole community in the war of conquest of Canaan would be the beginnings of a general revolt among the people against entering the land. It would be the failure of Kadesh (chs. 13–14) all over again.

      In fact, this chapter has numerous word associations with chs. 13–14. In addition to the reporting of the story of those chapters in vv.6–15, several terms cause the reader to juxtapose the chapters. Among the most prominent are the following: (1) the verb “cross over” (ʿābar)—cf. 32:21 (“go over”), 27, 29–30, with 13:32 (untr. NIV); 14:7 (“passed through”), 41 (“disobeying”); (2) the term “children” (ṭap)—cf. 32:16–17, 24, 26, with 14:3, 31; (3) the phrase, “the inhabitants of this land” (yōšbê hāʾāreṣ)—cf. 32:17 with 14:14. Wenham (213, n. 1) lists other words as well, but those mentioned above seem the more convincing.

      9–13 All these happenings afford Moses the opportunity to preach a brief homily (certainly shortened considerably in this chapter from what he might really have said) on the history of the national experience in the wilderness. Moses presents an example of a biblical use of history for the instruction of the people of God. He speaks with specificity, passion, and historical insight with a contemporary feel—the tying of the experience of the past into the present of his audience. In some ways this section may be thought of as a model of biblical exhortation. The section is also a splendid review of the core of the historical narrative in Numbers. The materials center particularly on the debacle of chs. 13–14, the rebellion of the first generation at Kadesh Barnea, which led to the divine sentence that they spend the rest of their lives in the wilderness.

      The underlying theology is based on the notion that the land is the gift of Yahweh. How would it be possible for the Israelites to spurn his gift? Even though their ancestors had despised the gift, is it really possible that such an act of cowardice and ingratitude might be committed again? In asking these questions, Moses is developing the central message of this book. The new generation has a new opportunity to be different from their parents. They could be the people who will succeed. They do not have to repeat the failure of their parents.

      But what if they are to fail? This possibility is the hidden horror in Numbers. What if the new generation is no better than their fathers and mothers? Will God then give a third generation an opportunity? Will God keep waiting until he finally has a people who will act on his word? Or is it possible that God could be spurned one time too many, and the Land of Promise will revert to its present, wicked inhabitants? These emotionally charged questions may be looming in the forefront of Moses’ mind as he preaches this homily.

      The sermon is more than homily. It is also litany. The words of vv.10–12 are a confession of sorts—not the confession of faith that begins with “I believe,” but a litany of life beginning with, “This we have experienced.” The book of Numbers not only describes worship; it is a book of worship. Remembering failure is also a part of worship. (See Ps 95:6–11 for a splendid example.) Worship is not just responding to grace; it is also remembering past disaster—and learning to avoid it in the present.

      With the words of v.11 we are in the heart of covenant—a covenant that was promised but rebuffed. Yet the promise is still present. God’s oath to the patriarchs—to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—is present in eternity. Jesus’ words to the Sadducees recorded in Matthew 22 are to the point here: “But about the resurrection from the dead—have you not read what God said to you, ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? He is not the God of the dead but of the living” (22:31–32). This is not just a past oath. Since he lives, so does the promise. The only question will be in the generation that stands before him now: Will they be the ones, or must he wait for others? These words are liturgical in form; they are meant to be recited and remembered. The reference to twenty years and older speaks of the generational change represented by these emissaries from Reuben and Gad.

      The promise to Caleb and Joshua is also part of the litany (v.12). This section is like the preaching of the apostles in the early NT. There is a pattern, a kerygma of grace and wrath. The NT preaching of the evangelists begins in grace but moves to wrath. The OT preaching of the prophets often begins in wrath but moves to grace. In both approaches there is a pattern of historical citation and present adjuration. There is no truly biblical preaching that does not ultimately tie history to the current message; neither the evangelist nor the prophet would draw his message merely from his existential situation.

      14–15 Moses’ words in vv.14–15 are unusually harsh. In the phrase “brood of sinners” (v.14) he is prescient of the preaching of Jesus (e.g., Mt 12:34; cf. 3:7). There is moral culpability in the action of disunity that may bring divine ruination on the entire community. Moses’ words are as expressive of his deep, personal feelings as are Paul’s words in texts such as 2 Corinthians 1–3. This moment is intensely personal for the great prophet of God. Rightly or wrongly, he has been provoked to give vent to his deepest feelings. But those feelings are based on his experience—and the deep feelings of God that he experienced as none other in his day.

      NOTES

      11 The LXX adds an explanatory phrase after the words “twenty years old or more” that serves to explain it more fully: “who know [the difference between] good and evil.” This phrase suggests that the age of twenty was possibly regarded as an age of adult accountability (not unlike our consideration of twenty-one as the age of maturity).

      13 [image: ] (wayeni ʿēm, “and he made them wander”; GK 5675) is an unusual use of the verb nuaʿ, a word meaning “to quiver, wave, tremble” (GK 5675; see 2Ki 19:21 = Isa 37:22; Pss 22:7 [8]; 109:25; Da 10:10). Here, in 2 Samuel 15:20, and in Psalm 59:11 the verb has the idea “to cause to wander.” The connotation likely ties something of the latent meaning of this verb to this more unusual usage. The time in the wilderness was wandering, not as an aimless and pleasurable jaunt but as a journey that is like a quivering, trembling walk.

      14 [image: ] (lispôt, “to increase”) is a Qal infinitive construct of the root sāpâ (“to snatch away”). But the intent seems related to the root yāsap (“to add to”); hence the verb should be read as [image: ] (lāsepet).

      The prepositional phrase at the end of the verse, [image: ] (ʾel-yiśrāʾēl), is also unusual. This phrase would normally be translated “to Israel,” but the expected meaning is “against” or “with Israel” (as though the preposition were misspelled for ʿal). However, the preposition ʾel may sometimes have the idea of “against.”

      iii. The assurances of Reuben and Gad (32:16–19)

      
        16Then they came up to him and said, “We would like to build pens here for our livestock and cities for our women and children. 17But we are ready to arm ourselves and go ahead of the Israelites until we have brought them to their place. Meanwhile our women and children will live in fortified cities, for protection from the inhabitants of the land. 18We will not return to our homes until every Israelite has received his inheritance. 19We will not receive any inheritance with them on the other side of the Jordan, because our inheritance has come to us on the east side of the Jordan.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      16–19 The response from the men addressed so angrily seems to be something like, “You have us all wrong. We are sincere in our desire to find the pleasure of the Lord. We will gladly go with the people into Canaan; only let us prepare temporary pens for our sheep and places to live for our children and our wives. Then we will come; and to them we will return.” They say these and similar things (see Note on v.17) in an attempt to assure Moses that they do not wish to shirk their part in conquering the land. They will join their brothers in battle but wish to leave their families and livestock behind in the portion of their choosing. Their promises are sound; they have met the demands implicit within the charge of Moses.

      Many commentators believe that the chiefs of Gad and Reuben were acting disingenuously here, that they were covering their original intention with hastily drawn plans to accede to Moses’ desires. It appears to me, however, that it is possible the intentions of these men were honorable from the beginning. The reaction of Moses to them may have been based on his own fears of rebellion (and he had been given ample opportunity in the previous forty years to develop such a jaundiced view!) rather than a truly rebellious spirit in these men.

      If this more positive view is correct, then both the implicit and explicit comparisons we might draw between this chapter and chs. 13–14 are invalid. In the former generation there was a rebellion that did spell ruin for the nation. But in this generation there is not rebellion, only petition; there is not a lack of faith, only an alternative plan. As long as both parties are clear as to the governing intention, then the story of the second generation will wind up differently from the account of the first. Nonetheless, the goal still needed to be upheld: God has time and the wilderness has sand!

      NOTE

      17 The term [image: ] (ḥušîm, “ready”) is problematic. It may be parsed as a Qal masculine plural passive participle from ḥûš (“to make haste, be ready”). There are numerous alternative words suggested for this difficult term. BHS suggests [ḥemiššîm, “fifty,”] as in [Joshua 1:14; 4:12; Judges 7:11]. Some think this verb should be repointed as an active verb, ḥušîm, rather than the passive, for a more likely spelling. [Others emend to [ḥamušîm] (as in Ex 13:18), a plural adjective meaning “in battle array” (see Jos 1:14; 4:12; Jdg 7:11).] I prefer this emendation to ḥamušîm.

      b. The Decision of Moses for Their Settlement (32:20–30)

      
        20Then Moses said to them, “If you will do this—if you will arm yourselves before the LORD for battle, 21and if all of you will go armed over the Jordan before the LORD until he has driven his enemies out before him—22then when the land is subdued before the LORD, you may return and be free from your obligation to the LORD and to Israel. And this land will be your possession before the LORD.

        23“But if you fail to do this, you will be sinning against the LORD; and you may be sure that your sin will find you out. 24Build cities for your women and children, and pens for your flocks, but do what you have promised.”

        25The Gadites and Reubenites said to Moses, “We your servants will do as our lord commands. 26Our children and wives, our flocks and herds will remain here in the cities of Gilead. 27But your servants, every man armed for battle, will cross over to fight before the LORD, just as our lord says.”

        28Then Moses gave orders about them to Eleazar the priest and Joshua son of Nun and to the family heads of the Israelite tribes. 29He said to them, “If the Gadites and Reubenites, every man armed for battle, cross over the Jordan with you before the LORD, then when the land is subdued before you, give them the land of Gilead as their possession. 30But if they do not cross over with you armed, they must accept their possession with you in Canaan.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      20–30 Moses was not easily calmed. He spoke to the people as, in a sense, a father to an errant but repentant child. He gave them words of comfort and also words of strong warning: “Your sin will find you out” (v.23). The language is striking: it is not just that their sin would be discovered but that their sin would be an active agent in discovering them. This is not unlike the picture of sin as lying at the door of Cain’s life (Ge 4:7). Moses’ words of v.20 are especially vivid: “If you are willing to do this thing, then prepare yourselves before Yahweh for war” (my translation).

      Moses’ adjuration also reminded the people of Gad and Reuben that it was not just their participation he desired but also their commitment to the affirmation of faith. They needed to prepare for battle, but they also needed to know that the Lord was going to be the one to win the battle (v.21). The actions were the Lord’s; the people were partners with him in his holy war. Verse 22 also strongly emphasizes the role of Yahweh in the taking of the land. It will be subdued “before the LORD”; they will be innocent from “obligation to the LORD and to Israel[!]”; and the land will be their possession “before the LORD.”

      The bargain was struck, but not without strong warnings of the seriousness of the matter if the people failed to live up to their word. In the permission Moses granted to them, we sense the negotiation that was possible in Israel, even from the hand of the Lord. The story of Abraham’s and the Lord’s bartering over the fate of Sodom (Ge 18:16–33) comes to mind as an example. In a sense the bargain with Moses was a bargain with God. Like the daughters of Zelophehad (ch. 27), these men had come to Moses in order to come to the Lord. When they agreed with Moses, they said, “Your servants will do just as my lord commands” (v.25). They were also saying that they would do as the Lord commanded. The specifying elements—children, wives, livestock, and cattle—were a part of the bargain. The language was like that of a contract; agreement was full and complete.

      NOTE

      24 The term [image: ] (ṣōneʾ) has an unusual spelling of the more common [image: ] (ṣō ʾn); it is used only in Psalm 8:7 [8] and here—[image: ] (leṣōnaʾakem, “your flocks”).

      c. The Public Declaration of the Agreement (32:31–32)

      
        31The Gadites and Reubenites answered, “Your servants will do what the LORD has said. 32We will cross over before the LORD into Canaan armed, but the property we inherit will be on this side of the Jordan.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      31–32 These two verses serve as a public declaration of the decision to which the men of Gad and Reuben had come before the presence of Moses. Now it is made formal and binding before the congregation.

      d. The Territories of Reuben and Gad (32:33–42)

      OVERVIEW

      It appears that after the principle of the settlement of Transjordan was established with the tribes of Reuben and Gad, a portion of the tribe of Manasseh joined with them in their agreement to settle east of the Jordan River and then to participate in the battle for Canaan. It is possible that the chapter has been compiled from two different records and that according to one of the traditions the men of Manasseh were present in the beginning of the bargaining. But since the text as we have it mentions Manasseh only at this late point in the negotiation, it may more likely be that the leaders of Manasseh were hesitant to approach Moses and that they only came forward with their own participation in the plan after the deal was made.

      
        33Then Moses gave to the Gadites, the Reubenites and the half-tribe of Manasseh son of Joseph the kingdom of Sihon king of the Amorites and the kingdom of Og king of Bashan—the whole land with its cities and the territory around them.

        34The Gadites built up Dibon, Ataroth, Aroer, 35Atroth Shophan, Jazer, Jogbehah, 36Beth Nimrah and Beth Haran as fortified cities, and built pens for their flocks. 37And the Reubenites rebuilt Heshbon, Elealeh and Kiriathaim, 38as well as Nebo and Baal Meon (these names were changed) and Sibmah. They gave names to the cities they rebuilt.

        39The descendants of Makir son of Manasseh went to Gilead, captured it and drove out the Amorites who were there. 40So Moses gave Gilead to the Makirites, the descendants of Manasseh, and they settled there. 41Jair, a descendant of Manasseh, captured their settlements and called them Havvoth Jair. 42And Nobah captured Kenath and its surrounding settlements and called it Nobah after himself.

      

      COMMENTARY

      33 So the chapter that began with such hostility on the part of Moses ends with happy portents. The territory of Transjordan became part of the new homeland for some of the tribes of Israel. As the representative of God on earth, Moses bestowed the territory of Transjordan on Gad, Reuben, and some of the families of Manasseh.

      34–38 Verses 34–38 are the happy record of the rebuilding and settling of the people of the Lord in that portion of the land he had given to them. The section includes as well notices about continuing conquests, which mark the Lord’s continuing pleasure. The listing of towns and cities adds to this text a sense of verisimilitude and a note of celebration. The citation of these habitations by name (e.g., Dibon, Ataroth, Aroer, Atroth Shophan, Jazer, and the like) is important not just for cartography but also for theology. This land now really belonged to Israel. The cities that had been destroyed were now being rebuilt, and in some cases they were being renamed (v.38) to show new relationships and to evince the new reality. The old gods were no longer in control; this was now the land of the people of Yahweh.

      39–42 This pericope may well be a later addition to this chapter. It features the exploits of the family of Makir, of which the celebrated daughters of Zelophehad were a part (see chs. 27; 36), and their conquest of Gilead, along with the heroic exploits of Jair and Nobah. This is a further expansion of the people in Transjordan. Their territorial aggression was a part of the plan of God in further dispossessing the Amorites from the region. The taking of cities and renaming them after heroic persons is a part of the celebrative nature of the chapter, a projection of what lies ahead on the other side of the Jordan for the people of God.

      The settlement of Transjordan was a considerably more complex issue than this chapter presents; this text relates only a few instances in the process. The point of the chapter is not to give a complete record or to present a full mapping of the territory; rather, the chapter speaks of territorial expansion and gifting by God.

      B. A Review of the First Generation’s Journey, and Words of Warning and Encouragement to the Second Generation (33:1–56)

      OVERVIEW

      Numbers 33 is a somewhat curious piece in the book. Principally, it is a list of places (an onomasticon), similar to how some chapters in this book have been lists of numbers and names. It is the one chapter in which we read that Moses was commanded by the Lord to write an account of his experience in the wilderness (v.2)—a notice that certain critical scholars find to be the most potent argument against Moses’ having written the book!

      For example, Gray, xxix–xxx, writes, “In one passage only (33:2) does the book lay any claim to the authority of Moses for its statements; that passage is closely related to others (P) which are clearly of far later origin than the age of Moses, and consequently the Mosaic authorship even of this particular passage cannot be seriously considered.” Noth, 243, says, “Yet the sentence contained in verse 2a, which follows awkwardly on verse 1, and has occasioned a brief summary of verse 1 in verse 2b, is certainly an addition to what is already a very late passage.” (Further discussion on the subject of the Mosaic authorship of Numbers is found in the Introduction: Authorship and Date.)

      Yet Gray, Noth, and others notwithstanding, Moses certainly wrote this travel itinerary; Scripture explicitly states so. Gray’s rejection of the statement is based on an appeal to prior late-dating of the so-called Priestly document. His claim is simply nothing more than an example of special pleading. Gray argues that Moses cannot have been the author since the book does not assert his authorship; concerning the one verse of the book that does claim Mosaic authorship of a particular section, Gray dismisses its claim for other reasons. Using this approach, one can deny just about anything.

      Greenstone, 337, tells a rabbinic story that points out a reason for the inclusion of this itinerary in the book of Numbers:

      
        A king took his son who was ill to a distant place to be cured. On his return, with the son entirely cured, the king points out to him various places they had passed through and recalls certain occurrences that happened there. [In a similar manner this] list was written by Moses at the command of God as a record for future generations (Num. R. 23:3; Tan., Masseè 2).

      

      Wenham (see pp. 216–30 for his extended discussion) has an elaborate schematization of the place names in six columns of seven entries each (by adding the beginning at Rameses and the ending on the plains of Moab to achieve a total of forty-two places). He finds some interesting correlations between several of these cycles, based in part on significant uses of certain numbers in the Bible (one, three, four, seven, and twelve).

      R. Dennis Cole (“The Challenge of Faith’s Final Step: Israel’s Journey toward Victory in Numbers 33,” in Howard and Grisanti, eds., Giving the Sense, 359) presents a strong case that this chapter should be considered as Israel’s victory march:

      
        Hence, the didactic intent of Numbers 33 is to challenge each generation of God’s people toward living faithfully according to that which he has revealed in his Word. His abiding presence and power are available in fullness to those who accept the challenge with vision and hope.

      

      This view fits nicely into our motif: “God has time, and the wilderness has sand” (see Introduction).

      1. The Stages of the Journey in the Wilderness (33:1–49)

      a. Introduction (33:1–2)

      
        1Here are the stages in the journey of the Israelites when they came out of Egypt by divisions under the leadership of Moses and Aaron. 2At the LORD’s command Moses recorded the stages in their journey. This is their journey by stages:

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 The listing of the numerous “stages” (massāʿîm—significantly, forty in number between Rameses in Egypt and the plains of Moab) in Israel’s wilderness experience appears at first to be a rather straightforward list that might easily be charted on a map. The chapter presents numerous difficulties, however, once one actually looks at the map. William G. Dever (Who Were the Early Israelites? 19) writes, “Dozens of sites are listed matter-of-factly here and there in the overall account, as though the reader of a later day knew of their existence. But the fact is that only a few sites in the entire biblical text have ever been persuasively identified.” Most of the sites were wilderness encampments, not cities with lasting archaeological evidence.

      Many of the place names in the list (e.g., most of the place names in vv.19–29) are not recorded elsewhere in Exodus and Numbers. Moreover, some of the places names mentioned elsewhere in Numbers are lacking here (e.g., Taberah [11:3; see also 21:19]). Some of the places names mentioned in this list are found in a recapitulation in Deuteronomy, though with slightly different spellings and in an irregular order (cf. vv.30–34 with Dt 10:6–7); but even these place names are otherwise unknown. Wenham, 220, is correct in describing these data as being among the most intractable that biblical scholars face.

      We may observe the following factors:

      
        	1. The recording of the list was stated as having been done by the hand of Moses at the command of the Lord (v.2).

        	2. The listing thus should be taken seriously as an accurate reprise of the stages of the journey, despite our difficulty in locating many of the sites today.

        	3. The numerical factor of forty sites between Rameses and the plains of Moab suggests some stylizing of the list, which may help to account for the inclusion or exclusion of some sites.

        	4. As in the case of genealogies in the Torah, not all the factors of significance in antiquity may be apparent to the modern reader.

        	5. Ultimately, the record is a recital of faith in the Lord’s blessing over his people for the extended period of their wilderness experience. Although certainly not without geographical importance, the list of the stages of Israel’s experience in the wilderness is fundamentally a religious document, a spiritual geographical litany of the Lord’s deliverance of his people. Harrison, 403–4, writes:

      

      
        The locations were thus not so much areas on a map as memorials to God’s power and humanity’s weakness, as stages on a journey through life that were as much spiritual as physical, and above all else as a constant reminder of the justice and mercy of the Lord of the covenant, who had bound a self-willed, nomadic people to Himself in His great love for them.

      

      Despite the many places that are mentioned in these verses, they do not really record a travel story. One of the most durable literary formats is the travel narrative, found in both ancient and modern writings. An Egyptian example is called “The Journey of Wen-Amon to Phoenicia,” a travel narrative from the Twenty-First Dynasty (eleventh century BC; see ANET, 25–29). In a travel narrative, the journey is the setting for the story, for character development, and for plot conflict and resolution. But Numbers 33 has none of these elements. It is merely an itinerary, the barest listing of place names. Even when great events are associated with places, they are only rarely noted in this chapter. The book of Numbers as a whole is a travel narrative; this chapter is simply a routing list (an onomasticon).

      NOTE

      2 The noun [image: ] (massaʿ, “stage”) is derived from the verb [image: ] (nāsaʿ, “to set out, journey”). It records the stopping places of the Hebrews in the wilderness, but it presents them not so much as their sites of dwelling (as though they were there to stay) as it does as staging points for the continuation of their journey. This word thrusts us forward in a recital of a journey that moves toward completion. Cole, 518, makes an interesting comparison between the onomasticon (list of names) in this chapter to those of the victorious campaigns of Egyptian monarchs, including Thutmose III, Seti I, Rameses II, and Shishak (Sheshonq); records are included in ANET, 234–58. On Shishak (Sheshonq), see Note at 21:1.

      b. The Point of Departure (33:3–4)

      
        3The Israelites set out from Rameses on the fifteenth day of the first month, the day after the Passover. They marched out boldly in full view of all the Egyptians, 4who were burying all their firstborn, whom the LORD had struck down among them; for the LORD had brought judgment on their gods.

      

      COMMENTARY

      3–4 Only at the beginning of the journey and at one point along the way (Mount Hor; vv.37–39) does the listing of places give way to narrative. These verses both note the specific time of the Israelites’ departure from Egypt and describe its manner (see Ex 12:37). They left disdainfully (see Ps 114:1–2) without watching the burial details of the many grieving Egyptian families whose firstborn had been slain by the hand of the Lord; as they did so, they were relishing the victory that Yahweh had won over the gods of the land (v.4). This section is a triumphant taunt, though even the mention of the dead adds a gentle note of sadness.

      The city of Rameses (v.3) has traditionally been identified with Tanis (San el-Hajar [San el-Hagar]; cf. Ge 47:11; Ex 1:11). However, evidence now points to a location near Qantir-Khataana–Tell Daba as the correct site (see The New International Dictionary of Biblical Archaeology [ed. E. M. Blaiklock and R. K. Harrison; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983], 384, 435). Tell Daba (also spelled Tell el-Dabʾa) is a bit more than twelve miles south of Tanis. The area of the ancient city is truly immense—six miles long and two miles wide (see the description by Kitchen, Reliability, 255).

      The name “Rameses” is derived most likely from the great Pharaoh Rameses II, who is dated centuries later than the story of Joseph (Ge 47:11) and, many believe, later than the Hebrews’ time in Egypt (Ex 1:11). This chronology means that we have an example here of a historical updating of an ancient place name to a more current, recognizable name for later generations (see Notes; see also the use of “Hormah” and comments at Nu 21:3).

      The stages of the journey of Israel may be viewed in a variety of ways. The simplest way is to see the stages as grouped in two sections, with an emphasis on the stop at Mount Hor, where Aaron the priest died; only at this point does the onomasticon breaks into narrative (vv.37–39).

      NOTES

      3 Many scholars have used the mention of [image: ] (raʿmesēs, “Rameses”) to argue that since this city was named for Pharaoh Rameses II (ca. 1290–1213 BC), he must have been the pharaoh of the exodus, and the exodus was therefore in the thirteenth century BC (see, e.g., OTS–1996, 59–60). William H. Shea (“The Date of the Exodus,” in Howard and Grisanti, eds., Giving the Sense, 248) observes that Joseph reports that when the family of Jacob came into Egypt, they settled in “the district of Rameses” (Ge 47:11). But no chronology would place the entrance of the Hebrew family into Egypt during the reign of this pharaoh.

      In other words, in Genesis 47:11 we have a certain updating of a place name to help the readers understand. The same phenomenon may also be the case in Numbers 33:3—a later updating of a place name for a new generation of readers. That is, Pharaoh Rameses II may have lived considerably later than both Israel’s entrance into and leaving of Egypt, despite the mention of a place name likely tied to his fame and reign. A most passionate argument for the thirteenth-century dating of the exodus is given by Kitchen, Reliability, especially 307–10.

      In contrast to its negative use in 15:30, the expression [image: ] (beyād rāmâ, “with a high hand”) is used here in a positive sense as a figure of triumph (note the NIV’s “boldly”). With hands held high, the Israelites left on their journey in a deliberate and conscious sense of the presence of the grander, higher hand of Yahweh held over them in blessing.

      3–4 Cole, 520–27, following a suggestion of Wenham, 217–19, observes that the departure and encampment sites may have been organized into six groups, or stages, of seven sites; the seventh stage is then implied in the concluding paragraph (33:50–56)—the last stage will be the conquest of Canaan. Cole gives extensive charts to display this pattern. Timothy R. Ashley (The Book of Numbers [NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990], 623–24) is more skeptical of Wenham’s approach and calls it too speculative.

      c. The Stages of the Journey from Rameses to Mount Hor (33:5–37)

      
        5The Israelites left Rameses and camped at Succoth.

        6They left Succoth and camped at Etham, on the edge of the desert.

        7They left Etham, turned back to Pi Hahiroth, to the east of Baal Zephon, and camped near Migdol.

        8They left Pi Hahiroth and passed through the sea into the desert, and when they had traveled for three days in the Desert of Etham, they camped at Marah.

        9They left Marah and went to Elim, where there were twelve springs and seventy palm trees, and they camped there.

        10They left Elim and camped by the Red Sea.

        11They left the Red Sea and camped in the Desert of Sin.

        12They left the Desert of Sin and camped at Dophkah.

        13They left Dophkah and camped at Alush.

        14They left Alush and camped at Rephidim, where there was no water for the people to drink.

        15They left Rephidim and camped in the Desert of Sinai.

        16They left the Desert of Sinai and camped at Kibroth Hattaavah.

        17They left Kibroth Hattaavah and camped at Hazeroth.

        18They left Hazeroth and camped at Rithmah.

        19They left Rithmah and camped at Rimmon Perez.

        20They left Rimmon Perez and camped at Libnah.

        21They left Libnah and camped at Rissah.

        22They left Rissah and camped at Kehelathah.

        23They left Kehelathah and camped at Mount Shepher.

        24They left Mount Shepher and camped at Haradah.

        25They left Haradah and camped at Makheloth.

        26They left Makheloth and camped at Tahath.

        27They left Tahath and camped at Terah.

        28They left Terah and camped at Mithcah.

        29They left Mithcah and camped at Hashmonah.

        30They left Hashmonah and camped at Moseroth.

        31They left Moseroth and camped at Bene Jaakan.

        32They left Bene Jaakan and camped at Hor Haggidgad.

        33They left Hor Haggidgad and camped at Jotbathah.

        34They left Jotbathah and camped at Abronah.

        35They left Abronah and camped at Ezion Geber.

        36They left Ezion Geber and camped at Kadesh, in the Desert of Zin.

        37They left Kadesh and camped at Mount Hor, on the border of Edom.

      

      COMMENTARY

      5–37 Succoth, Etham, and Pi Hahiroth (vv.5–7) were in Egypt. On traditional maps, the other sites are all located in the Sinai Peninsula. Below is a list of their staging areas in the order they are given; their English names; their verse numbers; a transcription of their Hebrew names (helpful in precision of names); their suggested English meanings (many of which are provisional in nature); and further comments about identification, significance, or parallel Scriptures. (Additionally, there exists the possibility—so far unverified by scientific research—that sites 4–40 are not in the Sinai Peninsula at all, but instead in Saudi Arabia! See further on this speculation in the Note on 33:8, 10.) The following identifications are given with the assumption of the traditional route of the journey that followed first the west side of the peninsula in a southerly direction, then arrived at the traditional site of Mount Sinai, and then moved northerly along the eastern side of the peninsula.

      (1) Succoth (sukkōt, “Booths”; v.5)—see Exodus 13:20; Succoth is likely identified with modern Tell el-Maskhutah in the Wadi Tumeilat, about forty miles southeast of Tanis/Rameses.

      (2) Wilderness of Etham (ʾētām, meaning unknown; v.6)—see Exodus 13:20; site of the first mention of the pillar of cloud and pillar of fire.

      (3) Pi Hahiroth (pî haḥîrōt, “Mouth of Burning”; v.7)—see Exodus 14:2, 9; the Hebrews’ encampment was near Pi Hahiroth, between Migdol (migdōl, “Tower”) and the sea, to the east of Baal Zephon (baʿal ṣepôn, “Baʿal of the North”). It was from this encampment that they made their miraculous escape across the divinely dried seabed of the Red Sea (or Sea of Reeds; see Notes; Ex 14:2) in the great exodus (v.8). Alternatively (see Note on 33:8, 10), it is possible that the crossing of the Red Sea was near the lower eastern tip of the peninsula and that it proceeded to what is now Saudi Arabia, and then the march continued to Jebel al-Lawz, an alternative site for Mount Sinai.

      (4) Marah (mārâ, “Bitter Spring”; v.8)—see Exodus 15:23; site of the bitter waters cleansed by the Lord through his servant Moses.

      (5) Elim (ʾêlim, “Place of Trees,” “Terebinths”; v.9)—see Exodus 15:27; curiously, this site is the only place that is described in this list.

      (6) Red Sea (yam-sûp, perhaps “Sea of Reeds”; v.10)—not mentioned in Exodus as a place of encampment, but mentioned in reference to a southwestwardly move before turning eastward to the south-central Sinai. See the Note on 33:8, 10.

      (7) Desert of Sin (midbar-sîn, meaning for sîn unknown; v.11)—see Exodus 16:1; the arrival of the people of Israel here was on the fifteenth day of the second month; the location seems to be in the south-central Sinai Peninsula.

      (8) Dophkah (dopqâ, “Beaten”; v.12)—not mentioned in Exodus; location unknown.

      (9) Alush (ʾālûš, meaning unknown; v.13)—not mentioned in Exodus; location unknown.

      (10) Rephidim (repîdim, “Spreading”; v.14)—see Exodus 17:1; curiously there is a note on the significance of this site (“no water”) when other sites are mentioned without any notice.

      (11) Desert of Sinai (midbar sînāy, the meaning of sînāy unknown; v.15)—see Exodus 19:2; traditionally believed to be the central, southern section of the Sinai Peninsula. (This well-known peninsula is given its name precisely because of the traditional location of Mount Sinai here; see Notes.) Here Israel lingered for about eleven months. That the giving of the Torah is not mentioned in this passage is especially surprising. The departure from Sinai is recorded in Numbers 10:11–36.

      (12) Kibroth Hattaavah (qibrōt hattaʾawâ, “Graves of Desire”; v.16)—see Numbers 11:34; all that is known about the site is that it lay a three-day journey’s distance from Sinai.

      (13) Hazeroth (ḥaṣērōt, “Settlements”; v.17)—see Numbers 11:35; 12:16; Deuteronomy 1:1; location unknown.

      (14) Rithmah (ritmâ, “Binding”; v.18)—not mentioned elsewhere (as with each of the next eleven sites).

      (15) Rimmon Perez (rimmōn pāreṣ, “Pomegranate Breach”; v.19)—not mentioned elsewhere.

      (16) Libnah (libnâ, “White”; v.20)—not to be confused with the Libnah of Joshua 10:29; the Libnah in Numbers is not mentioned elsewhere.

      (17) Rissah (rissâ, meaning unknown; v.21)—not mentioned elsewhere.

      (18) Kehelathah (qehēlātâ, “Assembly”; v.22)—not mentioned elsewhere.

      (19) Mount Shepher (har-šāper, “Mount of Beauty”; v.23)—not mentioned elsewhere.

      (20) Haradah (ḥarādâ, “Frightening”; v.24)—not mentioned elsewhere.

      (21) Makheloth (maqhēlōt, “Place of Assembly”; v.25)—not mentioned elsewhere.

      (22) Tahath (tāḥat, “Lower”; v.26)—not mentioned elsewhere.

      (23) Terah (tārāḥ, meaning unknown; v.27)—not mentioned elsewhere.

      (24) Mithcah (mitqâ, “Sweetness”[?]; v.28)—not mentioned elsewhere.

      (25) Hashmonah (ḥašmōnâ, meaning unknown; v.29)—not mentioned elsewhere. The non-mention elsewhere of twelve staging places in a row (nos. 14 to 25) means that these sites are otherwise completely unknown to us. Given this fact, little ground is lost (pun intended) by giving attention to the alternative view respecting the crossing of the Red Sea and the alternative location for Mount Sinai (see Note on 33:8, 10).

      (26) Moseroth (mōsērôt, “Bands”; v.30)—another form of “Moserah” (môsērâ), mentioned in Deuteronomy 10:6 as the place where Aaron died; but see on v.37.

      (27) Bene Jaakan (benê-yaʿaqān, “Sons of Yaʿaqan”; v.31)—a place in Edom mentioned in Genesis 36:27 and 1 Chronicles 1:42 as “Akan” (ʿaqān). In Deuteronomy 10:6 this site is called beʾērōt benê-yaʿaqān (“The Wells of the Sons of Yaʿaqan”; “the wells of the Jaakanites,” NIV), but the order of the sites in Deuteronomy 10:6 is the reverse of that in Numbers 33:30–31. The somewhat extemporaneous nature of Deuteronomy sometimes has events in a less regular order than in the (presumably) more orderly patterns of Numbers.

      (28) Hor Haggidgad (ḥōr haggidgad, “The Hollow of Gidgad”; v.32)—called Gudgodah (gudgōdâ) in Deuteronomy 10:7.

      (29) Jotbathah (yoṭbātâ, “Pleasantness”; v.33)—mentioned in Deuteronomy 10:7 as a land with streams of water. So we have four otherwise unknown places (staging areas 26–29) that are mentioned in Deuteronomy 10:6–7 with slightly different spellings and some irregularity in order. Again, there is little to be lost in considering the alternatives for the location of the crossing of the Red Sea and the new idea for the location of Mount Sinai, mentioned in the Note on 33:8, 10.

      (30) Abronah (ʿabrōnâ, “Regions Beyond”; v.34)—not mentioned elsewhere.

      (31) Ezion Geber (ʿeṣyôn gāber, “Mighty Trees”[?]; v.35)—see Deuteronomy 2:8; 1 Kings 9:26; the well-known oasis near Elath on the Gulf of Aqaba. If the alternative view is considered (see Note at 33:8, 10), then this stage would be a movement north along the eastern side of the Red Sea (the region of Midian), rather than a movement north along its western side (the Sinai Peninsula).

      (32) Kadesh (qādēš, “Sanctuary”; v.36)—see Numbers 13:21; 20:1; 27:14; 34:3; Deuteronomy 32:51; Joshua 15:1 (see also Dt 1:46; Nu 27:14); the well-known ʿAin Qedeis oasis, also known as Kadesh Barnea, in the Desert of Zin. At this point the alternative route (see Note at 33:8, 10) and that of the traditional view now come together. It is over seventy miles from Ezion Geber to Kadesh; numerous intermediate stops would be indicated. It was here that the revolt against Yahweh took place as the people listened to the evil majority report of the spies (Nu 13–14). God’s judgment of a forty-year period of wilderness waiting was given at Kadesh. It is possible that much of the thirty-eight years of Israel’s experience in the wilderness was spent with Kadesh as the central location. But if the alternative view is considered (see again the Note at 33:8, 10), it would also be possible that Moses led the people back to the region of Midian, where he was so familiar with the territory from his forty-year sojourn among the family group of Jethro. But at some point they would have returned to Kadesh; here also Miriam died (see 20:1).

      (33) Mount Hor (hōr hāhār, “Hor the mountain”; v.37)—perhaps identified with Jebel Nebi Harum, about fifty miles south of the Dead Sea, southwest of Petra.

      NOTES

      8, 10 The full designation for [image: ] (hayyām, “the sea”) is [image: ] (yam-sûp), traditionally translated “the Red Sea” (Vul. following LXX) but in recent decades, as in the NIV’s margin, “the Sea of Reeds” ([image: ] [sûp] meaning “reeds”)—a translation already suggested in BDB, 693a [1909]); see the recent discussion by Kitchen, Reliability, 261–63. The term “the Red Sea” as the location of Yahweh’s victory over the armies of Pharaoh (Ex 14–15) has been commonly understood to refer to a site on the northwestern branch of the Red Sea, the area of the Gulf of Suez today. The more recent translation, “the Sea of Reeds,” has been thought by many to speak of an inland lake area (perhaps near, or including, “the Bitter Lakes” region). A suggestion is that in antiquity this area may have been marked by many reeds (see BDB, 693b). But in its uses in the book of Numbers (14:25; 21:4; 33:10, 11; also in Ex 23:31; Dt 1:40), [image: ] (yam-sûp) speaks of the Gulf of Aqaba (the northeastern branch of the Red Sea), not the western branch (the Gulf of Suez) at all. The phrase is not unambiguous.

      A more recent, speculative proposal for the location of the miraculous crossing of the Red Sea suggests the southern end of the Sinai Peninsula, across the Gulf of Aqaba, to modern Saudi Arabia (ancient Midian, as virtually all Bible maps show). The proposal includes evidence of a partly submerged “land bridge” that nearly traverses the distance across the gulf from the Sinai Peninsula to the land of Midian (modern Arabia). Passageway for modern ships has to be dredged, as the wind-borne wilderness sands, pushed by currents and tides, keep this “land bridge” largely in place. This idea is also linked to a proposal for an alternative site of Mount Sinai in Arabia (see Gal 4:25), at Jebel al-Lawz. At present, the speculation remains fascinating, but it cannot be validated one way or the other; the political situation in the Middle East precludes a scientific inquiry in Saudi Arabia to identify the location of the place so closely associated with the Hebrew Moses!

      Here is one more element in the idea: If this new proposal gains more currency, it is possible that the phrase [image: ] (yam-sûp, “Sea of Reeds”) may be emended to [image: ] (yam-sôp, “sea’s end”; see Note at 11:25). That is, we may describe the tip of a peninsula as “land’s end.” Was it possible that yam-sôp (“sea’s end”) was another way of saying the same thing? If so, the issue of “reeds” becomes moot. Is it possible that later in Hebrew history, when the people were so far removed from these places, the pronunciation shifted slightly—a shift that has caused such confusion in our own day? Award-winning author Howard Blum has written a best-selling narrative that describes the story of two adventurers (Bob Cornuke and Larry Williams) who have been central to this story. Blum’s book is titled, The Gold of Exodus: The Discovery of the True Mount Sinai (New York: Pocket, 1999). Cornuke has written his story with a similar title: In Search of the Mountain of God: The Discovery of the Real Mt. Sinai (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2000).

      R. Dennis Cole, in his essay “The Challenge of Faith’s Final Step” (in Howard and Grisanti, eds., Giving the Sense, 352, n. 17) demurs rather strongly from this idea. He notes that the area of Midian is not so fixed on the eastern shore of the Gulf of Aqaba as this view maintains, and that Paul’s reference to Arabia in Galatians 1:17 is not a precise geographical term. Kitchen (Reliability, 274) is also strongly critical of shifting the location of either the crossing of the Sea of Reeds or the site of Mount Sinai: “As the Midianites could readily penetrate the Sinai Peninsula . . . there are no compelling grounds to move ‘Mount Sinai’ into Midian proper or anywhere else in northwest Arabia either.” Beitzel is likewise critical of this point of view. He believes that each of the arguments for the Saudi Arabia location for Mount Sinai may be answered and that none is decisive for rejecting the traditional viewpoint (see Barry J. Beitzel, ed., The Moody Atlas of the Bible [rev. ed.; Chicago: Moody Press, 2009], 109–10). See also Hoffmeier, Ancient Israel in Sinai, for a strong dissent of the new proposal.

      15 [image: ] (sînāy, “Sinai”), the mountain of God (also known as [image: ] (har ḥōrēb, Mount Horeb; see 1Ki 19:8), is the most significant mountain locale in the Bible aside from Mount Zion and Jerusalem. However, the location of the mountain is as “iffy” as its pronunciation! Many people pronounce the word with three syllables rather than two. The letters “ai” (Heb. ay) form a diphthong in Hebrew. As with the name of the prophet Haggai, the word “Sinai” has two syllables. Sinai is the most elusive mountain in biblical geography to identify with precision. Not only is the site of the revelation of the Lord to Moses of importance on its own merits; but also, most of the other sites of the wilderness wanderings and the route that connects them are dependent on where one identifies Sinai. And, as LaSor, Hubbard, and Bush observe, “Direct evidence for the location of Sinai and the Israelite presence there may never be forthcoming. That presence was, historically speaking, ephemeral” (OTS–1996, 61).

      The oldest tradition centers on Jebel Musa (“the Mountain of Moses”), a mountain of about 8,500 feet in the central-southern Sinai Peninsula (and it is that identification, of course, that has given the peninsula its name). But this tradition goes back only to the fourth century of our era. The broad plain at the base of Jebel Musa seems to serve as an admirable site for the encampment of the thousands of Israel. H. G. Andersen (“Mount Sinai,” ZPEB, 5:447–50) presents a defense of this traditional site. Another suggestion, particularly of some nineteenth-century writers, is Jebel Serbal, a mountain of about 6,700 feet in the central Sinai Peninsula. Yet another is Jebel Sin Bisher, a mountain of about 1,900 feet located about thirty miles southeast of Suez. This last suggestion, enthusiastically endorsed by Cole (“The Challenge of Israel’s Faith,” in Howard and Grisanti, eds., Giving the Sense, 352), is that of M. Harel (Masei Sinai [Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 1968]; “The Route of the Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt” [Ph.D. diss., New York University, 1964]) and is cautiously accepted by Wenham, 220–27, his discussion being a fine summary of the difficulties one faces concerning this issue. See also the discussion by W. C. Kaiser Jr., A History of Israel: From the Bronze Age through the Jewish Wars (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1998), 113–14.

      d. The Events at Mount Hor (33:38–40)

      
        38At the LORD’s command Aaron the priest went up Mount Hor, where he died on the first day of the fifth month of the fortieth year after the Israelites came out of Egypt. 39Aaron was a hundred and twenty-three years old when he died on Mount Hor.

        40The Canaanite king of Arad, who lived in the Negev of Canaan, heard that the Israelites were coming.

      

      COMMENTARY

      38–40 Unexpectedly, it is the staging area of Mount Hor that is singled out for special mention in this chapter. The area became the setting for a memorial notice to Aaron, the high priest and the brother of Moses and Miriam, who died here at the hoary age of 123. Not only is his age given, but so also is the date: the first day of the fifth month of the fortieth year. This date is the second one in the list; the first date was that of their leaving Rameses on the fifteenth day of the first month of the first year (v.3). This information reveals that the journeying from Tanis/Rameses to Mount Hor completed the forty years of wilderness wanderings.

      The death of Aaron marked a pivotal date in the history of Israel. The death of the high priest was regarded as having an atoning effect (see ch. 35). Aaron was three years older than Moses (see Ex 7:7; cf. Dt 1:3; 34:5–7). His death came at a great age—a mark of Yahweh’s blessing on his life. By the mercy of the Lord, his time was extended to the very last year of Israel’s wilderness experience; his own sin (Nu 20) kept him from living into the time of—and participating in—the conquest of the land.

      The second notice given with respect to Israel’s time at the staging area of Mount Hor is a word concerning the king of Arad (v.40). Even the king who dwelled in the Negev of the land of Canaan knew of the coming of the people of Israel; the reference is to the story of 21:1–3, the first of Israel’s victories on the military field—promise for a new generation’s being different from their ancestors.

      e. The Stages of the Journey from Mount Hor to the Mountains of Abarim (33:41–47)

      
        41They left Mount Hor and camped at Zalmonah.

        42They left Zalmonah and camped at Punon.

        43They left Punon and camped at Oboth.

        44They left Oboth and camped at Iye Abarim, on the border of Moab.

        45They left Iyim and camped at Dibon Gad.

        46They left Dibon Gad and camped at Almon Diblathaim.

        47They left Almon Diblathaim and camped in the mountains of Abarim, near Nebo.

      

      COMMENTARY

      41–47 The listing of place names continues:

      (34) Zalmonah (ṣalmōnâ, “Resemblance”; v.41)—not mentioned elsewhere; there is an es-Salmaneh about twenty-five miles south of the Dead Sea.

      (35) Punon (pûnōn, meaning unknown; v.42)—perhaps the same as the Edomite site pinōn in Genesis 36:41; 1 Chronicles 1:52; located between Petra and Zoar, famous for its mines.

      (36) Oboth (ʾōbōt, “Water Skins”; v.43)—see Numbers 21:10–11 for the story of the stay at Oboth; probably the eastern outskirts of Idumea, not far from Moab. The route from Punon to Oboth is not as simple as this list might indicate. Eugene H. Merrill, 254, suggests that the people probably went southward from Punon to Ezion Geber, then eastward and northward around Edom along the wilderness road of Moab (cf. 21:4; Dt 2:8).

      (37) Iye Abarim (ʿîyê hāʿabārîm [v.44]; short form ʿîyîm [v.45], meaning unknown; hāʿabārîm means “Beyond” [for location, see number 40 below]; v.47)—see Numbers 21:11; a location on the border of Moab.

      (38) Dibon Gad (dîbōn gād, “Built Up by Gad”; v.45)—see Numbers 21:30; 32:3a; city in Moab north of the Arnon (Dhiban); also mentioned in the Mesha Inscription.

      (39) Almon Diblathaim (ʿalmōn diblātāyim, meaning unknown, but perhaps “Hidden Figs” [debēlâ means “a lump of figs”]; v.46)—mentioned in Jeremiah 48:22; a site north of Dibon Gad but of unknown location.

      (40) The mountains of Abarim (hārê hāʿabārîm, “The Mountains Beyond”; v.47)—see Numbers 27:12; the fortieth station, a mountainous region of northwestern Moab just northeast of the Dead Sea. Pisgah and Nebo are two ridges in this mountainous region.

      f. The Encampment in Moab as the Staging Area for the Assault on the Land of Canaan (33:48–49)

      
        48They left the mountains of Abarim and camped on the plains of Moab by the Jordan across from Jericho. 49There on the plains of Moab they camped along the Jordan from Beth Jeshimoth to Abel Shittim.

      

      COMMENTARY

      48–49 At last, after a period of forty years, the people are situated on the plains of Moab across from the city of Jericho—the firstfruits of the land. Now only the Jordan River separates them from their goal, the Promised Land. The encampments of the thousands of Israel stretched from Beth Jeshimoth (bêt hayšimōt, “Place of Desolation”; see Jos 12:3; 13:20) to Abel Shittim (ʾābēl haššiṭṭîm, “Field/Brook of Acacias”; see Nu 25:1, where it is called Shittim; cf. Mic 6:5), in the lowlands of Moab. The distance from these two sites, north to south, was over five miles—a suitable spread for the thousands of the tribes of Israel.

      Now we may make some concluding observations about this listing of the massāʿîm (“staging areas”; see 33:1) of Israel in the wilderness.

      
        	1. That there are forty places may be significant as a mnemonic device: as the people dwelled in the wilderness for forty years, so there are forty sites of their journeys.

        	2. Most of the “places” were temporary abodes; we should not be surprised that they are not easily located on modern maps. They are not made-up places, just encampments in the wilderness.

        	3. The principal story line was omitted from this listing; here only the names of the places are important. There is an assumption that the reader would know the basic associations as the places were listed.

        	4. The intrusion made by the account of the death of Aaron (vv.38–40) is remarkable. This travel account is something of an obituary for Moses, as he was about to die. But in the midst of it he memorializes his brother.

        	5. The fact that many of the names are not sites that can be located or that are found in other passages is an indication that this is an ancient text. The notice that the Lord commanded Moses to write it (v.2) is more credible because of our uncertainty over locations.

        	6. Most significantly, the document speaks not of rebellion but only of continuity. Were one only to read this list of staging places, the reader would likely conclude that Israel marched faithfully from one place to another in an orderly progression from Egypt to Moab. This point is that the new generation has become the replacement for the old. It is as though there had never been a first generation. The people who arrive at Moab are regarded as the people who left Egypt. The plan and purpose of God will be realized, despite the loss (and disappearance!) of an entire generation. But the new generation should still take into account the facts that God has time and the wilderness has sand!

      

      2. Words of Warning and Encouragement to the Second Generation (33:50–56)

      
        50On the plains of Moab by the Jordan across from Jericho the LORD said to Moses, 51“Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘When you cross the Jordan into Canaan, 52drive out all the inhabitants of the land before you. Destroy all their carved images and their cast idols, and demolish all their high places. 53Take possession of the land and settle in it, for I have given you the land to possess. 54Distribute the land by lot, according to your clans. To a larger group give a larger inheritance, and to a smaller group a smaller one. Whatever falls to them by lot will be theirs. Distribute it according to your ancestral tribes.

        55“‘But if you do not drive out the inhabitants of the land, those you allow to remain will become barbs in your eyes and thorns in your sides. They will give you trouble in the land where you will live. 56And then I will do to you what I plan to do to them.’”

      

      COMMENTARY

      50–54 It is on the basis of triumphalism that the final pericope of this chapter has its meaning. The instructions of the Lord to the new generation come at the climax of the record of their triumphal march. They were now at their last massaʿ, their last staging area. Before them lies the land, behind them an exceedingly long and tortuous journey. Now is the time for their obedience so that their salvation will be made sure in the new land.

      The commands of the Lord to the people are expressed in several significant verbs in v.52: (1) they are to “dispossess” (Hiphil of yāraš) the present inhabitants, (2) “destroy” (Piel of ʾābad) their idolatrous symbols, (3) “destroy” (Piel of ʾābad) all of their molten images, and (4) “shatter” (Hiphil of šāmad) their high places. Verse 53 repeats the verb “to dispossess” and then speaks of living in the land as God’s divine grant to the people. The land is his to give; he chooses to give the gift to his people.

      The manner of the distribution of the land will be by lot, with the assurance that the lot will not be by chance but by the disposition of the Lord. In this way the people will be able to “take possession” (Hithpael of nāḥal, “to possess oneself of something”) of the land as a lasting inheritance. As in 35:8, consideration will be given for the size of the clans of Israel (v.54); there will be no claim of inequity or “influence-peddling,” to use a modern term. Possession will come by God’s will expressed through the fairness of divine lots.

      55–56 The positive admonitions of vv.50–54 are followed by a strong warning. If the people do not succeed in their divine commission to dispossess the pagan inhabitants, they will experience two consequences: (1) the native peoples who remain will be perpetual trouble to the Israelites’ enjoyment of the land, and (2) the Lord will bring on Israel the dispossession he demanded that they themselves accomplish.

      The description of trouble is, of course, sadly prophetic. The remaining Canaanites were to be barbs in the eye and pricks in the side (images Joshua uses in his farewell address; see Jos 23:13). These expressions describe constant annoyance (at the least) to terrible pain (at the most)—constant harassment. The most chilling words, however, are not the troubles that might come from peoples but that which may come from the Lord (v.56):

      
        And it will happen,

        just as I intend to do to them,

        I will do to you.

      

      This verse encapsulates the theology of the land in nuce. It is God’s land. He will give and will take it back as he wills.

      These words, coming at the end of the travel itinerary, are most threatening indeed. For the present—that is, the time of the writing of Numbers—the outcome is uncertain. But the prospects are good. The second generation has fully replaced their erring fathers and mothers. The land lies before them as they wait in the final staging area. There is the Jordan. Over yonder is Jericho, the firstfruits of the land. And with them is the eternal Yahweh!

      NOTE

      52 [image: ] (maśkîyōtām, “their carved images”) is from the word [image: ] (māśkît), which means “showpiece, something to be displayed.” Here it is used of carved figures, idolatrous symbols of the pagan religious practices of the Canaanite peoples. These images include sexual symbols of the fertility deities that were so pervasive in that region (see Lev 26:1; Eze 8:12).

      The second term, [image: ] (massēkōtām, “their cast idols”), is also found in Exodus 32:4, 8; 34:17; Leviticus 19:4; Deuteronomy 9:16.

      The third term, [image: ] (bāmōtām, “their high places”), refers to hilltops (or artificial mounds) that were used in worshiping the nature gods of the ancient Near East. The licentious system of sexually centered worship was particularly exhibitionist in nature. Baal and Asherah were regarded as voyeuristic deities whose own libidos would be raised by viewing orgiastic rites or sacrificial acts. The raised platform was an enhancement “to let the gods” see more clearly. As is well known from the reading of the historical books, Israel adapted the use of [image: ] (bāmôt, “high places”) for their own local patterns of the worship of Yahweh (or for syncretistic systems of worship of Yahweh and Baal). As the most enduring of paganisms even into Israel’s later history, the bāmôt were the banes of godly kings who fought desperately to destroy these “high places.” On the warfare of the righteous against the cult of Baal in ancient Israel, see Leah Bronner, The Stories of Elijah and Elisha as Polemics against Baal Worship (Leiden: Brill, 1968).

      C. An Anticipation of the Promised Land (34:1–36:13)

      OVERVIEW

      These last three chapters of Numbers round out the book. They have about them the sense of appendages. Chapter 33, with its itinerary, final blessing, and warning (vv.50–56), admirably serves as the climax of the book. The prospects for conquest and the warning of failure are just what the new generation needs to be the people God wants them to be.

      Although these last three chapters are somewhat anticlimactic, they also play a role in furthering the general driving force presented to the new generation. This message is: The land is before you for your habitation; do not behave as your fathers and mothers did, but instead move on in faith to take the land he offers. You are responsible for the decisions you are about to make. And recall that God has time and the wilderness has sand. If you behave as your parents did, God has time to wait for your children or your children’s children to behave courageously and to respond in faithful action; and the wilderness has no shortage of sand to accommodate your remains. (On this summary theme of Numbers, see the Introduction.)

      1. A Preview of the Land (34:1–26)

      a. The Boundaries (34:1–12)

      i. Introduction (34:1–2)

      
        1The LORD said to Moses, 2“Command the Israelites and say to them: ‘When you enter Canaan, the land that will be allotted to you as an inheritance will have these boundaries:

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–2 The listing of the four boundaries in this section of Numbers is given not only for informational purposes but also to display again the dimensions of God’s great gift to his people in the Land of Promise. The initial covenant specified the land in terms of the peoples who lived there (see Ge 15:18–21). This chapter presents the land in terms of an outline of its borders. The language is covenantal in nature; the description is that of a contract. Those who were in the final staging area in the plains of Moab would have their sensibilities greatly encouraged by the dimensions and directions of the land so described.

      Some critical scholars tend to dismiss this chapter as an unauthentic piece from the vantage of anticipating the land; rather, they suggest this section is a later, backward projection based on some experience in the land itself. Noth, 248, for example, judges the situation this way: “In short, this whole section presupposes, on the one hand, the Pentateuchal narrative at an already late stage, and on the other, the deuteronomistic historical work, and is, therefore, part of the editorial unification of these two literary complexes.”

      Yet it is possible to argue that the spies who scouted out the land in chs. 13–14 brought with them sufficient information for Moses to be able to construct this general outline of the land. The manner of the description of the borders certainly accords with what we know of Egyptian concepts of Canaan in the period of the exodus. Presumably, Moses would have kept the records of the spies. Further, both Caleb and Joshua may have assisted Moses in the construction of this outline of the land. We may further presume that had things gone differently in the events described in chs. 13–14 and had the majority report been one of confident expectation and courage, just such a report as this chapter presents may have been given thirty-eight years earlier. But at last, for the new generation, the report is given—as God’s promise.

      Moreover, the text itself presents the outlines to have come directly from the Lord to Moses (vv.1–2). Based on the information Moses had before him from the report of the spies and with the assistance of Caleb and Joshua at hand, the direction of the words of the Lord to Moses would have been understandable and clear.

      The presentation of the boundaries follows an orderly format. This is the way of the book of Numbers. Even when we have difficulty in making identifications of geographical sites (not a surprising matter, given the nature of the case), we may still be impressed with the order and format of these texts. They were designed to be read aloud. In Numbers even geography is a matter of worship, a litany of promise. This chapter is a celebration of God’s gifting. It is a liturgy of geography. It presents a deed of trust, a legal document from God to his people. Prophetically, it points to realization in Joshua 15. The repetition of the phrase “the land of Canaan” (Heb.) in v.2 has something triumphant about it. These chapters were designed to build confidence in the people and also to provoke their continuing worship of the Lord.

      NOTE

      2 In the phrase [image: ] (ʾašer tippōl lākem, lit., “which will fall to you”), the use of the verb [image: ] (nāpal, “to fall”) adds a colorful touch; reference is made to the distribution of the land by lot, but that lot will be the outworking of the will of the Lord (see the same wording in Jdg 18:1; Ps 16:6; Eze 47:14). The NIV (“that will be allotted to you”) is a more sedate rendering of this phrase.

      ii. The southern boundary (34:3–5)

      
        3“‘Your southern side will include some of the Desert of Zin along the border of Edom. On the east, your southern boundary will start from the end of the Salt Sea, 4cross south of Scorpion Pass, continue on to Zin and go south of Kadesh Barnea. Then it will go to Hazar Addar and over to Azmon, 5where it will turn, join the Wadi of Egypt and end at the Sea.

      

      COMMENTARY

      3–5 The southern boundary does not run on a straight east-west line; it forms a rough, broad angle with the southernmost point south of Kadesh. Similarly, the northern boundary forms a rough, broad angle with the northernmost curve extending through Lebo Hamath (v.8) and then reaching into northeastern Syria (v.9) before turning south and west in a swoop to the Sea of Galilee. The resultant picture of the land is somewhat ideal, jewel-like. The western and eastern boundaries are formed principally by the waterways; but the north and south are peaked outward, giving a dynamic shape to the outline of the land. However, the land is a real entity, not just an ideal in someone’s mind. Hence the exotic place names that form the outline of the borders are of signal importance.

      The line of the border begins with the south, that which was more familiar to the people from their wilderness environment. There is a sense that movement is from the known to the unknown. The southern border would include part of the Desert of Zin near Edom, with the Dead Sea (yām-hammelaḥ, “The Salt Sea”) as the easternmost extension. The line moves southwest just south of “Scorpion Pass,” traverses Zin, and extends to the south of Kadesh Barnea. Then the border moves westward and northward passing through Azmon to the Wadi of Egypt (the Wadi el-ʿArish) on the Mediterranean.

      Scorpion Pass (maʿalēh ʿaqrabbîm; v.4) is mentioned in Joshua 15:3 and Judges 1:36 and remains today a well-known feature of the wilderness. The inclusion of Kadesh Barnea, the site of Israel’s long sojourn in the wilderness (see comment on 33:36), is arresting. There was a sense in which during all those years they lived in the region of Kadesh, they were living on the fringe of the land. Certainly by their occupation of that region for a generation, it was fitting that it was to become a hereditary feature of the Land of Promise. The Wadi of Egypt (Wadi el-ʿArish) is a well-known geographical feature that separates Canaan proper from Egypt as it empties into the Great Sea. This wadi was part of the original promise (see Ge 15:18: “from the river of Egypt”). One should not confuse it with the great Nile River.

      So with Edom on the east and the Great Sea (the Mediterranean) on the west, and with Kadesh Barnea as the southernmost extension of the border, the general sense of the line is fairly clear.

      NOTES

      3 The language used in this chapter—e.g., [image: ] (peʾat-negeb, “southern side”)—to describe the four sides of the land by their boundaries is similar to that used in Exodus 27 to describe the sides of the tabernacle and in Ezekiel 47 to describe the new (prophetic) borders of the land (see vv.13–20).

      4 Cole, 536, describes the “Scorpion Pass,” [image: ] (maʿalēh ʿaqrabbîm) as “a winding road from the Nahal Zin basin into the Negeb south of Mampsis, that continued to be known by that name through the Roman period.” At some points the Roman road of the same name may be seen today from the modern road.

      iii. The western boundary (34:6)

      
        6“‘Your western boundary will be the coast of the Great Sea. This will be your boundary on the west.

      

      COMMENTARY

      6 The Great Sea is the Mediterranean and its coastlands. Certainly there was no misunderstanding of the western boundary. The Great Sea was feared by the peoples of Canaan; it was viewed as a malevolent, powerful, unpredictable force. It was deified by the Canaanites as Yammu (the Sea God) and was believed to be the home of Lotan (Heb. Leviathan), the fearsome sea monster deity.

      iv. The northern boundary (34:7–9)

      
        7“‘For your northern boundary, run a line from the Great Sea to Mount Hor 8and from Mount Hor to Lebo Hamath. Then the boundary will go to Zedad, 9continue to Ziphron and end at Hazar Enan. This will be your boundary on the north.

      

      COMMENTARY

      7–9 The northern boundary may be something of a bloated, mirror image of the southern. It does not form a straight line from west to east but moves northeastward to Lebo Hamath, where it turns, either dropping sharply to the eastern area north of the Sea of Galilee (so Greenstone, 384; see also Walter C. Kaiser Jr., “The Promised Land: A Biblical Historical View,” BSac 138 [October–December 1981]: esp. 304), or, more likely, moving even more northerly as it reaches to the sites of Zedad, Ziphron, and Hazar Enan (towns that Wenham, 231–33, suggests are considerably north and east of Damascus in Syria). The Mount Hor of v.7 cannot be confused with the Mount Hor in the south where Aaron died (see 33:37); the mountain here is in the region of Lebanon, perhaps Jebel ʿAlekar.

      These two constructions of the northern boundary are dissimilar. That which presents Lebo Hamath as the northernmost point (forming a “cap” to the land) is more in line with the historical reality, where Lebo Hamath is presented as the remote north of the land (see Jos 13:5; 1Ki 8:65 = 2Ch 7:8; 2Ki 14:25; 1Ch 13:5; Am 6:14). The view that the northern boundary includes much of northeastern Syria seems not to correspond to biblical events but may present the biblical ideal that was never fully realized (see Ge 15:18: “from the river of Egypt, to the great river, the Euphrates”). Had Israel continued to expand under glorious kings such as David and Solomon, then perhaps the completion of the amalgamation of the northern territories as a part of Canaan would have been realized. Certainly the incongruity of this ideal northern boundary with the historical facts of occupation during Israel’s history would have been known by people at the time. Finally, the northern border is an eschatological promise.

      NOTES

      7–8, 10 [image: ] (tetāʾû, “mark out”; vv.7–8), which the NIV translates as “run a line,” is problematic. The word in the text in these two verses appears to be a Piel imperfect from the root [image: ] (tāʾâ), but BDB (1060d) lists it as dubious; similarly, BDB finds dubious [image: ] (wehit ʾawwîtem), a supposed Hithpael of [image: ] (ʾāwâ, “to mark, describe with a mark”; BDB 16c [a hapax legomenon]) in v.10. The suggested emendation for both verbs in these three verses is to connect them to the root [image: ] (tāʾar), which in the Piel is a denominative verb that may mean “to draw, trace an outline.” There is a noun [image: ] (tō ʾar) meaning “outline, form.” See, for example, the use of this noun in the phrase, “lovely in form” ([image: ], yepat tō ʾar), describing Rachel in Genesis 29:17. This emendation of difficult words seems to be an appropriate decision. Thus the verb in vv.7–8 may be emended to [image: ] (tetāʾarû, a Piel imperfect second masculine plural of [image: ] [tāʾar], “to trace out a line”). Similarly, the verb in v.10 should be emended to [image: ] (wetē ʾartem, a Piel perfect second masculine plural of tāʾar with waw consecutive, meaning “and trace out a line”).

      8 In [image: ] (lebōʾ ḥamāt, “Lebo Hamath”), the term “Lebo” may also be translated “to the entrance of.” The phrase seems to be used as a geographical limit (Jdg 3:3, NIV margin).

      v. The eastern boundary (34:10–12a)

      
        10“‘For your eastern boundary, run a line from Hazar Enan to Shepham. 11The boundary will go down from Shepham to Riblah on the east side of Ain and continue along the slopes east of the Sea of Kinnereth. 12Then the boundary will go down along the Jordan and end at the Salt Sea.

      

      COMMENTARY

      10–12a The line from the northernmost point that traverses to the south finally to join the southern tip of the eastern side of the Sea of Galilee is the most precarious to attempt to draw. Perhaps a grand curve is intended that includes the sweep of much of southeastern Syria. The sites of Shepham and Riblah are unknown today. The Sea of Kinnereth (yām kinneret, another name for the Sea of Galilee) and the Jordan River form the traditional eastern border for the southern part of the line.

      NOTES

      10 See Note on 34:7–8, 10.

      12 The Jordan River meanders in a valley from the southern point of the Sea of Galilee (600 feet below sea level) to the northern point of the Dead Sea (now nearly 1,400 feet below sea level—the lowest point on the earth!), a distance of about 75 miles. Today, that twisting, serpentine journey nearly doubles the distance to about 150 miles. The valley of the Jordan is a part of the massive Syrian-African rift, extending all the way to Uganda and Kenya in East Africa.

      vi. Summary (34:12b)

      
        12b“‘This will be your land, with its boundaries on every side.’”

      

      COMMENTARY

      12b “This will be your land, with its boundaries on every side.” These words convey grand gifting; the role of Yahweh as the Giver of the land cannot be stressed too greatly. At no time in Israel’s history did Israel ever realize the full extent of the land as these verses present it (but cf. Jos 23:14). But the ideal was always there. One day, many Christians believe, the rule of David’s greater son, the Lord Jesus, will fulfill each of these promises to overflowing. At that time the boundaries of ancient promise will form living markers for the heartland of his reign; yet ultimately, there is no line that may be drawn to show the full extent of his rule.

      b. The Inheritance in Transjordan (34:13–15)

      
        13Moses commanded the Israelites: “Assign this land by lot as an inheritance. The LORD has ordered that it be given to the nine and a half tribes, 14because the families of the tribe of Reuben, the tribe of Gad and the half-tribe of Manasseh have received their inheritance. 15These two and a half tribes have received their inheritance on the east side of the Jordan of Jericho, toward the sunrise.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      13–15 The new realities that the settlement of Reuben, Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh in Transjordan brought about (see ch. 32) demanded that this section be added. Since the Jordan River is the traditional eastern boundary of the land of Canaan, these tribes are outside the boundaries in a strict sense. Yet it is possible to see them as deliberately extending the borders of the Land of Promise. Again in these verses we find the obedience of Moses to the word of God as he allots the land of Canaan proper to the nine and one-half tribes.

      c. The Personnel of the Inheritance (34:16–29)

      
        16The LORD said to Moses, 17“These are the names of the men who are to assign the land for you as an inheritance: Eleazar the priest and Joshua son of Nun. 18And appoint one leader from each tribe to help assign the land. 19These are their names:

        
          	Caleb son of Jephunneh,
            
              	from the tribe of Judah;

            

          

          	20Shemuel son of Ammihud,
            
              	from the tribe of Simeon;

            

          

          	21Elidad son of Kislon,
            
              	from the tribe of Benjamin;

            

          

          	22Bukki son of Jogli,
            
              	the leader from the tribe of Dan;

            

          

          	23Hanniel son of Ephod,
            
              	the leader from the tribe of Manasseh son of Joseph;

            

          

          	24Kemuel son of Shiphtan,
            
              	the leader from the tribe of Ephraim son of Joseph;

            

          

          	25Elizaphan son of Parnach,
            
              	the leader from the tribe of Zebulun;

            

          

          	26Paltiel son of Azzan,
            
              	the leader from the tribe of Issachar;

            

          

          	27Ahihud son of Shelomi,
            
              	the leader from the tribe of Asher;

            

          

          	28Pedahel son of Ammihud,
            
              	the leader from the tribe of Naphtali.”

            

          

        

        29These are the men the LORD commanded to assign the inheritance to the Israelites in the land of Canaan.

      

      COMMENTARY

      16–29 The list of the new tribal leaders recalls the list of the leaders of the first generation (1:5–16). This time the promise will be realized; these new leaders will assist Eleazar and Joshua in actually allotting that land.

      Below is a list of the leaders’ names, along with suggested meanings for the transliterated Hebrew terms. The meanings of these names are somewhat speculative; Hebrew has so many homonyms in its verbal (triliteral) root structure that one is often unsure which presumed root is correctly identified with the name in question. Many of these names are theophoric; that is, they are constructed with a form of the divine name (here, largely a form of “El” [Heb. ʾēl], “God”) as a statement of the faith of the parents in Yahweh when they lovingly assigned these names to their children.

      (1) Caleb (kālēb, “Dog”; see 13:6) son of Jepunneh (yepunneh, meaning unknown; perhaps, “He Makes Clear,” if related to the Piel of the verb pānâ, “to turn, make clear”), was the leader of tribe of Judah (v.19). He is a figure well known to us by this time (see chs. 13–14).

      (2) Shemuel (šemūʾēl, “His Name Is God”) son of Ammihud (ʿammîhûd, “My Kinsman Is Majesty”) was the leader of the tribe of Simeon (v.20).

      (3) Elidad (ʾelîdād, “My God Loves”) son of Kislon (kislôn, “Confidence”) was the leader of the tribe of Benjamin (v.21). It does not seem possible that this is the same person as the prophet Eldad (ʾeldād, “God Loves”) of 11:26; presumably that Eldad (whose father’s name is not given) was already deceased, unless he was very young when the Spirit fell on him in that unusual event.

      (4) Bukki (buqqî, “Proven”[?]) son of Jogli (yoglî, “Led Away”) was the leader of the tribe of Dan (v.22).

      (5) Hanniel (ḥannî ʾēl, “Grace of God”) son of Ephod (ʾēpōd, “Ephod,” as in the vestment of the priest) was the leader of the tribe of Manasseh, from the families of Joseph (v.23).

      (6) Kemuel (qemû ʾēl, “God Establishes”) son of Shiphtan (šipṭān, “Judgment”) was the leader of the tribe of Ephraim (v.24).

      (7) Elizaphan (ʾelîṣāpān, “My God Protects”) son of Parnach (parnāk, meaning unknown) was the leader of the tribe of Zebulun (v.25).

      (8) Paltiel (palṭî ʾēl, “My Deliverance is God”) son of Azzan (ʿazzān, “Mighty”) was the leader of the tribe of Issachar (v.26).

      (9) Ahihud (ʾaḥîhûd, “My Brother is Majesty”) son of Shelomi (šelōmî, “My Peace”) was the leader of the tribe of Asher (v.27).

      (10) Pedahel (pedahʾēl, “God Ransoms”) son of Ammihud (the same name as the father of Shemuel; v.20) was the leader of the tribe of Naphtali (v.28).

      The chapter ends with the report of accomplishment: “These are the men” (v.29). These are the names of the second generation; the leaders of the earlier lists were now dead. But with the outlines of the land now in mind and with new leaders of the tribes now in place, certainly soon the new generation will begin its long-anticipated conquest of the land under the hand of God. Cole, 541, writes: “The basic challenge lay before them: Be faithful to the Lord’s commands and he will bring abundant blessing. But if they rebelled as the previous generation in the wilderness did, they would likewise not inherit the land.” It remains true: God has time and the wilderness has sand.

      NOTE

      24 The NIV’s text adds “son of Joseph” to the words “from the tribe of Ephraim” to allow the patterning of the previous verse to be understood. Further, the MT begins adding the word “leader” (nāśîʾ) to each of the names in v. 22; it is possible that each verse should have this word included but that it was dropped from vv.19–21.

      2. Levitical Cities and Cities of Refuge (35:1–34)

      OVERVIEW

      The materials of this chapter serve as a further appendage to the major story line of Numbers; the climax of the theology of the book comes in 33:50–56. Yet there is a sense of logic to this chapter, especially as it follows the account of the divine dimensions of the Land of Promise in ch. 34. There is a pattern in the book of Numbers that deals first with the laic tribes and their concerns and then moves to the holy tribe of the Levites and their concerns. This was true in the census enumerations and in various other sections throughout the book.

      Chapter 34 presents the ideal dimensions of the whole land of Canaan, including the acknowledgment of God’s sanctioning the settlement of the two and one-half tribes in Transjordan. Now it was necessary for Moses to speak more clearly on the prospects for the settlement of the Levites. They were not to have a landed tribal holding as the other tribes, but they certainly needed places to live. The solution came in the concept of cities spread throughout the entire land, in and among the other tribes. In this way the Levites could serve as a “holy leaven” that would permeate the laic tribes with their presence as special representatives of the work of God in their midst. Among the people they would serve as holy guides to the truth and work of God (see Ge 49:7; Lev 10:11; Dt 31:9–13; 33:10).

      We should not be surprised that critical scholars do not regard this chapter as an authentic piece from the time of Moses. Because of its thematic connection with Joshua 20–21, where the distribution of the cities of refuge and other Levitical cities is enacted, some scholars regard Numbers 35 as dependent on Joshua 20–21 rather than anticipatory of it (see, e.g., Noth, 253; see commentary on Joshua 21). Other passages that deal with the distribution of land among the families of the Levites include Leviticus 25:32, 34; Joshua 14:4; 1 Chronicles 13:2; 2 Chronicles 11:14; 31:15, 19. Later texts reflecting on these issues include Ezra 2:70; Nehemiah 7:73; 11:3, 20, 36. A prophetic perspective of future Levitical landed arrangements is given in Ezekiel 48:8–14.

      Despite the fact that the distribution of land for the Levites is such a major theme in Scripture, critical scholars doubt whether there was any enactment at all of this arrangement in the history of the nation. Noth, 253–54, for example, concludes:

      
        These considerations are perhaps, however, superfluous, since the whole passage is purely theoretical, as is clear from the prescriptions for the schematic measuring out of the pasture lands. According to these, the “city” with its “wall” must have been only a point without extension (v.5). The idea of cities of residence for the Levites must, in itself, go back to Deuteronomic-Deuteronomistic ideology (so, too, surely the original form in Joshua 21); the present elaboration is a very late product.

      

      In response to Noth, we may grant the concept that the provisions of this chapter were indeed an ideal, just as the outlines of the boundaries of the land were an ideal (see Nu 33) never fully realized in the historical period. Nonetheless, there were boundaries that corresponded at least in part to the ideal of the boundaries in Numbers; similarly, in the historical experience of the people there were provisions made for the dwellings of the Levites and for the cities of refuge that correspond at least in part to the ideal of this chapter, as Joshua 20–21 details.

      a. The Levitical Cities (35:1–5)

      
        1On the plains of Moab by the Jordan across from Jericho, the LORD said to Moses, 2“Command the Israelites to give the Levites towns to live in from the inheritance the Israelites will possess. And give them pasturelands around the towns. 3Then they will have towns to live in and pasturelands for their cattle, flocks and all their other livestock.

        4“The pasturelands around the towns that you give the Levites will extend out fifteen hundred feet from the town wall. 5Outside the town, measure three thousand feet on the east side, three thousand on the south side, three thousand on the west and three thousand on the north, with the town in the center. They will have this area as pastureland for the towns.

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–3 Since the Levites will not receive a landed tribal allotment (1:47–53), they will need towns in which to live and raise their families and places to care for their livestock. The Levites are to be spread among the other tribes throughout the land, not placed in an isolated encampment. Joshua 21 presents the partial fulfillment of this command.

      This chapter begins in the same pattern as ch. 34, with a command from Yahweh to Moses respecting the provisions the people need to have in mind as they contemplate the land of Canaan. The notation of their present location across from Jericho (v.1) adds pungency to the account. In their final staging area for their assault on the land, the people must have a perspective of how the land is to be apportioned. Some of the cities and territory will be given to the Levites. But these shares make up only a small portion of the whole; Greenstone, 352, estimates that the total holdings of the Levites envisioned here are a little over fifteen square miles—a small proportion of the nearly six thousand square miles of the land of Canaan.

      The Levites are to be given cities along with adjacent open areas for pasture and farming activities. The term the NIV translates as “pasturelands” (migraš, from the verb gāraš, “to drive out”) includes open land for agriculture as well as for herds and flocks (see Jos 14:4; 21:2). These cities will be for their habitation, and the surrounding area will be for their use. It is not clear that these cities will be inhabited exclusively by Levites, but this plan seems to be the aim of the text—a notice that suggests the arrangement is rather idealistic.

      However, we do know of priest towns in later Scripture. Anathoth is the most celebrated of such towns (Jos 21:18; 1Ki 2:26; Jer 1:1; 32:7–8), Bethel (Jdg 20:18; 1Sa 10:3; 2Ki 17:28), Nob (1Sa 21:1; 22:19), and Shiloh (1Sa 1:3) also come to mind. Greenstone, 352, concludes: “The exact distribution of the towns and the measurements of the open land as given here may not have been carried out, but there is no reason to doubt the fact that certain definite localities were set aside by each tribe for the priests and the Levites, where they might find homes for their families.”

      4–5 The description of the allotment of land in each of these cities is not clear as we compare v.4 with v.5. Verse 4 speaks of a distance of one thousand cubits (the NIV converting this figure to “fifteen hundred feet”) from the town wall round about for the open land; v.5 speaks of a measurement of two thousand cubits (NIV’s “three thousand feet”) on each side of the city for the open land. These apposite dimensions have caused commentators to exercise remarkable mathematical creativity. We may observe that the juxtapositioning of these verses suggests that for the ancients there must have been a workable solution to what seems to us to be a considerable problem. If these two verses were separated by a large block of material, one might argue that they are possibly contradictory and that it was carelessness on the part of scribes or redactors not to see how they do not meld together. Since they are adjacent, they must work—or the work of the writer (or redactor) was most careless indeed! The situation is not unlike the comparison of Proverbs 26:4 and 26:5, verses that seem to be mutually exclusive but may be seen to speak in a complementary and comprehensive manner.

      The simplest explanation for these two verses in Numbers is given by Wenham, 234. The city is regarded as a point encompassed by a square that is two thousand cubits to a side. From the central point of the city, each direction would be one thousand cubits. That this solution suggests a very small city is not really a difficulty; most of the towns and settlements of the land of Canaan were small—often just a matter of a few acres. Again, the small size of the settlements of Canaan fits better with the reduced numbers of Israel that we have suggested in terms of the census listings. If a city were to become larger, then correspondingly larger dimensions could have been added. The issue in the verses was not mathematics but simply an adequate provision for the landed needs of the people who would live in the cities. One might imagine that, were this provision of open lands not made, a grudging tribe might allow some Levitical families to live within a settlement but not give them any space (except at great cost) for their flocks, herds, and farming needs. A city apart from arable land and sufficient pasturelands was no great gift.

      NOTE

      4–5 Milgrom, 502–4 (“Excursus 74—The Levitical Town: An Exercise in Realistic Planning”), presents a more complex—but perhaps more workable—idea. He suggests that the length of the city walls (the city’s being viewed as a square for simplicity) would be factored in as “X” (for the east-west axis) and “Y” (for the north-south axis). The resultant pasturage would actually be two thousand cubits plus X by two thousand cubits plus Y. In this way the relative size of the city would be taken into account in the measurements for pasturage (see also Cole, 546).

      b. The Cities of Refuge (35:6–33)

      i. The basic concept of the cities of refuge (35:6–8)

      
        6“Six of the towns you give the Levites will be cities of refuge, to which a person who has killed someone may flee. In addition, give them forty-two other towns. 7In all you must give the Levites forty-eight towns, together with their pasturelands. 8The towns you give the Levites from the land the Israelites possess are to be given in proportion to the inheritance of each tribe: Take many towns from a tribe that has many, but few from one that has few.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      6–8 Six Levitical cities were to be stationed strategically in the land—three in Transjordan and three in Cisjordan (Canaan proper)—as cities of refuge, or asylum, where a person guilty of unintentional manslaughter might escape blood revenge. Joshua 20 describes the sites that were eventually chosen.

      The situation here arose, of course, from conditions of an age in which family members were expected to seek retribution for harm against one of their number. Here the term “refuge” or “asylum” (hammiqlāṭ; v.6) conveys safety for a manslayer from the avenger of blood out to kill him retributively. The term for “manslayer” is hārōṣēaḥ (GK 8357) a word that can point to premeditated murder (see Ex 20:13 = Dt 5:17, the commandment against murder; 1Ki 21:19; Jer 7:9; Hos 4:2; cf. Dt 22:26). It may also be used of one who has taken human life without premeditation, or inadvertently, as here (Dt 4:42; 19:3–4, 6; Jos 20–21). Further, the same verb may be used to describe the act of the blood-avenger (vv.27, 30).

      These six cities of asylum were to be chosen in addition to forty-two cities for the Levites, thus giving a total of forty-eight cities (v.7). Further, the ideal was that the selection of the cities would be based on the relative size of the holdings of the various tribes and their relative populations (v.8). Though the prescription is ideal in nature, the general application is still clear. The cities that were later selected as the cities of asylum include Bezer, Ramoth-Gilead, and Golan in Transjordan, and Hebron, Shechem, and Kedesh in Cisjordan (see Dt 4:43; Jos 20:7–8; 21:13, 21, 27, 32, 36, 38).

      ii. Further details on the cities of refuge (35:9–15)

      
        9Then the LORD said to Moses: 10“Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘When you cross the Jordan into Canaan, 11select some towns to be your cities of refuge, to which a person who has killed someone accidentally may flee. 12They will be places of refuge from the avenger, so that a person accused of murder may not die before he stands trial before the assembly. 13These six towns you give will be your cities of refuge. 14Give three on this side of the Jordan and three in Canaan as cities of refuge. 15These six towns will be a place of refuge for Israelites, aliens and any other people living among them, so that anyone who has killed another accidentally can flee there.

      

      COMMENTARY

      9–15 Verse 9 is worded as a new oracle from Yahweh. It may be that the chapter is made of varied materials that were worked into a unified whole; it is also possible that the revelation of the Torah on the cities of asylum came in stages, not unlike the pattern we find elsewhere in Scripture (cf. the two oracles to Abraham following his obedience in the binding of Isaac; Ge 22:11–12, 15–18).

      Through Moses, the Lord commanded the people who were about to enter the land personally to select special cities of asylum for manslayers seeking safety from blood-avengers. Verse 11 specifies the provision of these cities as being for accidental (bišgāgâ; see GK 8705) killers, those whose actions are opposite to purposeful sins of the “high hand” (15:30). Other references to inadvertent sins are found in 15:25; Leviticus 4:2, 22; and Joshua 20:3, 9.

      The avenger of blood was a relative of the slain person who would take it on himself to protect the family rights by avenging his relatives of the loss suffered by the family. In fact, the term gō ʾēl (GK 1457), often translated “redeemer,” has this basic idea. The gō ʾēl was principally the “protector of family rights” (definition of Don Glenn, formerly of Dallas Seminary; see Lev 25:48; Ru 3:13). A redeemer is one who redeems the loss sustained by the family. This can be by payment of a price or by taking a life. In the latter case, one is an “avenger of blood” (gō ʾēl haddām; vv.19, 21). But in his rage against the loss of a family member, the gō ʾēl haddām might rashly kill the offender before he knew the circumstances of the death. If the killing was not premeditated or was accidental, the slaying of the offending party would add wrong to wrong.

      Basically, the provision of the cities of asylum was another instance of the mercy of Yahweh in supplying the needs of his people living in their particular world setting. Note that this text does not demand that a relative act as a blood avenger; it simply assumes that in that culture, taking such action was precisely what would be done. As a result, given the ethos of the times, the provision of the cities of asylum was merciful and righteous.

      There seems to be no significance to the number of the cities (six), but there is certainly significance to their placement. There would be three cities on each side of the Jordan River, thus providing accessibility from all parts of the land. Also, the inclusion of three cities of asylum in Transjordan served further to legitimize the holdings of the two and one-half tribes in the expanded territories.

      Verse 15 explains that there will be equal access to these cities by all persons in the land—free citizens as well as sojourners or even temporary aliens. This provision is another aspect of God’s grace, who provides one law for all persons who come under the purview of the Torah of his grace.

      NOTE

      11 The verb [image: ] (wehiqrîtem, “select”) is a Hiphil perfect with waw consecutive of the root qārâ. In the Qal stem this verb means “to encounter, meet.” In this formation the verb has the idea “to make a suitable selection, make one’s choice in.” Moreover, the command came through Moses in a direct manner: “You [plural] are personally to select.” The construction includes what is sometimes called the dative of personal reference, in which the action-command verb (the perfect with the waw consecutive here functioning as an imperative) is followed by a preposition with a pronominal suffix [image: ] (lākem, “to you”; both the verb and the pronoun are plural). For more on this construction, see Note on 10:2.

      iii. Basic stipulations concerning the taking of life and the cities of refuge (35:16–21)

      
        16“‘If a man strikes someone with an iron object so that he dies, he is a murderer; the murderer shall be put to death. 17Or if anyone has a stone in his hand that could kill, and he strikes someone so that he dies, he is a murderer; the murderer shall be put to death. 18Or if anyone has a wooden object in his hand that could kill, and he hits someone so that he dies, he is a murderer; the murderer shall be put to death. 19The avenger of blood shall put the murderer to death; when he meets him, he shall put him to death. 20If anyone with malice aforethought shoves another or throws something at him intentionally so that he dies 21or if in hostility he hits him with his fist so that he dies, that person shall be put to death; he is a murderer. The avenger of blood shall put the murderer to death when he meets him.

      

      COMMENTARY

      16–21 These verses present various descriptions of the taking of life that would indicate willful murder. The intent is all practical, as is the listing of stipulated foods for the household in Leviticus 11. Rather than having to keep in mind a vastly complicated system of classifying animals, for example, a cook in ancient Israel had only to know whether an animal ruminated and whether it had cloven hooves. If so, the meat was acceptable for the table; if not, the meat was to be excluded.

      Similarly—but in contrast to the inordinately complicated system of modern jurisprudence concerning criminal homicide law—the provisions of this section are clear and straightforward. They are based on the notions of evident intent. The manner of a person’s death may suggest willful intent or accidental demise. If a person were killed with a lethal instrument, the means of death seemed purposeful and guilt of the killer was presumed. Lethal instruments might be iron implements (v.16), (heavy) stones (v.17), or wooden implements (v.18).

      Further, if the person died by a physical blow delivered in hatred or in the context of an ambush (v.20), the killer was viewed as guilty and would have to die. For such a one was a murderer, not just an inadvertent manslayer. Modern gradations of murder by degree and extending to manslaughter continue some of these ideas.

      NOTE

      20 [image: ] (yehdāpennû, “shoves”) may be used to describe a mere push or rejection (2Ki 4:27; Pr 10:3). The word is used of the Lord’s intended actions in driving the enemies of Israel from Canaan (Dt 6:19; 9:4). Here the idea is a “shove” that results in a fatality—perhaps, for example, if the one who is pushed falls against a rock. Again, intentionality is the point. One might shove another person playfully and the result might be death, or one might shove someone out of violent hatred with the intention of killing him.

      iv. Cases to be decided concerning the taking of life and the cities of refuge (35:22–32)

      
        22“‘But if without hostility someone suddenly shoves another or throws something at him unintentionally 23or, without seeing him, drops a stone on him that could kill him, and he dies, then since he was not his enemy and he did not intend to harm him, 24the assembly must judge between him and the avenger of blood according to these regulations. 25The assembly must protect the one accused of murder from the avenger of blood and send him back to the city of refuge to which he fled. He must stay there until the death of the high priest, who was anointed with the holy oil.

        26“‘But if the accused ever goes outside the limits of the city of refuge to which he has fled 27and the avenger of blood finds him outside the city, the avenger of blood may kill the accused without being guilty of murder. 28The accused must stay in his city of refuge until the death of the high priest; only after the death of the high priest may he return to his own property.

        29“‘These are to be legal requirements for you throughout the generations to come, wherever you live.

        30“‘Anyone who kills a person is to be put to death as a murderer only on the testimony of witnesses. But no one is to be put to death on the testimony of only one witness.

        31“‘Do not accept a ransom for the life of a murderer, who deserves to die. He must surely be put to death.

        32“‘Do not accept a ransom for anyone who has fled to a city of refuge and so allow him to go back and live on his own land before the death of the high priest.

      

      COMMENTARY

      22–32 The cities of refuge were to be established for the person who had committed an act of involuntary manslaughter. But such cases are not always simple to determine, then or now. The killing of an individual by a lethal weapon brings a presumption of guilt on the slayer. Yet it is possible that this death was still inadvertent. In cases of doubt, judgments would have to be made by the people (v.24), presumably by their town elders (the term “assembly” can refer to the whole nation or to any group within the nation). The text is not specific, but apparently the judgment was made in the city in which the death occurred. If the council decided that the death was premeditated and deserving of death, the guilty party was delivered over to the blood avenger. But if the council decided the slayer was innocent of premeditated malice, the slayer had to go to the city of asylum for protection from the avenger. He would be protected only so long as he remained within that city (v.26); if the slayer left it for any reason, the avenger was allowed to kill him without any personal consequence (ʾên lô dām, “there is no blood guilt”; “without being guilty of murder,” NIV; v.27).

      Most interestingly, permanent protection was guaranteed only if the refuge seeker remained in the city of asylum until the death of the high priest (vv.25, 28). There was an atoning significance for the entire populace when the high priest (notice the phrasing: “who was anointed with holy oil”) died. If the high priest died during the period of the slayer’s exile in the city of asylum, he was not only free to leave the city, but he could also resume his normal life again, including his stake in his ancestral land. Historical sources tell us that in the case of the death of a pharaoh in ancient Egypt, capital crimes were forgiven. The notice of the death of the pharaoh of the Hebrews’ oppression in Egypt (Ex 2:23) was the political opportunity God provided for Moses to return to Egypt without fear of reprisal for his crime of murder some forty years earlier.

      As we think about the application of the high priest’s death to the freedom of the manslayer, we realize that the sin of killing, no matter how unintended, is serious. It cannot be passed over or left free of serious consequence. For an exile in a city of asylum, life was characterized by discontinuity and estrangement—but it was life. If the high priest should die while the slayer was in, he was free to leave without being subject again to the avenger of blood. This picture portrays redemption—the remission of sin. The sins do matter—they do affect one’s life; but they may be forgiven, and a person may be set free (see also Jos 20:6).

      A further provision of mercy in these cases was the requirement of witnesses to confirm guilt (v.30). This provision was made to avoid the possibility of an innocent party’s being accused and sentenced to death on insufficient evidence. A minimum of two witnesses was required to forestall malicious false testimony from one isolated voice. As we know, even the provision of multiple witnesses does not automatically preclude collusion; recall the shocking perversion of Israel’s judicial system by the foreign priestess Jezebel in the incident of Naboth (1Ki 21; note also the false witnesses at the trial of Jesus before the Sanhedrin [Mk 14:55–64]).

      The stipulations concerning ransom payments are also designed as extensions of mercy (vv.31–32). Conceivably, a wealthy person might take the route of paying ransom as a means of getting out of a sticky situation, while the poor person, who could not afford a ransom payment, would be at the mercy of the avenger or be forced to live for years in a city of asylum. Hence the alternative for the guilty party to pay a ransom did not figure in cases involving murder or manslaughter—deliberate or accidental killing. Exodus 21:29–30 presents an exception, namely, the case of a man’s ox lethally goring a neighbor.

      REFLECTION

      Christians reading these words about the salvific effect of the high priest’s death find their thoughts turning to the book of Hebrews, with its presentation of Christ as our High Priest (Heb 5–10). His death as high priest is the antitype for the atoning deaths of Israel’s high priests in antiquity. There can be no salvific merit in the death of a high priest in isolation; only when the death of that high priest is seen in a heilsgeschichtliche continuity with the death of Christ—as an arrow pointing forward to the death of the one who really mattered for the salvation of the community—can we understand this provision. Hence, even though many modern writers shy away from typological relationships between the Old and New Testaments, this connection is one we should not miss.

      v. The divine perspective on murder and the land (35:33–34)

      
        33“‘Do not pollute the land where you are. Bloodshed pollutes the land, and atonement cannot be made for the land on which blood has been shed, except by the blood of the one who shed it. 34Do not defile the land where you live and where I dwell, for I, the LORD, dwell among the Israelites.’”

      

      COMMENTARY

      33–34 The underlying theology of this text is most significant: the shedding of human blood pollutes the land. The crime of murder is not only an offense against the sanctity of life; it is in fact a pollutant to the Lord’s sacred land. It is like the blood of innocent Abel screaming out to the Lord (Ge 4:10). Only the blood of Christ will be able to speak a better word (Heb 12:24).

      The point of the present passage is not merely that there be cities for the Levites to inhabit or that there be cities of asylum in which the inadvertent manslayer can find refuge. All the theology of the chapter culminates in the last words of v.34: “For I am Yahweh who dwells in the midst of the people of Israel” (my translation). This statement encapsulates the central issue. If God is to reside among his people, the land may not be polluted. With all the attention we (rightly) give to issues of ecology and pollution in our own day, there is an act of pollution that far transcends the trashing of rivers, the killing of lakes, the denuding of forests, and the spilling of oil to mar even the seas; the transcendent pollution is the abuse of persons. The worst abuse of all is to cause wrongful death. God will not draw near to a land polluted with wrongly shed human blood.

      3. A Review of the Inheritance of Women (36:1–13)

      OVERVIEW

      Each of the last three chapters of the book of Numbers is an appendage to the book; its theological climax comes directly in the last pericope of ch. 33. It is there that the will of the Lord for his people is stated in definitive form as they are about to enter the land. Of the last three chapters, this one is the most transparently additional, as it presents an interesting further development of the account of Zelophehad’s daughters (see 27:1–11). Since the Lord had instructed Moses that women who had no brothers might inherit their father’s land, new questions arose: What would happen to the family lands if these daughters were to marry men from other tribes? Would not the original intent of the first provision be frustrated? Such questions led to the decision that marriage was to be kept within one’s own tribe so that the family allotments would not “pass from tribe to tribe” (v.9).

      Even though we may regard this chapter as somewhat anticlimactic, this observation is not to deny that the chapter is instructive. It shows a continuing pattern of the development of Torah in Israel. As the Lord spoke to Moses in general terms, specific cases arose that did not seem to fit the general framework of the revelation. In such instances, Moses presented the needs of the people to the Lord; then he received new instructions that not only addressed the immediate needs but also served as a further basis for application in Israel. (This system of case law and the establishing of precedent [“casuistic” law] shaped one of the two major types of Torah, the other type [termed “apodictic”] being that of nonnegotiable stipulations.)

      The fact that these chapters are appendages does not preclude their having been written by Moses. In fact, Moses is still the principal human player in these chapters. The present account has three divisions followed by a summary statement (v.13).

      a. Concerns of the Gileadites for the Daughters of Zelophehad (36:1–4)

      
        1The family heads of the clan of Gilead son of Makir, the son of Manasseh, who were from the clans of the descendants of Joseph, came and spoke before Moses and the leaders, the heads of the Israelite families. 2They said, “When the LORD commanded my lord to give the land as an inheritance to the Israelites by lot, he ordered you to give the inheritance of our brother Zelophehad to his daughters. 3Now suppose they marry men from other Israelite tribes; then their inheritance will be taken from our ancestral inheritance and added to that of the tribe they marry into. And so part of the inheritance allotted to us will be taken away. 4When the Year of Jubilee for the Israelites comes, their inheritance will be added to that of the tribe into which they marry, and their property will be taken from the tribal inheritance of our forefathers.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      1–4 The grandiloquent pageantry of the setting demonstrates the importance of the issue. The family of the daughters of Zelophehad brought to Moses their petition. They did not dispute the former decision of the Lord that the brotherless daughters might inherit land to carry on their father’s heritage. But the family worried about the problems that would eventuate if these daughters should marry outside their clan and tribe. Upon marrying, their husband(s) would gain title to their land—part and parcel of the ancient patriarchal system. This would result in transfer of that land to a different tribe and threaten the very basis of the concept of tribal inheritance.

      At issue was not a complaint or a grievance against women per se so much as a concern for the continuity of the lines of inheritance within the tribes. At the Year of Jubilee (hayyôbēl, “the cornet”; see Lev 25:12, 29–55; 27:17–25), when problems concerning lines of inheritance were to be resolved, this issue would remain unresolvable unless further instruction was obtained from the Lord through Moses.

      So the perspective is not antiwoman but concern for the integrity of the landed distribution. At the same time, from the vantage of women’s right to participate equally in the community, this chapter in some manner diminishes the slight advance that was made in ch. 27. By this observation, I mean that women were still not considered independent entities within the community; their definition, their sense of their part in the community, continued to be connected to their husbands (and fathers and sons).

      Nonetheless, this sequence of events (chs. 27–31) is a significant entry in the history of women’s issues. It takes two steps forward and one step back; but there is some forward movement—a countercultural thrust that has the blessing of God.

      NOTE

      3 The two forms of the verb [image: ] (gāraʿ)—[image: ] (wenigreʿâ, “will be taken”) and [image: ] (yiggārēaʿ, “will be taken away”)—speak of something that abates or is withdrawn. The point is that this is the verb used in 27:4 on the part of the daughters in their initial complaint. The tie between these chapters (inclusio) is made compelling by the use of this same word.

      b. The Law for the Marriages of the Women Who Inherit Familial Land (36:5–9)

      
        5Then at the LORD’s command Moses gave this order to the Israelites: “What the tribe of the descendants of Joseph is saying is right. 6This is what the LORD commands for Zelophehad’s daughters: They may marry anyone they please as long as they marry within the tribal clan of their father. 7No inheritance in Israel is to pass from tribe to tribe, for every Israelite shall keep the tribal land inherited from his forefathers. 8Every daughter who inherits land in any Israelite tribe must marry someone in her father’s tribal clan, so that every Israelite will possess the inheritance of his fathers. 9No inheritance may pass from tribe to tribe, for each Israelite tribe is to keep the land it inherits.”

      

      COMMENTARY

      5–9 Again, in great grace, the word of Yahweh came through Moses to present a decision. In this case, as in the case of the daughters of Zelophehad, the petitioners were correct in their observations—and the issue was decided in their favor. The women were permitted to marry whomever they chose—a surprising turn, as we usually think of women as being chosen in biblical times! Perhaps the fact that they inherited land made them active rather than passive agents in marriage. But they had to choose husbands from within their own clans. The issue was not their personal happiness but the solidarity of the larger family unit. As a man is to cleave to his wife (Ge 2:24), so a person in Israel was to cleave to the family inheritance. The destiny of the family in Israel was tied to the land.

      The instance of these women becomes a law that is applicable in other, similar cases (v.8). The basic issue was to keep the inheritance of a family in the clan and the tribe of the fathers. Verse 9 summarizes the earlier elements and so reinforces them.

      c. The Compliance of the Daughters of Zelophehad (36:10–12)

      
        10So Zelophehad’s daughters did as the LORD commanded Moses. 11Zelophehad’s daughters—Mahlah, Tirzah, Hoglah, Milcah and Noah—married their cousins on their father’s side. 12They married within the clans of the descendants of Manasseh son of Joseph, and their inheritance remained in their father’s clan and tribe.

      

      COMMENTARY

      10–12 In a book (and in a culture) in which names of women are given only rarely, the names of these women are repeated: Mahlah, Tirzah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Noah (see again 27:1–11). They were married within their families, to paternal “cousins” (dōdêhen, “[sons of] their uncles”; v.11). In this manner the inheritance of their father remained within the clan.

      The book of Numbers, which so often presents the rebellion of God’s people against his grace and in defiance of his will, ends here on a happy note. These noble women, who were concerned for their father’s name and their own place in the land, obeyed the Lord. This concluding section of Numbers ties in nicely with the epilogue of Proverbs. Its acrostic portrayal of the wise woman (Pr 31:10–31) exemplifies wisdom in action—through the life of a woman. Significantly in Numbers, a book so marred by disobedience, there is a final statement of obedience; and it is in the lives of these noble daughters of Zelophehad. Likely, we would never have heard of this man had he fathered sons instead of these daughters!

      d. A Summary Statement of the Law of the Lord (36:13)

      
        13These are the commands and regulations the LORD gave through Moses to the Israelites on the plains of Moab by the Jordan across from Jericho.

      

      COMMENTARY

      13 The book of Numbers is far more than a record of commands and regulations. The true climax of the book comes in 33:50–56. Yet in this chapter there is a salutary feeling of theoretical issues being put to practical work. There is hope in the actions of the daughters of Zelophehad that they will be representative of the nation: this generation will do well.

      There is an unstated supplement to the book. We follow the lead of Olson (see Introduction), who suggests a heading such as:

      [D. The Prospects for the Second Generation Are for Good, but the Warning from the Experience of the First Generation Must Not Be Forgotten]

      Chapter 36 presents the idea of Psalm 78:8: Let this people not be like their fathers and mothers, but let them obey the Lord and enjoy the good land! As stated in the Introduction, God has time and the wilderness has sand. If the second generation were to be like the first, then they, too, would be buried in the copious sands. And Yahweh in great mercy would use his time in his manner to await a generation that would obey him.

      Yet based on the story of the daughters of Zelophehad, the provisional outlook appears to be good indeed! Harrison, 428, has it right: “The promises of God to Abraham (Ge 17:8), so long in the fulfilling, are now on the point of becoming reality as the Israelite warriors stand opposite Jericho, poised and waiting to cross the Jordan under Joshua’s leadership in order to occupy their heritage.”
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