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Numbers is a most unusual book.  Within this largest of the Pentateuch books we find five different biblical literary types: lists, census tallies, law, poetic oracles, and historical narratives.  There are times when reading Numbers that you feel like you are riding a roller coaster, not because of the breakneck action, but because of the constant changing of the type of material with which you are dealing.  That makes Numbers a difficult book to get a firm grip on, but it also makes it a good book to read in preparation for the rest of the Old Testament.
One thing comes clearly through the pages of Numbers.  Being the people of God is not an easy path, and the path of the community is often associated with challenges and rebellion – from the everyday people to the leaders of the community.  When you get done with Numbers, you know that literally no one gets out of this alive!  Even Moses will falter in this time, and because of this we are ready see the preparation for the next generation of leadership and community.  That is one of the remarkable things about this book, and why it is so trustworthy and so important to read.  We see in Numbers the full “glory” of the people in doubt, disillusionment and despair.  The biblical text could easily have been whitewashed over, removing such obvious discrediting to the people of God.  But Numbers is honest about the challenge of being the people of God, for each individuals and for the community as a whole.  

The Title

The name “Numbers” was the name assigned to this book by the Greek and Latin names for the books, which focuses on the first chapters and the numbering of the Levites and the other tribes.  But the Hebrew name for the book captures far better the intent and the character of the book – bemidhbar, or “in the wilderness.”  It is in the wilderness where the testing of the people comes, and in failing the test this is where the story remains.  

The Census

The first four chapters contain a lot of census data and other lists of tribes.  I would love to tell you that this is deeply meaningful. In reality, these pieces of data do have limited value to us in understanding the deeper meaning of the story.  What they do for us though is locate the people in the midst of the story.  In Hebrew society the understanding of the immortality was attatched to the connection of your family and its name throughout history.  In these first four chapter the people of God (ethnically) are able to locate their family trees and ties back to this original group that committed to be God’s people.  
The other powerful image that you have after reading these lists of peoples and their direction for encamping is the centrality of Yahweh God (not Moses) at the center of this people.  Around the Tabernacle, which stood at the center of the encampment, are the people of God.  It is Yahweh God, his presence and the worship of him, that creates the true bonding of these relatively disparate people.  While they share a common ancestor (Abraham), this does really unite them.  We see this when we get to Judges, where the people are both distant from God and from the other tribes.  No, it is God that acts to unite the people to each other and to the calling given back in Genesis 12:1-3.  

Chapter Five – God, Purity and Community

As we talked about in Leviticus, purity matters in reflecting the person of Yahweh to the nations. But it also matters in creating a healthy society.  The first part of this chapter details again the dealing with people with skin diseases.  Once again, the purity element not only has a religious significance, but also the significance of creating a healthy community.  Again, remember that the tribes are packed together, close-knit geographically.  The effect of plague or other serious disease in this setting would be disastrous.  The command of Yahweh is for those suffering such diseases to be outside the camp, thus not only continuing the purity of the people of God literally, but protecting their health.  

The rest of the chapters deals with another type of sickness, one which we are much more closely associated. These are the illnesses that destroy relationships – unreconciled relationships, grudges and jealousy.  Verses 5-10 deal with the issues of damaged property and other wrongs committed against each other.  Such wrongs create what are common to this day in the Middle East, blood feuds.  Picture the Hatfields and McCoys but with much more death and lasting over centuries until the original wrong is long since forgotten.  These passages nip the problem in the bud.  First, the principle of against who the offense has really been directed is settled.  The Israelites are owners of nothing, but stewards of all.  Thus, Numbers tells us, “and so is unfaithful to the LORD.”  The abuse and lack of care of others and their possessions is ultimately a lack of faithfulness in Yahweh and therefore it is Yahweh who deals with the issue.  If (and this is important here) the offender confesses, then the relationship between that individual and God and between that individuals and the other human party is healed.  Recompense is made, and a penalty added (20%) and this meant that the crime was a closed issue.  Blood feuds were strictly disallowed.

But it is the last of this chapter which is the most unusual.  We see here what appears to be an ancient “testing” process whereby a women’s fidelity can be proved and the issue of jealousy dealt with head-on. The woman is given the chance to admit if she has been unfaithful (which, of course, meant death – Yikes!), but if she swore her faithfulness she was given a chance to prove her innocence.  While this ceremony is unusual to us, remember that they had no DNA testing, and so used what they had.  The main point of this ceremony is that it forces the husband to deal with his suspicions regarding his wife, and not use them as a hovering point of strife.  The end result would be to end the strife in the relationship, one way or the other.  The purity of the marriage was important, but so too was the purity of the relationship – one marked by love and not by suspicion, anger or any other element that would dissolve the love that should mark the marital, and likewise the community, structure.
The Nazarite Vow

Chapter Six includes a very interesting interlude.  The Nazarite Vow provides an opportunity for people who are not priests to set themselves apart for God in a very meaningful and outward manner.  The vow includes abstention from all forms of the fruit of the vine and intoxicants, the cutting of hair, and the touching of the dead.  In so doing they were making themselves “qadosh hva Yahweh” – holy to Yahweh (vs 8). These vows seem centered on 1) purifying the body by living only on vegetables and fruits (except grapes and raisins of course), grains, and water 2) an external manifestation in not cutting the hair, and 3) the avoidance of death (the God of the living after all) that is comparable with the Levitical call.  

One thing that must be noted – this is a temporary vow.  While the calling to be “holy as I am holy” is a constant, this is a special period of refocusing, of preparation, which the people could go through.  It is not only the “priests” who have a chance to show their devotion to God, but the entire people of God.  Such vows have been used by Christian groups since the earliest days of the church.  These are not attempt to gain merit, but to purify, refocus, and prepare for the lifelong calling to be God’s people and to engage in his calling of blessing the nations through the goodness of the Kingdom of God.  Perhaps no other passage in Numbers speaks most closely to our situation than the Nazarite Vow, and it challenges us to seek ways of purification (detoxing is our modern term) and refocusing so that we too may seek to reflect God’s character to the peoples that surround us.

Blessings from Yahweh

Perhaps you noticed at a dinner or some other event that someone says, “Will you bless the food.”  It is of course just a figure of speech, but we must remember that we as human beings do not bring the blessing.  It is Yahweh God who blesses, but Yahweh does use human beings as the form and the actualization of the blessing.  Perhaps no other Old Testament passage captures this as well as the blessings for the people that close Chapter 6.  

‘The LORD bless you

and keep you;

the LORD make his face shine upon you

and be gracious to you;

﻿the LORD turn his face toward you

and give you peace.”’

﻿“So they will put my name on the Israelites, and I will bless them.”

The images in these verses are powerful, because they bespeak the importance of relationship to God and to the need for that relationship as the life-sustaining factor of the people, both individually and collectively.  

“bless and keep” – to provide and to sustain the people

“make his face shine upon you” – a figure of speech for the benevolence and favour of God.

“be gracious to you” – the Hebrew word connotes compassion, beneficence, as well as pity.
“turn  his face toward you” – this is the only place this image is used of Yahweh, and is the opposite of the turning of the face away, which is a sign of disgust and disapproval.  The prayer emphasizes that the people would live in such a way that Yahweh would always look on his people.

“give them peace” – here is the great Hebrew word shalom, which is so much more than peace that I wish we would just translate it as “shalom.”  We are talking about wholeness, completeness, the presence of justice, of love, of mercy.  The world as it should be.

“put my name” - he pronunciation of the divine name over Israel was thought of as an effective means of blessing. It indicates that the people belong to Yahweh, and that he will bring them prosperity.

Heading to the Promised Land

For the first time in longtime, the people are prepared to move.  They have been before Sinai for about a year (we see the second Passover celebrated in Chapter 9).  Now, finally, they are called to move to the promised land (the move to Kadesh Barnea).  The trip, if done on a straight line with the focus on “getting there” would take around 11 days.  Instead, the course of events that follows takes around 11 months.  Apparently Yahweh is not concerned about just “getting there.”  
In point of fact, the people are barely on the move before they start to grouse.  They complain about their hardships, and Yahweh sends fire (literally a lightening storm).  The people had probably become too comfortable, being fed and water by Yahweh (they only had to gather) and sitting around Mount Sinai.  This is not the promised land though, and so they must move.

Then the people complain about the food (don’t you love the “we were better off in Egypt comment”).  To this Yahweh gives one of the great responses:

You will not eat it for just one day, or two days, or five, ten or twenty days, ﻿ but 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?”

With this, the stage is set for the last half of the book, which some scholars call the Seven Crises.  These seven crises take us to the end of Numbers and set us up for Yahweh’s faithfulness in the books that follow.

Crisis One – A Leadership Crisis

Chapter 12 begins the crises pattern with the challenge to Moses by Miriam and Aaron. Their chief point of complain is that he has married a non-Israelite.  Of course, they have lost sight of Genesis 12:1-3, that its not about them, its about Yahweh and his desire to brings salvation (blessing) to the nations.  It is not Moses who defends Moses, but Yahweh, and this is done first by a speech (a precursor to what we see in Job, where the righteous do not need to make their own defense, for Yahweh will protect them).  Then Yahweh turns Miriam into a leper.  Why not Aaron? Because Aaron is the chief priest, and his leprosy would have caused the whole nation to suffer.  Indeed, Aaron mediates for Miriam, and Yahweh, in due course, heals her. Crisis one has been dealt with, but if the leaders of the people (who have served God closet and written one of the great psalms of Yahweh’s goodness) are quick to challenge Yahweh’s plan, what does that tell us for the rest of the people.
Crisis Two – A Faith Crisis 

Chapter 13 brings the people to the edge of the Promised Land.  The spies go in and see that it is as Yahweh has promised.  But…they also see how great the challenge.  Only Joshua and Caleb understood that it was not their power that would bring off God’s calling, but Yahweh’s.  The people however doubt God’s power that would make his promise come true.  

This is the quintessential faith-challenge.  Do we believe that God is able?  This is not the same thing as saying “Do we believe in God?”  Of course we do, and so did they.  After all, God was present physically amongst them. But it is a bigger and more daunting question to ask, “Do we believe God to do and be who he says he is and to protect and make us who he says he will?”  This is the true challenge of what we call in fancy terms sanctification.  Are we going to live from the truth of Yahweh or from the truth of what we see around us?  The answer, as we know from history and from the next forty years is, no.  
But even in the midst of this, Moses (again tempted to follow the human response and allow God to wipe out the people) points to Yahweh’s character – “long suffering” and “steadfast in love” (the great Hebrew word, chesed – which is God’s covenant love).  But sin has consequences, and living by a lack of faith in God provides no foundation for life.  This crises is dealt with by creating a whole new generation who will live in faith, not in doubt.

It is in light of this lack of faith that the somewhat strange command at the end of Chapter 15 comes.  The people are to put on tassels to remind them of Yahweh’s command and his faithfulness to the people.  Do the physical reminders create the faithfulness?  No, but they act as reminders of the overriding reality of life – Yahweh’s and his commitment to redemption. In the same way we can find and use physical reminders as well as “spiritual reminders” (scripture memory) to lock in to our very being the truth of God’s character and power.

Crisis Three – Another Leadership Crisis 
In light of the failure of the people’s faith and their first disaster in battle, a new leader is chosen by the people.  In Chapter 16 some of the people pick Dathan and Korah, who have not been selected by God and who evidently will tell the people what they like.  Moses and Aaron intercede again for the people, but even then Korah and company refuse to fall in line.  The result again is horrifying.  The ground literally swallows up the rebels.  The crisis is averted, but it flows out of the previous crisis of faith and perhaps sets the stage for the following crisis.
Crisis Four – A Personal Crisis 
Moses has followed Yahweh’s calling throughout the time from the challenge to Pharaoh till now.  In Chapter 20 the challenge for Moses arises.  First, we see in verse 1 his sister dies.  Does Moses begin to doubt Yahweh’ faithfulness?  Does his sister’s death set the stage for his doubting the exact provision of God?  Or is it the return of the people’s grousing that brings his to a place of disillusionment?  Again the people repeat their common refrain:

Why 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!” 

“Yes yes, Egypt was wonderful. Your to blame Moses!”  You get the picture.  And in this setting, Moses asserts his right to be the leader and to take the people to the Promised Land.  He is commanded to speak to the rock once.  He acts by striking the rock twice!  The image that the writer is trying to convey is that Moses is asserting his right to leadership and his provision to the people.  In Chapter 12 we saw that Moses remained silent when Miriam and Aaron challenged his leadership and God spoke on his behalf.  Here, Moses is asserting his own right. He no longer seeks Yahweh as the definer of his role and person.  It is this sin, not the striking of the rock, that costs him his chance to go into the Promised Land.  He has, in his own way, demonstrated the same lack of faith that was present in the spies and the people at Kadesh Barnea. 

Crisis Five – A Program Crisis 
Chapter 20 shows that Edom (who are the sons of Esau and thus covered under the Abrahamic blessing and are not to be totally destroyed) refuse to allow Israel to pass through their land.  The result is a detour into the dessert.  The program of Israel’s entry into the Promised Land seems thwarted.  Why didn’t God simply force Edom to allow them to enter?  Because God honours the free choices of people…but they cannot thwart his purposes.  If Edom will not participate in the entry into the land, they have staked their hearts against God’s purposes.  Throughout the rest of the Old Testament Edom lives with their hearts “hardened towards God.”  They have chosen “dung” over “blessing” (think of the dwarves at the end of the Last Battle who refuse to enter into Aslan’s feast and prefer their dung hill that they own).  
In the dessert the people lose Aaron (who dies for his participation in Moses’ sin at Meribah).  The people seek God’s help in destroying Arad, and God faithfully answers.  But again the grousing returns.  

But the people grew impatient on the way;  ﻿ they 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!” 
What happens?  Snakes come upon the people.  Here we see one of the great archetypes of both God’s salvation and the obedience that we need to participate in this.  First, the people turn to God and repent of their sin.  Then God uses the very image of their suffering to bring about salvation (healing) in the people.  The bronze snake is lifted high and all who look upon it are healed.  

The image leads naturally to our own image of worshipping Christ.  It is interesting that this man who led the people of God to reject him and insist on his being crucified is also the one to whom the people can look to and find salvation as the resurrected Son of God and Son of Man.

Also telling though is that this same bronze snake became an idol to the people in the days of Hezekiah and had to be destroyed (2 Kings 18:4).  What saved the people was God’s provision and their obedience to his instructions.  People, ever seeking a shortcut to the “good life” used the snake outside of its context to become a source of the good life.  In the end it became a distraction and had to be destroyed.

Crisis Six – A Military Crisis 

Beginning in Chapter 21 we see the battles that face Israel come to the fore.  It is in this setting that we see Balaam come on to the scene (Chapter 22) at the bequest of Balak of Moab.  This brings us to the great story of Balaam and his donkey, where God reminds Balaam that any power he has to tell of prophecy (which is not so much about the future as about the way things really are) comes from Yahweh, and thus he is detailed to only say what Yahweh desires him to say.  
This brings us to the Oracles of Balaam, beginning in Chapter 23.  You see that Balak is not happy with this:

“What have you done to me? I brought you to curse my enemies, but you have done nothing but bless them!” 
But this continues through Chapters 24.  Now, you might be thinking, how does the wipeing out of nations fall into God’s desire and promise to bring blessings to the nations?  This is one of the hard parts of the whole Pentateuch.  For Israel to be a blessing, they must a) enter the land b) live pure and c) be a blessing to the nations.  Entering the land brings them into opposition with what Balaam refers to as “hostile nations.”  These nations, like Edom before them, refuse to participate with God’s plans.  They have set themselves against Yahweh, and destruction is the result.  Living pure will be difficult (as we shall see in the next crisis) when you have nations who lure you into idolatry.  Idolatry and those nations that act as a lure to Israel must be destroyed.  Finally, those nations that will constantly harass Israel and thus curse and not bless Israel fall into the “cursings” that we saw in Genesis 12:1-3 and Numbers 24:9.  

This does not make the destruction of these nations any nicer or easier…but it does make them understandable.   Oh, and lets we give Balaam a pass on being a prophet for hire, it is he that we find in Number 31:16 that suggests to the nations that they use sex to lure the Israelite’s into idolatry (see Crisis Seven below). For this, he will fall by the sword as well in Numbers 31:8.
Crisis Seven – A Religious Crisis

True to form, the foreign nations tempt Israel, and she falls right into the pattern.  The foreign women bring the men into the worship of Baal of Peor in Chapter 25 while the nation is camped at Shittim.  The result is mass idolatry and mass disaster.  The response of the people, in their calling to be pure and reflect Yahweh to the nations is that those who have engaged in the practice must be destroyed.  In the midst of this we see the story of Phinehas, the son of Aaron, taking a spear and running through an idolatrous couple.  This ends the plague.
What is interesting is that this is referred to by the text as an act of zeal.  This zeal is referred to as bringing atonement.  It is the willingness (obedience) of Phinehas that becomes an atoning action (sacrifice) for the people and thus brings an end to the plague.  As was stated in Leviticus, it is obedience, not sacrifice, that Yahweh desires.  It is such obedience that secures to Phinehas and his family the role of priest. 

Closing Items

A few last items as we close the book of Numbers.  First, we see, for the first time in the Ancient Near Eastern culture, the inheritance rights of women asserted.  Those who assert that the Bible affirms patriarchy are not reading the text.  Second, we see the selecting of Moses successor as the people’s leader in Joshua.  Note, as opposed to what we saw in Korah, it is Yahweh who calls leaders…not the people.  Third, we see that Midian receives full recompense for leading Israel into idolatry.  The nation is utterly sacked, and all but the virginal women are killed.  Why the virgins?  Because the worship of Baal was a sex-oriented practice, and those who had never slept with a man had not yet “worshipped” Baal.  They were to be merged into Israelite society.

Fourth and finally, Chapter 35 details out the plans for cities of refuge.  Those who are accused of murder, but have not yet had a trial, may not be killed.  Think of what was said earlier about dealing with anger and vengeance.  The individual who is accused of a crime must go through a trial before they can be killed, and thus the community executes justice, not the individual’s family.   Again, the blood feud way of handling things is headed off, and the community is held together.  
By the time we get to the end of Numbers we are at the precipice, waiting to enter the Promised Land and to live out the life of being the people of God.  Next week will show what is entailed in that, and will complete our tour of the Pentateuch still short of the fulfillment of the “land” portion of the Genesis 12:1-3 promise.

A Brief Outline of Numbers
A. Preparation for March (Nm 1:1–10:10).

1. The mustering of the tribes and the care of the Tabernacle (1–4)

2. The enforced purity of the camp (5–6); 

a. Purity in relationship

b. The Nazarite Vow

3. The offerings for proper worship (7–8)

4. The second observance of the Passover (9)

5. The signals for service (10:1–10).

1. B. The March (Nm 10:11–22:1)

2. The journey to the borders of Canaan (10:11–14) 

b. The burning in the camp at Taberah (11:1-3)

c. The sending of quail (11:4-35)

d. The sedition of Miriam and Aaron(12)

e. The expedition of the spies with their report (13-14)
3. Trouble with failure (15-22:1)

b. Offerings (15)

c. Te rebellion of Korah and Dathan (16)

d. Life in the Camp (17-19)

e. Moses striking the rock (20:1-13)

f. Edom denies passage (20:14-21)

g. Aaron dies (20:22-29)

h. The plague of serpents (21:1-20)

i. The defeat of Sihon, king of the Amorites and Og, king of Bashan (21:21-22:1)

C) Conclusion of the March (22:2-36:13)

1. The Efforts of Baalam (22:2-25)

a. Balaam and his donkey (22)

b. Balaam’s Oracles (23-25)

2. Second numbers of the People (26)

3. Planning for life after Moses (27-30)

4. Triumph over Midian (31-33)

a. Destruction of Midian (31)

b. TransJordan tribes (32-33)

b. Settling Canaan (34-35)

a. Boundaries (34)

b. Levite towns (35:1-5)

c. Cities of Refuge (35:6-34)
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