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 WEEK 17, DAY 1                 JAMES 3, 4 and 5 

 

Today you finished reading the first book of the New Testament to be written, the epistle of James to the 

Jewish Christians “scattered among the nations.” As previously stated, our best estimate is that this book 

was written sometime between 45 and 50 AD. It reflects the period of time described for us by Acts 8–12, 

when the church was still dominated by Jewish Christians. It does not seem that James is intentionally trying 

to ignore the needs of Gentile Christians; it is as though they are not there at all and that, of course, was 

pretty much the case in this time period. 

 

The “Jewish” character of the letter is underscored in many subtle ways. I have already mentioned the 

particularly “Pharisaical” quality of the sins that James seems most concerned about. In addition to that, 

even the words that James chooses reflect the environment of the Jewish church, but I did not mention that 

the Greek word which James used back in chapter 2, when he said, “Suppose a man comes into your 

meeting,” was synagogue.  In chapter 5, he said, “The cries of the harvesters have reached the Lord 

Almighty”—Kyrios Sabaoth. That is an Old Testament name for God. 

 

The one theme that runs right through these five short chapters is that real Christianity evidences itself in the 

way that we live. It shows itself practically in our lives. It makes us those who do the Word, not just hear it! 

 In chapter 1, he talked about how real faith responds in the face of temptation. In chapter 2, he talks about 

how real faith does not pander to the wealthy. Real faith produces good works: “Religion that God our 

Father accepts as pure is this,” he said, “to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep 

oneself from being pollutes by the world.” 

 

Chapters 3–5 carry on with this theme of the practical results of true faith. In chapter 3, real Christianity 

shows itself in our control of our tongues, and in a lifestyle that evidences wisdom. In chapter 4, it is seen in 

a peaceable lifestyle that avoids the snare of a worldly and materialistic mindset. Finally, in chapter 5, the 

fair treatment of others, patience in the midst of suffering, and an attitude of fervent, faith-filled prayer are 

“the proof of the pudding.” 

 

James’ remarks about the devastating power of our tongues demand our most careful attention. A bit is not a 

very big thing, but it can control the most powerful of horses. By comparison, the rudder of a ship is even 

smaller, but it can steer a vessel the size of an enormous skyscraper. So our tongues have enormous power 

both for good and for evil. The terrible thing is that even in the church of Jesus Christ, untamed tongues are 

continually doing untold damage. James’ remarks here call to mind a great many passages in the Old 

Testament book of Proverbs. Proverbs 10:19 contains, for example, this gem of wisdom: “When words are 

many, sin is not absent, but he who holds his tongue is wise.” Proverbs 12:18 says: “Reckless words pierce 

like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings healing.” 

 

Of all the sins of which Christians are guilty, I am quite sure that the thoughtless use of our tongues is the 

most significant. In my life, I have committed many sins and I am very thankful for verses like 1 John 1:9 

that says, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to purify us from all 

unrighteousness.” But though I have been forgiven for all of the sins I have committed, there remains a 

simple fact—words spoken in haste can be repented of, but they cannot be called back. Once uttered, they 

remain, and the damage they cause can be very profound. 

 

We have it in our power today to bless or to curse, to build or to tear down, to encourage or to demoralize 

the people with whom we have contact. So today, and everyday, before you speak, think! Then use the 
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enormous power of your words to edify and build the body of Christ. In this epistle, which so emphasizes 

putting our faith into action, there is an understanding that in a very important way, our words are actions! 

 

It is particularly unnerving to me that the sobering words about how we use our tongues come in the context 

of a warning that not many of us should presume to be teachers, because teachers will be judged more 

strictly than others. In many different places, the New Testament both encourages us to desire leadership 

positions in the church and warns us that we should be very careful about our motives for doing so. It is 

perilously easy to be “wise” with a wisdom that does not come from heaven and to wreck havoc among the 

people of God.  Being a leader for the wrong reasons may cater to the selfish ambitions that we have and the 

desire to be important, but the result will be disorder and “every evil practice” (3:16). As we are moved into 

leadership and teaching positions in the church, it is very important to do frequent “attitude checks.”” 

Teachers who teach for the wrong reasons raise a harvest of bitter fruit, but peacemakers who sow in peace 

raise a harvest of righteousness” (3:18). 

 

There is a passage in James 4 that is remarkably similar to a portion of 1 Peter 5. Both James and Peter 

quote a verse from the Proverbs 3 to remind us, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble” 

(James 3:6; 1 Peter 5:5; Proverbs 3:34). James continues by saying, “Humble yourselves before the Lord, 

and he will lift you up” (3:10). Peter’s words after quoting the very same Proverbs passage are, “Humble 

yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.” It seems that this bit of 

teaching was repeated over and over again in the early church, so often, in fact, that it became a rather 

standardized piece. If you listened to James preach, he would talk about humility in words that recalled the 

teaching of Jesus in the Parable of the Feast. If you listened to Peter preach, you would soon get the same 

message, in almost the same words. And if you turned your attention to the writings of Paul, you would get 

the same thing again. Submission and humility—these were two of the most important words in the early 

church. 

 

All too often, those words do not get the same kind of attention in the 21st century church. I am reminded of 

a very old story. A great saint of the Lord was asked, “What is the chief grace of Christianity?” Without a 

moment’s hesitation he replied, “Humility.” Well then, the questioner continued, “What is the second most 

important quality?” “Humility” was the answer again. And the third? Once again he said, “Humility.” That 

is not the way we think, but it is what the New Testament teaches. I sometimes wonder what would happen 

if we in the church of the 21st century would really begin to “be devoted to one another in brotherly love” 

(Romans 12:10), and submit to one another. In Paul’s epistle to the Ephesians, he calls on us to “keep on 

being filled with the Spirit” (5:18), and then in the next several paragraphs, he describes the spirit-filled life 

as one of humility and submission in all of our relationships. That is the most important characteristic of the 

Spirit-filled life. 

 

We have already noted that this letter was written very early in the history of the first century church. The 

times were very difficult—persecution was becoming rampant, suffering was certain. The motive James 

gives for patience is very important. It is the coming of the Lord. Don’t grumble against each other because 

the judge is standing at the door. From the very beginning of the church, the eyes of the Christians were 

focused very clearly upon the second coming of the Lord. But we need to notice something: every single 

time that James, Peter, Paul or John mention the second coming of Christ, it is, without exception, in 

conjunction with some bit of ethical instruction. It is always, “live this way because Christ is coming back.” 

“Be pure, because Jesus is returning; be loving because Christ is coming; be faithful, be holy, be righteous, 

because Christ is coming.” Once again, we in the 21st century church have somehow obscured the focus. 

For too many today, the mention of Christ’s return is a call to eschatological speculation about when he will 
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come, and which events follow which, and who will be where. The New Testament handling of this theme 

is different from that, and unvaryingly focused. Because Christ is coming we need to be careful about how 

we live. The return of Christ is the most powerful reason ever given in Scripture for holy living. 

 

Just as we have seen that prayer was the fulcrum upon which the very life of the New Testament church was 

balanced, so it is that James teaches us in chapter 5 (and all through this letter) about the importance of 

prayer. Back in chapter 1 it was, “If you lack wisdom—pray.” In chapter 5, it was “Are you in trouble?  

Pray.”  “Are you happy—pray prayers of praise.” “Are you sick? Call for the elders and have them pray.” 

 

This injunction to call for the elders to pray and anoint with oil demands our attention as well. There are 

several things for us to notice. First, it is apparent here that sometimes sickness is related to sin in the life of 

the Christian. While it is by no means the only reason for illness, if we are sick because of sin, and we 

confess our sins, and have the elders pray for us, we will be healed. I wonder how many Christians suffer 

unnecessarily over extended periods of time simply because they have never obeyed this command. 

 

Second, we must see that there is a connection between our faith and the effectiveness of our prayers. We 

must not reason from that fact that every unanswered prayer is solely due to a lack of faith on our part. The 

rest of the New Testament will help to keep us from that tragic error, but there is no way to miss the 

connection between faith and answered prayer. Without faith, there will be no answers. James started his 

letter by telling us that. And he ends it in just the same way.   

 

Third, James tells us that there is an equally strong connection between righteousness and answered prayer.  

The prayer of a righteous man, like Elijah, is powerful and effective. Could it be that we are not seeing God 

answer our prayers because there are too many of those “little” sins, about which James has been talking, in 

our lives: pride, prejudice, unrighteous talk, lack of faith? For all these reasons, we, unlike Elijah, might fail 

to see God’s answers to our heartfelt cries.   

 

The book of James is truly a book for this New Testament church. 

 

WEEK 17, DAY 2                   PROVERBS 10 AND 12 

 

Today you read Proverbs 10 and 12. Our reading of the epistle of James has drawn us to Proverbs for two 

basic reasons. First, because I wanted to demonstrate to you how much like the book of Proverbs James 

really is in terms of its style. Because it is probably the first of all the New Testament books to be written, 

and because it is written into the context of a church that is almost completely Jewish, and only a half step 

removed from the synagogue, James was in some ways more like an Old Testament book than a New 

Testament one. Apart from the obvious fact that worship and obedience to Jesus Christ, the Messiah, is 

explicitly mentioned in James 1:1 and again in James 2:1, and the fact that there are clear echoes of Jesus’ 

teaching in the Sermon on the Mount running all through this letter, it would be very easy to mistake the 

book of James for a book of Old Testament wisdom literature. 

 

The second reason that I had you read these two chapters of Proverbs is to call your attention to the common 

themes that are found in Proverbs 10 and 12 and the little book of James. 

 

The most obvious, though by no means the only point of contact, is, of course, the emphasis that both 

Solomon, who wrote these Proverbs, and James place upon the tongue and its significance. If you have your 

Bible open (and you’re not driving a car right now), it would be interesting to stop and count the number of 
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references to “the tongue” or to “words” that you find in Proverbs 10 and 12. I don’t know how many you 

found if you took the time to do that little exercise, but I found 27 separate references to “the tongue, words, 

lips and speech” in those two chapters alone. Almost all of those references related to the effects, positive or 

negative, that come as a result of our use of our tongues. Solomon mentions at least 10 positive things that 

result from or are characteristic of the proper use of words and language, and about as many negative 

results.   

They are so critically important that I want to quickly summarize them for you.  Here are some positive 

possibilities for your tongue. 

 

1. In 10:11 Solomon says, “The mouth of the righteous is a fountain of life.” What he means surely is that 

God uses the words of righteous men and women as instruments through which his life flows to other 

people.  

My tongue as a channel through which life flows to others—what a great possibility! 

 

2. 10:13 says, “Wisdom is found on the lips of the discerning” and in 10:31, “The mouth of the righteous  

brings forth wisdom.” Solomon the Wise was a great example of one whose tongue was used by God to 

bring wisdom to those in need of direction and guidance. 

 

3. 10:20 says, “The tongue of the righteous is choice silver.” Our words and the way we use them are a way 

of establishing our value in and importance to the body of Christ. Think about it—how valuable to the 

church 

are the people who always have an encouraging word, who know God’s Word so well that they can tell us 

how it “fits” with the experiences we are having, who always have a blessing to give, or a prayer to offer?  

They truly are choice silver to us! 

 

4. 10:21 says, “The lips of the righteous nourish many.” God can use our words to feed, nourish and 

strengthen his children. We all have some people for whom before God we are responsible. We need to be 

speaking words that nourish them. The New Testament injunction is to “encourage one another and build 

each other up” (1 Thessalonians 5:11). Jesus said to Peter, “Feed my sheep” (John 21:17). Who are the ones 

for whom you bear responsibility before God? Is it your spouse, your children, a neighbor, a new Christian 

who looks to you for a model of how to live the Christian life? I do not know who it is, but you do!  Do your 

words nourish the ones who are looking to you?   

 

5. 10:32 says, “The lips of the righteous know what is fitting.” Have you ever said the right word at the 

wrong 

time? I have! But the right word at the right time—oh, what a difference that will make! It can make the 

difference between a momentary hurt and lifetime of bitterness; between a crushed spirit and a temporary 

setback; between utter confusion and peaceful trust; between fear and faith; between quiet contempt and 

genuine love. A fitting word is a rare treasure.  Proverbs 10 suggests that we as God’s people ought to be 

known for our ability to say just the right thing at just the right time. 

 

6. Chapter 12:6 says, “The speech of the upright rescues them.” Solomon is trying to help us see that, unlike 

the wicked who are often ensnared by their own lies, the integrity of the righteous is reflected by their 

words, which often have the effect of rescuing them from difficult situations. Shadrach, Meshach and 

Abednego refused to bow down to the great graven image in the plain of Shinar. They stood true to their 

words and convictions and God honored them. They were rescued by their words. (You can read that story 

in Daniels 3.) 
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7. 12:14 says, “From the fruit of his lips a man is filled with good things.” Most of our references so far 

have 

had to do with using our tongues and our words to bless others, but what the Bible is saying here is that as 

we 

reach out to bless others, our words will rebound and bring blessing back to us. As we instruct and bless our 

children with the Word of God and they prosper, it produces a harvest that brings great satisfaction and 

fulfillment to us as well. Just as much as we can be blessed by the fruit of our labor, so we can receive 

blessing, both spiritual and temporal, from the fruit of our lips, because, after all, our words are a very real 

and very important part of our work.   

 

8. 12:18 says, “The tongue of the wise brings healing.” Just as the most awful wounds we as human beings 

can experience are often inflicted by words, so words have an extraordinary ability to heal.  These words for 

example, “I forgive you” or “would you forgive me?” are full of divine power to right wrongs and heal deep 

wounds. Words that guide a person toward repentance or toward dependence upon God are healing words.   

 

9. 12:19 says, “Truthful lips endure forever.” I remember reading a little statement by Alexander 

Solzhenitsyn many years ago. It came from The Gulag Archipelago, a work that told the truth about life in 

Soviet Russia during the time of the reign of terror established by Stalin. “One word of truth” he said, "is 

more powerful than all the armies of Soviet Russia.”
i
 One word of truth is so powerful that it will endure 

and 

will never be conquered. 

 

10. 12:25 says, “A kind word cheers a man up.” You can use your words as “weapons of encouragement.” 

There are so many discouraged people all around us all the time—parents who are brokenhearted over the 

bad choices their children have made, and racked with guilt because they aren’t sure whether or not they are 

the cause of their children’s waywardness; children who have been victimized by neglectful and abusive 

relatives; individuals with broken bodies whose spirits are on the verge of breaking. Jesus wants us to be his 

instruments of encouragement. Use your tongue to encourage them. 

 

Well, these are the positive effects. Solomon also specifically notes a number of negative effects our 

tongues and words can engender.   

 

1. First he says, “Violence overwhelms the mouth of the wicked.” In fact, he says that twice, once in 10:6 

and then again in 10:11. The New English Bible has a very graphic rendering of this expression. It says, 

“The wicked are choked by their own violence.” I have seen more than one person choked by his or her own 

violent words.   

 

2. In much the same vein, Solomon says again two times (in 10:8 and 10) that “a chattering fool comes to 

ruin.” Empty words, foolish words, angry words, sinful words—they can easily bring us to ruin. Many a 

person has been completely undone, ending in total failure simply because of the words they have spoken. 

We must know and we must learn that words are enormously powerful things. Use them carefully.  

 

3.  And we must use them sparingly for Solomon also says, “When words are many, sin is not absent”  

(10:19). 

 

4) 10:18 also tells us, “He who conceals his hatred has lying lips” and 12:22 says simply, “The Lord detests 
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lying lips.” I'll never forget those two verses because I have a sister-in-law who, in order to teach her 

children the dangers of telling lies, composed a song about “lying lips.” For weeks all I seemed to hear from 

her children and mine was, “Lying lips, lying lips, are an abomination to the Lord.” God hates them and 

they mask hatred. 

 

5) Solomon says, “Whoever spreads slander is a fool” (10:18). How many Christians and churches have 

been laid to ruin by slander, gossip and backbiting, the sins of the tongue? Can we make a covenant right 

now to never pass along unsubstantiated rumors and to refuse to listen to gossip? I know that’s hard and I 

know how many times I have failed in this, but when someone comes to you with that juicy tidbit of 

information, here are some pretty useful questions: “Do you know for certain this is true?” “Have you 

lovingly confronted the individual involved with this information about them?” “Why are you telling me 

about this matter?” “Is it so that you and I can go together to the person involved and help them?” Gossip, 

backbiting, and slander are not little sins. In Romans 1, Paul mentions gossip in a list of sins including 

murder! 

 

6) 12:13 says, “An evil man is trapped by his sinful talk.” One lie always begets another one! How does that 

old proverb go? “Oh, what a tangled web we weave when first we practice to deceive.” Well, that is an 

English proverb, not a biblical one, but it certainly reflects the intent of what Solomon is saying.   

 

7) We hurt others with our words. “Reckless words pierce like arrows.” You’ve felt those arrows, haven’t 

you? We need to be very sure that we aren’t launching them. 

 

A further study of Proverbs 10 and 12 will show that just like the little book of James, it evidences a strong 

concern with practical godliness, how real faith in God works itself out in the realm of every day living. 

 

WEEK 17, DAY 3                 NUMBER 1 and 

2 

 

Today you read the first two chapters of the book of Numbers. We’ve been jumping around a bit this week 

so let me explain what is happening with your reading plan. 

 

Last week we finished the first two sections of the book of Acts, which takes us from the ascension of Christ 

onward to the second phase of the expansion of the church through Judea and Samaria. Then we read the 

book of James, that was written during this period of the church’s growth, and reflects the atmosphere and 

challenges being faced by the church about 13 years after the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ. From 

there we moved to two chapters of the Book of Proverbs in order to show the Old Testament character of 

the Epistle of James, and to further explore the theme of “controlling our tongues,” which is so prominent in 

James’ short letter and so desperately important to the church of Jesus Christ. We are reading the books of 

Psalms and Proverbs in short sections, connecting specific sections of these wisdom books with other 

biblical passages to which they relate or which they amplify.   

 

Today we are moving back to the Old Testament book of Numbers so that we can continue our tour through 

the historical sections of both Old and New Testaments in a more or less balanced way. We’ll be back to 

finish the book of Acts and the literature spawned by its recorded events in due course. 

 

The English name for the book of Numbers comes from the Greek translation of the Old Testament, the 

Septuagint, and refers to the two census counts taken by Moses during Israel’s march through the 
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wilderness. The Hebrew title of the book literally means “in the desert.” That is certainly a more descriptive 

title. It covers a period of almost 39 years.  As we read it, we will find that it has three basic sections, though 

there is some difference of opinion about how these three divisions fall out. Irving Jensen, an Old Testament 

scholar, chooses to find those divisions along geographic lines. Section 1, from 1:1–10:10, finds Israel at 

Mt. Sinai preparing for their journey to the Promised Land. Section II, from 10:10 through the end of 

chapter 21, has the nation in route to Moab. While the first section covers only a few weeks time, the 

journey to Moab takes nearly 39 years because of the unbelief of the people. During this period nearly the 

whole generation who came out from Egypt died. Then, in Section III, we find Israel standing at the gate of 

the Promised Land, waiting to go in.
ii
  

 

The first thing that we need to notice together about chapters 1 and 2 is the simple assertion in the very first 

verse of Numbers that “the Lord spoke to Moses and then Moses spoke to the people.” That is what a 

prophet was all about. God spoke to the prophet, and the prophet carried those words to the people. More 

than 150 times between Numbers 1:1 and the closing verse of chapter 36, we will be told that the Lord 

spoke to Moses. So prominent is this phrase, that there is another Hebrew title for this book, which could be 

translated simply, “And He Spoke.”   

 

Two thoughts emerge from this observation. The first is that being a prophet just meant hearing from God 

and telling the people what you heard. We still want to associate that word prophet with telling the future 

and sometimes that is what a prophet did, but mostly it just meant telling people what God was saying. The 

second thing, and perhaps the more important thing, is that Moses’ authority with the people of Israel was 

directly linked to their understanding that what he told them came directly to him from God. As a pastor, 

that is a tremendous challenge to me. No one is going to listen very carefully to me if what I am giving them 

is simply my opinion, my idea, and my prejudice—and no one should! People are only going to listen—I am 

only going to have authority—to the degree that they believe that I am speaking for God. The Word of the 

Lord came directly to Moses through those marvelous encounters in the Tent of Meeting. He speaks to you 

and me, more usually, in our interaction with him through his Word. If Moses wasn’t hearing from God, 

then there was nothing to say to the people and no reason to expect that they would have any inclination at 

all to listen. It is just the same today. If I am not hearing God in his Word, then I have nothing to say and no 

reason to believe that anyone will be interested in listening. 

 

Now then, we will turn our attention for a little while to the exciting material that you read this morning.  

Oh, it wasn't exciting? Well, at least I’m not going to tell you today that you read one of the greatest 

chapters in the Bible. But it is helpful for us in understanding what was happening in Israel in the period 

during which this nation was being molded and shaped. 

 

The census was conducted and the number of men 20 years of age and older were counted. There were 

603,550 men of fighting age. (By the way, of those, 603,548, that is, all but two, would perish in the 

wilderness because of unbelief.) That number has created a certain amount of controversy because many 

scholars simply do not believe that the desert, even with the supernatural intervention of God, could support 

that kind of population. One Bible teacher (Harold Wilmington) expresses the problem this way: “If taken 

literally, (this census figure) would strongly suggest a total Israelite population of more than two million. 

The problem, therefore, arises concerning the care and feeding of this multitude for nearly 40 years, much of 

it spent in a desolate and arid desert. For example, it has been estimated that it would require nearly 50 

railway boxcars of manna per day just to feed all the people. That would not take into account the physical 

needs of the thousands of animals that accompanied them. The water needs would likewise be immense: 

some 12 million gallons per day. In fact, the ground area needed to accommodate this multitude when they 
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camped at night would exceed 100 square miles.” 

 

“Some have attempted to solve these problems by a watering down of the text. For example, it is suggested 

that the Hebrew word elep, translated by both the KJV and NIV as “thousands,” could as easily be rendered 

by the word “family” or “clan.” Thus we would have 603 “families,” with each family contributing perhaps 

an average of five fighting men each, for a total of 3,015 soldiers. Assuming each man was married with two 

children, we then would arrive at the figure of some 15,000 for the grand total of the Israelite camp. 

 

“But this approach raises far more problems than it solves ... ”
iii
 It is true that the word elep can be translated 

as “family” as well as “thousand.” But the passage we read today also talks about “hundreds” and clearly 

means numerical hundreds. To read elep as meaning families would suggest that each family could 

contribute four or five men but that there were hundreds in the smaller units that fought under them. That 

doesn’t make sense. There is no way to deny that the plain reading of Exodus and Numbers creates an 

enormous problem in terms of the sheer number of people involved. The only way that these figures could 

possibly be true would be if God supernaturally and miraculously prospered and sustained this nation. -And 

that is exactly what the Scripture says that he did. 

 

I want to note in passing that the twelve numbered tribes were Reuben, Simeon, Gad, Judah, Issachar, 

Zebulun, Ephraim, Manasseh, Benjamin, Dan, Asher and Naphtali. Twelve tribes, with Ephraim and 

Manasseh, the two sons of Joseph, listed as separate tribes. This is done to maintain the twelve-fold division 

of Israel even though the tribe of Levi is not numbered here. Right now this is just a matter of interest; it will 

become more significant to us when we study the book of Revelation. 

 

During their journeys the Israelites always camped so that the Tabernacle of God was in the middle of the 

camp. Everything focused upon it. Judah led the three tribes camped on the East; Dan led the tribes on the 

north; Ephraim led the tribes on the West; and Reuben led the tribes on the South. It will not take much 

thinking to recognize the symbolic importance of the camping arrangements. God’s house in the center of 

the camp speaks of God in the center of the life of Israel as a nation and as individuals, and what was true 

for them must also be true for us. God needs to be in the center! 

 

There is an old rabbinical tradition that talks to us about the emblems, or standards, mentioned in chapter 2, 

that each tribe camped and traveled under. It tells us that the standard for Judah, the leader of the east, was 

green, because “it was upon an emerald that the name of Judah was engraved upon the breastplate of the 

high priest” and that its emblem was that of a lion because of the prophecy in Genesis 49:9. Reuben, the 

leader of the Southern flank, flew a red standard to commemorate their name written on a sardus stone. 

Their emblem was that of a human head. The chief tribe of the Western side was Ephraim. It displayed a 

golden flag for it was upon a golden stone that their name was engraved. Ephraim’s emblem was a calf, it is 

said, because Joseph (their founder) was elevated to power in Egypt through a calf vision. Finally, the color 

of Dan was red and white, for their stone was the jasper. An eagle was the emblem of this tribe. We are not 

sure, of course, just how much of all this is based on fact. If it is true, however, it blends in beautifully with 

the visions of both Ezekiel and John the Revelator in Ezekiel 1 and Revelation 4.
iv
 

 

WEEK 17, DAY 4             NUMBERS 3 and 4; LEVITICUS 10:1–11 

 

Today you read Numbers 3 and 4 and Leviticus 10:1–11. This first section of the book of Numbers takes 

place as Israel is preparing to leave Mt. Sinai on its trek toward the Promised Land. There is a very simple, 

but very important principle operating here: before you can move toward the goal, whatever that goal might 
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be, you have to get organized for the trip. That is what is going on here. God is organizing Israel for the trip. 

 At the risk of belaboring the obvious, whenever God gives us new goals, we need to recognize that a certain 

amount of reorganization is going to accompany those goals. 

 

Numbers 3 and 4 are given over to a description of the work that God has planned for the Levites on the trip. 

“Chapters 3 and 4 contain two censuses of the Levites. Chapter 3 counts all male Levites more than one 

month old, whereas chapter 4 numbers all male Levites between 30 and 50 years of age. So both these 

censuses are working on a different basis from the censuses of the secular tribes recorded in chapters 1 and 

26, which list the number of men over 20 years of age. The reason for these different age groupings is quite 

clear. The secular tribes were being organized into fighting units, but the Levites had a different function.  

Their primary task was the service of God: All the men in the tribe of Levi took the place of all the firstborn 

men in Israel.  The purpose of the census in Numbers 3 was to check that the number of Levites tallied with 

the number of firstborn children among the other tribes. It was found that in fact the number of male Levites 

fell short of the number of firstborn Israelites. So the extra Israelites had to be redeemed in a different way: 

by paying money.” 
v
 

 

“The census in Chapter 4 served a quite different purpose: to distribute the work of dismantling, 

transporting and erecting the tabernacle among the Levitical clans. This work was dangerous, because it 

involved handling sacred equipment, and it was heavy.”
vi
 Perhaps it was because of the seriousness and the 

severity of the work that it was restricted to the sober and solid men between the ages of 30 and 50. It may 

also have been given to this group only because the years between 30 and 50 are clearly the most productive 

years of a man’s life. In any case, this principle carried over into later Judaism. You could not be a Rabbi 

unless you had attained the age of 30 years. That is one of the reasons why Jesus did not begin his public 

ministry until he was 30 years old. 

 

There are four ideas implicit in what I have just said that need to be explored a bit more fully. The first is 

that all the Israelites had specific jobs to do. One older commentator says that there were three groups of 

people in Israel, warriors, workers and worshippers. All the men 20 years of age and older in the 12 tribes 

listed in chapter 1 were warriors. The Levites from the clans of Gershon, Kohath and Merari were the 

workers. And Aaron and his sons, the priests, were the worshippers. Having already read the book of 

Exodus with its incredibly detailed instructions with regard to the construction of the Tabernacle, it 

probably was no very great surprise to you to note here the extremely specific assignment of tasks to these 

three groups of Levites.  The Merarites got the heavy work, carrying the pillars, the boards and the bars, 

right down to the pins that held everything else together. The Kohathites got the dangerous work, carrying 

the sacred articles of furniture and the Gershonites came off with the easiest job, carrying the curtains, 

coverings and cords. 

 

The theme is that each Levite had a specific assignment and that by working together the group was able to 

flawlessly carry out its assigned task. Whenever the pillar of cloud began to move, everyone knew exactly 

what his job was.  First Aaron and his sons would go into the Holy Place. By releasing the veil that 

separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies, it could be lowered over the Ark without Aaron having to 

actually enter the Holy of Holies, which he was allowed to do only one day a year, when he went to sprinkle 

blood upon the mercy seat on the Day of Atonement. Then, with his sons to help him, Aaron would cover 

the Ark with its special coverings. When all the special furnishings were carefully wrapped, the Kohathites 

were given the responsibility of transporting them. When the curtains had been taken down and safely 

packed for travel, the pins would be removed and the pillars taken down and stowed on carts for the 

journey. The tabernacle furniture was carried on poles by the clan of Kohath. 
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It seems to me that the principle lying behind this organizational scheme is found in the New Testament as 

well, in the teaching of the Apostle Paul about the body of Christ. Each member, we are told, has a different 

function and when everyone does his or her job as given by the Spirit of God, the work is easily 

accomplished. 

 

The second idea concerns the distinctiveness of the Levites. They had been set apart for the exclusive work 

of tending to the Tabernacle, the Lord’s work. That idea also carries through into the New Testament in the 

teaching that we, as a kingdom of priests, have been set apart for the exclusive use of the Lord of the church. 

We are the holy ones, the saints, who have been set apart and we are henceforth to be preoccupied with the 

work of the King. 

Third, the book of Exodus makes it quite clear that the firstborn son of every family belonged to the Lord.  

By the time Israel left Sinai, however, the system of redeeming the firstborn by substituting the Levites was 

in place. Why God chose to substitute the Levites for the firstborn sons is never completely explained, but 

there is surely a connection between his choice and the events that transpired on the day that Moses came 

down from Sinai and discovered the golden calf. He said: “Whoever is for the Lord, come to me” (Exodus 

32:26), and it had been the sons of Levi who responded. On that day, they had been the instruments of 

God’s judgment. In the book of Numbers, they have been set apart for God’s work. The first-born sons are 

“redeemed” and the Levites serve in their place. The concept of redemption is a key to understanding both 

the Old Testament and New Testament. 

 

The fourth idea implicit in our earlier remarks is that the work of the Levites, especially the Kohathites, was 

dangerous because the objects they were handling were sacred, and the God for whose use they were 

intended was holy. This is what lays behind the tragic story of Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron. In the 

book of Numbers, Moses simply says that their deaths came as a result of offering “unauthorized fire” (3:4) 

before the Lord. The passage in Leviticus 10 which actually records the event gives only a little more 

information, and does not tell us exactly what happened; it is in conjunction with the response to the death 

of Nadab and Abihu, however, that God prohibits the consumption of wine or fermented drink by priests, 

leaving us to infer that maybe the sin of these priestly brothers was the result of drunkenness. It is only a 

conjecture, but it does fit the little bit of evidence that we have before us. Whether or not there was an 

alcohol problem in Leviticus 10, it is quite clear that Nadab and Abihu’s deaths came because they failed to 

understand that because God is holy, it is very wrong to think that he can be approached or served in any 

way that we choose. Because God is holy we can only approach him in the way that he has chosen. 

 

That was the point that Cain had failed to recognize all the way back in Genesis 4. That was the reason 

behind the extraordinarily detailed instructions God gave on Sinai with regard to the building of the 

Tabernacle (Exodus 26). “Make it this high and no higher, this wide and no wider, this color and no other ... 

” Why? Because when you come to God, you can only come on his terms, not your own. 

 

I’m not sure what Nadab and Abihu did. The fire on the altar was to be kindled in a very specific way and 

the coals were to come from a specific place. Maybe they borrowed some live coals from the wrong place or 

took a shortcut in getting the blaze going. Whatever was wrong, they hadn’t followed the specific 

instructions of God. They had presumed that he could be worshipped in anyway they chose. This is the big 

problem with much of modern society today. Having failed to understand what it means to worship God in 

obedience—“in spirit and in truth” (John 4:24)—there are huge numbers of people who are carrying the 

fatal belief that God will be pleased with anything we might choose to “throw him.” Just as his anger burned 

against Nadab and Abihu, God’s anger burns today against those who worship him with cavalier attitudes 
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and who are “storing up wrath against yourself for the Day of God’s wrath” (Romans 2:5). God wants to be 

worshipped, but it is on his terms, not ours, that we are invited to come. 

 

WEEK 17, DAY 5               NUMBERS 5 and 

6 

 

Today you read Numbers chapters 5 and 6. We are still concerned in these chapters with the preparation of 

the nation of Israel to march from Sinai to the Promised Land. 

 

In chapters 1 and 2, we saw the organization of the people into a disciplined military camp. In chapters 3 

and 4, the Levites were set apart to do the special work of transporting and caring for the tabernacle of God. 

 

The main issue in today’s chapters is that of “cleansing,” and the point, illustrated in several different ways, 

is that if Israel (or the church) really expected to entertain the presence of God in their camp, there had to be 

a genuine commitment on their part to being physically and spiritually clean before Him. Purity is a terribly 

important word in Scripture and in the life of both Israel and the church. 

 

The key verse in chapter 5 is verse 3, “ ... send them outside the camp so they will not defile their camp, 

where I dwell among them.” What Moses was saying to Israel may seem a bit harsh to us now. Does this 

mean that a person with certain physical problems should today be excluded from the church because God 

doesn’t want them around? Certainly, that is not the case. Jesus’ own ministry to lepers and to the woman 

who for years had an issue of blood disproves that idea. It is probable that the sternness of the decree laid 

down in Numbers 5 was God’s way of protecting this “nation-in-transit” from the ravages of contagious 

diseases. It is also worth noting that the word that the NIV rather laboriously translates as “infectious skin 

disease,” has been more traditionally translated “leprosy.” That is important because throughout the Old 

Testament, leprosy, that most dreaded of diseases, was understood to be symbolic of sin. There were a lot of 

parallels between what sin does to a person spiritually, and what leprosy does to them physically. Both were 

incurable diseases, both were progressive and increasingly horrible.  Both were terminal, resulting in death, 

and both were seen as very contagious, with the potential to greatly defile others. 

 

From the subject of physical cleanness, Moses turns to spiritual purity. The basic issue is still the same: a 

holy God cannot remain in the same camp with impure people.  “Your eyes,” the Old Testament says, “are 

too pure to look on evil” (Habakkuk 1:13), and John the Revelator assures us that in the New Jerusalem 

there will be no unclean or impure thing. 

 

I believe that God was helping Israel to understand a basic principle that we are just as slow as they were to 

learn. If you are going to have fellowship with God, you are going to have to maintain a high level of purity! 

There is a portion in the first chapter of 1 John that says: “If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk 

in darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have 

fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin” (I John 1:6–7). 

 

Why are churches so anemic today by comparison with the New Testament church? Why isn’t the love and 

life of Christ more evident in the church, which professes to be his body? More often than I would like to 

admit it is because the church isn’t taking the issue of moral purity as seriously as it ought. 

 

Israel needed to realize that it was about to set out upon a perilous and, humanly speaking, an impossible 

journey. We talked about how much food and water alone would be needed on a daily basis just to ensure 
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the bare survival of this nation on the journey through a wilderness where there would be absolutely no 

supplies of any kind available. How would they survive? How would their needs be met? In all of the 

organizational plans given thus far, there has not been even one word about supply lines or quartermasters, 

requisitions or rationing. Humanly speaking, there was no way to move these people or, for that matter, to 

keep them where they were. Israel was going to have to depend completely upon God, and God would 

graciously meet all their needs, but God demanded purity. Once again, it is fair to remind ourselves here that 

we are in exactly the same position as ancient Israel. We too are on a journey to the Promised Land, if you 

will, and we too are cast by faith into the position of being absolutely dependent upon the God who has 

promised to guide us and to supply us with every single thing we need to accomplish our pilgrimage. And he 

still maintains the same principles. He will only dwell with and work among a people who are concerned 

about purity in the camp. 

 

We don’t often think or talk about the issue of church discipline. We want to be loving, accepting, 

redemptive in our dealings with the broken people that we find among us. In light of Numbers 5, however, 

we need to realize that there will be times when the congregation will be obliged to act in order to maintain 

its corporate purity. 

 

The passage about restitution is also dealing with the issue of purity. If you have defrauded anyone and now 

are repentant, you must restore what you have taken and add 20% more. That is exactly what we found 

Zacchaeus doing when we met him in the Gospel of Luke, except he was restoring much more than jut 20%. 

 True repentance involves more than just saying, “I’m sorry.” It means, wherever possible, making 

restitution  by repaying the debt incurred. It’s all about purity. 

 

So, also, is the curious ritual involving a wife suspected of committing adultery. I wish that I could tell you 

why the ritual established here is only applicable to a woman suspected of committing adultery. Certainly 

the Jews understood that it was equally reprehensible for a husband to be unfaithful to his wife. In fact, in 

Deuteronomy, we will later see that if they were discovered in an adulterous relationship both the partners 

were subject to the same penalty, death by stoning. 

 

Nevertheless, in Numbers 5, the spotlight falls upon a woman who is suspected of having been involved in 

an adulterous relationship. The ritual prescribed here is somewhat different from anything else I can think of 

in the Old Testament, and there is no warrant for its continuance anywhere in the New Testament, but it 

provided a way to accurately (even infallibly, because God was the guarantor) determine the truth or falsity 

of any such suspicions, and thus a way to slay the monster of jealously. Even the words of the curse, “May 

this water that brings a curse enter your body so that your abdomen swells and your thigh wastes away,” are 

very odd words. Could it have referred to a miscarriage, a false pregnancy, or some other physical 

consequence?  We are not sure, but it certainly had something to do with the ability of the woman to bear 

more children. If she was guilty, then barrenness, according to verse 28, would be part of the proof. 

 

Purity physically, morally and within the marital relationship are important prerequisites for the task of 

talking with God. 

 

Chapter 6 introduces us to the custom of Nazarite vows. Anyone in Israel who wanted to take a Nazarite 

vow could do so. It was a voluntary thing; no one was asked to do it. You could make such a vow for a 

specific period of time or for a lifetime (though that would be very rare.) Samson apparently was a Nazarite 

for life, albeit a somewhat unusual one, and probably so was Samuel. Many scholars believe that John the 

Baptist was also a Nazarite, but of this we have no certain evidence. It would appear that Paul’s vow 
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mentioned in Acts 18:18 was a Nazarite vow. 

 

If you wanted to take a Nazarite vow to show gratitude for God’s goodness to you, or to foster a closer 

relationship with him, there were three conditions to be met. First, you had to vow to abstain from wine or 

strong drink, in fact from everything that was related to the vine. Second, you had to stop cutting your hair 

for the length of time of the vow and finally, you had to refrain from touching any dead bodies, which 

would make you unclean, even if it was your immediate family member. And if someone died, even if they 

were in your immediate family, you were not allowed to mourn them. 

 

Now the name “Nazarite” has nothing to do with Nazareth nor does it point in any special way to Jesus. It is 

just the English transliteration of the Hebrew word nazir, which means, “to set apart.” 

 

Once a Nazarite vow had been taken, it had to be completed. If for any reason it was broken, by 

contamination from touching a dead body for example, the person who made the vow would have to start 

over again. They could not simply be released from their vow. 

 

There is a very important point to be made here. God did not require anyone to take a Nazarite vow, but if 

they did, he took the vow very seriously. Ecclesiastes 5:4–5 that make this point. They say: “When you 

make a vow to God, do not delay in fulfilling it. He has no pleasure in fools; fulfill your vow. It is better not 

to vow than to make a vow and not fulfill it.” Don’t make vows to God lightly, but if you do, you need to 

know that you cannot simply walk away from these vows; God remembers them. 

 

Numbers 6 ends with the most well-known and loved blessing of the Old Testament. “The Lord bless you 

and keep you; the Lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious unto you; the Lord turn his face 

toward you and give you peace” (6:24–25). God is a holy God; he does expect his people to reflect that 

holiness; purity is a big issue. But behind everything else, never ever forget this—his purpose and his heart 

is to bless you. “So they will put my name on the Israelites, and I will bless them” (6:27). 
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