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WEEK 18, DAY 1                       NUMBERS 7:1–17 and LEVITICUS 1 

 

Today you read Numbers 7:1–17 and then just verses 84–89, and Leviticus 1.  Just so that you are clear 

about the part of chapter 7 that you did not read, it is absolutely identical to the portion you read about the 

gifts that Nahshon, the son of Amminidab of the tribe of Judah, brought. The only difference between what 

happened on day one of the festival and on days two through twelve is that the name of the person bringing 

the gifts and the tribes represented are different. The gifts brought by the leader of each tribal group are 

absolutely identical. 

 

Chapter 7 is the longest chapter in the Pentateuch (a bit of trivia that not many other Bible students will 

know) and without question it is the most repetitive. We need to ask a simple question here. Why would the 

Lord want Moses to repeat the same six verses word for word, with the exception of the name and tribe, 12 

different times? Why not just say that the leader of each of Israel’s twelve tribes brought the following 

items: a silver plate weighing 130 shekels, a silver sprinkling bowl weighing 70 shekels (each one filled 

with fine flour mixed with oil as a grain offering), one gold dish (filled with incense) weighing 10 shekels, 

one young bull, one ram and one male lamb a year old for a burnt offering, one male goat for a sin offering, 

two oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old to be sacrificed as a fellowship offering.  

 

It certainly would have been easier to express it in the way that I suggested. It would make chapter 7 a 

whole lot easier to read, a whole lot shorter, and we would still get all the same information. I cannot be 

dogmatic about this, but perhaps my suggestion of an abbreviated version of the gift list would have had one 

major disadvantage: it would have the tendency of deemphasizing the value and significance of each man’s 

gift.  And that is something that God will never do. It emphasizes a very important fact: God takes very 

special notice of every single thing you do and give for him. The gifts were identical, but each man’s gift is 

duly noted and recorded. 

 

The Bible says that God keeps an accurate and detailed record of everything we do for him and give to him. 

Christianity is a religion of grace. It is by grace that we are saved; it is grace and grace alone that stands as 

the basis upon which our salvation rests. No one ever has or ever will earn a place in heaven by means of the 

good works they have done or the gifts they have brought. Nevertheless, our good works are noted by God 

and they do have significance, not because they can in any way contribute to our earning salvation—

Christ’s finished work on Calvary alone is sufficient for that—but because, as reflections of our grateful 

response to Christ’s love for us, our works are evidence that we have been saved, and that we are committed 

to living out God’s love for us in a way that will bring great glory to him. There is a wonderful statement 

about the works of the Christian in the book of Revelation. It says, “Blessed are the dead who die in the 

Lord … for their deeds will follow them” (Revelation 14:13). Do you remember the story of the widow who 

brought her one thin coin and dropped it into the Temple treasury during the last week of Christ’s ministry 

before the crucifixion? He noticed that and he commended her for all time. Whatever you give to him and 

whatever you do for him, he knows, he remembers and it counts! 

 

These gifts were voluntarily given. No one had prescribed them; it was a spontaneous action on the part of 

the leaders of the 12 tribes. They obviously collaborated with regard to the gifts they would bring, and 

probably they brought identical gifts to emphasize the equality of all the tribes before God, but the idea of 

bringing gifts was their own. Once again, there is a principle here that is just as applicable in the New 

Testament church as in ancient Israel. God doesn’t need our gifts. What does God need that we could bring 

him? But “God loves a cheerful giver” (2 Corinthians 9:7). This account also underscores the fact that each 

tribe, by bringing their gift, is acknowledging the importance of worship in their lives. Worship in Israel was 
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the central thing. The worship of God was that thing around which all the rest of their lives revolved.   

 

The order in which tribes appear to offer their gifts corresponds to the marching order of the nation when 

the cloud moved and the camp was broken. 

 

It is no accident that the chapter 7 ends with Moses talking to God in the Tent of Meeting. That name has 

now been applied to the Tabernacle. The presence of the Lord was between the cherubim above the Mercy 

Seat. Israel worshipped God in a manner that pleased him and he fellowshipped with them. That is the 

pattern. 

 

Did you notice how many different sacrifices are mentioned in Numbers 7?  There were grain offerings, 

burnt offerings, sin offerings, and fellowship offerings. These were, along with the guilt offerings, the most 

important sacrifices in the Old Testament system of worship. It would be well for us to have some 

understanding of these different sacrifices. 

 

The burnt offering, to which the entire first chapter of Leviticus is devoted, is the most common sacrifice. In 

it, a bull or ram, or if you were poor, a dove or a pigeon, was slaughtered and then completely burned upon 

the altar. The animal had to be a male and it had to be without defect. The burnt offering was a voluntary (as 

opposed to mandatory) offering. People brought the offering because they wanted to. It was brought as an 

atonement for unintentional sin, in general, and as an expression of devotion, commitment and complete 

surrender to God. When more than one offering was brought, which would often be the case, the burnt 

offering would usually be the second one offered, following the sin offering or the guilt offering, and 

preceding the fellowship, grain, and drink offerings. The burnt offering, then, was the sign that the 

worshipper was committing himself completely to God. 

 

An essential part of the ritual was the moment when the worshipper laid his hand on the animal, thus 

identifying it as his substitute. This was done in the presence of the priest who would offer a prayer that God 

would accept the offering. 

 

After the priest sprinkled the blood on all sides of the altar, the person bringing the animal had to skin it and 

prepare it to be burned on the altar. (Aren’t you glad that because of Christ’s final sacrifice, we don’t have 

to do this anymore?) 

 

Unlike many of the other sacrifices in which a portion of the animal was held back and given to the priest or 

the worshipper, in the burnt offering, the whole sacrifice had to be consumed, demonstrating that the 

worshipper was completely devoted to God. 

 

The grain offering, which is mentioned first in Numbers 7 and second in the book of Leviticus, was also a 

voluntary offering. It’s primary purpose seems to have been to express a recognition of God’s goodness and 

his provision, and to express complete devotion to God. This was the only bloodless sacrifice. Only a small 

portion of this offering, a “memorial” portion, was mixed with the incense and burned. The remainder was 

given to the priest. 

 

Salt, “The Salt of the Covenant” was always a part of the grain offering. Samuel Schultz explains the salt 

this way: “In the Near East, in the Old Testament times as well as today, a pact of friendship was often 

sealed by eating together or by a gift of salt. Salt was also used to assure the Levites of the tithe as their 

material provision: ‘It is an everlasting covenant of salt before the Lord both for you and your offspring’ 
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(Numbers 18:19). Salt not only provided seasoning but also preserved the food for use by the priests as 

needed.  Symbolically, salt reminded the priests that God had promised part of the grain offering as a 

material provision for them.”
i
  

 

Yeast and honey, which are agents of fermentation, are prohibited, probably because yeast throughout 

Scripture is a symbol of sin. 

 

We will give you some background on the other offerings mentioned in Numbers 7 tomorrow. Two further 

points need to be made here, however, before we leave our texts for today. The first is this: Each of the 

sacrifices corresponded to a part of a complete worship experience. While the finished work of Christ on the 

cross of Calvary has made the typical and temporary sacrifices of the Old Testament redundant and 

unnecessary, the parts of the worship experience to which they corresponded are still just as important for us 

as for them. The voluntary offering of our whole life to God is still right at the heart of true Christian 

worship, as is the recognition that all that we have and are comes from the hand of a gracious heavenly 

Father.  

 

The last thought that comes to us from Numbers 7 is that, for the Levites, worship and the ministry go hand 

in hand. They are always together, and taken together they describe pretty well the fullness, not only of the 

experience of the Levites, but also of our experience as the people of God. What we are about are two 

things: worshipping God and doing ministry in his name. 

  

WEEK 18, DAY 2            NUMBERS 8; LEVITICUS 3 and 4 

 

Today you read Numbers 8 and Leviticus 3 and 4. I am well aware that these are not the most exciting 

portions of the Word of God for us to read, but “exciting” is not the criterion that we use to judge the value 

of what we are doing. The Word teaches us quite clearly that, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful 

for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3:16). However, it is probably 

good that we did not start our Know the Word experience with the Book of Leviticus. 

 

What value do these passages have for us? First, they provide us with an indispensable basis for 

understanding large portions of both the Old and New Testaments. Unless we understand the sacrificial 

system of Israel, great portions of what is yet to come in the Old Testament will be incomprehensible, and 

even our understanding of the life and work of Christ will be severely limited.   

 

Second, our understanding of the Levitical sacrifices will serve to instruct us with regard to the seriousness 

of sin. Everything about the worship of the Tabernacle continually reminded the nation of how terrible a 

thing sin really is. Sacrifice upon sacrifice upon sacrifice spoke to them about the power and curse of sin. It 

is true that we do not have to make those awful sacrifices, but we must never forget the awful price of that 

one last sacrifice that purchased our redemption. It cost the blood of Jesus Christ, the very Son of God. Peter 

says, “For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed … 

but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect” (1Peter 1:18–19). 

 

The third thing that our recent readings should have done for us is to impress upon our hearts the 

tremendous importance of being prepared. All that we have read this far in the book of Numbers relates to 

the preparation of the nation for the march toward the Promised Land. Before the priests could serve, they 

had to be prepared. Before the Levites could work, they had to be prepared. Before the nation could march, 

it had to be prepared. Before you and I can effectively serve, we too must be prepared. 
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Yesterday, in our reading from Leviticus, we learned something about two of the sacrifices mentioned in 

Numbers: the burnt offering and the grain offering. Today we want to focus briefly on the fellowship 

offering and the sin offering. 

 

The fellowship offering, like the burnt and grain offerings, was a voluntary act of worship. Any animal 

without defect from the herd or flock was acceptable. This offering was also called the “peace offering” and 

in this sacrifice, after a portion of the animal had been offered up to the Lord, the remainder was returned to 

the offerer and was consumed in a festive fellowship meal with his family. 

 

The reasons for making this offering could be fairly diverse. You might want to praise God, or thank him for 

blessings conferred, or perhaps you wanted to fulfill a particular vow, or you just wanted to express your 

special devotion to God. The one thing that was particularly significant about this offering is that, unlike the 

sin offering that we will discuss a little later, this was a sacrifice of rejoicing—a sacrifice of praise. The 

people of Israel were to rejoice when they brought this offering to the Lord. There is a little chorus we 

sometimes sing, “We bring the sacrifice of praise into the house of the Lord.”  That was the fellowship 

offering. 

 

In Leviticus, this is the third offering mentioned. In Numbers 7, it was the last one mentioned, and in the 

instructions to the priests in Leviticus 7, it is also the last mentioned. This is significant only because the 

suggestion has been made that in the case of multiple sacrifices, the fellowship offering would probably 

have been the last. 

 

The next offering played a prominent part in setting apart the Levites and is found in Numbers 8. It is the sin 

offering, or as some have preferred to call it, the “purification offering,” because purification was the main 

idea behind this sacrifice. 

 

Before the Levites could serve as aides to the priests in the work of the Tabernacle, they, like the furnishings 

in the Tabernacle and the priests for whom they worked, had to be purified. Sin made them unclean and that 

sin had to be dealt with before they could serve the Lord acceptably. 

 

Unlike some of the other offerings, the sin offering was mandatory, not optional or voluntary. If you sinned, 

atonement had to be made for that sin. Now (and this is both interesting and a little bit frightening), the 

emphasis throughout these sacrifices is clearly upon sin that was committed unintentionally. There is an 

understanding here that the great majority of sins committed are perpetrated in ignorance or at least in an 

unpremeditated fashion. 

 

It is terrible to think about how much of the sin that we commit simply flows out of who we are and what 

we do, without any kind of premeditation or awareness of what we are doing. In fact, a further bit of 

contemplation of the meaning of the word “sin” and the Hebrew and Greek words that lie behind it, is a 

rather awesome exercise. The Hebrew word chatha used throughout our reading today in every place you 

see the English word “sin” (except for Leviticus 4:13 where the word shagah is behind the English 

translation), corresponds fairly exactly to the Greek word hamartia, also translated throughout the New 

Testament by our English word “sin.” That Hebrew word for “sin,” and the Greek word that matches it, both 

mean to “fall short” of the mark of perfection that God lays before all of his children. Sin, then, does not 

necessarily have to involve willful rebellion against the laws and standards that God has laid out for us. 

There are, in fact, other words that the Bible has for intentional and willful violations. To sin just means to 
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“fall short.” Think about that for a minute and it will probably put a whole new light on the prophets’ 

declaration that, “All our righteousness acts are like filthy rags,” because it surely means that even the good 

things that we attempt, to the extent that they fall short of the mark of God’s perfection, are properly called 

sin. 

 

When Paul, in Romans 3:23 said, “All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God,” he had our best 

efforts in mind as well as our worst!  Just how sinful are we? 

 

It is further important to understand that the idea of willful, intentional sin does not even seem to enter into 

the consciousness of Leviticus 4. If unintentional and unpremeditated sin has the effect of breaking our 

fellowship with God and polluting our churches and our land, think what conscious, willful sin must do! We 

need to understand that sin is a very serious thing, much more serious than most 21st century Christians 

would ever stop to think. 

 

One final thought about all of this should be obvious, but sometimes the obvious needs stating and even 

repeating. Unintentional sins are “real sins,” and therefore need to be repented of just as much as the more 

hideous, willful ones. Sometimes we want to say that things are mistakes, but not sins, because we didn’t 

mean to violate the law of God. That is not biblically correct. It is never enough to say to God (or to one 

another for that matter), “I'm sorry. I didn’t mean that” and then assume that everything is okay. A spirit of 

repentance, and the words, “Please forgive me,” are necessary whether or not the sin was intentional. 

 

I wish that I could confidently explain to you why Numbers 8 makes mention of the lamps which stood in 

the Holy Place and why the instructions are given that they must be fixed so as to cast light upon the area in 

front of the lampstand. I have read many commentaries and encountered only a few hesitant opinions as to 

why the lamps only, of all the Tabernacle furniture, are mentioned here. One commentator explains the 

inclusion of this material by saying that chapter 7 described how the head of each of the secular tribes made 

an offering to God, so chapter 8 begins with a description of how Aaron, the head of the priestly tribe, had 

to attend the lampstand every day in the Holy Place. Another commentator sees it as an introduction to the 

account of the dedication of the Levites to holy service. (He doesn’t really explain how it functions as an 

introduction, though.) About the only thing I can confidently say to you is that the light from the lamps 

would, according to the arrangement described here, illuminate the Table of the Bread of Presence, on 

which sat one loaf for each of the twelve tribes. That suggests that the purpose of the lamps was to remind 

the twelve tribes that God was the light of Israel and they were to daily live in his light, just as we are called 

to live in the light of our Lord Jesus Christ, the light of the world. 

 

WEEK 18, DAY 3          NUMBERS 9 and 10; LEVITICUS 5:14–

6:7 

 

Today you read Numbers 9 and 10 and Leviticus 5:14–6:7 and finished the first section of the book of 

Numbers. At this point the preparation is over, the cloud is about to lift and the Israelites are now ready to 

leave Mt. Sinai. 

 

It has been one full year since the exodus and today’s passage records for us the celebration of the first 

Passover in the wilderness. Now, I know that you remember all about this feast, so I will not tell you again 

the whole story of Israel’s deliverance from Egypt all over again. This would have been a very special 

Passover for the Jews since it was the first time that they celebrated it as a memorial to the mighty 

deliverance God had wrought for them in the land of Egypt. 
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It began on the 14th day of the first month (that would normally correspond to April for us) and it lasted for 

eight days. The word came from the Lord that they were to celebrate it “in accordance with all its rules and 

regulations” (9:3). I’m sure that word would have been the cause for at least a little bit of consternation, 

because out there in the middle of the wilderness it would be a bit of a challenge to meet with all the 

stipulations God had given back in Exodus. How, for example, would you sprinkle the blood of the 

sacrificial lamb on the doorposts if you were living in a tent? I suppose it was the tent flaps that got 

sprinkled. 

 

Once again, I want to point out to you the importance of that phrase, “The Lord spoke to Moses.” It’s there 

in 9:1, and in 9:5 we’re told, “The Israelites did everything just as the Lord commanded Moses.” That was 

the basis of his authority. Everyone knew and understood that God was talking to Moses. God was giving 

the directions. When the question arose concerning the individuals who were ceremonially unclean because 

they had come into contact with a dead body, they brought their question to Moses and he took it to the 

Lord, and “Then the Lord said to Moses” (9:9), “they may still celebrate the Lord’s Passover.” They did not 

have to miss Passover, but let they celebrated in the second month instead of the first. A question arose; 

direction was needed. They sought the Lord for that direction and he gave it. Surely there is a lesson here for 

us. I do not want to over simplify, nor do I wish to be guilty of unduly spiritualizing things, but so much of 

the time when we are confronted with new situations or dilemmas for which we have no easy answer, we do 

everything else but ask the Lord. We do feasibility studies; we form committees; we have think-tank 

sessions; we talk and we seek consensus. Now there is nothing inherently wrong with any of that. In many 

counselors, the book of Proverbs reminds us, there is wisdom to be found, but far too often, when we have 

done all of those things, we take our best shot and go with it, without ever having spent any real time or 

effort on the thing that we should have done first, and that is prayer. There was a problem in Israel. For 

Moses, the most natural thing in the world was to go to the Tent of Meeting and pray about it. 

 

We no longer have a Tent of Meeting in the camp. Most of us don’t even have a prayer room in the church.  

We do however, like the Apostles in the early church, have the Holy Spirit who indwells the church and the 

individual believer. In a very real sense, we have just as much access to the Spirit of God as Moses did. 

 

When the people had this question, Moses’ response was simple, “Wait until I find out what the Lord 

commands concerning you” (9:8). That is so simple, so basic, and so often absent from our response to 

questions. That should be our response, just as much as it was Moses’, to many of the questions that we are 

asked. “Wait until I find out what the Lord commands concerning you.” 

 

The same thing was true with regard to direction and movement. They didn’t pore over maps figuring out 

the pros and cons of different routes to the Holy Land; they simply waited for the cloud to move. When it 

moved, they moved; where it went, they went; when it stopped, they stopped. Moses didn’t call the shots. 

Moses didn’t decide where they would stay or whether they would stay in that spot for one day, one month 

or one year. All of that was up to God. 

 

Once again, the relevance of all of this to the New Testament church is pretty obvious: Jesus Christ is the 

head of his church and he is the one who does the leading. The pastor is not the leader of the church, nor 

does the headship rest with the elders, or the governing board, or the leadership of any church group—not 

with any group of people. It belongs to Christ, and he and he alone is in charge. I haven’t got any clear 

answers to some of the problems that my church faces. I don’t really know how long it is going to take us to 

go from the place upon which we find ourselves to the finish line. I don’t even know what the finish line is, 



 
 
 7 

but there is a very real sense in which none of that matters, just as long as I keep my eyes fixed firmly on the 

pillar of fire and cloud. All that really counts is that we are following Jesus. 

 

This theme of complete dependence on God to lead them is further underscored by the words repeated three 

times in verses 18, 20 and 23. “At the Lord’s command they would encamp, and then at his command they 

would set out.”  So it must be with us! 

 

In his commentary on Numbers, Gordon Wenham reminds us that the New Testament also uses the image 

of a cloud to describe the presence of God. He says, “Our Lord was overshadowed by the cloud at his 

transfiguration and disappeared into a cloud at his ascension (Luke 9:34, Acts 1:9). He indeed was the 

perfect tabernacle in which “The word...dwelt among us” (John 1:14). Paul and Peter both compare the 

body to a tent, a temporary dwelling to be replaced after death (2 Corinthians 5:1–4, 2 Peter 1:13–14). Like 

the tabernacle, the Christian’s body is no empty tent, but a temple for the Spirit (1 Corinthians 6:19); filled 

by the Spirit he may follow in his Lord’s footsteps and resist the temptations of Satan even in the wilderness 

(Luke 4:1ff) ... ” 
ii
 

 

Wenham closes his remarks on this section by quoting from a great hymn of the church that was inspired by 

this section of the book of Numbers. Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah is worth quoting for you here: 

 

    Guide me, O Thou great Jehovah,  

    Pilgrim through this barren land;  

    I am weak, but Thou art mighty,  

    Hold me with Thy powerful hand. 

    Bread of heaven, Bread of heaven,  

    Feed me till I want no more,  

    Feed me till I want no more.” 

 

I want to note just two more things about Numbers 10. First, the cloud, signifying the presence of God to 

guide and protect them, appeared for the first time right after the first Passover and it moved them from 

Sinai into their journey toward the Promised Land immediately after the second Passover. 

 

The second is the first mention of the two silver trumpets that God commanded Moses to make, in order to 

quickly communicate with the nation, whether they were on the march or in the encampment. Old Jewish 

tradition tells us that long blasts of these trumpets were used to assemble the people for meetings and 

worship. Short staccato blasts sounded the call to battle and the signal to move out on the march. From a 

very early time, then, the people of God have been trained to listen for a trumpet blast. And we too wait in 

eager expectation of a trumpet blast, the one the Scripture calls “the last Trumpet” (1 Corinthians 15:52). 

What a day that will be! 

 

We have established the purpose and distinctiveness of the burnt offering, the grain offering, the fellowship 

offering and the sin offering. The last major offering the book of Leviticus talks about is the guilt offering, 

sometimes called the “trespass offering.” It is very similar to the sin offering and is often confused with that 

offering. Certainly there is an overlapping of the two, just as there are points of similarity between most of 

the sacrifices. The most critical point of difference here, however, falls upon the fact that the guilt offering 

is appropriate whenever the issue of restitution is involved. When a person has sinned against the Lord or 

another in the theft or unlawful use of material property, restitution becomes necessary, and the guilt 

offering is the appropriate sacrifice, accompanied by the restoration of that which was taken, or an 
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equivalent amount plus twenty percent. That is the “fine,” if you will. The emphasis, even in this sacrifice, 

falls upon unintentional or unpremeditated sin, but just perhaps the language of chapter 6:1–7 is broad 

enough to also include the idea of intentional sin. In that case, the other name of this sacrifice, the “trespass 

offering,” becomes even more understandable, because a “trespass” is an act of stepping across a set (and 

usually known) boundary line into the realm of forbidden evil. May God today forgive us of both our sins 

and our trespasses. 

 

WEEK 18, DAY 4          NUMBERS 11 and 12 

 

Today we began reading the second section of the book of Numbers. The good news is that you will 

certainly find this section to be a lot more interesting than the first part of the book. The bad news is that the 

reason it is more interesting has a lot to do with the fact that Israel was a very recalcitrant and sinful people, 

who continually rebelled against God and had to learn some terribly difficult lessons. The other good news, 

however, is that we can learn enough from their mistakes, if we will, to avoid making the same errors and 

suffering under the chastising hand of a righteous and angry God. 

 

There is a pattern that keeps showing itself from the very beginning of Genesis all the way through the end 

of Revelation.  The pattern goes something like this: 

 

God does a mighty work and creates a situation in which everything is wonderful. He showers his love on 

his people and establishes a relationship with them. Then he blesses them beyond all measure and gives 

them all that they need to succeed, along with marvelous promises for the future. Then man steps in, accepts 

what God has done, pledges his undying gratitude and allegiance, and promptly fouls everything up with 

ingratitude, pride, rebellion and sin. 

 

That pretty well sums up Genesis 1-3. God created the Garden of Eden; he created man perfect in the 

Garden; he gave him everything he needed and turned it over to Adam; Adam promptly sinned against God. 

  

 

That pretty well sums Genesis 9-11, the passage that follows the story of the flood account. God fixes all the 

problems; he starts all over with the family of Noah; Noah steps out of the ark; he offers sacrifices to God; 

he pledges to do it God’s way and promptly gets drunk.   

 

By the time we have got to the Genesis 11, we have the Tower of Babel.  

 

That also pretty well describes the book of Exodus. God redeems Israel; he brings them out of Egypt; he 

establishes his covenant; he opens the Red Sea; he takes them across and starts them on their journey to 

Sinai; within 72 hours they are grumbling.   

 

It also describes the pattern of Numbers 1–12.   

 

And the story of the church after the day of Pentecost, and Revelation 1–3 (the seven churches to whom 

Jesus writes through John the Revelator), they fit that pattern, too.    

 

We could give innumerable other examples as well. Theologians talk about (and the Bible aptly illustrates), 

the “exceeding sinfulness of sin.” Numbers 1–9 tells us all about the preparation of Israel for the march 

from Sinai to the Promised Land. In chapter 10, the march finally begins, and in chapter 11, after an 
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exceedingly long period of 72 hours (again), we read, “Now the people complained about their hardships in 

the hearing of the Lord” (11:1). Three days—72 hours! Interestingly enough, that is exactly the length of 

time after the miracle at the Red Sea before they started complaining in the book of Exodus. After all that 

God had done, after all that they had seen, they spend just three days walking in the wilderness and Moses 

has a rebellion on his hands. No wonder his attitude is, “God, what have I done to displease you so that you 

put the burden of all these people on me? … If this is how you are going to treat me, put me to death now—

if I have found favor in your eyes ... ” In other words, “I can't take any more if this!” 

 

The complaints are incredible: “we don't like manna! Give us something good to eat. Remember how good 

the food tasted in Egypt? The fish—and those wonderful Egyptians overlords, they gave us the food for 

free—the cucumbers, melons, leeks and onions and garlic!” Do you believe that? Not one word about 

slavery—no remembering the whips—totally forgetting their lack of freedom and the cruelty of the 

overseers—not one word about 400 years without any pay or money—just, “remember those nice Egyptian 

who fed us?” Friend, the next time you are all set to complain about the circumstances in which you find 

yourself, remember just one thing. Memory is a very selective thing. We only really remember the things we 

want to remember, and we have this incredible propensity for harkening back to “the good old days” that 

weren’t all that good when we were just trying to survive them. 

 

Until we get to glory, where everything really will be perfect, we are going to be continually in the position 

of having a regular, daily choice to make. We can choose to focus on the blessings and praise God for them 

and move forward, or we can focus on the problems and whine and complain about them. That will foster an 

ungrateful and rebellious spirit and cause us to lose our joy, our victory and our peace with God. But we can 

do it if we want. 

 

Israel consistently chose the latter course and paid a bitter price for her choice. Right now, as I look at the 

church all around me, and at my own life, I can see lots of problems. If I focus my life and energy on the 

problems I’m pretty sure I know what will happen: first, I will get frustrated; then I’ll get angry; and then I’ll 

get bitter. My only other option is to focus on the blessings, praise God for them, and put my energy into 

fully obeying all he has told me to do, while I trust him to use me to be part of the solution, rather than 

complaining and becoming a part of the problem. 

 

How does that old hymn go?  

  

“When upon life’s billows you are tempest tossed,  

When you are discouraged thinking all is lost,  

Count your many blessings, name them one by one,  

And it will surprise you what the Lord has done ... ”   

 

Could Israel have done that? Yes, they could have! They had the freedom to do it. There was the protection 

of the Lord; they had the wonderful leadership of Moses; God himself was leading them so they were not 

wandering aimlessly; there were answered prayers by the score; there was the manna, the divine 

nourishment given daily; they weren’t going to starve and they didn’t even have to work for the food—God 

just gave it to them. In fact, their blessings far outweighed their problems, but it was upon the problems that 

they chose to focus, and so they said, “We want to go back to Egypt!” 

 

It is worth noticing that the complaint started among the group that the NIV describes as the “rabble” (11:4). 

The old KJV calls them the “mixed multitude.” They were the non-Israelites who had followed them out of 
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Egypt, and over and over again they were the source of the problem. Do you remember the parable Jesus 

told about the wheat and the weeds (Matthew 13:24–30)? 

 

He said that the weeds grew up among the wheat (sown there by the devil) and only at the harvest is there 

any practical way to sort them out. Here’s the point. In the church, the visible body of Christ, there will 

always be a “mixed multitude.” Until the return of Christ, that is a condition that we, like Israel of old, will 

have to live with. Now mind you, I’m not saying that every single person who calls our attention to a 

problem that exists is part of the “rabble” who ought to be ignored, but I am saying that we need to be very 

careful not to be negatively influenced by people and factions who only ever see problems, who only ever 

complain, and who constantly stir up discord and dissatisfaction. Most of all, we need to be sure that we 

ourselves are not “the rabble.” Do we see blessings or do we see problems? Do we have a heart attitude of 

praise for what God is doing or of bitterness, because we want to go back to the world from which we’ve 

been released? 

 

As individuals, we need to be very careful about lusting after the things of the world, the things we left 

behind when we became Christians. Psalm 106:15 is a very sobering verse that reflects back to this very 

incident in the life of Israel. The KJV says it this way, “And he gave them their request, but sent leanness 

into their soul.” 

 

There is another really important dynamic occurring in this passage. We are looking at the first clinically 

certifiable case of ministerial burnout. That’s what is wrong with Moses here. The people, the work, the 

pressure all got to him and wore him down. He’s burned out. We’ll see some other cases of this before our 

tour through Scripture comes to its completion. (The other most important case that leaps into my mind is 

that of Elijah who also burned out in the service of God.) 

 

Did you notice God’s solution? He does not rebuke Moses for his frustration or his exhaustion. God’s 

solution is this: “Gather the elders together and I’ll put my Spirit on them too and they can help you share 

the load.” How often I need to be reminded of this.  Moses was as close as the Old Testament comes to the 

idea of a superstar minister, one omni-competent individual who can do it all. The New Testament 

equivalent is the Apostle Paul. But friends, note this well—Moses couldn’t do it alone! “Bring me 70 of 

Israel’s the elders,” God said, “ … 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” (11:16–17). 

 

I am a pastor. Your position might be a very different one, but all of us are carrying responsibilities and if 

they are too heavy, God’s word to us is “share them” with other Spirit-filled people and together we’ll get 

the job done without burning anyone out. That was what was going on in Acts 6 when the apostles 

appointed Stephen and Philip and the other deacons to share the load. That was God’s solution for Elijah (1 

Kings 19) when he said, “Go find Elisha and take him with you.” That is what Ephesians 4, Romans 12 and 

1 Corinthians 12 are all about when they talk about the gifts that are distributed throughout the body and 

when they enjoin us to each work according to the gifts that God has given us. By working together, we can 

accomplish the task. 

 

There is an amusing but instructive sidebar story here as well. Two of the 70 upon whom God was going to 

place his spirit were Eldad and Medad, and they missed the meeting. They were still in the camp when this 

little pentecostal experience happens and they start prophesying. This really bothers Joshua who hasn’t quite 

got the idea yet. “Moses, my lord, stop them!” (11:28) He thinks they’re trying to take over Moses’ job by 

prophesying among the people. But Moses has a true pastor’s heart. “I wish that all the Lord’s people were 
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prophets and that the Lord would put his Spirit on them” (11:29). 

 

In the New Testament, on the day of Pentecost, that is just exactly what God did. The idea of one superstar 

pastor who runs around doing everything is absolutely abhorrent to the one who really understands the 

Scripture. The word to us is: “Share the burden and get the ministry done!” 

 

Numbers 12 tells us the sad story of Miriam and Aaron. The problem is quite apparent and it is describable 

in one rather ugly but common word, jealousy. Moses was more important than they were. (He was also 

more humble, and therein lies the answer as to why God used him more.)   

 

If you are ever tempted to be jealous of someone that God seems to be using more than you, or of someone 

who gets more attention than you, stop and remember two things: First, remember the verse we looked at 

back in James 3:1. “Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we 

who teach will be judged more strictly.” Moses may have gotten more attention, but he had much more 

responsibility and the burdens on him were so much greater.   

 

Second, remember that Moses, Jesus, Paul, John (and all the others) got to be great by stepping down, not 

up. Again, James says to us, “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up” (James 4:10). 

Exalt yourself and God will remove you—painfully. Humble yourself (become a servant) and he will lift 

you up.  That is the Bible’s path to greatness. Jealousy is a sure sign that the problem is not with someone 

else—it’s with me! 

 

WEEK 18, DAY 5          NUMBERS 13 and 14 

 

Today you read Numbers 13 and 14. For some of you, the story of Caleb, Joshua and the other ten spies who 

went in to spy out the Promised Land, and who brought back two diametrically opposed recommendations, 

is a very familiar one. From childhood, we have been taught about the faith of Caleb and Joshua, and have 

been warned about the tragic results of unbelief, which in this case cost a whole generation of Israelites the 

opportunity of experiencing the blessing that could have been theirs in the Promised Land. Nevertheless, in 

spite of the familiarity of the story, there are some things here that perhaps you’ve never noticed before and 

some important lessons to be underscored. 

 

First of all, because this chapter is usually read without the benefit of a parallel account found over in the 

book of Deuteronomy, most of us have never understood that sending in the spies to check out the land in 

advance was not a plan that came from God. The spies were Israel’s idea! Deuteronomy contains the 

memoirs of an old man named Moses, in his farewell address to the nation of Israel. Here is what Moses 

says—he is reminiscing a bit. Deuteronomy 1:19-26: “Then, as the Lord our God commanded us, we set out 

from Horeb and went toward the hill country of the Amorites through all that vast and dreadful desert, and 

so we came to Kadesh Barnea.” (Horeb, by the way, is the other name for Mt. Sinai.) Moses continues, 

“Then I said to you, you have reached the hill country of the Amorites, which the Lord our God is giving us. 

See, the Lord your God has given you the land. Go up and take possession of it as the Lord, the God of your 

fathers, told you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged.” Now look at to what comes next. “Then all of 

you came to me and said, ‘Let us send men ahead to spy out the land for us and bring back a report about the 

route we are to take and the towns we will come to.’ The idea seemed good to me; so I selected 12 of you, 

one man from each tribe. They left and went into the hill country, and came to the Valley of Eshcol and 

explored it. Taking with them some of the fruit of the land, they brought it down to us and reported, ‘It is a 

good land that the Lord our God is giving us.’ But you were unwilling to go up; you rebelled against the 
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command of the Lord your God. You grumbled in your tents and said, ‘The Lord hates us; so he brought us 

out of Egypt to deliver us into the hands of the Amorites to destroy us.’ ” 

 

When you put the Deuteronomy account next to Numbers 13 and 14, there is no contradiction, just a much 

fuller picture of what was really going on becomes very apparent. Let me encourage you to read the whole 

Bible that way. Interpret Scripture in light of other Scripture. That is the rule. If you are using a study Bible 

that contains cross-references, take the time to look them up. You will get amazing new insight into God’s 

Word. My Bible has cross-references at Numbers 13:2 and there is a little note that says Deuteronomy 1:22. 

 That’s how I discovered that the original idea of the spies came from the people of Israel, not from God. If 

you use those cross-references, you will begin to learn so much more. Another place where this will help 

you greatly is in the gospel accounts of the life of Christ. Since many of the stories are told in more than one 

Gospel, it is very helpful to read the accounts together. You will learn a great deal by doing that. 

 

Let’s get back to Numbers 13. The idea of sending spies came from the Israelites. They came to Moses with 

it, probably because they were afraid to just go in and take the land on faith, and their idea sounded okay to 

him, and he apparently asked the Lord and the Lord let them have what they wanted. Remember Psalm 

106:15: “He gave their request and sent leanness into their soul?” It’s the quail story all over again. Later on 

in Israel’s history, it would happen again. Even though in the theocracy of the Old Testament, everyone 

knew that Israel didn’t have a king because the Lord was their king, they looked at other nations and decided 

they wanted a king anyway. They took their request to Samuel (a legitimate successor to Moses some 

generations removed) and Samuel asked God for them. God said, “Okay, you can have your king - but 

you’re not going to like the results ... ” There is a pattern here. When God reveals his plan and purpose to us 

we are sometimes very anxious to improve upon his plan. That is a very dangerous thing to do. Sometimes, 

in his providence, he gives us what we want, but it never turns out to be the best way to go. 

 

The next thing that I want you to notice is that the opposition to entering the Promised Land had nothing to 

do with the goodness of the land, or with any disappointment with anything that God had told them about it. 

 In fact, the fruit they brought back and the reports about the land proved that it was indeed a land flowing 

with milk and honey. It would be a wonderful place to live. The problem stemmed from their fear that they 

would not be able to possess the land because of the strength and size of the cities and the people who 

already lived there. This was the land of the Nephilim. (You may remember that we met them once before in 

Genesis 6 in the account of the sons of God and daughters of men who co-mingled before the flood.) In this 

Numbers passage, we have further confirmation that the Nephilim were giants. “We seemed like 

grasshoppers in our own eyes,” the spies said, “and we looked the same to them” (Numbers 13:33). 

 

There is the issue, at its barest form, and it turned to be a simple conflict between fear and faith. It is nearly 

incomprehensible to me that after all that they had seen in the past two to three year period, from the time 

that Moses had first come into their midst in Egypt, to the present moment when they stood looking across 

the river into the land of Promise, that they would still not have enough faith to believe that God would give 

them the land just as he had promised to do, giants or no giants. But there it is—and lest we be over quick to 

condemn the Israelites, it is probably important to note that time after time we have done exactly as they did, 

giving way to fear in the face of some tremendous obstacle, even though in every previous test we have 

found the power of God to be more than sufficient to enable us to meet and overcome the problems. One of 

the great goals that you and I need to establish for our own personal lives is that of being able to exercise 

faith in the promises of God, no matter what the external circumstances appear to be. 

 

There is something else here that may not, at first, be as immediately obvious, and it has to do with the 
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numbers involved. As nearly as we can tell, apart from Moses himself, only two men, Joshua the son of 

Nun, who was Moses’ apprentice, and Caleb, the son of Jephunneh, were willing to risk everything on faith. 

All of the others—more than 600,000 men over the age of 20, including the Levites and Aaron and his 

family—all of them sided with the ten spies who lacked faith. That is incredible but that is what happened. 

Do you see how contagious fear and unbelief are? They are more contagious than the deadliest disease. This 

fear is so infectious that only Moses and two faith-filled men are willing to stand against it, and soon the 

multitude is afraid not only of the command of God to go in to possess the land, but also of the three men 

who were not afraid. 

 

The mob gets ugly. There is much sentiment for stoning all three of these reckless adventurers on the spot, 

electing a new leader, and returning to Egypt. And I think they would have done it, except that, just at the 

right moment, the glory of the Lord appeared at the Tent of Meeting and threw them into even more fear and 

confusion. And God has the last word; he always does. Moses, Caleb and Joshua are vindicated and the 

verdict is pronounced: all of the unbelieving generation will die in the wilderness during a forty-year period, 

one year for each day that the spies had spent inside the Promised Land. Only Joshua and Caleb would be 

allowed to go in to posses the Promised Land. The ten faithless spies die immediately, victims of a divine 

plague, and for the hundredth time the people conclude that they have sinned, and once again they ask for 

God’s forgiveness. 

 

Two more observations: the first is this (and you’ve heard it often, I’m sure), but it was never truer than here 

in Numbers 14. “One plus God makes a majority.” It doesn’t matter what the odds are, even if they’re 

300,000 to one like they are in Numbers 13 and 14. If you stand in faith on the promise and plan of God, 

you have a majority opinion and you must not allow anyone to move you. You can almost hear the taunts 

that would have been hurled at the two heroes of this story: “Joshua, why are you so arrogant?” “Caleb, 

what you have isn’t faith, it’s presumption.” “How can you ruin the unity of our nation over this issue?” 

Friends, the majority isn’t always right; in fact, it’s often not right, and when you stand on the side of the 

Word of God, you need not fear the mob. Caleb and Joshua understood that; so did Daniel and his three 

friends, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego; so did Jeremiah and Jesus and Paul.  We need to learn that. 

 

The second observation: This is painful—God did forgive Israel. Numbers 14:20 tells us that. But the 

consequences were still there. They lost the opportunity to be the first generation to enter the land of 

promise. When they realized what they had done, they said to Moses, “Okay. We’re sorry. Let’s go now!” 

And they tried to, but it was too late to secure the blessing. Did you notice that? Israel actually marched 

toward the Promised Land on the theory that belated obedience might win back the favor of God, but Moses 

didn’t go with them. The Tabernacle stayed where it was because the cloud that signified the presence of 

God didn’t move. God wasn’t in it. Numbers 14:44 says, “In their presumption they went up.” The 

Amalekites and Canaanites gave them a terrible beating and sent them back down to spend a whole 

generation wandering in the wilderness, because they had refused to trust God’s promise. 

 

Sometimes God speaks to us very clearly and gives us enormous opportunities to serve him, to bring great 

glory to his name, and to experience his richest blessing. If, because of fear and unbelief, we miss these 

opportunities, they may not come again. Within days of the spies return, a repentant Israel was ready to do 

the will of God, but their moment had passed; the opportunity was gone and they lived the rest of their lives 

with the bitter memory of what might have been. 

 

May God help us to respond in faith when his call to us is clear. 
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