
WEEK 19, DAY 1                    NUMBERS 15:1–16:41

 
Today we continued our study of the book of Numbers by reading chapter 15: 1–16:41. You will remember 

that the book is divided into three parts. Part 1, from 1:1–l0:10, is spent at Mt. Sinai preparing for the 

journey to the Promised Land. That portion of the book spans just a few weeks in time. Beginning with 

10:11 and continuing through chapter 21, the second part of the book describes a relatively short trip to 

Kadesh Barnea where, along with Moses, only Joshua and Caleb remain faithful, and then more than 38 

long years of wandering in the wilderness ensue. At chapter 22, we will find Israel once again at the 

threshold of the Promised Land and a new generation planning its entrance into Canaan. 

 

It is very interesting that chapter 15 begins with God giving Moses instructions about the sacrifices that are 

to be made after they enter the Promised Land. After all, because of the rebellion of the people, that entry 

now is almost 40 years away. Nevertheless, God, having pronounced the judgment that all over the age of 

20 years will perish in the wilderness, immediately begins to give instructions to the next generation. I think 

that he did that for at least two reasons. First, I am sure that it was for the purpose of underscoring to Moses 

and to the next generation that he would still deal with Israel in love, that he still had a wonderful plan for 

them as a nation, and that he would not abandon the promises the he had made to them. The New Testament 

says, “If we are faithless, he will remain faithful” (2 Timothy 2:13). 

 

The second reason that I believe God began immediately to talk about the things that Israel would need to 

do after entering the Promised Land was to drive home an important point to the people who now would not 

be going in. The point is this: No matter how disobedient and rebellious you might choose to be, you are not 

ultimately going to thwart the will of God or his purpose. If you rebel and disqualify yourselves from being 

instruments of his will and objects of his blessing, you will only succeed in passing that place of privilege to 

someone else. (In this case, they passed it on to their own children!) Sometimes people get the strange idea 

that God is dependent upon them to accomplish his work. If we don’t do it, we think it won’t get done. We 

think God needs us. Well, I don’t want to stick a pin in your balloon today, but friend, God does not need 

you. He does not need me. He does not need anyone! If we don’t do the work of God, it will still get done, 

because God’s sovereign purposes will always stand. No one can thwart his will! What will happen, 

however, is that we will lose both the privilege and the blessing. When the older generation rebelled against 

God and refused to obey him, God didn’t lose anything. He still got done everything that he wanted to do, 

but a whole generation of the children of Israel lost the privilege and the blessing. 

   

Chapter 15 also made explicit what we were seeing implied all through the book of Numbers up to now. The 

sacrifices were intended to procure forgiveness only for unintentional and unpremeditated sins. If someone 

was calculating and high-handed in their disregard for the law of God, there really was no sacrifice for them, 

only judgment. Did you read verses 30 and 31? “Anyone who sins defiantly, whether native born or alien, 

blasphemes the Lord, and that person must be cut off from his people. Because he has despised the Lord’s 

word and broken his commands, that person must surely be cut off; his guilt remains on him.” 

 

Just so that we will understand the severity of what God is saying here, an illustration is given of a man who 

consciously and intentionally broke the Sabbath by gathering wood. God’s sentence was death. “The man 

must die” (15:35)—and they stoned him. If we learn nothing else from our study of Leviticus and Numbers, 

it is my sincere prayer that we will learn something about the awful seriousness of sin. 

 

I know that someone will by now be saying, “Yes, but we live in an age of grace.” You are right, and I am 

most thankful for that. The blood of Christ has brought God’s love near to us and we do not have to fear his 

condemnation any more. That is true, let me call your attention to a New Testament passage designed to 

shield us from any casual view of sin and to keep us from the awful sin of presuming upon the grace of God. 



 
 
 2 

Hebrews 10:26 and following say, “If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge 

of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left, but only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will 

consume the enemies of God. Anyone who rejected the Law of Moses died without mercy on the testimony 

of two or three witnesses. How much more severely do you think a man deserves to be punished who has 

trampled the Son of God under foot, who has treated as an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that 

sanctified him, and who has insulted the Spirit of grace? For we know him who said, ‘It is mine to avenge, I 

will repay’ and again ‘the Lord will judge his people.’ It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of a living 

God.” 

 

If there was ever a sobering portion of Scripture, it is that, and it comes from the New Testament. Someone 

reading those words will be left in dreadful fear. “If I have knowingly sinned after accepting Christ, does 

that mean there is no forgiveness for me?” I want to assure you that John 1:9 is still true, it’s always true: “If 

we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all 

unrighteousness.”   

 

But the key to understanding Hebrews 10:26ff is that phrase, “If we deliberately keep on sinning ... ” All of 

us are still sinners. Every day we need fresh assurance of Christ’s forgiveness, and we can have it, just by 

asking. But if we deliberately, repetitively, and callously keep on committing the very same sin over and 

over again with a high-hand and with an “I don’t care because God will forgive me” attitude, we stand in 

very real danger of the judgment of God. We have turned grace into presumption. We do not at that point 

even understand what true repentance is. No professing Christian can ever be comfortable in a state of 

rebellion against God. 

 

If you have ever walked through a neighborhood in which a lot of Orthodox Jews have settled, you will have 

seen the tassels on their clothing. Numbers 15, the passage we read today, is the origin of that practice. The 

tassels, which catch the eye as they move, were meant to remind the Jews to look at the law of God and not 

at the temptations of their own hearts and eyes. The message is just as valid for us: Stay focused on the 

Word of God—don’t let the things of the world distract you. 

 

The frequency with which the children of Israel allowed themselves to be led off into rebellion and sin is 

absolutely astonishing. At some point you would think that they would learn, but this generation that Moses 

led into the wilderness never did learn. They are a very sobering example for us not to follow! 

 

The rebellion that centered around Korah was a very significant one. It involved 250 leaders in Israel. Korah 

was the ringleader, and as you read that account you noticed that God’s dealing with them was swift and 

terrible. Here are the things I want you to notice: 

 

First, the complaint was that Moses and Aaron were some how violating their rights in exercising godly 

leadership over them. How often do God’s people get themselves into awful plights by listening to Satan’s 

lie that somehow their “rights” have been violated? That was exactly the line he used on Eve in the Garden 

of Eden. “Eve,” Satan said, “don’t you realize that God’s prohibition against eating the fruit of that tree is 

only designed to keep you in your place, to keep you from being just like God yourself. Eve, you have a 

right to that fruit and the knowledge that will come with it.” So Eve ate the fruit. 

 

“Cain,” the voice came again a few years later. “You have the right to bring any sacrifice you want to 

worship. It’s not fair that God should accept Abel’s sacrifice and not yours. Cain, why don’t you stand up 

for your rights and fight this injustice?” 
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“Korah,” the voice came again, “Why should you always have to take orders from Moses? You are just as 

good a man as he is. You’re a Levite! People look up to you. Moses and Aaron have got no right to act like 

they are the only ones who can talk with God. That’s not fair. Korah, do something about it.” And so he did. 

 

The next time you are tempted to be upset because someone that God has put over you (your parents, your 

boss, your president, your pastor) has violated your “rights,” stop right there and spend some significant 

time in the Word and in prayer. The likelihood is strong that Satan is trying to “put one over on you” and if 

that is true, you need to be very careful before you act, and very certain that the anointing of God is on you. 

If you are ever in that position, I would suggest you spend some time meditating on the response of David 

toward King Saul. David will be a positive role model for you when someone who is “over” you really has 

violated your rights. 

 

Let me quickly suggest two more things. First, that Moses handled this situation beautifully. He did not 

defend himself. He “fell facedown” (16:4), presumably in prayer. Then Moses left it to the Lord to settle. At 

some point in time, someone for whom you have been given responsibility before the Lord is going to 

challenge you—your kids, your students, perhaps a spouse—someone. Get out of the way; don’t defend 

yourself; let God defend you. He can be so much more persuasive than you! 

 

My last observation flows from the first. If we let him, God will vindicate his servants and make clear who it 

is who wears his mantle. The vindication may not be as dramatic or instantaneous as it was in the case of 

Moses versus Korah, but it will come. 

 

WEEK 19, DAY 2                   NUMBERS 16:42–

18:32 

 

This morning you read Numbers 16:42–chapter 18. Even though this is probably not the most exciting book 

of God’s Word, I am being greatly challenged and blessed by this exercise of walking through it with you. 

 

Over and over again in the last two weeks, I have been challenged by the terrible seriousness with which 

God’s word treats the subject of sin, and its marked contrast to the way we normally treat it. To us, all too 

often, sin is a light thing, to be ignored, forgotten or not taken too seriously, but to God it is a thing of the 

most earnest significance. 

 

Another recurring theme is back before us in these chapters. It is the theme of purity in the congregation. An 

awful lot of people died in Israel because of the continual rebellions against Moses and against the Lord. On 

the day after the Lord slew Korah and the 250 rebellious leaders, another 14,700 people died from a 

divinely initiated plague. God was judging and purging his people yet again. Even when the issue was not 

open sin or rebellion, even when it was a matter of the contamination that came from touching a dead body, 

the emphasis was still the same: inside the camp of Israel there had to be purity. The sacrifices emphasized 

it; the rituals proclaimed it; God demanded it. Now there are some important differences between the 

church, which is the visible body of Christ in this age, and the congregation, which was the assembly of 

God’s people, in the Old Testament. One major difference is that God himself passed judgment in a final, 

infallible way on who was guilty and who was innocent in that Old Testament camp. We do not have the 

benefit of that measuring rod in our churches. I am very sure, however, that the purity of the visible body of 

Christ has a much lower priority among us than it did in either the Old Testament camp or in the emerging 

New Testament church. Our willingness to tolerate sin in the camp makes us a poorer people than we would 
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need to be. I am not crusading here for a movement among us to judge each other by more rigid (and 

perhaps legalistic) standards. That is not the way to solve our problem. What I am pleading for is that we 

would take the advice of the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 11, and of Jesus himself in the Sermon on the 

Mount, to begin to judge ourselves in the clear light of God’s Word. If we would all begin to call sin by its 

real name in our own lives, I believe that a dramatic change would occur in the level of spirituality in the 

church. 

 

The budding of Aaron’s rod, which is the only event described for us in chapter 17, fits with the chapter we 

read yesterday, as well as with the other chapters that we read today. They all relate to the priesthood in 

general and to the establishment of Aaron and his family as the unquestioned occupants of that office. 

 

This staff of Aaron has had a most illustrious history! It is the same staff that originally belonged to Moses.  

He had it in his hand on the day he stood before the burning bush. When God asked him what he had in his 

hand, it was this stick. At God’s command he threw it down and it became a snake in his hand. As Moses 

starts back to Egypt in obedience to God, we are told that he took the “staff of God” (Exodus 4:20) with 

him. It was that staff, this time in Aaron’s hand, that was thrown down in the court of Pharaoh, and with it 

he struck the Nile River. Moses held it out over the waters of the Red Sea, with impressive results, and at 

Rephidim, it was this staff that hit the rock so that huge quantities of water poured out. Now here, that same 

stick of wood is placed before the Lord with Aaron’s name written upon it, along with staffs bearing the 

names of the leaders of each of the other tribes of Israel. Aaron’s staff alone blossoms. (By the way, we 

know it was the same stick that was used in all of the other instances because of a verse in Numbers 20, 

which we will read tomorrow.) This dead stick of almond wood sprouts, blossoms and bears fruit over night. 

And with this miracle, the authority of Aaron as God’s chosen high priest is definitively established, and the 

grumbling, at least for now, is put to rest. 

 

Is there a lesson here for us? I think so. True leaders among the people of God are not elected by a 

nominating committee’s recommendations. That might be how we certify them as God’s leaders among us 

from time to time, but that is most assuredly not how they come to be leaders. They get to be leaders when 

God chooses them, prepares them and accredits them in our midst. Aaron and Moses were not Israel’s 

leaders because they aspired to an office, ran successful campaigns and garnered enough votes to carry the 

electorate. Much of the time, Moses wouldn’t have gotten enough votes from the people of Israel to be 

elected dogcatcher. Moses and Aaron were the leaders because God chose them to lead. It was that simple. 

There are often people in the church who desperately want to be leaders. (I am convinced that if they really 

understood all that was involved they would not have such strange ambitions). But wanting to lead, they 

campaign, cajole and sometimes bully their way into leadership. God never endorses or accredits such 

leaders. He chooses who will lead and you prove yourself fit to be a leader by being the servant of all. 

 

Chapter 18 makes it abundantly clear (as if Moses and Aaron didn’t already understand this) that being a 

leader brings a great deal of responsibility to rest on the shoulders of the leader, more responsibility, 

perhaps, than some might ever want to bear. He says to Aaron and his sons, “You, as the priests, are going 

to bear responsibility for the sanctuary and priesthood, and if there is iniquity, you are going to be the 

lightning rods for the nation. You are accountable.” 

 

There is one more subject that is crying out for our attention this morning. It is the concept of “tithing.” The 

idea of tithing is not a new one. In fact, it did not even originate with the establishment of the Levitical 

system, though quite clearly one of the major purposes of the tithing system in ancient Israel was to provide 

materially for the large group of people who were set apart for the work of the Lord in the Tabernacle and 
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later the Temple. The idea of tithing goes back much farther than that, all the way back to Abram, who gave 

tithes to Melchizedek after he had rescued Lot from the raiding party of the four kings in Genesis 14. Since 

Abram knew and practiced the custom of tithing, it may have been even older, going all the way back to the 

time of Noah, or perhaps even to the time of Adam himself, when because of sin man first began to make 

offerings to God. In any case, tithing is not just a part of the Mosaic Law that we can dismiss as no longer 

necessary now that Christ has paid the penalty for sin. 

 

The basic idea behind tithing is quite clearly seen in chapter 18. It is simply this: the first and the best part of 

everything you have (everything God gives you) belongs to him and is to be given back to him. The 

percentage that Israel was to use as a guide was one-tenth. That was God’s portion. Of course, if you felt 

especially blessed you could always give more, but the first 10 percent belonged to God. That principle was 

a foundational one in Israel and throughout the Old Testament. Some of you will know that the word “tithe” 

does not carry over into the New Testament, except as a matter of reporting on a particular practice of the 

Pharisees (e.g. Luke 18) and a few references in Hebrews 7 to the Old Testament practice. The didactic 

portions of the New Testament nowhere explicitly say that Christians should tithe. 

 

Because the New Testament nowhere explicitly says, “Christian, tithe,” many have basically ignored the 

concept. Each week they go to church and when the offering plate is passed, they put in a dollar or two, or if 

they’re feeling particularly generous, maybe even five or ten! And in that action of giving just a token 

amount they are saying quite clearly, “God, my commitment to you isn’t very serious. You can have the 

leftovers of my life. The first and best part is mine. If, when I have cared for all the other things I need and 

want, there is anything left, perhaps I’ll give a bit of it to you.” That is not what is said, mind you, or 

perhaps even thought, but that is the attitude. 

 

Well, the word “tithing” is not used with reference to Christians, but the concepts that everything we have 

comes from God and that the first and best part of what we are given belongs to God, are certainly just as 

true in the New Testament as in the Old. Let me remind you of a passage we read a while ago in the book of 

Luke. It is Jesus who is speaking, about giving. He says, “Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, 

pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you 

use, it will be measured back to you” (Luke 6:38). And Paul calls upon us to be generous (the KJV uses the 

word “hilarious”) givers (2 Corinthians 9:7). 

 

It seems difficult, maybe even impossible, for some of us to ever reach the point at which we could give 10 

percent of an already stretched-to-the-limit budget back to God.  Maybe it doesn’t even sound reasonable to 

you. Here is what God said in another Old Testament book to his people: “I the Lord do not change. So you, 

O descendants of Jacob, are not destroyed. Ever since the time of your forefathers you have turned away 

from my decrees and have not kept them. Return to me, and I will return to you,” says the Lord Almighty. 

“But you ask, ‘How are we to return?’ “Will a man rob God? Yet you rob me.” But you ask, ‘How do we 

rob you?’ “In tithes and offerings. You are under a curse—the whole nation of you—because you are 

robbing me. Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house. Test me in this,” 

says the Lord Almighty, “and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much 

blessing that you have not room enough for it. I will prevent pests from devouring your crops, and the vines 

in your fields will not cast their fruit,” says the Lord Almighty. “Then all the nations will call you blessed, 

for yours will be a delightful land,” says the Lord Almighty” (Malachi 3:6-12). 

 

Did you hear that challenge? God says: “Test me—see if I won’t bless you for obeying my Word.” I want to 

challenge you to do just that. If the spiritual discipline of tithing is not something that you are already 
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practicing, I want you to prayerfully consider the “experiment in obedience” that the book of Malachi 

suggests. Take God at his word and put him to the test. This is not a get rich quick scheme—no one is 

promising you that—but it is a matter of obedience, and I believe that if we begin to obey the Word of God 

in this matter—if we start bringing the tithes into the storehouse, the local church—God will begin to bless 

us in ways that we have not previously known. 

 

WEEK 19, DAY 3                           NUMBERS 19–21 

 

Today you read Numbers 19–21 and finished the second section of Numbers. A major transition occurred in 

our reading today. With the death of Miriam and Aaron, and the return to Kadesh Barnea, Israel’s period of 

wandering has concluded and the march toward the Promised Land has resumed. 

 

I’m pretty sure that you did not linger over chapter 19 for too many minutes. Another ritual for cleansing, 

this one involving a red heifer, a young cow, probably did not grab your attention hold tit hostage until your 

mind probed all of the significance of the matter. Am I right? You read it, and said, “another sacrifice” and 

went quickly on to chapter 20. I can understand that inclination (in fact, I shared it), but it is important that 

you at least have some idea of what is going on here. Remember: “All scripture is God-breathed and is 

useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3:16). 

 

The “red heifer” ritual described is very unusual. The animal is to be “without defect or blemish” (19:2). By 

now, that is a phrase with which we have become very familiar. But then things start sounding a little 

strange. To begin with, this is not really a sacrifice. In fact, the word used to describe the killing of this 

animal is not the normal word for sacrifice. The word used here is “slaughter.” It is a cow, not a bull or an 

ox, and it is to be killed outside the camp, not at the holy altar. The blood is burned with the animal (that is 

absolutely unique, never done in any other sacrifice), and though the priest is present, he does not lay hands 

on the animal to identify with it. Cedar wood, hyssop and wool, all things associated in the Old Testament 

with cleansing, are thrown onto the fire until only ashes are left. These ashes then become the focal point in 

a cleansing process. Mixed with water, the concoction is to be sprinkled on anyone who has become 

ceremonially unclean so that the sanctuary of the Lord is not defiled. 

 

The first commentator to whom I looked for help in understanding this strange ceremony explained that it 

provided a low cost alternative to the sin offering, a way that a very poor person, who had become 

ceremonially unclean due to the death of a family member, could once again be cleansed without the extra 

burden of a costly sacrifice, just at the time when his family could least afford it. 

 

The second commentator I read said that it was a way to keep Israel pure during the periods of marching. It 

would not, he said, be feasible to stop, put up the Tabernacle and offer a sacrifice each time someone sinned 

while they were on the march. So this “ashes and water mixture” was a way of staying clean on the run; a 

way, he said, to stay “sweet before God” - a kind of “spiritual deodorant.” (Those are the commentator’s 

words - not mine!) He then referred to 1 John 1, which talks about staying pure as Christians and walking in 

the light as he is in the light, so that we can maintain fellowship with God. Well, both of those 

commentaries sounded plausible. So I read a third to see which one he agreed with but he had a third idea 

that sounded even more plausible. 

 

Remember, the third scholar said, this strange ceremony is not introduced in the book of Leviticus where we 

might expect it, but in Numbers, right after the story of the rebellion of Korah, in which so many people 

died. If they tried to gain ceremonial cleansing in the normal way after burying all those dead bodies, there 
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would not have been enough priests to offer all the sin offerings - and the flocks would have been seriously 

depleted, maybe even wiped out. This was a general cleansing ritual to solve the problem after a huge 

defilement. 

 

And then (yes, I did), I read a fourth commentary, which assured me that the whole ritual was “typical,” i.e., 

pointing toward Jesus Christ who was slaughtered for us, who was killed outside the camp, and who offers 

us cleansing from all sins. 

 

I have a suspicion that all of the commentators were at least partly right. Perhaps that little exercise will help 

you see why it is so important to study the Word of God for yourself. You can't simply rely on any one 

commentary or commentator (especially this one) to always understand and explain to you exactly what is 

going on. 

 

In Numbers 20, the children of Israel have returned, after nearly 40 years, to Kadesh, the place where their 

parents rebelled against God and were condemned to die in the wilderness. And (this is frightening) they 

very nearly do the same thing again! The sins of the fathers are being visited on the children here. 

   

There is no water, and that old familiar refrain begins again (20:4), “Why did you bring the Lord’s 

community into this desert, that we and our livestock should die here?” Moses and Aaron go face down 

before the Lord in the Tabernacle and once again the Lord gives them instructions for bringing water from 

the rock. This is like a replay of the incident recorded in Exodus 17 when Moses was told to strike the rock. 

 The name of the place is even given as the same, Rephidim (or Meribah).  This time, however, he is told to 

speak to the rock. Because he strikes it, he too is prevented from entering the Promised Land. Now this 

seems unbelievably harsh. God keeps Moses from entering the Promised Land just because he hit the rock 

instead of speaking to it! 

 

But there you have it, and once more we are going to be forced to think deeply about something that will 

probably make us very sober people. When it comes to obeying the Word of God, be it a word of promise or 

one of command, whether it relates to giving, or praying or whatever, near enough is never good enough.  

Moses did what God said (sort of, but not exactly), and for that he paid a dear price. A little while later 

Moses will be gone and God will say to the new leader of Israel, to Joshua, “Be careful to obey all the law 

my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left … do everything written in it” 

(Joshua 1:7–8). 

 

Near enough wasn’t good enough for Nadab and Abihu; they offered strange fire and they died. It wasn’t 

good enough for Moses; he didn’t enter the Promised Land. The God’s wonderful word concerning Caleb 

was that he “has a different spirit and follows me wholeheartedly” (Numbers 14:24). 

 

Now there may have been other things going on here as well. It is probable that Moses hit the rock because 

he was angry with Israel, and maybe even angry with God, and in his anger he sinned. Certainly the text 

indicates that he was failing to show the proper amount of respect for the holy presence of God in that place; 

that is clear from God’s words in verse 12. It is possible that Moses’ words to the children of Israel in verse 

10 shed more light on how he failed to honor the presence of God. “Listen you rebels,” he said, “must we 

(meaning Aaron and I) bring you water out of this rock?” He was angry, and in his anger he may have taken 

credit himself for what God was about to do; that is always a very dangerous thing! 

 

Obeying God in the right spirit and for the right reasons is all part of what true faith is all about! This 
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passage helps us to understand that godly faith is not just believing him, but obeying him completely. 

 

Miriam and Aaron both die in chapter 21. For all of their defects (Aaron made the golden calf when he 

caved into the rebellion of the people while Moses was on Mt. Sinai; he and Miriam together murmured 

against Moses later in the wilderness and Miriam was smitten with leprosy which God removed at Moses’ 

request), I am very sure that Moses would have missed them terribly. Taking the priestly garments from 

Aaron and putting them upon Eleazar, his son, would have been one of the hardest things Moses ever had to 

do. But Aaron was only a man and men die and others come to take their place. Eleazar takes Aaron’s place. 

Soon enough Joshua will stand in Moses’ shoes. The book of Hebrews (in many places) reminds us that 

Jesus is our great high priest, but unlike Aaron, he will never die; he will never be succeeded by another; he 

abides as our high priest forever! 

 

Turning aside from Edom (populated by the descendants of Esau), because permission to journey through 

the land was twice refused, Israel now traveled up the east side of the Dead Sea, through the area of present-

day Jordan, to the place from which they would gain entrance into the Promised Land. Opposed by the King 

of Arad and then by Sihon, the king of the Amorites, and Og the king of Bashan, God gave them military 

victories that clearly demonstrated his presence with them. Word of these victories was already filtering 

back into the land of Canaan. Their route is carefully recorded for us and reference is made in chapter 21 to 

a history book with which the most ancient readers of Moses’ book would have been familiar. Moses 

actually quotes a brief passage from a work entitled, The Book of the Wars of the Lord. Like the book of 

Jashar, which is mentioned in a similar reference in the biblical book of Joshua, this extra-biblical book was 

completely lost long ago in Israel’s history. I wonder what fascinating stories it would tell? 

 

There are two “types” (Old Testament things that are divinely planted sign posts pointing toward Christ) 

that are mentioned in today’s reading. We can confidently identify these as “types” because the New 

Testament does it for us. The first is the rock from which the water flowed (the rock in Exodus 17 at the 

beginning of the journey and this one here at the end). 1 Corinthians 10:4 says that the rock was a type of 

Christ, from whom the living water, of which Jesus later spoke, continually flows. 

 

The other, more easily recognized “type” is seen in the bronze serpent, which was lifted up in the 

wilderness. When Israel rebelled yet again, God sent the vipers to afflict them. He gave Moses a divine 

antidote, a bronze snake.  Snakes were always, from Eden onward, a symbol of sin, but this bronze snake, 

this symbol of sin, was hung upon a pole. All who had been bitten, and who looked upon that serpent in 

faith, were healed; the penalty of their sin was removed. The old rabbinical scholars could never understand 

why God did that with Moses. Why a snake, a symbol of sin, as the instrument by which healing came 

through faith? While they couldn’t understand it, we can. Jesus said in John 3, “Just as Moses lifted up the 

snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have 

eternal life” (John 3:14–15). 

 

The bronze serpent was the signpost, the “type,” pointing Old Testament believers toward Christ. Jesus was 

the “anti-type,” that is, the “fulfillment,” the “real thing,” and whoever looks upon him in faith will be 

healed from the consequences of their sin! 

 

WEEK 19, DAY 4                   Numbers 22–

24 

 

Today you read one of the strangest stories in the whole Bible and encountered one its most mysterious 
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people. 

 

Before we get too bogged down with the mysterious Balaam, son of Beor, however, I want to nail down the 

biggest lesson that our text teaches us. (This is one of those passages where the details might be so 

interesting that we could lose sight of the forest because we’re looking at the trees.) The big lesson of 

Numbers 22–24 is this: When God has determined to bless a people, absolutely is going to ever interfere 

with that plan. God had purposed to bless Israel and no one, not an opposing king nor a renegade prophet, 

was going to succeed in staying his hand.   

 

In our lives and in our churches, from time to time, we are going to experience some rather significant 

amounts of opposition. If however, we know, as Israel did here, that we are moving in the direction that God 

has planned, nothing will ever cause us to lose his blessing or thwart his purpose for us. And should we ever 

find ourselves in the unenviable position of standing against the genuine work of God, we ought to 

understand right up front that we will never be able to succeed in stopping it. We will be wasting time, 

energy, money and opportunity for repentance, just like old King Balak. It may be that from time to time 

you can fight city hall and get away with it, but friend, you can’t fight God.  That will never work! 

 

So far in our study of the Word of God, we have met two characters about whom we have so many 

questions and so few answers, that it can be both fascinating and frustrating to talk about them. The first was 

Melchizedek, the strange king, the priest of Salem to whom Abraham paid tithes and who pops up in the 

New Testament book of Hebrews as a type of Christ. He is mysterious enough that some believe he is 

Christ, in a pre-incarnate form. Melchizedek was definitely a good guy, but there is so much about him that 

we simply do not know. Someday, when I get to heaven, I really want to meet Melchizedek. 

 

The second supremely mysterious character in the Old Testament so far is Balaam, son of Beor, the strange 

prophet-for-hire of Numbers 22–24. At first, he appears to be a genuine prophet of God, a good guy who 

stands for righteousness. He acknowledges the Lord (Jehovah) as he constantly says, “I must speak only 

what God puts in my mouth; I cannot go beyond the command of the Lord” (22:38; 23:12, 26; 24:13) He 

appears to be able to communicate with God on almost an at-will basis. He unquestionably brings back 

indisputably genuine messages from the Lord. He blesses Israel and even delivers wonderful prophecies. He 

must be a good guy. 

 

But there are some disturbing little hints. Balak, the king of Moab, clearly has the belief that for a sum of 

money Balaam’s services are available for hire. While Balaam makes it quite clear that he cannot say 

anything that the Lord does not allow, he doesn’t seem to have a problem with taking money in exchange 

for his services. That is something a prophet in the Old Testament would never do. In fact, if you read the 

account a little more carefully, it appears very much like Balaam is holding out for higher and higher fees.  

“Even if Balak gave me his palace filled with silver and gold, I could not do anything ... ” 22:18). If he really 

meant that, wouldn’t he have sent them away immediately? But he doesn’t. In fact, he invites them to stay 

the night, while he re-negotiates the matter with the Lord.   

 

Then there is the matter of the donkey. If Balaam had really been the Lord’s prophet, wouldn’t he have had 

the spiritual eyes to see the angel on the road? More than that, we are specifically told at the beginning of 

chapter 24, that Balaam was in the habit of using sorcery to work his craft. That was something specifically 

prohibited in the Old Testament on the pain of death. A second look at Balaam, then, suggests that he was 

not a good guy—not a true prophet of the Lord at all—and it is this opinion that is upheld by the rest of the 

writers of Scripture. Peter says, “Balaam, son of Beor, … loved the wages of wickedness” (2 Peter 2:17). 
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Jude (verse 11) talks about Balaam’s error in the context of a desire for profit, and the words in the book of 

Revelation 2:14, and in Deuteronomy 23:5, written by Moses himself, are scarcely more complimentary. 

There is one more very subtle little hint in Moses’ account that underscores the fact that Balaam was not a 

commissioned prophet of God. When Moses tells us about Balaam's encounter with God in the night, he 

does not say the Lord came to Balaam. He says instead God, Elohim (the more generic name of God), came 

to Balaam. Had he been a true prophet, the name Jehovah (Lord), God’s covenantal name, would have been 

used. It is only in encounters with people who are not his own that God uses the name Elohim to describe 

his approaches. 

 

So, what difference does it make?  Just this: God used a bad man to bless Israel. He used a scoundrel to utter 

some of the most wonderful prophecies about Israel. He used a greedy schemer to articulate a great 

messianic prophecy. In his sovereign wisdom, God not only turns the wickedness of his enemies into words 

and actions that further his purposes, he sometimes even uses men and women who have no spiritual depth 

in themselves to say and do wonderful things. Balaam prophesied good things regarding Israel, but that did 

not make him a follower of Jehovah. Today, he still from time to time blesses the message even when it 

comes from the lips of charlatans. In recent times, we have seen several men who were preaching a gospel 

message and apparently having a positive, biblical impact on many lives, fall into the sin, only to discover 

that these things had been going on in their lives for many years, all the while the message was being 

preached and the ministry was bearing fruit! God blessed the message even though it came from the lips of a 

scoundrel. That is what was happening in Numbers 22–24. I am sure that Balaam would gladly have cursed 

Israel (for a big enough profit), but God controlled his tongue. I think the same thing still happens today. 

Just because the words are right, it doesn’t mean the man is God’s man. You have to look at the life for that, 

and Balaam’s life didn’t measure up. 

 

The same phenomenon is seen in the New Testament in the epistle to the Corinthians. They were exercising 

spiritual gifts; they were having real ministry, but their lives were a wreck. The fact that God, in his 

sovereign wisdom, sometimes chooses to use a certain instrument is not a guarantee of holiness in the life of 

that individual and ought never to be taken as such. 

 

You know that God never does things capriciously; there is always a reason (even though we don’t always 

understand that reason). That’s why the use of Balaam’s donkey to deliver a message from God is such an 

interesting thing. I think that the donkey is an object lesson, and that God is saying to Balaam, “You are just 

like your donkey; just like you tried to drive that donkey on even though he saw things you couldn’t see, and 

just like you did it until finally the angel of the Lord absolutely stopped you, so Balak is going to drive you 

on, even though you see what he cannot, until I absolutely stop you by an encounter with me. Just like I 

opened the mouth of a dumb donkey and put my words in it, so I can open the mouth of an unseeing prophet 

and make him speak my words. Balaam, you are just like that poor donkey you are abusing!” 

 

Six different times Balaam tried to curse Israel. Each time he failed to accomplish his purpose. Instead, he 

made six significant prophecies concerning God’s chosen people:   

 

1) In 23:9, he prophesied that Israel would live as a “separated” nation.   

 

2) In the very next verse, he spoke about their great population increase.   

 

3) Later (23:21), in his second oracle, he prophesied that God would be with Israel in a special way to 

bless her.  
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4) In 24:9, he spoke about the victories she would have over other nations.   

 

5) The most amazing prophecy in this passage is the one found in Numbers 24:17. Balaam says, “I see 

him, but not now; I behold him but not near. A star will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of 

Israel ... ” Over a thousand years later, some new mystery men, wise men, rode into the city of 

Jerusalem. They came looking for the Messiah. “We saw His star in the East” (Matthew 2:2)—that 

is the direction from which Balaam came. Only a very few in Israel were watching for him (Simeon, 

Anna and a few others), but wise men, stargazers from the East, were watching. Somehow they 

knew about the prophecy that God put in the mouth of Balaam and so they came.   

 

6) The last prophecy that Balaam made was concerning the defeat of all Israel’s enemies, the 

Moabites, the children of Sheth, and the Edomites, the people of the country that had refused 

passage to Moses’ people. 

 

In the blessings that Balaam pronounces, all three major portions of the Abrahamic Covenant, the promise 

concerning the land, the descendants and the covenantal relationship, are all repeated, fixing them again in 

Israel’s consciousness as preparations are made to enter the land. 

 

Balak discovered that you cannot frustrate the will and plan of God. Balaam discovered that he had much in 

common with his donkey. Israel discovered that whom God blesses, he will bless. 

 

One last thing: there is a very important bit of theology that comes from the mouth of our prophet for hire.  

It’s worth memorizing. Numbers 23:19 says: “God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he 

should change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise and not fulfill?” Those rhetorical 

questions, coming from the lips of the pagan prophet, teach us a great deal that is true and important about 

our God. 

 

WEEK 19, DAY 5                              NUMBERS 25–

27 

 

Today you read Numbers 25-27. We encountered another census, as well as the call and commissioning of 

Moses’ successor, Joshua. Before we look back at the important ideas surrounding those events, however, it 

is necessary for us to turn our attention back to our frustrated King of Moab, Balak, and his co-conspirator 

against the people of the Lord, Balaam, son of Beor. 

 

You would think that after all they had seen in the wilderness, and all of the plagues and judgments brought 

upon them by the wrath of a holy God whose sense of holiness had been offended, that Israel would have 

learned that if you want a holy God to live in your midst and bless your life, you have to maintain a lifestyle 

of obedience and holiness yourself. They should have learned that—they could have learned that—but after 

all this time they still had not learned that. 

 

God protects their integrity and keeps them from being cursed by foiling the plans of Balak and Balaam, and 

then they turn right around and compromise themselves by sleeping with the Moabite women, who then 

invite them to participate in their pagan sacrifices. The Bible says, “So Israel joined in worshipping the Baal 

of Peor”  (25:3). 
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There are a number of important things for us to learn here. First, the most dangerous threats that the people 

of God ever have to deal with are internal ones, as opposed to external. I remember seeing a profound 

cartoon one time many years ago. It was from the comic strip “Pogo” that I cannot recall ever reading very 

much.  Its humor usually went right over my head. But this one day, it was aimed a bit lower, and instead of 

going over my head, it caught me right between the eyes. Old Pogo was standing in the front of an open boat 

peering out across the water in a pose like that of the famous painting of Washington crossing the Delaware. 

The caption was brilliant: “We have met the enemy and it is he is us.”   

 

Israel didn’t have to worry about Moab, Edom, the Midianites or the Amorites. The Amalekites, Philistines, 

Kenites and the Horites also constituted no threat. Why? Because God was committed to protecting them 

from all the other nations. The real enemy was Israel herself. If the people of Israel would simply keep 

themselves pure, God would do all the rest, but purity was the condition of his presence and his help, and 

Israel did not keep herself pure. It is just the same for us. It’s not the enemies “out there” who will be the 

biggest problem for us in days to come. Yes, they are there, and they will fume and rage and foment and 

make noise, but in the safety of Christ’s “ark,” we need not fear them at all. The real danger is inside the 

camp, with us and within us, and if we like Israel fall victim to the lust of the eyes, the lust of the flesh, and 

the pride of life, then we too will feel the hand of God in judgment, and begin to see all the gaps opening up 

in our hedge of protection that surrounds us at present. 

 

Next, notice that the culprit was sexual immorality. I know that we live in an age when sexual mores have 

fallen badly, and when Christian people are constantly assaulted with temptations to enjoy the pleasures of 

sin for a season. What we are experiencing is not new, and if anything, the children of Israel, on the edge of 

the Promised Land, were in an even more promiscuous society. Idolatry by itself would not have been very 

tempting, but sexual sin was tempting then, as it is now, and that was the door through which the Israelites 

walked en masse toward apostasy and idolatry. 

 

Repeatedly, in the Old Testament and in the New Testament, two themes reoccur. These are critically 

important themes for the people of God. We are to keep ourselves sexually pure and that means sexual 

relations only within the context of marriage with the partner God has given us. There are no special 

exceptions to that. If we violate that law of God, we will not really break God’s law so much as we will get 

broken on it. The other theme is that marriage partners are only to be taken from among the people of God, 

never from among the unbelievers. Those are firm rules. If you ignore them (as Israel did in Numbers 25), 

you will be setting yourself up for a huge fall, and you will almost certainly experience that fall. Playing 

outside the boundaries of God’s rules for human sexuality, and playing with those who do not even know 

him, will inevitably draw you farther and farther away from God and into a place that invites his judgment. 

 

There is one more thing you will not have seen in this chapter, for it is not revealed until Numbers 31. It is 

confirmed also by a note in Revelation 2:14. The idea of defeating Israel by enticing them to sexual 

immorality and then to idolatry came from a man named Balaam, the son of Beor, who in the words of 

Revelation, “… taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin by eating food offered to idols and by committing 

sexual immorality.” This was Balaam’s strategy. If God would not allow him to place a curse upon the 

Israelites, perhaps they could be seduced into cursing themselves. We need to be aware. It is a settled 

strategy among the minions of the devil that if we cannot be cowered by a frontal attack, or divided by 

sowing seeds of dissension in the midst, then we are by all means available to be seduced into losing our 

purity and power by the lusts of the flesh. 

 

It is no accident that when Israel could not be cursed by the pagan prophet that the Moabites hired, that they 
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began to seduce them one by one. So brazen was the sexual sin of the people, that while the nation was 

mourning their sin and the commandment from God to punish it, a man (Zimri) took a Midianite woman 

(Cozbi) into his tent to lie with her in broad daylight while the rest of the nation was in the front of the 

Tabernacle confessing. Twenty-four thousand more people died because of this disobedience before the 

Lord. The role of the Midianites in this whole sordid affair earned them a status as the enemies of God’s 

people. 

 

Now that it is time to enter the land of promise, another census must be done, and this time the number of 

men over the age of 20 is 601,730.  In the nearly 40 years in the wilderness the nation has not grown; in fact, 

it has lost a bit in terms of its total size. The greatest loss has been in the tribe of Simeon, which in the first 

census numbered over 59,000 men, but now numbers just 22,200. Since Zimri, the man through whom 

Phinehas ran his spear to stop the last plague, was from the tribe of Simeon, it may be that many of the 

idolaters who were killed were also from that tribe. 

 

The other important item in the material that you read today is the divine choice of Joshua to succeed Moses 

as the leader of the nation of Israel. Once again, we need to take note of the fact that the choice belongs to 

God. As far as we can tell, Moses had no input in this; it was strictly God's decision. The people didn’t vote; 

there was no heredity involved; it was God’s choice. 

 

Moses, because of his disobedience at the second Meribah, when he struck the rock two times instead of just 

speaking to it, has lost his opportunity to enter the land. 

 

So the next thing we need to see about the appointment of Joshua is the notation that this is necessary 

because Israel without a leader will be “like sheep without a shepherd” (27:17). We need to know a tiny bit 

about sheep to really appreciate that remark. Sheep without a shepherd present you with some rather 

significant problems. They can’t stay out of trouble; they won’t stay together; they will be easy prey for any 

predator; they will probably starve to death; their chances of survival for any significant period of time are 

somewhere between slim and none. Israel needed a shepherd, and Joshua was the chosen one. 

 

The last thing that I want to note is that God had been preparing Joshua for a very long time for this 

position.  For nearly 40 years, he had been the aide, the servant, of Moses, in a very special apprenticeship, 

if you will. When Moses went to meet with God at the Tent of Meeting, Joshua went and sat outside. I 

wonder how much (if anything) he overheard of the amazing conversations that occurred between God and 

his servant Moses. Maybe he didn’t hear anything at all, but he surely learned that God is willing to talk to a 

man, willing to lead a man who will follow him and serve his people. Joshua had led the people into battle. 

Years before, it had been Joshua down on the battlefield with the Amalekites while Moses was standing on 

the hill with his arms outstretched. Joshua had learned a very important lesson from that. He had learned 

that the battle is the Lord’s, that the glory is the Lord’s, and that if anything is accomplished, it is 

accomplished not by might nor by power, but by the spirit of the Lord.  Joshua had been one of the two 

spies (with Caleb) who brought back a favorable report of the Promised Land. He, with Caleb and Moses, 

had stood firm when the whole nation had threatened to stone them because they dared to trust in God. 

Joshua had learned from that that God is faithful and that sometimes you have to stand all by yourself, but 

that one plus God always constitutes a majority.   

 

It was Joshua who had been disturbed when, in answer to the energy crisis that Moses was feeling, God had 

placed his spirit upon the elders. Do you remember the story? Two of the elders of Israel had not come to 

the meeting and so when the spirit of God fell on them, they were already in the camp and they began to 
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prophesy there. Joshua was the one who ran back and said, “Moses, they are usurping your rights.” Joshua 

had learned from that experience, beside his mentor Moses, that the truly godly leader is never jealous for 

his own position, and is always happy to see all of the gifts that God gives to others being used in ministry. 

 

All of these things and many others, Joshua had learned by the side of his mentor Moses. Once again, I want 

to underscore for us the importance of those kinds of godly apprenticeships. The way to learn how to be a 

leader in the household of faith is by standing beside a leader and learning from him or from her all that they 

can teach us about how to live godly, righteous and sober lives, and how to serve the Lord our God in 

faithfulness.  May God give to each of us that kind of mentor.  What a difference it will make in our lives.  

  

When Moses, time after time, had found it necessary to intercede with God on behalf of his rebellious 

people, do you know who was listening?  It was Joshua.  Joshua learned to lead by being with his leader. 

 

 


