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WEEK 20, DAY 1          NUMBERS 28 and 29 

 

Welcome to week 20 of Know the Word! I trust that reading God’s Word and these daily commentaries has 

been as helpful to you as preparing them has been for me. 

 

Today you read Numbers 28 and 29. These chapters can quite easily be summed up in two words: sacrifices 

and feasts. Our earlier readings of this book, and the book of Leviticus, called upon us to look at the 

different sorts of offerings that God prescribed for the nation of Israel. We have looked at burnt offerings, 

sin offerings, guilt offerings, grain offerings, and fellowship offerings. 

 

For purposes of review, let me summarize what we have learned about these different offerings: the sin 

offering and the guilt offerings were mandatory and were for the purpose of making atonement for sin. The 

sin offering and guilt offering, then, were directed toward God, but they were intended to do something for 

the person bringing the sacrifice. They were for the purpose of cleansing the individual from the defilement 

they had brought upon themselves by sinning. Bringing the offerings involved confessing your sins. 

 

In the case of the guilt offering, there was also the issue of restitution. This sacrifice was used when the sin 

committed involved taking property or possessions that did not belong to you. The guilt offering required 

you to pay back all that you had taken and add to it 20% more. Whenever more than one offering was being 

brought, if the sin or guilt offerings were among them, they would be brought first, because, before you can 

worship God, you first must confess your sin. Needless to say, there were a lot of sin offerings being made 

on a very regular basis. 

 

So that no one would be left unable to make a sin offering for economic reasons, there were different 

sacrifices acceptable for the sin offering. Five levels of offering were specified. If the offering was being 

made for the high priest and the whole congregation, the offering had to be a young bull. Male goats were 

for a leader; female goats or lambs were required for a common person. If you were poor, a dove or a pigeon 

was the specified offering, and if you were very poor, a tenth of an epaph of flour was the offering. The guilt 

offering was a ram or a lamb. 

 

The burnt offering, the fellowship offering and the grain offering were voluntary, and that means that they 

were directed toward God with no view toward accomplishing something for the person who brought them. 

They were truly acts of worship. The burnt offering was primarily intended to signal the complete 

consecration of the one bringing the offering. It has some overlap with the sin offering, in that the blood is 

still intended to cleanse the worshipper, but no specific sin is in view with the burnt offering. The grain 

offerings did not involve blood, only grain, a portion of which was burned upon the altar. The fellowship 

offerings involved the worshipper and his family in a festive celebration, which followed the sacrifice.  

Fellowship with one another before the Lord was the key idea here. 

 

Now the passage that you read today does not give much attention to distinguishing between the kind of 

offerings and the purpose of those sacrifices. What it does focus upon is the frequency of these rituals. Two 

burnt offerings are to be made each day along with grain offerings. The command of verse 2—“See that you 

present to me at the appointed time the food for my offerings made by fire, as an aroma pleasing to me”— 

leaves us in no doubt as to the thrust of these daily offerings. They are to be offered twice per day simply in 

order to please God. The daily offerings, the Sabbath offering and the monthly offerings are burnt offerings 

(though once a month a sin offering of a goat was to be made). Why is this important? Because the primary 

purpose of these regularly prescribed offerings is worship and the message conveyed over and over again is 
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that God desires the worship of his people. In a day and age in which many (maybe most) people come to 

church in order to have their needs met, it is a healthy reminder that God’s idea is that when we come to 

church, it is primarily for the purpose of worshipping him. Our sweet smelling offerings are not burned 

upon an altar, but our prayers, hymns and praises are also a sweet smelling savor to God. Next Sunday, 

when you come to church, remember the purpose of the sacrifices, and let that thought drive you to worship. 

 

Before we leave the subject of sacrifices, there are some more thoughts that you may not have yet had. One 

concerns the cost of all these sacrifices. We noted a while ago that there were some economic options in the 

mandatory sin offerings. If you were poor or very poor, you could bring a less expensive offering, but 

whether rich or poor, the sacrifices were costly to the individuals who brought them. If you think about how 

many offerings an individual might conceivably bring in the course of a year, you begin to realize that the 

Israelites’ system of worship was costly to them, and they believed that that was as it should be. There is a 

very striking incident, which we will later investigate in the life of David. When the king wanted to make a 

sacrifice to the Lord, a generous subject offered to donate a yoke of oxen for the ceremony. David’s 

response was revealing. He refused the generous gift with this comment: “No, I insist on paying you for it. I 

will not sacrifice to the Lord my God burnt offerings that cost me nothing.” The thought that lies behind that 

remark (and the whole Old Testament concept of worship) is that worship is costly. By giving of ourselves 

and our substance in the worship of God, we demonstrate our commitment to him. To worship God without 

the giving of our substance would be to the minds of both Old Testament and New Testament believers an 

exercise in futility. 

 

Next, from a certain point of view, the giving of all of these instructions regarding the frequency of the 

sacrifices would have been reassuring to Joshua and the people of Israel. I did a little arithmetic. Every year, 

the priests were going to have to sacrifice a minimum of 113 bulls, 32 rams, 1086 lambs and offer more than 

a ton of flour and a thousand bottles of oil and wine. And that doesn’t account for any individual sin and 

guilt offerings or voluntary grain and fellowship offerings. Why would this be reassuring?  Because God 

must be planning a very prosperous future for them if he expected all these offerings. Gordon Wenham says 

in his commentary, “These laws about sacrifices then contribute to the note of triumph that grows even 

louder as the border of Canaan is reached.”
i
  

 

The instructions for sacrifices continue as God tells Joshua which sacrifices should be offered (and when) 

during each of the feasts. While the primary focus here continues to be on the offerings, the passage shows 

us once again the major feasts for the nation of Israel. Passover begins the year on the 14th day of the first 

month. It lasts seven days; 50 days later comes the Feast of Weeks, to celebrate the blessing of the Lord in 

bringing in the harvest. In the seventh month comes a whirlwind of activity. It starts with the Feast of 

Trumpets, which presents Israel before the Lord for his favor. That leads to the Day of Atonement (Yom 

Kippur), the holiest day of the year, when the high priest entered the Holy of Holies to sprinkle blood upon 

the Mercy Seat to atone for the sins of both the priests and the people for another year. That occurs on the 

tenth day of the seventh month. Five days later the Feast of Tabernacles (Booths) begins. It commemorates 

the journey from Egypt. It lasts one week and ends with the sacred assembly, which closes the cycle of 

feasts. 

 

I’m sure that you noticed the frequency with which the number seven occurs in this passage. There are 

seven or 14 lambs offered on each day of the festivals. The great festivals—Unleavened Bread, Weeks and 

Tabernacles—last seven days. The Sabbath is celebrated every seven days, and there are seven additional 

days in the year when no work is permitted. It is the seventh month that becomes the focal point of the 

nation’s life. It is possible to get carried away with the exercise of assigning special meaning to the numbers 
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of the Bible. Whole esoteric theologies have been built upon the mere mention of a number in a biblical 

passage. We want to avoid that kind of wild speculation at all cost. Nevertheless, you need to know that the 

number seven is special in the Bible. 

 

Finally, I want to remind you of something we spoke about a while ago. The presence of all of these 

festivals, with the enormous amount of time, energy and resources that they consumed, reminds us of how 

important celebrations are to God and to his people. Someone has said that all of this shows that God loves a 

party. I think that comment could easily be misunderstood, and I rather think that though it is certainly true 

enough to say that God desires our worship, it would be even more to the point to say that we, his people, 

need to celebrate his goodness and faithfulness to us. God wants our worship, but he doesn’t need it. But 

we, his people, need to worship and to celebrate. I think that we would do very well to realize that in the 

midst of all of the offerings, which continually pounded home the seriousness of sin and the need for 

repentance, there was a whole lot of celebration. 

 

Thank you for letting me talk to you yet again about the sacrifices and rituals of ancient Israel. Now that we 

have at least a cursory understanding of these things, I promise that other passages in both the Old and New 

Testaments will come alive in a new and glorious way. 

 

WEEK 20, DAY 2          NUMBERS 30 and 31 

 

Today you read Numbers chapters 30 and 31, two chapters about which you’ve probably never heard a 

sermon and which many of you have never before read. Chapter 30, which contains the laws relating to 

vows, is fascinating and instructive. 

 

In our day of the National Organization of Women and the Equal Rights Amendment, I am sure that at least 

some of the ladies listening to my voice might have found chapter 30 a bit patronizing to say the least. I 

hope, however, that before you decide that God is a terrible chauvinist, you will try to understand the 

cultural milieu into which this was written, and realize that, far from undervaluing the abilities and worth of 

women, this passage is placing a high value upon them, and attempting to protect them. 

 

Before we turn to the women’s issue however, there is a more general principle to be considered, and that 

concerns the importance of keeping your promises. Your word is a very sacred thing, and when you give 

your word—when you take a vow, whether in the sight of God or man—you are bound to fulfill your vow, 

even if it turns out to be greatly to your disadvantage. 

 

I want for us to think deeply about this because one of the terrible effects of living in the 21st century here 

in America is that Christians, following the way of the world, have lost the understanding of just how sacred 

our word really is. I shudder when I think about how many times, without any prayer or careful deliberation, 

I say, “I will do that” or  “I will commit to this,” and then, because of over-commitment or some other 

reason, I say, “Sorry, I am unable now to do that. Will you please excuse me?” I do that (we do that) often, 

but for the devout Israelite in Joshua’s day that would be totally unthinkable. If you said it, you did it, no 

matter what it cost. 

 

Vows to the Lord and pledges to other people are totally voluntary things. No one is compelled to make 

them but, when we have, our word becomes inviolable. We must keep it. There are two other Old Testament 

passages to which I want to call your attention. The first is found in Psalm 15, which you also read this 

morning. The one who maintains fellowship with God, according to the psalmist, is the one who “keeps his 
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oath even when it hurts” (Psalm 15:4). That one “will never be shaken” (15:5). If I have pledged to do 

something and conditions change, it doesn’t matter. I still have to do what I have pledged. 

 

Now look at Ecclesiastes 5:1–7. “Guard your steps when you go to the house of God. Go near to listen 

rather than to offer the sacrifice of fools, who do not know that they do wrong. Do not be quick with your 

mouth, do not be hasty utterance in your heart to utter anything before God. God is in heaven and you are on 

earth, so let your words be few. As a dream comes when there are many cares, so the speech of a fool when 

there are many words. When you make a vow to God, do not delay in fulfilling it. He has no pleasure in 

fools; fulfill your vow. It is better not to vow than to make a vow and not fulfill it. Do not let your mouth 

lead you into sin. And do not protest to the temple messenger, “My vow was a mistake.” Why should God 

be angry at what you say and destroy the work of your hands? Much dreaming and many words are 

meaningless. Therefore stand in awe of God.” We need to learn to measure our words much more carefully 

than we sometimes do. That certainly applies to me. 

 

This concern (that a true disciple be a person who keeps his or her word) is reflected in the New Testament. 

 Jesus, in the Sermon on the Mount, tells us not to swear at all, that is, not to invoke God or heaven in the 

making of vows and promises, but “simply let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’ and your ‘No,’ ‘No’ ” (Mathew 5:37). 

For a Christian nothing more should ever be necessary. Christians ought to be known preeminently as 

people who always keep their word. 

 

The case of women who make vows is very instructive in helping us to understand how, in the people of 

God, the accountability and authority structure functioned. As long as a young lady lives in her father’s 

household, Scripture clearly teaches that she is under his authority. She may, like anyone else, make vows 

voluntarily. But if, upon hearing of the promise, the father says, “I will not allow that vow to stand,” then it 

is void. While it would be possible to read that as a source of frustration to the young people who are 

chafing under their parents’ authority, it is, in reality, a source of protection for young ladies in a society in 

which they are exceedingly vulnerable. The father of a family is responsible before God for all that occurs 

under his roof. 

 

While it is not explicitly stated, the implication is quite clear here, that when a young woman leaves her 

parents’ household to live independently, then she, like the widow described in this chapter, becomes 

completely responsible for her words and actions. 

 

When a woman marries, she is removed from under the umbrella of her father’s protection and placed 

instead under the protection of her husband, who has the same authority that her father previously 

possessed. 

 

Is the Old Testament here laboring under an ancient misconception that women are somehow inferior to 

men and therefore in need, because of their constitutional weakness, of special direction and protection? 

That is clearly not the case, because widows are identified as perfectly competent to manage their own 

affairs and to live up to their obligations. What the view is, then, is an understanding of the family structure, 

which places authority and responsibility for all that happens in a household squarely upon the shoulders of 

the husband and father. He has authority, but he also bears the responsibility before God. The members of 

his family answer to him, but he answers to society and most importantly to God for his family. He provides 

a kind of umbrella under which his family stays as he shields them from external pressures and dangers. 

 

I am aware, even as I speak, that I am articulating an old-fashioned, and to the minds of some, an archaic, 
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irrelevant and distasteful family model. That may be, but it is the model God gave to Israel, and it is not very 

different from the model that emerges in the New Testament, in passages like Ephesians 5, in which the 

Apostle Paul talks about family structure. “The husband,” he says there, “is the head of the wife as Christ is 

the head of the church” (5:23). Wives should submit to their husband as the church submits to Christ and the 

husband must love the wife in the same way and to the same degree that Christ loved the church—even to 

the point of dying for her. That is the Biblical pattern. It is not one that in anyway presupposes an inequality 

among the sexes, but it does highlight a different function for the husband and the wife. This may not be a 

popular model in present day America, but it remains a biblical model, and we ignore it to our peril. May I 

make just one more remark about this before we turn our attention to another subject? In most families 

where I do not see this model operating, it is not because the women have taken over the husband’s 

responsibility to lead and protect his family. Much more often, it is because the man has abandoned it. If we 

want to build strong families and strong churches, we will need to resurrect the notion that a man is 

responsible before God and before the watching world to represent and to protect his family. 

 

Chapter 31:1 raises for us a very difficult issue. We are told that the Lord said to Moses, “Take vengeance 

on the Midianites for the Israelites.” That doesn’t sound quite right to us. The very word “vengeance” seems 

somehow wrong and wholly inappropriate for God, and yet that is what God said to Moses. Our perplexity 

grows even more in our reading, as we understand that not only were all the soldiers of Midian killed but all 

the women who were not virgins and all of the boys as well. This seems so hard and so horrible to us that 

we shrink away from it. As we move through the Old Testament and come to the Book of Joshua, we are 

going to be confronted with the question of war and the people of God. I am not sure that we will ever be 

completely comfortable with chapters like this one, but there are a number of observations that I think we 

need to make here. 

 

The first is this: many people have attempted to sweep away the problem by saying that the Old Testament 

morality of Moses, Joshua and David is somehow inferior to (or less highly evolved) than the morality of 

the New Testament. So what we have in Numbers 31 is a “pre-Christian” or even a “sub-Christian” 

perspective. I think that you will quickly see that this kind of explanation has some major problems, not the 

least of which is the observation that, if that is true, then either God did not tell the Israelites to take this 

action (that would make the Bible mistaken about this and all that occurred), or God changed (evolved) 

between the time of Moses and Christ. Maybe you can live with that explanation, but I certainly cannot. “I 

the Lord do not change” (Malachi 3:6), God says, and unless that is true, we do not have much left upon 

which to build. 

 

“But,” someone might well object, “God is a God of love and I do not see much love in Numbers 31.” That 

may be so, but we dare not read Numbers 31 in isolation from the rest of Scripture that tells us, among other 

things, that all of God’s attributes are held in tension with one another. “God is love”—so says 1 John 4:16 

and so says the book of Exodus and so says the book of Numbers. But God is also holy and just at the very 

same time, and the very same dynamics that we saw in operation in Genesis 6, in the story of Noah and the 

flood, are back in operation here. The Midianite civilization was, like the civilization of the Canaanite 

people across the river, a civilization in rebellion against God. They were an idolatrous nation who had 

forsaken the worship of the one true God for the worship of Baal. They were a morally bankrupt civilization 

given to all kinds of sexual immorality. The attempt to destroy Israel by luring them first into sexual 

immorality and then into idolatry had been Balaam’s idea (31:8 tell us he too died in this battle), but the 

women who were killed were the ones who had put that strategy into operation. 

 

More than that, God had for many years put off judging the nations that Moses and Joshua were coming 
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against. All the way back in Genesis 15, we found God saying to Abraham that one of the reasons that the 

children of Israel were going to have to spend 400 years in Egypt was because the wickedness of the nations 

in and around the Promised Land was not yet complete. Because of his longsuffering patience, God was 

giving them yet more time and opportunity to repent. But finally when patience has had its due, there comes 

a time for justice and for judgment. 

 

That brings us to the next important point. The “vengeance” being meted out was justice, God’s justice and 

judgment, not man’s revenge. It was not only for the sin of opposing Israel and seducing them into idolatry 

that the Midianites were being judged, but for their whole history of idolatry, sin and rebellion against God. 

 

I know that for many of us the whole idea of a “just war” will continue to be a troubling one, but the war 

against Midian was a just war, not so much between Israel and Midian, as between God and the Midianites. 

 

God’s nature still has not changed. Love and justice are still balanced together in his nature. Christ’s first 

coming was an expression of the fullest possible expression of his love. Christ’s return at the end of this age 

will be the answer of his righteousness. You may not like the fact that God judged the Midianite civilization, 

but you need to know that the same God is also going to one day judge our civilization as well. 

 

WEEK 20, DAY 3                           NUMBERS 32–34 

 

Today you read Numbers 32-34.  Don’t give up now! Now the trek through the wilderness is almost over, 

and even in the tedium of these chapters there are important gems of truth for us to discover. Reading this 

part of the book of Numbers is a little like going on an archeological dig. Most of the time the work is pretty 

tedious stuff, but every once in a while you find a treasure. I hope that you have not been discouraged by 

some of the more difficult readings we have had of late. In our work together, we are laying a very solid 

foundation for your comprehensive understanding of the Word of God. 

 

Chapter 32 seems to me to be a tragic one. For 40 years Israel has been wandering in the wilderness. Now, 

by the mercy of God, they are poised on the eastern bank of the Jordan looking over at the plains of Jericho. 

The apparently significant opposition of Sihon, Og and the Midianites has been swept away as easily as a 

man sweeps aside an annoying insect. It’s time to go and claim the inheritance, and two-and-a-half tribes 

say, “Forget about our inheritance in the Promised Land, we like it here.” Gad, Reuben and one-half of the 

tribe of Manasseh see the great grazing land on the east bank of the Jordan and they look at their herds and 

they say, “A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.  We’ll take this part please.” 

 

Moses’ response to this request is not very promising. He begins to harangue them about making the very 

same mistake their parents had made a generation before. He can see the danger of a repetition of the 

rebellion at Kadesh Barnea. He is placated only when the two-and-one-half tribes promise faithfully to 

fulfill all of their military responsibilities in settling Israel on the other side of the Jordan, if only their 

families and flocks can first be settled here in the land of Gilead. It’s a bit ironic really. Here is Moses, who 

would do anything just to enter the Promised Land and die there, but who, because of his sin at the second 

Rephadim, has been denied that privilege, eyeball to eyeball with the leaders of two-and-a-half tribes of his 

people who have the privilege but don’t care to exercise it. No wonder Moses was frustrated! 

 

Well, when those tribes give their word to support the rest of the nation in battle, Moses allows them to have 

what they’ve asked for, but it is a tragedy. You see, God had promised them Canaan, the land on the other 

side of Jordan; that was what they had been aiming for and reaching toward. And now, within sight of the 
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prize, these foolish people are saying, “We will settle for something less than everything that God has 

promised us, less than what he has called us to.” That can never be a good thing. 

 

Why did they do it? They were probably tired of marching and they wanted to rest. That would have been a 

great temptation, and in our own spiritual lives it is a feeling that each of us knows well enough. Perhaps 

there was still a measure of their parents’ fear—“Nephilim-aphobia” or something like that. We can 

recognize that attitude also: “We know it’s safe here and we’re not sure what it is really like out there, so 

let’s stay here.” Most of all, though, I think they just got distracted. The eastern side of the Jordan River had 

lots of good grazing land. There was plenty of water here; the grass was green; the land was purged of 

enemies. It looked like a great place, but it wasn’t the place God had promised them! It wasn’t the place to 

which he had called them. I’ve met a lot of people in my life who might well be the modern descendants of 

Reuben, Gad and Manasseh. They started out with their eye on the goal, with a clear understanding of what 

God was calling them to and of what he had promised them; some of them marched a long way toward the 

goal, but then they saw something—a piece of ground, a fabulous opportunity, a wonderful relationship—

that distracted them. It looked good, and they decided to settle down and enjoy it instead of pursuing the 

calling and the promise of God. 

 

I know that this was not God’s best for the two-and-a-half tribes who settled there because of Moses’ 

reaction to their request, and also because, in chapter 34, where the boundaries of Canaan are noted, the 

eastern boundary is still the eastern shore of Lake Kinnereth (that is the Sea of Galilee) and the Jordan River 

flowing down to the Dead Sea. If God had been pleased with the choice of these people to settle on the 

eastern side of the Jordan, he would have included it as a part of the land when he decreed its boundaries. 

 

Reuben, Gad and Manasseh got what they wanted, but they robbed themselves of the best that God had to 

offer them. Their choice put a wedge between them and the rest of the people of Israel (we’ll see some 

evidence of that when we read through the book of Joshua) and in all probability, it contributed to the 

weakening of their spiritual commitment to the Lord. When we read our next gospel, we will now know the 

origin of the people who lived in the region of Gadara. The Gadarene Demoniac was probably a descendent 

of these people who settled in the lands of Og and Sihon. 

 

When Moses struck the bargain with the representatives of Reuben, Gad and Manasseh regarding this land, 

he impressed upon them the importance of keeping their commitment to fight for and with the rest of the 

nation. His stern warning to them has come down to us, and all generations, in the form of a pithy epigram.  

“If you fail to do this, you will be sinning against the Lord;” he warned, “You may be sure that your sin will 

find you out.” “Be sure your sins will find you out”—I know that you have heard that expression a thousand 

times. Now you know it came from the lips of Moses, and it was spoken to the leaders of Reuben, Gad and 

Manasseh. The familiarity of that phrase is attributable to its accuracy. All my life I have been sinning, and 

all my life my sin has come back to bite me.  It has that distressing tendency. 

 

Chapter 33 is given over to chronology and geography. The book of Numbers has not provided us with a 

blow-by-blow detailed account of Israel’s journey from Egypt to the Promised Land. The whole first section 

of the book covers only a few months of time and the second section spends about the same amount of space 

on a 38-year period. We are given only a few highlights (perhaps we should call “lowlights”) of the 

journey’s wilderness years. Chapter 33 gives us at least some idea of geography and a chronological account 

of which encampments came where in the period. You need to know that this list is not exhaustive. It does 

not record every single place that they camped. (Some of the places mentioned elsewhere in Numbers, like 

Taberah in chapter 11, are not mentioned here.) Apart from the start and end points, it lists 40 different 



 
 
 8 

encampments.  That seems to be a stylistic device, perhaps to help the people remember the route they took 

over the 40-year period of their wandering. It would be wonderful to be able to tell you that archaeologists 

have been able to trace the route and have hard evidence relating to the journey through the wilderness. 

Unfortunately, that is not the case. Part of the problem is that many of these places were encampments, not 

cities, and so there was no lasting archaeological deposit. Another problem is that many places mentioned 

here are now unknown and scholars have no knowledge whatever of where to dig to find them. Several 

different attempts have been made to construct the true route of the Exodus, but apart from the starting and 

ending points, we have little hard evidence to even reconstruct the route. Even the location of Mt. Sinai is 

left to conjecture and guesswork. The list of encampments does not furnish us, then, with a clearly detailed 

route of the Exodus.  What it does for us is to function as a testament of the Lord’s care and concern for his 

people “on the way.”  Since we too are a people “on the way” to the Promised Land, it is a useful document 

to encourage and strengthen us for our journey. 

 

Chapter 33 concludes with these words: “On the plains of Moab by the Jordan across from Jericho the Lord 

said to Moses, “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘When you so cross the Jordan into Canaan, drive 

out all the inhabitants of the land before you. Destroy all their carved images and their cast idols, and 

demolish all their high places. Take possession of the land and settle in it, for I have given you the land to 

possess. Distribute the land by lot, according to your clans. To a larger group, give a larger inheritance, and 

to a smaller group, a smaller one. Whatever falls to them by lot will be theirs. Distribute it according to your 

ancestral tribes. But if you do not drive out the inhabitants of the land, those you allow to remain will 

become barbs in your eyes and thorns in your sides. They will give you trouble in the land where you will 

live. And then I will do to you what I plan to do to them’ ” (verses 50–56).   

 

Two themes emerge from these crucial instructions, and the first is that of separation. There is, as we have 

already seen, a constant call to God’s people, in both the Old Testament and New Testament, to “come out 

from among them and be separate” (2 Corinthians 6:17). The command to drive out all of the inhabitants 

had little to do with imperialism or colonialism. It had everything to do with insuring that Israel, in this new 

land that God had given to them, would remain pure and separated from the heathen nations who, by virtue 

of their sins and unrighteousness, had forfeited their claim to it. If they were not driven out, then soon 

enough the strategy of the Midianites (of inter-marrying and thus polluting the religious commitment of 

Jehovah’s people) would be sure to succeed. If the idols and high places were not cast down, then the pure 

worship of the one true God would very soon be mixed with the worship of false gods and idols and, finally, 

it would be lost altogether in a flurry of syncretistic innovations. The issue of separation has always been, 

and will always continue to be, a very hard one for us to manage. On the one extreme, to protect the purity 

of the gospel and the people of God, there have always been individuals and groups who have chosen to 

completely withdraw from society, by entering a monastery, forming a commune (like the Essenes did in 

Jesus’ day), or by clustering together in exclusive and tightly knit fellowships, which clearly distinguish 

who we will and will not accept because they are too “worldly.” On the other side, there are those who will 

not separate themselves from anything at all. They identify so completely with the world they have been 

commissioned to reach, that no one can tell that they are any different. All too often, after a period of time 

has elapsed, they aren’t any different! I do not pretend this morning to be able to give you all the direction 

you will ever need to find the balance on this issue. Perhaps, for now, it will suffice to alert you to the issue 

and recognize that whenever Israel erred on this one, it was by becoming too much like the world.   

 

The second theme that comes out of this section relates to the subject of obedience. God is clearly 

concerned that Israel will obey him only partially. (Subsequent readings will allow us to see that God’s 

concern was more than justified.) Without complete obedience, their shortcomings will become barbs in 
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their eyes and thorns in their sides.” Incomplete obedience will always come back to haunt us. We might 

well contrast this with the recurring evaluation of Caleb, the son of Jephuneh. He “wholly followed the Lord 

his God” (Joshua 14:8, 9, 14).  Complete obedience is the standard to which you and I have been called.  

 

WEEK 20, DAY 4         NUMBERS 35:1–5, NUMBERS 36 and PSALM 

106 

 

Today you finished the book of Numbers. (Are there cheers, sighs of relief and any other appropriate 

responses?) You read the first five verses of chapter 35, chapter 36 and Psalm 106.  (Just in case you may 

have forgotten, we read the rest of chapter 35, which tells us about the cities of refuge, back in Week 13 

when we spent some time looking at the system of justice that God gave to Moses.) 

 

Here are some of the things we need to notice about what we read today. First, God provides for the Levites 

special towns in which they are to live. Since their work was the work of the Tabernacle, they could not be 

expected, like the secular tribes, to conquer, control and develop a portion of the Promised Land, and since 

they were, as a tithe of the first born of the nation, devoted to the Lord, the Lord himself would be their 

inheritance. But they still needed a place to live. So 48 cities were given to the Levites. Six of them were 

designated to be cities of refuge. These were scattered throughout Canaan and the territory of the two-and-a-

half tribes, three on each side of the Jordan River. Just as a matter of interest, the fact that 48 cities were 

needed to accommodate the Levites gives us an understanding that even at the outset of their residence in 

the Promised Land, there were a lot of people whose whole lives were dedicated to the work of worship and 

the Tabernacle. Just under 10% of all the males in Israel were Levites! 

 

The last chapter of Numbers is given over to the final questions relating to the inheritance of Zelophehad’s 

daughters. We met them first back in chapter 27, but did not have opportunity at that point to discuss their 

situation. Zelophehad was one of those who died in the desert. He was not among the rebels who were 

stricken dead because they joined in the rebellion of Korah, but like all the others of his generation, he died 

on the march from Egypt. What makes him so interesting is the single fact that he had no sons, only 

daughters, and the question which first arose was, “In this new society of God, if there is no son to inherit a 

man’s property, what happens then?” In order to properly understand this story, we need to import a little bit 

of information from Deuteronomy 21, which we have not yet read. Normally in Israel, daughters did not 

inherit property when their father died. Property was divided instead among the sons, with the oldest son 

receiving a double share of the legacy. Women were not entirely neglected in the process, however. At some 

point before their father’s death they would be married, receiving at that point a dowry, which was often 

fairly substantial, involving clothing, jewelry, money and, in the case of wealthier families, slaves, land and 

even whole cities. Once a woman was married, however, any future claim upon her father’s estate was quit 

and she would henceforth come under the care of her husband. The case of Zelophehad was unique; 

apparently it was the first instance of a man dying who had no sons. 

 

This incident is interesting to us because it shows us how case law developed in the theocratic society of 

Israel. When a new case occurred for which no precedent already existed, the question was brought to 

Moses. He would consult with God and then an answer would be given that would judge all such cases in 

the future.  That is what is happening in Numbers 27 and 36. The answers given to this question are: Yes, in 

these unique circumstances, daughters may inherit their father’s estate, but may only marry within their 

father’s tribal clan, lest the land ultimately pass into the control of another tribal group. What can we learn 

from all of this? One thing certainly, the fact that in Israel, as opposed to some other near eastern countries, 

the place of women was protected and their rights established. 
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The very best summary of the events of the book of Numbers is contained for us in Psalm 106. While it also 

contains a few allusions to the book of Exodus, the bulk of the Psalm is given over to a recitation of the 

various rebellions that brought the judgment of God down upon the nation of Israel on so many different 

occasions. 

 

Psalm 106 is a song of confession and hope. The first key to understanding it is verse 6: “We have sinned, 

even as our fathers did; we have done wrong and acted wickedly.” That is the confession, a simple 

admission: “God, we have sinned. We have done wrong. We are wicked.” The hope comes in verses 44-46. 

 After a recitation of a dozen or so of the more horrific sins committed by the nation of Israel, it says: “But 

he took note of their distress when he heard their cry; for their sake he remembered his covenant and out of 

his great love he relented. He caused them to be pitied by all who held them captive.” If God could forgive 

Israel for all of these things, if after all that they had done, he would still love them, then there is real hope 

that God will now forgive us for the sins we have committed and the rebellions in which we have engaged. 

 

Then comes the plea: “Save us, O Lord our God, and gather us from the nations, that we may give thanks to 

your holy name and glory in your praise.” It ends, as do so many of these songs of faith, on a note of high 

triumph. “Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, from everlasting to everlasting. Let all the people say 

‘Amen.' Praise the Lord” (verses 47 and 48). 

 

In between the initial confession of sin and the proclamation of hope, the song records about a dozen 

instances of major rebellion against God. The first eight are related to the pilgrimage from Egypt to the 

banks of the Jordan River opposite Jericho. Six of these events are recorded in the book of Numbers. 

Rebellion number one regards their forgetfulness of God during their exile in the land of Egypt. It would 

seem that during those long 400 years of captivity Israel pretty much forgot about God. You will perhaps 

remember a suggestion that was made when we looked at the Exodus 1 and 2. It may be that one of the 

reasons their captivity lasted so long was that God was patiently waiting for them to ask to be delivered. The 

second event is the murmuring against Moses at the side of the Red Sea. “Yet he saved them for his name’s 

sake, to make his mighty power known” (verse 8). Verse 19 mentions the golden calf at Mt. Horeb (Mt. 

Sinai).  

 

The other five events noted are from the book of Numbers. The incident of the quail is probably what the 

psalmist has in mind with those memorable words, “He gave them what they wanted but sent a wasting 

disease upon them” (verse 15). The rebellion of Dathan is next and a horrible judgment is recalled, when the 

earth opened up and swallowed them and fire consumed their followers. The rebellion after the report of the 

ten spies at Kadesh Barnea, the idolatrous incident at Peor, where the strategy of Balaam was followed and 

almost succeeded, and the sad, sad day at Meribah, when Moses’ rash words cost him the opportunity to 

lead the people into the Promised Land—these are the incidents from Numbers which find their way into 

Psalm 106. 

 

Verses 34–39 recall for the people of Israel several more incidents, which relate to experiences that came 

after the settlement of Canaan. Serious rebellions against the God of Israel are in view here: idolatrous 

mixing with the nations (the warning of Numbers 34 was not heeded), human sacrifice of their own children 

and rebellion after rebellion after rebellion. 

 

The psalm, written sometime after the first group of exiles returned to Jerusalem from the Babylonian 

captivity, is a confession of sin and a cry for forgiveness. It is uttered in great hope and faith precisely 
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because, through all of the sin and rebellion of the nation of Israel, God has not reneged on his covenant 

promises, and the children of Israel, though chastised, have not been abandoned. 

 

And that is the real message of the book of Numbers. Yes, it is an historical account of the trek from Sinai to 

the Jordan. Yes, it is a sobering reminder of how easily and how often God’s people then and now forget his 

goodness, disobey his commands and fall into serious and grievous sin and rebellion. Most of all, however, 

it is a book to remind us of the faithfulness of a mighty covenant-keeping God, who, in spite of the 

faithlessness of the people of Israel, is committed to keeping his promises to Abraham. 

 

The sin is awful. The retribution is awesome. The repentance is genuine, and through it all there is this 

constant God keeping his promises, establishing his word, and moving Israel toward his established 

destination. 

 

From all of this we must learn, just as the unknown writer of Psalm 106 had to learn, that: 

1. Sin is awful.  

2. Judgment follows sin. 

3. When repentance is genuine, forgiveness follows.  

4. Most importantly, God’s faithfulness endures through it all, unwaveringly keeping his promise, 

unrelentingly moving his people and all events of history toward his eternal goals. 

 

We have finished now with the book of Numbers. It hasn’t been the easiest of books to read. Perhaps you 

have never read it through before and most of us have never looked at it this carefully. I trust that you have 

gained some new perspective on your studies in God’s Word because of it. 

 

WEEK 20, DAY 5                    ACTS 13 

 

We are back in the New Testament today. This morning you read Acts 13. The book of Acts, you remember, 

takes it structure from the last command of Jesus, the Great Commission. On the day he ascended into 

heaven he told them, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends 

of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Chapters 1–7 cover the Jerusalem portion of that commission. Peter and John are 

the predominant characters; the dominant event is Pentecost. Chapters 8-12 introduce Stage II of the drama, 

beginning with the persecution of the church after the stoning of Stephen. Philip and Peter dominate this 

section of the book. Its most important event is the conversion of Saul on the road to Damascus while he 

was going to persecute the Christians there. That happens in chapter 9. The conversion of Cornelius, the 

righteous centurion, in chapter 10, is right behind it in terms of significance. Stage III begins with Acts 13 

and right from the outset we can see change happening. 

 

In the first place, by the time Acts 13 begins, the focus has shifted from the church in Jerusalem, the mother 

church if you will, to one of the daughter churches, the church in Antioch. The Jerusalem church had only 

really been involved in missions by reaction. When the great persecution began at the death of Stephen, the 

church in Jerusalem reacted by scattering, and with it the gospel spread to Judea and Samaria. When 

Samaritans believed and followed Christ, the church at Jerusalem reacted by accrediting them when the 

Holy Spirit fell upon the new believers in the presence of the apostles who had come down from Jerusalem 

to investigate. The older church in Jerusalem was a church with a heart for Christ and a passion for God, but 

it was a church that was more reactive than proactive. It responded to events in a godly way, but it didn’t 

initiate events. It was ready to acknowledge what God was doing elsewhere, but it was not doing much to 

promote the work of God.  
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That’s one way that the younger church in Antioch was different. They didn’t just wait to react to the next 

chain of events in the growth of Christ’s kingdom; they were initiators; they sent people out to do 

evangelism and mission work. They took the initiative and sent missionaries - that is the first thing. 

 

The next thing we need to note about that Antiochan church is, that though they were aggressive initiators, 

they did not run ahead of the Lord. They were praying and fasting, worshipping the Lord, and out of that 

prayer and fasting God said to them, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have 

called them” (13:2).  I do not know of very many churches these days that regularly practice the discipline 

of prayer and fasting, but the church in Antioch did and that gave them a depth of spiritual perception that 

enabled them to get very specific direction from the Lord. 

 

The third thing that we need to understand about this Antiochan church has something to do with its make-

up. It was a real conglomeration of all kinds of people, and that is very striking. We know that the church in 

Jerusalem was fairly homogeneous. It was mostly comprised of Palestinian Jews; there were some 

Hellenistic Jews as well, but mostly Palestinian Jews and no Gentiles. This church in Antioch was quite 

different.  Barnabas was there, and Saul, both Orthodox Jews, but not tied very tightly to Palestine. 

Barnabas was apparently a native of Cyprus and Saul was a Hellenistic Jew from Tarsus. Simeon called 

Niger was there. You couldn't have a more Jewish name than Simeon, but Niger is Latin for black. Could he 

have been a black man? Lucius of Cyrene was a leader there, too. Lucius is a Roman name and Cyrene was 

the capitol of Libya. (It is very possible, by the way, that his father was the man who carried Jesus’ cross). 

Then there was Manaen, the foster brother of Herod Antipas—near royalty! Rich, poor, Jew, Greek, Roman, 

African—what a group of leaders! 

 

There are some who tell us today that really effective churches generally contain only one kind of people.  

You can have a blue-collar church or you can have a college church or you can reach African-Americans or 

people of Italian descent. The grouping may be cultural (or counter-cultural) but you can really only 

effectively deal with one kind of people. That’s what some of the experts say. But it wasn’t like that in 

Antioch. That was a church with all different kinds of people. It has been my privilege to pastor a church 

like that. 

 

The one last thing about the church in Antioch is that they were not afraid to send the best they had. There 

were other strong leaders in the church in Antioch, but it is clear to me that when God said,  “Send Barnabas 

and Saul,” he was saying, “Give me your best.” Now it is true that they had the direct word of the Lord in 

the matter, but there was no foot dragging or complaining. Apparently, quite readily, they sent their very 

best workers to the mission field. We need to note that example and we need to follow it.   

 

The next thing that I find interesting in chapter 13 has to do with the events that took place on Cyprus. We 

had a discussion too long ago on the subject of miracles. We said that one of the major reasons that God 

preformed miracles through the disciples was to accredit both the message and the messenger who brought 

it. That is exactly what is going on here in Acts 13. As an apostle, God gave Paul the authority to do 

miracles, but they are relatively infrequent in his ministry. This one, the blinding of the sorcerer Elymas, fits 

the pattern exactly. There on Cyprus, in the presence of the Roman Proconsul Sergius Paulus, we have a 

classic “power encounter.” The only way that Sergius Paulus has to judge the authenticity of the message or 

the messenger is on the basis of which one can produce real miracles from God. Having performed this 

miracle, the credibility of the message and the messenger are established, and the result is a powerful and 

influential convert. It will interest you to know that archaeologists have uncovered an inscription on the 
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island of Cyprus that names Proconsul Sergius Paulus. It was there in Cyprus that another important shift 

takes place. It is Saul, not Barnabas, who performed the miracle, and the team of Barnabas and Saul that left 

Antioch is from this point onward notable as the team of Paul (his Roman name) and Barnabas. Verse 13 

says that Paul and his companions sailed from Paphos. 

 

The remainder of this chapter is very important to us because it gives to us a good idea of what the 

preaching of the Apostle Paul was like in the synagogues of Asia Minor. 

 

Before we actually examine the sermon, it is important to understand that, right from the very outset of the 

Gentile mission, there was a well-defined strategy. Even though the goal was to reach Gentiles for Christ, 

the first stop was always the synagogue in the principal city of the region being targeted. Paul always started 

with the biggest city in a region, because he knew that by reaching that city, a beachhead could be 

established from which the lesser cities and towns could be reached. On arriving, the synagogue was the 

first stop, for two reasons. First, even though he was commissioned to reach the Gentiles, Paul believed that 

the offer of the gospel had to first be extended to the Jews. Second, Paul also knew that the local synagogue 

would be the best place to find the God-fearing Gentiles who were already proselytes of the Jewish faith, 

and who would be most open to the good news of the gospel of Christ. In nearly every city, some Jews and a 

larger number of God-fearing Gentiles who had already converted to Judaism were ready to hear the 

message of the gospel. From them, Paul found the core group around which he would build a new church, 

nurturing them in the shelter of the synagogue until opposition drove them out. 

 

Paul’s presentation of the gospel in the familiar setting of a first century synagogue relied heavily upon the 

Old Testament, building a case for seeing Jesus as the Messiah who fulfilled all of the Old Testament 

prophecy. The death and resurrection of Jesus are right at the center of the message and Paul is at great 

pains to establish that the resurrection not only occurred, but also was prophesied long before in the Old 

Testament prophecies. The heart of the gospel is that “through Jesus the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to 

you.  Through him everyone who believes is justified from everything you could not be justified from by the 

law of Moses.”  That was the message that got the attention of the listeners. 

 

From our studies in the Old Testament books of Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers, you now have enough of a 

sense of the religion of Israel to understand both its powerful attraction and its tremendous futility. Knowing 

the God who is truly there in a real way, experiencing his mercy and clinging to the promises of the 

covenant is where the powerful attraction was. The downside of Judaism, however, was just as evident. All 

of the sacrifices and all of the attempts to keep the law could only produce extraordinary amounts of 

frustration.  The sacrifices were just temporary measures to cover sin, but they could never take it away; and 

the law, as Paul himself says it best, “was put in charge to lead us to Christ” (Galatians 3:24), because 

absolutely no one could keep it. That’s the reason that when the Gentiles heard it, “They were glad and 

honored the word of the Lord” (Acts 13:48).   

 

There are just two more things that I want to notice with you. Verse 48 says that when the Gentiles heard 

Paul preach, “All who were appointed to eternal life believed.” Friends, I do not pretend to understand the 

mystery of election. The Bible talks about it over and over again, so often that we cannot simply close our 

eyes and pretend not to notice it. I know that no one will ever come to Christ unless he or she consciously 

chooses to put his or her faith in Jesus Christ. That is clearly taught all through the New Testament 

Scripture, but there is another truth that is equally important and that is what this text is teaching us. No one 

comes to Christ unless God first moves upon his or her heart to call that person to himself. He calls; he 

appoints; then we come and we believe. That is the mystery of salvation. God is sovereign. Man is 
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responsible. Both are true. 

 

The last thing for our attention relates to Paul and Barnabas’ response to opposition. When the leading men 

of the city stirred up opposition to the apostolic team and drove them from the region, it says “they shook 

the dust from their feet in protest against them and went to Iconium” (verse 51). Jesus had told the disciples 

to respond to rejection in just that way, and the New Testament Christians took his advice very seriously. 

They realized the limitations that existed upon their time and energies, so they determined to invest 

themselves only in receptive people. Wherever the message was received, they stayed to plant a church. 

Wherever it was rejected, they shook off the dust and moved on to find the ones who would be receptive. 

  
i
  Gordon Wenham, Numbers (Downers Grove: IVP, 1981), 197. 


