NUMBERS
*Always read and discuss the Biblical text BEFORE reading the commentary.

Select the stories you most would like to discuss.

Numbers 1:1-2:34



Census at Sinai
Numbers 3:1-9



Levites priests
Numbers 4:1-49



Census of Levites
Numbers 5:1-10:36



Rules

Numbers 11:1-35



Elders selected
*Numbers 12:1-16



Miriam leprous

*Numbers 13:1-14:45


Spies in Canaan
Numbers 15:1-41



Laws
Numbers 16:1-50



Korah’s rebellion

Numbers 17:1-13



Aaron’s rod
Numbers 18:1-19:22



Duties and ordinances

Numbers 20:1-29



Water at Meribah
*Numbers 21:4-9



Fiery serpents

Numbers 21:10-35



Travel to Plain of Moab 
*Numbers 22:1-24:25


Balak and Balaam
Numbers 25:1-8



Sin of Peor
Numbers 26:1-65



Census opposite Jericho
Numbers 27:1-30:16



Laws
Numbers 31:1-54



Slaughter of Midian
Numbers 32:1-42



Reuben and Gad in Gilead
Numbers 33:1-56



Exodus journey reviewed
  Exodus 12:37-19:2, Numbers 10:11-20:1
Numbers 34:1-29



Canaan divided
Numbers 35:1-34



Levite cities
Numbers 36:1-13



Inheritance

Miriam leprous




Numbers 12:1-16
Numbers 12:1-3
While they were at Hazeroth, Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite woman whom he had married (for he had indeed married a Cushite woman); and they said, "Has the Lord spoken only through Moses? Has he not spoken through us also?" And the Lord heard it. Now the man Moses was very humble, more so than anyone else on the face of the earth.

  Many Hebrews died because of their greed, or lack of trust in Yahweh, after eating the quail that God had provided.

  The next day Moses moved the people away from the graves at Kibroth-hattaavah [Numbers 11:35] and they traveled a day’s journey and arrived at Hazeroth on the 20th day after leaving Succoth around the year of 1270 BC.

  Aaron and Miriam had some doubts about the leadership of their younger brother Moses.  The confrontation began in the morning of the 21st day when the elders met.  Aaron and Miriam, expressed concern about the influence that his wife [Had Moses married a woman other than Zipporah?  Was Zipporah considered a Cuahite?] [Exodus 2:21] had over Moses.  She was foreign born, not even a Hebrew, and there was concern that it was her that was trying to “lead” the people of Yahweh by controlling her meek and mild husband Moses.
  They then reminded the elders that God had worked through them as well.  Aaron and Miriam were children of Israel.  Yahweh had called Aaron to be a spokesperson, had worked signs through him, and had set him aside as the high priest, while Miriam had been revealed to be a prophetess.
  Now God was obviously displeased with the way that Moses was allowing this foreign woman to maneuver her way into a position of authority as evidenced by the deaths from the quail fiasco.  If Moses continued to yield to her will, at the expense of the Hebrews, then the elders should listen instead to the advice of Aaron and Miriam.
Numbers 12:4-5

Suddenly the Lord said to Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, "Come out, you three, to the tent of meeting." So the three of them came out. Then the Lord came down in a pillar of cloud, and stood at the entrance of the tent, and called Aaron and Miriam; and they both came forward.

  Yahweh was aware of the move by Aaron and Miriam to take the sole leadership away from Moses, and decided to act.  It was God’s will that Moses continue to lead the people and that Aaron and Miriam were seeking the leadership role for their own reasons.
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  But not at God’s command!  And God decided to reaffirm the role of Moses as leader chosen by Yahweh.
  To that end, Yahweh called the three of them to stand before the tent of meeting to face God’s judgment.  There the fire was lit, invoking the presence of Yahweh, and the smoke of God’s presence rose as a pillar for all of the children of Israel to see.

Numbers 12:6-8

And he said, "Hear my words: When there are prophets among you, I the Lord make myself known to them in visions; I speak to them in dreams. Not so with my servant Moses; he is entrusted with all my house. With him I speak face to face—clearly, not in riddles; and he beholds the form of the Lord. Why then were you not afraid to speak against my servant Moses?"

  Standing in the presence of God, Aaron and Miriam were reminded that while God had called them to act as prophetic voices, as evidenced by the dreams and visions through which Yahweh had spoken to them, Moses was special.  Yahweh had spoken directly to Moses beginning at the burning bush when God called Moses to bring the Hebrews out of Egypt.  Moses was God’s chosen leader, not Aaron, not Miriam.  And it was not their place to stir up discontent among Yahweh’s people.
Numbers 12:9-10

And the anger of the Lord was kindled against them, and he departed. When the cloud went away from over the tent, Miriam had become leprous, as white as snow. And Aaron turned towards Miriam and saw that she was leprous.

  Something happened during the meeting to frustrate Yahweh to the point of anger against Miriam, but not against Aaron.  This can be inferred from the fact that when the meeting ended and the fire was extinguished and the smoke had dissipated, Miriam’s skin had turned white.  Since it was believed that if one received good, it was because God was blessing them, but if one received bad, it was because God was cursing them, therefore, because Miriam’s skin had turned white, a sign of possible leprosy, that God must have been angry and had cursed her.

  There are many symptoms of “leprosy” which, at the time, included most skin conditions.  Sometimes the conditions were severe (true leprosy) while other times they were mild (flakey skin).  In all cases early detection was preferred and the priest would examine the symptoms to determine the extent of the uncleanness of the person.  At the first sign of a skin condition, a priest would quarantine the patient for seven days, and then re-examine the condition.  If true leprosy was diagnosed, the patient was declared unclean and banished from the community.
  Miriam’s skin had turned ‘white’.
Numbers 12:11-12

Then Aaron said to Moses, "Oh, my lord, do not punish us for a sin that we have so foolishly committed. Do not let her be like one stillborn, whose flesh is half consumed when it comes out of its mother's womb."

  Aaron was surprised and then deeply concerned.  He turned to Moses, who was now again the recognized representative of Yahweh, and pleaded with him to forgive Miriam.  Aaron argued that what Miriam had done was done out of ignorance [Septuagint] and that they now recognized that it had been foolish to challenge the God given leadership of Moses

 Aaron loved his sister and was afraid for her.  Afraid that she had been cursed by God with true leprosy that would eat away at her skin, and that the people of Israel would be forced to treat her as one who is already dead to the community.
Numbers 12:13-14

And Moses cried to the Lord, "O God, please heal her." But the Lord said to Moses, "If her father had but spit in her face, would she not bear her shame for seven days? Let her be shut out of the camp for seven days, and after that she may be brought in again."

  But Moses is not God!  Moses did not curse his sister Miriam.  Yahweh had ‘cursed’ her.  So it was not up to Moses to forgive Miriam and to restore her.  In fact, Moses also cared for his sister and was sorry that her actions had angered God such that Yahweh had chosen to curse her.
  So Moses appealed to Yahweh on behalf of Miriam, asking God to heal her.  But Yahweh was unwilling to instantly and miraculously heal her.  What she had done deserved a curse.  Therefore she would have to spend the seven day quarantine of shame for her action.

Numbers 12:15-16

So Miriam was shut out of the camp for seven days; and the people did not set out on the march until Miriam had been brought in again. After that the people set out from Hazeroth, and camped in the wilderness of Paran.

  And as Miriam was required, under the law [Leviticus 13:4] to spend seven days separated from the community, the march was halted for the seven days of her quarantine because of the love that Moses, Aaron, and the people had for her.  She would not be forced to walk alone behind the people.
  Then, after the seven days, she was again examined and it was determined that it was not true leprosy (it may have been a case of psoriasis) and she was restored to the community.  Then they resumed their journey, leaving Hazeroth and entering the Wilderness of Paran.

Spies in Canaan



Numbers 13:1-14:45
  [t is generally believed that two accounts of the people of Israel’s approach to the land of Canaan have been merged together.  I will attempt to unbind them into two separate scouting parties.]
Numbers 13:1-3

The Lord said to Moses, "Send men to spy out the land of Canaan, which I am giving to the Israelites; from each of their ancestral tribes you shall send a man, every one a leader among them." So Moses sent them from the wilderness of Paran, according to the command of the Lord, all of them leading men among the Israelites.

  Now that the children of Israel were “settled” around the Kadesh-barnea area
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 and Mount Horeb, the mountain of God,
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 Moses was advised to send out scouting parties to explore the land that God had promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  Yahweh had called Moses to bring the people of Israel out of Egypt, to make of them a nation, and then to take them to their new homeland in the land of Canaan.
  For the task of spying out the land, it was important that respected men of good judgment be sent, such that each could report back to their tribe and their opinion would be considered.  They should be young men who were daring leaders.
   So, from the northern edge of the Wilderness of Paran (which was also the northern edge of the territory that they claimed), Moses would send out the scouting parties.

Numbers 13:4-16
These were their names: From the tribe of Reuben, Shammua son of Zaccur;

from the tribe of Simeon, Shaphat son of Hori;

from the tribe of Judah, Caleb son of Jephunneh;

from the tribe of Issachar, Igal son of Joseph;

from the tribe of Ephraim, Hoshea son of Nun;

from the tribe of Benjamin, Palti son of Raphu;

from the tribe of Zebulun, Gaddiel son of Sodi;

from the tribe of Joseph (that is, from the tribe of Manasseh), Gaddi son of Susi;

from the tribe of Dan, Ammiel son of Gemalli;

from the tribe of Asher, Sethur son of Michael;

from the tribe of Naphtali, Nahbi son of Vophsi;

from the tribe of Gad, Geuel son of Machi.

These were the names of the men whom Moses sent to spy out the land. And Moses changed the name of Hoshea son of Nun to Joshua.

  Twelve names are given, one from each of the tribes [but the reality is that only a few tribes were involved in the Egyptian “adventure”, and that most were already settled in the highlands of Canaan, where they raised herds of sheep and goats].  The two men who would lead the scouting parties would be Joshua from the tribe of Ephraim and Caleb from the tribe of Judah.

Numbers 13:17-20
Moses sent them to spy out the land of Canaan, and said to them, "Go up there into the Negeb, and go up into the hill country, and see what the land is like, and whether the people who live in it are strong or weak, whether they are few or many, and whether the land they live in is good or bad, and whether the towns that they live in are unwalled or fortified, and whether the land is rich or poor, and whether there are trees in it or not. Be bold, and bring some of the fruit of the land." Now it was the season of the first ripe grapes.

  Joshua is assigned to lead his team up the western side of the hill country of Canaan and back down the center ridge of the hill county, while Caleb is assigned to lead his team into the Negeb [and then around the Dead Sea], and then back down to Kadesh-barnea.  Both will be scouting for ways to enter Canaan and looking for places to settle.

  They are to note the shape (topography) of the land, noting the military strength and the numbers of the population in each area.  They must note the quality of the land (for crops and grazing), the types of dwellings that they encounter (village, camp or walled city) and their locations.  They should look for resources (such as forests) and they should do their best to bring back some examples of the produce of the land.
  Each team should consist of six men which should enable them to protect themselves but not so many as to arouse the concern of the powers that control the lands they are passing through.
  It was now mid to late July, when the grapes could be harvested, so the weather should be good.  Maybe they could get jobs as itinerant workers.

Numbers 13:21
So they went up and spied out the land from the wilderness of Zin to Rehob, near Lebo-hamath.
  From Kadesh-barnea, which is also on the edge of the Wilderness of Zin, Joshua leads his team north, traveling along the western side of the hill country of Canaan until they come to Rehob [believed to be in the very far north near Laish (later Dan) (2 Samuel 10:6)] near to the entrance of Hamath (1 Kings 8:65).

Numbers 13:22-24
They went up into the Negeb, and came to Hebron; and Ahiman, Sheshai, and Talmai, the Anakites, were there. (Hebron was built seven years before Zoan in Egypt.) And they came to the Wadi Eshcol, and cut down from there a branch with a single cluster of grapes, and they carried it on a pole between two of them. They also brought some pomegranates and figs. That place was called the Wadi Eshcol, because of the cluster that the Israelites cut down from there.

  Meanwhile Caleb led his team through the Negeb, to the east,
[image: image4.png]Wildernass
of Paran

Route of the
& sracites





and around the Dead Sea,
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 past the northern edge of Edom, and then to take the Kings highway north through Moab
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to the border of Ammon.
  Then west across the Jordan River and past Jericho.  Then south past Jebus (later Jerusalem) and then past Bethlehem. On their way south they then entered the valley of Eshcol where they found grapes being harvested,
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 as well as pomegranates
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and figs.
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  They collected some produce as they left.  They then passed Hebron to the south, and Beer-sheba, and then traveled on to Kadesh-barnea to give their report.
Numbers 13:29-32

The Amalekites live in the land of the Negeb; the Hittites, the Jebusites, and the Amorites live in the hill country; and the Canaanites live by the sea, and along the Jordan." But Caleb quieted the people before Moses, and said, "Let us go up at once and occupy it, for we are well able to overcome it." Then the men who had gone up with him said, "We are not able to go up against this people, for they are stronger than we." So they brought to the Israelites an unfavorable report of the land that they had spied out, saying, "The land that we have gone through as spies is a land that devours its inhabitants; and all the people that we saw in it are of great size.

  When Caleb returned, the people were excited to see the produce that they had brought with them.  Moses and the elders had to quiet the crowd to hear Caleb’s report.  Caleb knew that the Hebrews could go up and control enough land for their purpose, though the other five men remembered the fortified cities east of the Dead Sea and the Amalekites, the Hittites, the Jebusites, the Amorites, and the Canaanites.  They felt that the Hebrews could not overcome these powerful people with their fortified cities.
  It was even reported that they had seen the mythological giants, the Nephilim, the demi-gods from Genesis 6:4 that made the short Hebrews seem like children (or insects).

  Then Caleb reported that the land of the Negeb, and much of the land to the east of the Dead Sea, was not especially fertile (in fact much was virtually useless), though the land near the Jordan River and around Hebron showed promise.

  To Caleb, the land was generally poor and the people strong, but with the Lord they could take enough for their homeland.

Numbers 14:1-3
Then all the congregation raised a loud cry, and the people wept that night. And all the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron; the whole congregation said to them, "Would that we had died in the land of Egypt! Or would that we had died in this wilderness! Why is the Lord bringing us into this land to fall by the sword? Our wives and our little ones will become booty; would it not be better for us to go back to Egypt?"

  The response of the people to Caleb’s report was somewhat predictable considering their attitude to problems they had encountered during the journey from Egypt.  They were, at first, disappointed, then frustrated, then scared, and then angry.  And after a night to dwell on their fears the elders of the people made Moses and Aaron the target of their anger.
  The people would have been better off as servants in Egypt if there was no place for them to settle in the land of Canaan.  Moses should have had a place already in mind before putting the people through the Exodus.  In fact, it would have been better to die in the wilderness rather than be butchered by the armies of the land.  They might even be better off to turn around and march back to Egypt.
  But Moses and Aaron calmed them down by reminding them that the other team had not yet returned and that the elders should await their report before taking any action.  But while they waited, their discontent spread among the people.
Numbers 13:25-28
Now, since the Amalekites and the Canaanites live in the valleys, turn tomorrow and set out for the wilderness by the way to the Red Sea." And the Lord spoke to Moses and to Aaron, saying: How long shall this wicked congregation complain against me? I have heard the complaints of the Israelites, which they complain against me. Say to them, "As I live," says the Lord, "I will do to you the very things I heard you say:

  It was not long after Caleb had reported about his experiences and observations that Joshua and his team returned to Kadesh-barnea.  They also met with Moses and the elders.
  They had traveled north between the coast of the Great (Mediterranean) Sea and the hill country, past Gath, Ekron, and Aphek. Then along the Way of the Sea past Megiddo, and through the Jezreel valley, past the Sea of Chinnereth (Galilee), then north past Hazor to the foot of Mount Hermon.

  Then they returned down the east side of the sea of Chinnereth to Mount Gilboa, and on to Shechem and Shiloh, past Jebus to Bethlehem and on to Beer-sheba, and finally to Kadesh-barnea.

  It is a good land.  Flowing with milk (will meet all of our basic needs) and honey (even supplying extra blessings).  But, no surprise, the people are many and the cities strongly fortified.
Numbers 14:4-10a

So they said to one another, "Let us choose a captain, and go back to Egypt." Then Moses and Aaron fell on their faces before all the assembly of the congregation of the Israelites. And Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh, who were among those who had spied out the land, tore their clothes and said to all the congregation of the Israelites, "The land that we went through as spies is an exceedingly good land. If the Lord is pleased with us, he will bring us into this land and give it to us, a land that flows with milk and honey. Only, do not rebel against the Lord; and do not fear the people of the land, for they are no more than bread for us; their protection is removed from them, and the Lord is with us; do not fear them." But the whole congregation threatened to stone them.

  Now fear dominated the response of the elders.  Despite Yahweh’s actions to bring them out of Egypt, they did not trust God to get them into Canaan.  ‘Forget it!  Let us choose leaders and return to Egypt.  Better to be servants, then dead.’
  Then Moses and Aaron lit the fire and put their faces to the ground to humble themselves as they implored the Lord to be present.  Joshua and Caleb tore their clothes as a sign of extreme emotional distress.  ‘The land is good’, they said, ‘and Yahweh will make us a home if we do not rebel against God because we fear the people of the land.  They cannot resist us if God is with us.’

  But fear and doubt had now captured the people and they yelled for the elders to stone Joshua and Caleb to death.
Numbers 14:10b-12
Then the glory of the Lord appeared at the tent of meeting to all the Israelites. And the Lord said to Moses, "How long will this people despise me? And how long will they refuse to believe in me, in spite of all the signs that I have done among them? I will strike them with pestilence and disinherit them, and I will make of you a nation greater and mightier than they."

  But just then, as a column of smoke arose from the fire in front of the tent of meeting, the Lord was present and spoke to Moses.
  Despite the signs done on their behalf, which Moses had showed them were God’s actions, the people continue to doubt the Lord.  Yahweh wanted to destroy them, or at least to disinherit them.  And then God would make an even greater nation of the descendents of Moses.

Numbers 14:13-19

But Moses said to the Lord, "Then the Egyptians will hear of it, for in your might you brought up this people from among them, and they will tell the inhabitants of this land. They have heard that you, O Lord, are in the midst of this people; for you, O Lord, are seen face to face, and your cloud stands over them and you go in front of them, in a pillar of cloud by day and in a pillar of fire by night. Now if you kill this people all at one time, then the nations who have heard about you will say, "It is because the Lord was not able to bring this people into the land he swore to give them that he has slaughtered them in the wilderness.' And now, therefore, let the power of the Lord be great in the way that you promised when you spoke, saying, "The Lord is slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, forgiving iniquity and transgression, but by no means clearing the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the parents upon the children to the third and the fourth generation.' Forgive the iniquity of this people according to the greatness of your steadfast love, just as you have pardoned this people, from Egypt even until now."

  But Moses was not out for his own glory.  Instead, he was concerned for Yahweh and all of the people of Israel.  So Moses interceded on their behalf.  ‘Forgive their doubt!’
  He began by expressing his concern for Yahweh’s reputation.  After all that Yahweh had done to get the people out of Egypt, was God willing to admit that the promises made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob could not be fulfilled because God could not bring them into Canaan for a homeland?

  Remember that most of the people saw the first nine plagues as “natural” occurrences and had only heard about the death of the first born.  They did not see the army of the Pharaoh defeated.  All they saw was Moses “cure” the water at Marah and break the rock for water at Maribah.  Could Yahweh defeat the people and strongholds of Canaan with so few Hebrew men?  They were full of doubt and therefore they lacked faith in God.  ‘Forgive them’, pleaded Moses.
Numbers 14:20-35
Then the Lord said, "I do forgive, just as you have asked; nevertheless—as I live, and as all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the Lord—none of the people who have seen my glory and the signs that I did in Egypt and in the wilderness, and yet have tested me these ten times and have not obeyed my voice, shall see the land that I swore to give to their ancestors; none of those who despised me shall see it. But my servant Caleb, because he has a different spirit and has followed me wholeheartedly, I will bring into the land into which he went, and his descendants shall possess it. Now, since the Amalekites and the Canaanites live in the valleys, turn tomorrow and set out for the wilderness by the way to the Red Sea." And the Lord spoke to Moses and to Aaron, saying: How long shall this wicked congregation complain against me? I have heard the complaints of the Israelites, which they complain against me. Say to them, "As I live," says the Lord, "I will do to you the very things I heard you say: your dead bodies shall fall in this very wilderness; and of all your number, included in the census, from twenty years old and upward, who have complained against me, not one of you shall come into the land in which I swore to settle you, except Caleb son of Jephunneh and Joshua son of Nun. But your little ones, who you said would become booty, I will bring in, and they shall know the land that you have despised.

But as for you, your dead bodies shall fall in this wilderness. And your children shall be shepherds in the wilderness for forty years, and shall suffer for your faithlessness, until the last of your dead bodies lies in the wilderness. According to the number of the days in which you spied out the land, forty days, for every day a year, you shall bear your iniquity, forty years, and you shall know my displeasure." I the Lord have spoken; surely I will do thus to all this wicked congregation gathered together against me: in this wilderness they shall come to a full end, and there they shall die.

  So Yahweh forgave them at the request of Moses.  But he had given them many signs and they continued to doubt.  There would be consequences.  None that had opposed God’s leader would see the land of promise.  Specifically, anyone over the age of 20 years, that had complained or supported those who had rebelled, would NOT be allowed to enter Canaan.
  Instead, they would spend many years (as many years as it took for them all to die) as semi-nomadic shepherds, living around Kadesh-barnea and Mount Horeb, the mountain of God.  There they would learn to trust God and to be the people of God.

  So Moses was instructed to move the people away from the northern border and to settle the people in the southern area for now.

Numbers 14:36-38

And the men whom Moses sent to spy out the land, who returned and made all the congregation complain against him by bringing a bad report about the land—the men who brought an unfavorable report about the land died by a plague before the Lord. But Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh alone remained alive, of those men who went to spy out the land.

  (Later most of the men who had traveled with Joshua or Caleb would die in a plague.)
Numbers 14:39-45

When Moses told these words to all the Israelites, the people mourned greatly. They rose early in the morning and went up to the heights of the hill country, saying, "Here we are. We will go up to the place that the Lord has promised, for we have sinned." But Moses said, "Why do you continue to transgress the command of the Lord? That will not succeed. Do not go up, for the Lord is not with you; do not let yourselves be struck down before your enemies. For the Amalekites and the Canaanites will confront you there, and you shall fall by the sword; because you have turned back from following the Lord, the Lord will not be with you." But they presumed to go up to the heights of the hill country, even though the ark of the covenant of the Lord, and Moses, had not left the camp. Then the Amalekites and the Canaanites who lived in that hill country came down and defeated them, pursuing them as far as Hormah.

  Moses reported God’s judgment to the elders and then to the people.  And the elders then admitted their sins of doubt and rebellion.  Then, as if to appease God, so that they might move into Canaan immediately rather than die in the wilderness, they decided to act on God’s original directive and ignore the latest judgment.
  But this was just another act of rebellion against Yahweh and Moses.  Whereas they “expected” God to engineer an easy victory, Moses declared that their attempt would fail.  God had declared a judgment and would not go to war on their behalf.

  But the elders sent the military men of the people into the hill country without the ark [the presence of God] and without Moses [God’s anointed leader].  And, as Moses predicted, the Amorites, and others of the hill country, defeated them.  And then they pursued them south, back past Hormah.  And so began their 40 years in the wilderness.

Fiery serpents




Numbers 21:4-9
  The 40 years that Yahweh said that the children of Israel would live in the wilderness, until all of the rebels and doubters over the age of 20 would die, was now ending.  The year would be around 1230 BC [the year they left Egypt (1270 BC) plus 40 years that they had lived around Kadesh-barnea and Mount Horeb, the mountain of God].
  They had tried to penetrate Canaan from the south but had been repelled.  Now their goal would be to penetrate from the east.  Thus they choose to move to the Plain of Moab, across the Jordan River, east of Jericho.
  They had intended to travel due east, south of the Dead Sea, and then north up the western shore of the Dead Sea following an ancient trade route that could get them into the hill country with less trouble, and they had just defeated Hormah to clear the way.  But when they requested the permission from Moab to cross their territory, they were refused.

  Thus Moses decided to skirt Moab’s western border, and the territory of Midian, to get to Ezion-geber and the southern end of the King’s Highway.
Numbers 21:4-9

From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, to go around the land of Edom; but the people became impatient on the way. The people spoke against God and against Moses, "Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and we detest this miserable food." Then the Lord sent poisonous serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that many Israelites died. The people came to Moses and said, "We have sinned by speaking against the Lord and against you; pray to the Lord to take away the serpents from us." So Moses prayed for the people. And the Lord said to Moses, "Make a poisonous serpent, and set it on a pole; and everyone who is bitten shall look at it and live." So Moses made a serpent of bronze, and put it upon a pole; and whenever a serpent bit someone, that person would look at the serpent of bronze and live.

  Thus Moses led the people southeast from Kadesh-barnea and Mount Horeb.  They traveled along the border between the territory of both Moab and Midian.  They expected the lead body of Hebrew to take four or five days to travel the 80 miles on the way to the “Red Sea” [today the Gulf of Aqaba] and the sea port of Ezion-geber, and then the other people would follow as best they were able, once the way was secure.
Map

  After a day or two into the Wilderness of Paran, one of the forward groups inadvertently found themselves in an area of the wilderness that was infested with vipers.
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  They seemed to be everywhere.  Some of the people died from the painful bites.  Moses ordered the march to stop and sent out scouts to find a safe passage.
  In order to warn the trailing folks, and those who would come later, Moses was guided by God to make a copper image [mined locally and easily worked] of a serpent quickly made and attached to a long stick.
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  Then the copper serpent was placed at the entrance to the dangerous area so that those who came by later, would see the copper serpent and avoid the area - and therefore stay alive.  [Later story tellers told the story as though the people who had been bitten looked on the idol
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 and then were magically healed.]
  Then Moses resumed their march.
  When the story was told in later years to their children and grandchildren, it was made clear that Yahweh must have sent the “fiery” serpents [Hebrew: seraph, which likely means “shiny” (today: “metallic”) appearance [because of the way the same word is used in ____?____].  They might have been red
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 and bitten many with a very painful venom [though such a species is totally unknown today].  That would have be quite memorable.
  The reason that God sent the serpents to bite the people, was because this new generation of Hebrews complained about Moses and God’s lack of comforts given to the people (just like their parents generation when they left Egypt.  No water.  No food except the unappetizing and un-filling “flour” that had been eating for the past 40 years, and called manna.
  But this generation quickly realized that they had sinned by doubting God’s chosen leader and they asked Moses to intercede on behalf of the many that had been bitten and were suffering.
  Yehweh instructed Moses to make a magic replica of a fiery serpent and to place it on a pole, and that when the people would look at the bronze serpent, and trusted in God, they would not die.

2 Kings 18:4
He removed the high places, broke down the pillars, and cut down the sacred pole. He broke in pieces the bronze serpent that Moses had made, for until those days the people of Israel had made offerings to it; it was called Nehushtan.
  Many years later some people had treated the bronze serpent as a healing idol, even burning incense to it, so that Hezekiah had the serpent destroyed.

John 3:14-15

And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.

  Yet the story of the bronze serpent was remembered as an event in the salvation history of Israel.  Jesus told Nicodemus that, like the bronze serpent, he also would be lifted up (on a cross) and those who looked on him, and believed, would have eternal life.
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Balaam and his ass



Numbers 22:21-35
  Moses and the children of Israel were camped on the Plain of Moab, across the Jordan River, east of Jericho.  Balak, the king of Moab, was afraid that Israel would attack and defeat Moab.  He planned to attack Israel, with the help of Midian, but wanted to be sure that the gods were on his side.
  Balak knew of a seer whose blessings and curses were said to be very powerful.  The seer was named Balaam.  So Balak sent some influential men to hire Balaam to curse Israel and therefore assure Moab the victory.
  [It is said that Balaam lived by “the river”, which usually meant the Euphrates River.  Then, according to Egyptian sources, the region of Amaw lay northeast of Syria.  However, traveling the 400 miles by ass would take a month and it seems unlikely that Balaam was so famous or would take such a journey.  It is more likely that Balaam lived in Rabbah, only 60 miles away if one follows the Jabbok River, in the kingdom of Ammon.]
  Apparently Balaam knew of Yahweh and considered Yahweh to be a powerful god, with a reputation that Balaam could use for financial gain.  But Yahweh sent Balaam a message.  Whereas Balaam had the right to go to Balak, it was not a good idea.  But under no circumstance should he place a curse on Israel using the name of Yahweh.  If he were to go to Moab, then he should limit his prophecies, spoken in the name of Yahweh, to only what Yahweh authorized.
Numbers 22:21-23

So Balaam got up in the morning, saddled his donkey, and went with the officials of Moab. God's anger was kindled because he was going, and the angel of the Lord took his stand in the road as his adversary. Now he was riding on the donkey, and his two servants were with him. The donkey saw the angel of the Lord standing in the road, with a drawn sword in his hand; so the donkey turned off the road, and went into the field; and Balaam struck the donkey, to turn it back onto the road.

  When the second envoy of influential men made their request of Balaam, they made sure to indicate that if Israel is not destroyed, then ‘your kingdom of Ammon is next’ if they should defeat Moab and Midian.  Balaam decided to accept the invitation and go himself to see the reality of the situation.
  So Balaam saddled his ass and, with two servants walking with him, left Rabbah and followed the Jabbok River to the King’s Highway.  As Balaam was passing through a valley with fields all around,
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 his ass, usually well behaved, suddenly veered off the road into one of the fields.

  Despite Balaam’s attempts to bring the ass back onto the roadway, the ass moved across the field.  Finally, with a few choice words, Balaam was able to turn the ass back toward the road a bit further along the way.

  Unknown to Balaam, his ass had been given a vision by God.  The ass perceived a danger ahead on the road.  A person had stood directly in front of them wielding a dangerous weapon.
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  Apparently God was angry with Balaam’s decision to consider cursing Israel in the name of Yahweh.  He had the right to go, as part of his free will, but God was going to protect Israel.
Numbers 22:24-25

Then the angel of the Lord stood in a narrow path between the vineyards, with a wall on either side. When the donkey saw the angel of the Lord, it scraped against the wall, and scraped Balaam's foot against the wall; so he struck it again.

  As Balaam again approached the roadway, he found himself on a narrow path between two different vineyards.  The path was wide enough for a cart with a wooden fence [Hebrew and Septuagint] on each side.
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  Again his ass sensed the angel with the sword and she shied to the one side of the path where she was furthest away from the angel, yet continued to move forward at the urging of Balaam.

  Just as she squeezed past the angel, with her eyes rolled to watch, she pressed against a fence and scraped Balaam’s foot.  Through his frustration, came anger, and Balaam struck his ass both in revenge for his injured foot and to “guide” his ass back to the road.

Numbers 22:26-27
Then the angel of the Lord went ahead, and stood in a narrow place, where there was no way to turn either to the right or to the left. When the donkey saw the angel of the Lord, it lay down under Balaam; and Balaam's anger was kindled, and he struck the donkey with his staff.

  As Balaam finally came to the end of the vineyards, and the road lay just ahead, it became necessary for him to squeeze down a very narrow path from the vineyards to the road.
  But once again the ass hesitated.  Though encouraged to continue the ass would not, and finally simply lay down on the path.  She knew that the dangerous messenger stood directly in the path with the dangerous sword, humming with power, in his hand and that there could be no “going around”.

  Balaam was, of course, furious.  Never before had his ass acted so stubbornly.  And when anger dominated Balaam, his brain shut down, and he was unable to think.  Instead he struck his ass with his staff.
Numbers 22:28-30

Then the Lord opened the mouth of the donkey, and it said to Balaam, "What have I done to you, that you have struck me these three times?" Balaam said to the donkey, "Because you have made a fool of me! I wish I had a sword in my hand! I would kill you right now!" But the donkey said to Balaam, "Am I not your donkey, which you have ridden all your life to this day? Have I been in the habit of treating you this way?" And he said, "No."

  Then the ass brayed loudly.  Slowly, but finally, it came to Balaam that there might actually be a good reason that his ass had stopped despite Balaam’s urgings.  Animals have other senses that may be in play here.  It was almost as though Balaam understood what his ass was saying.  Never before had she acted this way in all the years he had ridden her.  There must be some reason that she is doing this, and it may be an injustice to treat her harshly.  He had wanted to kill her just because she had frustrated him.  How typical of those “in authority”, or who are “famous”, to treat harshly those who may frustrate their every whim.
Numbers 22:31-33
Then the Lord opened the eyes of Balaam, and he saw the angel of the Lord standing in the road, with his drawn sword in his hand; and he bowed down, falling on his face. The angel of the Lord said to him, "Why have you struck your donkey these three times? I have come out as an adversary, because your way is perverse before me. The donkey saw me, and turned away from me these three times. If it had not turned away from me, surely just now I would have killed you and let it live."

  Finally Balaam perceived the angel of God and the unsheathed sword.  And Balaam realized that his ass had three times avoided danger that Balaam did not even know was there.  He then realized just how stubborn he had been, and how merciful Yahweh had been to try repeatedly to get his attention through his ass’s behavior rather than just killing Balaam.  Balaam had been so very stubborn, like an ass, that it had taken three “knocks on the head” to gain his attention.
  So Balaam humbled himself before the messenger of God, and opened his mind to understand (hear) the message that God was sending.  And the message became clear to Balaam.  His trip on behalf of Moab to explore the possibility of cursing Israel, was contrary [Hebrew] to God’s will and could be destructive [Septuagint].

Numbers 22:34-35
Then Balaam said to the angel of the Lord, "I have sinned, for I did not know that you were standing in the road to oppose me. Now therefore, if it is displeasing to you, I will return home." The angel of the Lord said to Balaam, "Go with the men; but speak only what I tell you to speak." So Balaam went on with the officials of Balak.

  Balaam now knew that while he had the free will to ignore God, it had not been a wise choice on his part.  He was now opposing Yahweh.  His first thought was to turn around and go home.  But that was not what God was asking of him.
  The messenger declined Balaam’s offer to turn about.  Instead he could continue safely on the condition that Balaam only use the name of Yahweh to say what Yahweh revealed to Balaam.  And on that point Yahweh wanted to be VERY clear to Balaam.

  So, with the understanding that Balaam was ONLY to prophesy what Yahweh would reveal to him, Balaam went safely forward mindful to treat his ass with more respect.

