ISRAEL FAILS

Numbers 1-20

Key verse: 14:34

“For forty years—one year for each of the forty days you explored the land—

you will suffer for your sins and know what it is like to have me against you.”


The Lord prepares Israel in chapters 1-10 for their departure from Mount Sinai to travel to the promised land. Yet in chapters 11-20 Israel fails step by step until they will end up in the wilderness, not in the promised land. They would stay there for forty years. During that time all the first generation would die—including Moses and Aaron—except Joshua and Caleb.


We read in Numbers 14:34 why they had to stay in the wilderness for forty years. We read in Deuteronomy 8:2-3 what the Lord had in his mind making his people live in the wilderness: “Remember how the Lord your God led you all the way in the desert these forty years, to humble you and to test you in order to know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his commands. He humbled you, causing you to hunger and then feeding you with manna, which neither you nor your fathers had known, to teach you that man does not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord.”


Most people do not want to talk about their past failure. The Bible writers do. We may not understand everything about their reason. But we understand one reason in the reading of Numbers why they consider the time of their failure as God’s history: The Lord was with them always. Probably this observation would make some people even more confused because they wouldn’t see why God worked so hard to prepare Israel and yet allowed them to slip. Whether we appreciate the Lord’s presence or are puzzled with his attitude, we will look hard at the story of Israel’s failure since it is presented to us as a part of the Bible.

* Preparation of the Israelites for the departure from Sinai (chapters 1-10)

In chapters 1 and 2 is the organization of the army of Israel.  The Lord told Moses to take a census of the whole Israelite community on the first day of the second month of the second year after the Israelites came out of Egypt. They were staying in the Desert of Sinai at the time. As we look back at the book of Leviticus we can understand that the Lord told Moses to take a census after he had prepared Israel completely with the construction of the tabernacle and by giving the laws by which they could be holy to him. 

What had happened during the last one year and two months? The people—over one million—came out of Egypt and reached Mount Sinai under the leadership of Moses.. From our perspective the distance was a rather short one. But the trip is a big surprise to any careful readers of the event considering the number of people and their resources. They were an unorganized group of slaves. Moses had only a staff to lead them. The experience was an unforgettable event for Israel. The trip was the result of the most dramatic show off in history of the Lord’s power and his grace upon his people. The Israelites couldn’t forget the golden calf event just as they couldn’t forget the fearful drama of the Passover night. The Israelites saw everything about the Lord in the brief one year experience (Ex 12:1; 19:1; 24:10,11; 24:18; 32:1-6; 34:28; 40:33). We are not wrong to say that the whole drama was the preview of the resurrection of Christ Jesus. It was the Spring time when everything comes to life. Now Israel was ready to march to the promised land and so the census was taken to organize them.


In 1:3 and in 1:45 we find the purpose of the census. Men over twenty years old or more who were able to serve in the army were counted. One man from each tribe, each the head of his family, was assigned to assist Moses in the counting (1:4,16). The total number of the reserved army of Israel was 603,550. The families of the tribe of Levi, however, were not counted along with the others (1:47). The Levites were assigned to be in charge of the tabernacle of the Testimony—over all its furnishing and everything belonging to it.  They were to carry the tabernacle and all its furnishings; they were to take care of it and encamp around it (1:48-53). The Levites were to set up their tents around the tabernacle of the Testimony so that wrath would not fall on the Israelite community. They were like a buffer zone between the holy God and the Israelites, who otherwise couldn’t co-exist. We learn from the structure of the Israelite community that the Lord considered them as his army, whose strength was the fear of the Lord.


In 2:1-34 is the arrangement of the tribal camps. On the east was Judah’s division (2:3), on the south were the Reuben camps (2:16), on the west were the divisions of Ephraim (2:18), and on the north the divisions of the camp of Dan (2:25). They were the heads of each division. The tribes of Issachar and Zebulun camped next to Judah in order (2:3,5,7,9). The tribes of Simeon and of Gad followed the Reuben camp (2:11,12,14,16). The tribes of Manasseh and Benjamin followed Ephraim (2:18,20,22). The Dan divisions were joined by the tribes of Asher and Naphtali (2:25,27,29). The Tent of Meeting and the camp of the Levites were in the middle of the camp (2:17).

In chapters 3 to 4 is the ordination of the priests and the Levites.  Aaron and Moses belonged to the Levites. But only Aaron and his sons were assigned to serve as priests. As we read in Exodus, the first two sons of Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, fell dead before the Lord when they made an offering with unauthorized fire before him in the Desert of Sinai. They had no sons; so only Eleazar and Ithamar served as priests during the lifetime of their father Aaron (3:1-4).

The tribe of Levi other than those belonging to Aaron and Moses were assigned to assist Aaron the priest (3:5-13). They were the Gershonites, Kohathites and Merarites (3:17). The Gershonites were responsible for the care of the tabernacle and tent, its coverings, the curtain at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting, the curtains of the courtyard, the curtain at the entrance to the courtyard surrounding the tabernacle and altar, and the ropes – and everything related to their use (3:23,25). They were something like curtain specialists. The Kohathites took care of the ark, the table, the lampstand, the altars, the articles of the sanctuary used in ministering, the curtain, and everything related to their use (3:31). They were something like hardware guys. The Merarites were appointed to take care of all the frames and tent pegs and ropes (3:36). The chief leader of the Levites was Eleazar, the older son of Aaron (3:32).

Moses and Aaron were the great grandchildren of Levi through Kohath, the second son of Levi (Ex 6:20). But they camped separately and independently to the east of the tabernacle, toward the sunrise, in front of the Tent of Meeting. They were responsible for the care of the sanctuary on behalf of the Israelites. Anyone else who approached the sanctuary was to be put to death (3:38). We learn in the arrangement of the Levites and the priests that at the center of Israel was the Lord which was symbolized by the sanctuary.

In 3:39-51 is said that each of the Levites was assigned as a redemption offering in place of all the firstborn of the Israelites. Even each of their livestock was counted as a redemption offering in place of all the firstborn of the livestock of the Israelites (3:41). But there arose a problem. The total number of Levites was 22,000 (3:39) while the total number of firstborn males a month old or more, listed by name, was 22,273. For the remaining 273 redemption money was collected from them. The money was given to Aaron and his sons (3:46-51). We learn in the assignment of the Levites that they represented Israel to the Lord (3:11-13, 45-49). But there was an age restriction for Levites who were to serve in the work in the Tent of Meeting. Those who were in their thirties up to fifty years old were to come to serve in the work in the Tent of Meeting (4:3,21,30,35,39,43,47). They were 8,580 (4:48) out of the total number of 22,273 Levites. Those who were not active in duty, however, still represented the lives of the Israelites. There was retirement from duty but not from their assignment. Their role gives us an understanding of a different kind of leadership which our Lord Jesus revealed in his own example fully and completely (Mk 10:45). This can be a model picture of the house church for our times. 

In 5:1-31 are the instructions to keep the camps of the Israelites from being defiled. Restitution for wrongs as well as the law of jealousy were given to keep the camps from being defiled by wrongs and jealousy. Some may think it was not fair since the law of jealousy was applied even though the wife was not impure. But the law was for keeping the camp pure rather than for justice. The law aimed at serving the Lord, a higher goal which all the laws are supposed to serve. We learn from chapter 5 that all the laws presuppose the Lord’s dwelling among his people (5:3). The laws and regulations without the fear of him who dwells among us can at best hurt and destroy. Fear of the Lord was the foundation of the laws to purify the camp.

In 6:1-7:89 are the instructions for those who want to dedicate themselves (6:2) and about the offerings at the dedication of the tabernacle (7:84). Now, everything and everyone is bound to the Lord. 7:89 says, “When Moses entered the Tent of Meeting to speak with the Lord, he heard the voice speaking to him from between the two cherubim above the atonement cover on the ark of the Testimony. And he spoke with him.” 

With these objectives completed, Moses set up the lamps (8:2) to light the area, and ordained the priests and Levites. In 8:10 and 12 are the parallel descriptions of the laying on of hands on both the animals and the Levites. The Levites were the offerings on behalf of the Israelites. We thought about the role of the Levites being the redemption offering in 3:41. But here is an even clearer description of their role, and this is the biblical concept of leadership. Now Israel celebrates the first Passover (9:2). On this day even the unclean, even the alien living among them who wanted to celebrate the Lord’s Passover, was allowed. “But if a man who is ceremonially clean and not on a journey fails to celebrate the Passover, that person must be cut off from his people because he did not present the Lord’s offering at the appointed time. That man will bear the consequences of his sin,” says 9:13.

Finally the Lord gave two communication tools for Israel to follow him. He gave the cloud above the tabernacle. Israel would move when the cloud takes off and stop when the cloud stops. The Lord also had them make two silver trumpets. They would be used to instruct Israel to set out, to gather the assembly, and to report to the Lord when they go into battle. “Then you will be remembered by the Lord your God and rescued from your enemies,” the Lord said in 10:9. The Lord continued in 10:10, “Also at your times of rejoicing—your appointed feasts and New Moon festivals—you are to sound the trumpets over your burnt offerings and fellowship offerings, and they will be a memorial for you before your God. I am the Lord your God.” 

We remember that in Exodus 19:4 the Lord described the deliverance of Israel from Egypt as carrying them on eagles’ wings. Here in Numbers we see the Lord who is going to travel with his people. He will suffer because of them. He will suffer with them. His journey hasn’t been finished to this day. The Israelites set out from the Desert of Sinai on the twentieth day of the second month of the second year (10:11), that means, after 20 days’ preparation (1:1). Moses asked his father-in-law, the Midianite, to join their journey (10:29-32). In 25:16 is the command to treat the Midianites as enemies and to kill them. Considering his inclusion, therefore, we can say from the beginning this journey was looking forward to the day of redemption of the whole world. In 10:33-36 is described Moses’ total dependency on the Lord. Whenever the ark set out, Moses said, “Rise up, O Lord! May your enemies be scattered; may your foes flee before you.” Whenever it came to rest, he said, “Return, O Lord, to the countless thousands of Israel.”  

If everything goes as planned, Israel’s next stop should be in Canaan. But in the next ten chapters we find that they ended up in the wilderness. May God open our hearts to learn in the failures of Israel.

* The Israelites fail (chapter 11-20)

The three ominous events: There are three events recorded in 11:1-12:16 which give us hints why Israel ended in the wilderness. Not long after they set out the people complained about their hardships in the hearing of the Lord. Then fire from the Lord burned among them and consumed some of the outskirts of the camp. So the place was called Taberah (11:3). Next the rabble among the Israelites began to crave other food. They said, “If only we had meat to eat! We remember the fish we ate in Egypt at no cost—also the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic. But now we have lost our appetite; we never see anything but this manna!” So the Lord showered them with quail. “But while the meat was still between their teeth and before it could be consumed, the anger of the Lord burned against the people, and he struck them with a severe plague.” Therefore the place was called Kibroth Hattaavah (11:34). Then they traveled to Hazeroth and it was at this place Miriam and Aaron challenged Moses’ leadership. They spoke against Moses because he married a Cushite woman. The Lord defended Moses by striking Miriam with leprosy, then healed her when Moses prayed for her (12:15). After Miriam was brought back from the seven days’ purification the people left Hazeroth and encamped in the Desert of Paran  (12:16). All problems were taken care of. Now the Israelites were within a stone’s throw of the promised land. But the petty disputes are ominous.

The unbelieving leaders: In 13:1-25 the Lord commanded the Israelites to spy out the promised land. So Moses dispatched 12 spies who were the leaders of the each tribe. They explored the land for forty days and came back with a single cluster of grapes, which was so heavy that two of them carried it on a pole between them, along with some pomegranates and figs (13:23). The fruits showed that the promised land indeed did “flow with milk and honey” (13:27). When Caleb suggested invading the land, however, others rejected the idea. They were afraid of the inhabitants of the land. They even spread among the Israelites a bad report, saying, “The land we explored devours those living in it. All the people we saw there are of great size. We saw the Nephilim there (the descendants of Anak come from the Nephilim). We seemed like grasshoppers in our own eyes, and we looked the same to them” (13:32,33). 

The people rebel: 14:1-45 records that the “bad report” (13:32) affected all the people of the community and caused them to rebel against Moses and Aaron. They said to each other, “We should choose a leader and go back to Egypt”(14:1-4). It sounds familiar to us nowadays. Anyway, how did Moses and Aaron deal with the mob? They fell facedown in front of the whole Israelite assembly gathered there. Here again we learn what leadership in the Lord is like. Joshua and Caleb, the younger leaders, were different from the two old leaders. They tore their clothes and said to the entire Israelite assembly, “The land we passed through and explored is exceedingly good. If the Lord is pleased with us, he will lead us into that land, a land flowing with milk and honey, and will give it to us. Only do not rebel against the Lord. And do not be afraid of the people of the land, because we will swallow them up. Their protection is gone, but the Lord is with us. Do not be afraid of them” (14:5-9). But the whole assembly talked about stoning them.(14:10a).

How did the Lord answer the situation? He wanted to destroy them and make Moses into a nation greater and stronger then them. Moses pleaded with the Lord. He asked for the forgiveness of their sin for the sake of the honor of the Lord. The Lord relented. But he made it clear that the whole community except Joshua and Caleb would not enter the promised land. Only their children, who they feared would be taken as plunder, would enter the land and enjoy the blessing (14:10b-35). When Moses reported the Lord’s judgment they mourned bitterly. But obviously they never learned to repent. Early the next morning they suggested to go up and fight against the Canaanites. Moses warned them not to disobey the Lord twice. “Nevertheless, in their presumption they went up anyway. Then the Amalekites and Canaanites who lived in that hill country came down and attacked them and beat them down all they way to Hormah (14:44,45).” We learn from Joshua and Caleb’s words of faith, Moses’ warning, as well as from the double rebellion of the Israelites. What mattered was the fear of the Lord. For the Israelites entering the land or winning the battle was.  

The attempt to take over the priesthood:  Now the Lord judged that the Israelites were going to say in the desert for forty more years (14:34). Yet in chapter 15 the Lord gives additional education to help them. In the reading of this chapter we find that the Lord was preparing for the next generations. He said to Moses in 15:18-21,”Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘When you enter the land to which I am taking you and you eat the food of the land, present a portion as an offering to the Lord. Present a cake from the first of your ground meal and present it as an offering from the threshing floor. Throughout the generations to come you are to give this offering to the Lord from the first of your ground meal.” What a contrast to the attitude of the Israelites in 14:4? When difficulty arose they wanted to go back to Egypt. After the Israelites sinned against him, for which he had to bear with them for another forty years, the Lord worked for the coming generations. He doesn’t know failure. In him is hope, that is, always. In 15:39 is the motherly care of the ever forgettable people. He said, “Throughout the generations to come you are to make tassels on the corners of your garments, with a blue cord on each tassel. You will have these tassels to look at and so you will remember all the commands of the Lord, that you may obey them and not prostitute yourselves by going after the lusts of your own hearts and eyes. Then you will remember to obey all my commands and will be consecrated to your God. I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt to be your God. I am the Lord your God” (15:38b-41). 

With the experience of such a wonderful motherly care, and the undying hope, we expect the wholehearted devotion of the Israelites in one heart and mind. In 16:1-19:22 we learn a totally unexpected response. A group of people who were led by Korah challenged the priesthood of Moses and Aaron. They said, “You have gone too far! The whole community is holy, every one of them, and the Lord is with them. Why then do you set yourselves above the Lord’s assembly” (16:3).

They sound familiar to us and even reasonable. They sound similar to Luther’s idea that every Christian is a priest, which is misused today to abuse and cut down God’s servants. We need to learn what the answer is. 16:4 says, “When Moses heard this, he fell facedown.” Then he spoke to Korah and all his followers. Moses’ point is clear in 16:10. He said, “He has brought you and all your fellow Levites near himself, but now you are trying to get the priesthood too.” The Lord judged Korah and his followers, Dathan and Abiram. The earth opened its mouth and swallowed them (16:12-34). We learn why they were judged in Moses’ words in 16:30. They “treated the Lord with contempt.” In the New Testament there are also warnings against showing contempt (Ro 2:4; Gal 4:14;1Th 5:20). This is one of the serious mistakes, the line which our contemporaries often cross over because of the ill informed concept of the mixture of democracy and “all peoples” priesthood. We need to learn in our hearts what it is to show contempt, that we may not cross over it.

But the Israelites never learned. The next day they grumbled against Moses and Aaron. “You have killed the Lord’s people,” they said (16:41). The Lord was so angry with the never learning people that he struck them with wrath and the plague had started. But Aaron offered prayer to make atonement for the assembly as Moses had told him. “He stood between the living and the dead, and the plague stopped” (16:48).  He couldn’t stop the Lord’s judgment and 14,700 people died that day. But the Lord stopped the plague because of Aaron’s prayer. To put an end to their grumbling against the Lord, which was what their challenge of Aaron’s priesthood was, the Lord made Aaron’s staff to bud. The Israelites misunderstood again and said to Moses, “We will die! We are lost, we are all lost! Anyone who even comes near the tabernacle of the Lord will die. Are we all going to die?” (17:12,13). If it were a school, these people could have been dropped from the classes. But in 18:1-19:22 the Lord helps them by supporting Aaron and the priests. In his unfailing support of Aaron’s priesthood we see that the Lord himself took the burden of the priestly duty on himself., which has come true to us in Christ Jesus, who is the Priest and King over us. As we thought about it today the priestly duty is often misquoted as if it were a political power or some honor in this world. The misunderstanding of Luther’s concept makes everyone more confused. We need to learn to treat others as God’s servants rather than showing contempt as Korah did or as the Israelites did after Korah was destroyed. 

Out of all the failures of Israel Moses’ failure cuts through our conscience most. In 16:15 was a growing sign of impatience of Moses toward the ever troublesome Israelites. Moses was very angry with them when Korah rebelled and said to the Lord, “Do not accept their offering. I have not taken so much as a donkey from them, nor have I wronged any of them..” Now when the Israelites arrived at the Desert of Zin Moses blew up and sinned against the Lord. It was in the first month, probably the third year, the whole Israelite community arrived at the Desert of Zin. There Miriam, Moses’ dear sister,  died and was buried. There was no water for the community and as usual the people gathered in opposition to Moses and Aaron and quarreled with Moses. The Lord instructed Moses to speak to the rock and promised that the rock would pour out water enough for the Israelites and their livestock to drink. Moses did not speak to the rock as the Lord instructed. Instead he spoke to the Israelites, “Listen, you rebels, must we bring you water out of this rock?” Then he raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff. Water gushed out, and the community and their livestock drank. But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not trust in me enough to honor me as holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will not bring this community into the land I give them.” The Lord meant that like the rebellious nation they led they will die in the desert. To sympathetic leaders, Moses’ punishment seems much too harsh. But this episode emphasizes God’s holiness and authority as in the story of the deaths of Nadab and Abihu in Leviticus 10:1-23. 20:13 explains the truth: “These were the waters of Meribah, where the Isrealites quarreled with the Lord and where he showed himself holy among them.” Moses took their challenge personally and responded by himself. We learn here what Paul meant that for him to live is Christ, or what he meant that it was the grace which worked (1Co 15:10). We should learn to recognize that what we live is the Lord’s life.

The Israelites still continued their journey from Meribah, where they quarreled with the Lord. They avoided the confrontation of the Edomites because the Lord did not allow them to fight against Edom. The Lord did not allow the Israelites to fight against Edom for the same reason by which he punished Moses: Edom was God’s own. When they reached Mount Hor Aaron died. Moses removed Aaraon’s garments and put them on his son Eleazar. And Aaron died there on top of the mountain. Then Moses and Eleazar came down from the mountain, and when the whole community learned that Aaron had died, the entire house of Israel mourned for him thirty days.

Some might be frustrated because Israel continued their journey and business went as usual. But as we thought about it in the introduction we learn from Moses what to think of. In the book of Deuteronomy we read Moses’ prophetic hope. He remembered the first generation failed, except two. He knew that the second generation would conquer the promised land. But he also knew that the next generations would repeat what their forefathers did and would sin against the Lord. Yet he had a hope in the Lord. He knew that God was building up his own people while all he could expect from the Israelites was one failure after another. The faith in God which the Lord so desired to teach Israel as expressed in Deuteronomy 8:2-3 would never go in vain.

