WHEN YOU CROSS THE JORDAN INTO CANAAN

Numbers 21-36

Key verse: 33:51-54

“…When you cross the Jordan into Canaan, drive out all the inhabitants…

destroy all their carved images…take possession of the land and settle in it…

distribute the land by lot…”

We read in the first twenty chapters that the Lord judges Israel to stay in the wilderness for forty years. In the last sixteen chapters we learn the highlights of what happened in the forty years from chapters 21 to 26, and how the Lord prepared the new generation in chapters 27-36. To a casual reader the second half seems just a repetition of the first half. That is the sentiment shared by many as they read the Old Testament. The boredom is, however, due to the habit of seeing things from a two dimensional aspect. As we go through the second half of Numbers, I hope we learn the historical perspective of their sin as well as the insight to recognize God and his work. What they did during this time of their journey from Egypt to the promised land had left a history-long burden on their descendants as well as on the Lord himself. Israel was destined to go through numerous sufferings as the Lord worked to undo their sin which had crept into them through their “mistakes”.  We do not see the end of the tragic saga in the Old Testament. In the New Testament we find that it took the toll of the Lord himself as he let his Son be crucified for the sin of the world. 

I.  The forty years (chapters 21-26)

In 20:21 we read that Edom denied Israel’s request to pass through the king’s highway which was a shortcut from Sinai to Canaan. Israel had to go down from Mount Hor to the Read Sea along the western border of Edom, then turn at the Red Sea to the north and travel along the eastern border of Edom. 21:1-20 is the record of what Israel experienced during this humiliating and painful long journey. It seems like Israel had traveled northward to Arad before they went around Edom. They were attacked by the Canaanite king of Arad and had some casualties.  Then Israel made a vow to the Lord to destroy Arad and the Lord listened to Israel’s plea and gave the Canaanites over to them. Israel destroyed Arad completely and named the place Hormah, which means destruction. The Lord remains faithful to them.

In the next story of the bronze snake and the following record of their journey from Oboth to Moab’s territory we gain a deeper understanding of what it meant that the Lord remained faithful to them. On the way to go around Edom people grew impatient. So they spoke against God and against Moses. They complained about having no bread and no water. They said they were tired of eating manna and quail. It seems they forgot that they were under God’s judgment. They forgot that the Lord still provided their need. They forgot that the Lord wanted them to learn to appreciate the Lord in the witness of daily provision. Somewhere in the Minor Prophets we read that the Lord provided during this time their shoes and their clothing as well. When they gave thanks for their daily provision which never failed they could have learned to believe God. But they never learned. This failure was too serious a matter for the Lord to ignore though he knew that their humiliating and painful journey around Edom was extremely hard. It was the very problem which had made Israel to be under the judgment of staying in the wilderness for forty years until all the first generation died. So he sent venomous snakes among the Israelites. The snakes bit the people and many died. Israel asked for the forgiveness of their sin of speaking against the Lord and against Moses, the servant. So Moses prayed for the people and the Lord had Moses make a bronze snake and put it on a pole. Anyone who was bitten could look at it and live. Some might think God is hypocritical since he judged them and then provided the way of salvation. That is ignorance. He had one and only consistent reason: He wants his people to learn to appreciate him. In 21:10-21 is the brief record of Israel’s journey to Moab and we find that Israel sang a song in the journey. It is hard to understand that those who complained not long ago now sing a song. But they did and they did because they were embraced and protected by the Lord. Though they didn’t mention God in their song we can easily take note of their joy of being protected by the faithful hands of the Lord. We cannot say they were like spoiled kids. That is the rationalization of the matter of sin. We should consider carefully the tragedy that Israel remained ignorant of God even as they praised God with their mouths. The author of Hebrews warns us that we may learn from the example of the failure of Israel to enter the rest in God.

In 21:21-35 is the record of Israel’s victory over the Amorites. The defeat of Sihon and Og would send a chilling message to all the Canaanites to make them afraid of the Lord who was with Israel. Israel remained in her ignorance by her choice and the Lord remained faithful even after all the people perished and even after Israel disappeared from the map as we learned in the Minor Prophets. Thank God. He remains.

The Balaam stories in chapters 22-24 illustrates God’s faithfulness and his eternal being more vividly. The story is unusual, to say the least. He was a Moabite prophet and the very person who masterminded to use sex to destroy Israel’s army. As a religious person he knew sexual sin could mean the separation of Israel from the Lord and their destruction by God’s punishment. He seduced the young and healthy Israelite soldiers with Moabite women and it worked as he planned. But he couldn’t fool God. This shrewd and wicked sorcerer would be killed when Israel was revived by God and attacked the Moabites (31:8). Yet to our surprise he heard from the Lord. The Lord made him to go and bless Israel and then would get angry with him. Then Balaam’s donkey speaks to him. He tries to curse Israel but ended up blessing Israel. There have been many arguments about this strange story. No one has the final word on the story’s interpretation. But one idea is evident: The Lord still plans to fulfill the promises made to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. As we read Balaam’s five oracles we learn that the Covenant which God had established with the ancestors is real and it continues. The Exodus is still going on. We learn that God is not a man (23:19). He will send the Messiah to complete his work (24:19). There will rise many kingdoms which seem invincible and secure. But all of them will go away (24:22). In the end it will be clear to all that only God is steadfast. He only remains and he will be all in all. 

The eternal faithfulness of the Lord is even more painfully clear in the next story of chapter 25. After he failed to assist Balak his king to destroy Israel by curse, Balaam devised a second attempt. When Israel was staying in Shittim, he sent Moabite women to seduce the Israelite soldiers. The soldiers began to indulge in sexual immorality with Moabite women. Sexual immorality is common practice in any war experience and we tend to take it as a “natural” phenomenon. But the story of Baal Peor in chapter 25 teaches us to see sexual immorality from quite a different perspective. The  indulgence of Israel was a problem because when they violated the ethics they violated God’s holiness. As we know from history the Canaanites’ idol worship involved sexual indulgence. So 25:2 says the Moabite women invited the Israelite soldiers not to their bed rooms but to the sacrifices to their gods. The Israelite soldiers thought that they indulged in sexual immorality with Moabite women. But they actually worshiped idols. What they violated was more than an ethical code. They flatly despised the Lord, and that was the very strategy of Balaam who masterminded the plot.


How did the Lord deal with the situation? 25:3 says, “So Israel joined in worshiping the Baal of Peor. And the Lord’s anger burned against them.” It meant that the Lord sent plagues against the Israelites. Then the Lord said to Moses in 25:4, “Take all the leaders of these people, kill them and expose them in broad daylight before the Lord, so that the Lord’s fierce anger may turn away from Israel. So Moses said to Israel’s judges, “Each of you must put to death those of your men who have joined in worshiping the Baal of Peror.” In such a serious situation a truly shameful thing happened. An Israelite man brought to his family a Midianite woman right before the eyes of Moses and the whole assembly of Israel while they were weeping at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. From our point of view the young man’s act seems innocent. He didn’t mean anything serious. He just brought his girlfriend to his home. He seems innocent and he just exercised his human right. After all, he had a right to do what he wanted to do. Moreover she was not one of those shrine prostitutes. However, when Phinehas son of Eleazar, the grandson of Aaron, the priest, saw this, he left the assembly, took a spear in his hand and followed the Israelite into the tent. He drove the spear through both of them—through the Israelite and into the woman’s body. Then the plague against the Israelites was stopped. The Lord praised Phinehas for his zeal and appointed him and his descendants to be priests forever.

Phinehas’ story seems too gruesome to many contemporaries. But we should remember that God’s anger against sin is even more fearful than Phinehas’ anger. He would roll heavens and earth and burn them up to cleanse all things. He would send his Son on the cross to undo sin forever. We also learn in this story the seriousness of sin. The plague stopped because God accepted Phinehas’ zeal. The journey continued after that. Everything seemed O.K. again to the Israelites though they lost many of their leaders. As we learn from Hosea 9:10, however, the burden of sin which crept in when the young Israelite soldiers followed their lustful desire would be with Israel forever and with the Lord forever. When we see this dimension of history we are awestricken with the faithfulness of the Lord because he kept on going. We should learn to revere the living God. He is beyond sin and punishment. 

There is more in the truth of the faithfulness of the Lord than the sentimental view that the Lord is faithful to us. In chapter 26 the Lord tells Moses to take a census of the whole Israelite community again. What did they find? Look at 26:63-65. “These are the ones counted by Moses and Eleazar the priest when they counted the Israelites on the plains of Moab by the Jordan across from Jericho. Not one of them was among those counted by Moses and Aaron the priest when they counted the Isrealites in the Desert of Sina. For the Lord had told those Israelites they would surely die in the desert, and not one of them was left except Caleb son of Jephunneh and Joshua son of Nun.” We learn in the second census in chapter 26 that God’s hope to establish a kingdom of priests and a holy nation remains faithful. As we look back on chapters 21-26 we can understand that the hope of God has been flying like a banner in the time when Israel was staying in the desert for forty years, when they sinned against God continually and remained in ignorance.

II.  New preparation to invade the promised land (chapters 27-32)

Our God knows no defeat. He knows no failure. In 27:1-30:16 we find that he prepares Israel again to help them to invade the promised land and possess it. The preparation can be categorized in three things. The first was the law to insure the heritage of all the Israelites. The five daughters of the late Zelophehad asked Moses for help to continue their family heritage. So the law was given for the daughters to have a right to receive the inheritance and the name of their father Zelophedad (27:1-4). To us the five girls’ concern about their last name seems outdated. But we should learn that what they were serious about was God. They took God seriously. 

The second thing which the Lord had Moses prepare was to appoint Joshua. He was not Moses, who talked with God face to face. Joshua would lead Israel with the assistance of Eleazar, the priest, who would obtain decisions for him by inquiring of the Urim before the Lord (27:12-23).  

Finally, the Lord spoke in chapters 28-30 the laws regarding offerings, feasts and of vows which the new leadership were assigned to take care of as they enter the promised land. 

The preparation of their system was not enough regarding the problem of sin which had crept in through the Baal Peor event. So the Lord said to Moses to take vengeance on the Midianites for the Israelites, the last assignment for Moses. Israel attacked the Midianites and killed every man, including the five kings of Midian. They also killed Balaam son of Beor with the sword. As we thought about it the vengeance on the Midianites was an important issue. It was an act of battle against sin. That is why Moses was angry with the commanders when they returned from the battle with all the Midianite women. He put to deaths all the boys who slept with the women and every woman who slept with a man, and spared every girl who had never slept with a man. He also made all those who killed anyone or touched any dead person to stay outside the camp for seven days. Eleazar the priest instructed the soldiers who had gone into battle to purify their armors by fire and water before they come into the camp. In this way he purified the camp from the guilt of shedding blood and sexual immorality.

Lastly there was an offering from the spoils of war. After that each soldier was allowed to take plunder for himself. In the record of the preparation in chapters 27-32 of the new generation including Caleb and Joshua we learn that the hope of God is based on the forgiveness of sin. To encourage them God gave them victory over the Midianites. He even rewarded them with the spoils of war. They were happy not knowing that the Lord has to take the burden of their sin in Baal Peor on himself. Should we smile because they were forgiven? Should we cry because God is faithful?

III.  The preparation for the life in the promised land (33-36)

In the last four chapters are the preparation of Israel for their life in the promised land. Chapter 33:1-56 is the review of Israel’s journey from Egypt to the border of the land of the Canaanities just across from Jericho, the first city to conquer. Now Israel was ready to invade. But they needed to heed the Lord’s warning which was the summary of the lesson of what they had learned in the journey. What was the warning at the end of the review of Israel’s journey? Let’s read 33:50-56. In 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 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.” We learn in the warning that the goal is to learn to fear the Lord. That goal precedes the object to enter and possess the land. As we look back the fear of the Lord was the consistent theme from the Passover all along the journey. It will be the consistent theme as they enter the promised land. As we read in 33:55-56 the possession of God’s blessing will be barbs in their eyes and thorns in their sides when they lose sight of the Lord and to fear him.

After the warning the Lord described in chapter 34 the boundaries of the land that would be allotted to the Israelites as God’s inheritance. They would not possess the land according to their abilities. They would be given as the Lord allotted to each tribe. In the later times whenever they crossed over the God-given allotment because of their greed God himself would punish them. In the very possession they would learn to fear God.

In the last two chapters of Numbers are the most moving parts of the preparation. The first one is the preparation of the towns for the Levites. As we learned in chapter 32 the two and a half tribes already settled down across the Jordan. In chapter 34 all the land of the Canaanites was allotted to the nine and a half tribes of Israel. There was no land left for the Levites. So the Lord commanded the Israelites to give the Levites towns to live in from the inheritance the Israelites would possess. There would a mutual respect and serving between the servants of God and God’s people for whose life they were offerings.

In 35:6-34 is the designation of the six cities of refuge in the land. Even the murders were allowed to escape into the cities of refuge if they killed others by accident. If we say the grace of God supercedes justice we are not right even 50%. That is simply a self serving statement. In 35:34 is a better explanation. There the Lord says, “Do not defile the land where you live and where I dwell, for I, the Lord, dwell among the Israelites.” We have seen many who rejoice at the thought of the Lord being with his own. They should learn 35:34. It is not a matter just to be happy. We should build the cities of refuge. That should be the nature of our ministry, the foundation of each house church for in many ways Jesus our Lord has become the City of refuge where we can flee into.

Considering the times when women were not regarded isn’t it amazing and heartwarming that the last chapter of Numbers and the last and the final preparation was the detailed record of the help of the five daughters of Zelophehad to inherit their portion? Contrary to the misunderstanding that there is no respect of woman in the Old Testament the Lord loves woman with the affection of Christ. It seems like that is what the Lord taught Israel. Maybe that is even to this day a person is recognized as an Israelite if his mother is an Israelite. In view of the story of Zephehad’s five daughters we might say the Lord prepared Israel with the love and affection of Christ.

