Exodus, Part 24

Not long after the two rebellions we examined last session, which seem to
have not made much of a lasting impression on Israel, we have yet another
rebellion, in reality really two rebellions rolled into one. The first half was
against Moses himself when the nation questioned his right to leadership.
The second half of the rebellion was closely related to the first half and
focused on Aaron and his right to be the High Priest.

Korah’s Rebellion

Numbers 16:1 Now Korah the son of Izhar, son of Kohath, son of Levi,
and Dathan and Abiram the sons of Eliab, and On the son of Peleth,
sons of Reuben, took men. 2 And they rose up before Moses, with a
number of the people of Israel, 250 chiefs of the congregation, chosen
from the assembly, well-known men. 3 They assembled themselves
together against Moses and against Aaron and said to them, “You have
gone too far! For all in the congregation are holy, every one of them, and
the Lord is among them. Why then do you exalt yourselves above the
assembly of the Lord?”

Though the time and place is not identified, it is believed this takes place in
the third year of the Exodus and not long after the previously mentioned
rebellions. Korah, a Levite, and Dathan and Abiram, of the tribe of Reuben,
led an uprising against Moses. They recruited 250 of the top leaders of
Israel as collaborators. This was a rebellion against both the religious and
political leadership of Moses. Thus Aaron the high priest also became an
object of their attack.

Korah wished to abolish the distinction between priests (family of Aaron)
and the rest of the tribe of Levi. The Reubenites felt that they had a claim to
the priesthood over the tribe of Levi because they were descendants of the
firstborn of Jacob.

Their discontent centered on the allegation that Moses and Aaron were
unjustified in setting themselves over all the people since, by virtue of
Israel’s being the Lord‘s covenant community, all of them were equally holy
and capable of being leaders. Every Israelite was thus holy and the Lord
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was with them just as much as he was with Moses and Aaron. The
brothers, therefore, had no right to set themselves over the assembly.

The Hebrew word translated as “holy” means to be set apart and should be
here seen as such and not as a reference to righteousness.

What these rebels had neglected to point out was that the Lord Himself had
appointed Moses and Aaron to their offices.

Numbers 16:4 When Moses heard it, he fell on his face, 5 and he said to
Korah and all his company, “In the morning the Lord will show who is
his, and who is holy, and will bring him near to him. The one whom he
chooses he will bring near to him. € Do this: take censers, Korah and all
his company; 7 put fire in them and put incense on them before the Lord
tomorrow, and the man whom the Lord chooses shall be the holy one.
You have gone too far, sons of Levi!”

Overcome by this opposition to his (and the Lord’s) leadership, Moses fell
on his face. How long he remained in that position is not stated. After the
prayer experience, Moses announced a test that would prove who had the
right to approach God as worship leaders. In the morning Korah and his
company must do what had previously been the exclusive prerogative of
Aaron’s family: they must burn incense before the Lord. They were to go
near the Tabernacle to await the Lord’s response. Whoever could burn
incense before the Lord without being destroyed by the fire of God would
prove that he had been divinely chosen for priestly ministry.

Moses concluded this challenge by using the very words of the rebels, “You
Levites have gone too far!” Moses hoped thereby to:

* Reveal who were the real instigators of the rebellion

* Drive a wedge between the conspirators.

Numbers 16:8 And Moses said to Korah, “Hear now, you sons of Levi:
9is it too small a thing for you that the God of Israel has separated you
from the congregation of Israel, to bring you near to himself, to do
service in the tabernacle of the Lord and to stand before the
congregation to minister to them, 10 and that he has brought you near
him, and all your brothers the sons of Levi with you? And would you
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seek the priesthood also? 1! Therefore it is against the Lord that you and
all your company have gathered together. What is Aaron that you
grumble against him?”

Moses met with the Levites separately. He laid into the rebels and asked a
very pointed question, “Is it too small a thing for you that the God of Israel
has separated you from the congregation of Israel.” Moses chided Korah
with the reminder that he and his fellow Levites were already highly favored
by God by having been selected from among all Israel to minister at the
Tabernacle. God had separated them from the rest of the congregation and
had brought them near to Himself to do the work at the Lord’s Tabernacle
and to minister before the people. Not content with that great privilege, they
also aspired to the office of priest. But such aspiration was not a challenge
to Aaron; it was an assault on the sovereign pleasure of the Lord Himself.
He had plainly delegated the office of priest to the Aaronic family and that
family only (Exodus 28:1-43).

Numbers 16:12 And Moses sent to call Dathan and Abiram the sons of
Eliab, and they said, “We will not come up. 13Is it a small thing that you
have brought us up out of a land flowing with milk and honey, to kill us in
the wilderness, that you must also make yourself a prince over us?

14 Moreover, you have not brought us into a land flowing with milk and
honey, nor given us inheritance of fields and vineyards. Will you put out
the eyes of these men? We will not come up.” 15 And Moses was very
angry and said to the Lord, “Do not respect their offering. | have not
taken one donkey from them, and | have not harmed one of them.”

Moses next summoned the Reubenites to a confrontation, but they refused
to meet with him. They repudiated Moses’ leadership by accusing him of:

1. Leading them out of a land flowing with milk and honey into a barren
desert.

2. Lording it over them.

3. Failing to deliver on his promise to lead them to a land of abundance.
Never mind that the people had refused to go into the land after the
report from the spies.

4. Attempting to blind others to the true circumstances so that he could
retain his leadership. “Will you put out the eyes of these men?” they
asked (v.14).



For the first time, the text declares that Moses was very angry. He prayed
in bitterness prior to the contest at the Tabernacle. He had never harmed
the dissidents in any way. Frustrated and angry, Moses turned to the Lord
and asked Him not to accept the rebels’ offerings of the incense to be
offered the next day. Their accusations against him were unfounded,
Moses said he had never profited as the leader at their expense, not even
taking so much as a donkey from them.

Numbers 16:16 And Moses said to Korah, “Be present, you and all your
company, before the Lord, you and they, and Aaron, tomorrow. 17 And let
every one of you take his censer and put incense on it, and every one of
you bring before the Lord his censer, 250 censers; you also, and Aaron,
each his censer.” 18 So every man took his censer and put fire in them
and laid incense on them and stood at the entrance of the tent of
meeting with Moses and Aaron. 1® Then Korah assembled all the
congregation against them at the entrance of the tent of meeting. And
the glory of the Lord appeared to all the congregation.

20 And the Lord spoke to Moses and to Aaron, saying, 2! “Separate
yourselves from among this congregation, that | may consume them in a
moment.” 22 And they fell on their faces and said, “O God, the God of the
spirits of all flesh, shall one man sin, and will you be angry with all the
congregation?” 23 And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, 24 “Say to the
congregation, Get away from the dwelling of Korah, Dathan, and
Abiram.”

25 Then Moses rose and went to Dathan and Abiram, and the elders of
Israel followed him. 26 And he spoke to the congregation, saying,
“Depart, please, from the tents of these wicked men, and touch nothing
of theirs, lest you be swept away with all their sins.” 27 So they got away
from the dwelling of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram. And Dathan and Abiram
came out and stood at the door of their tents, together with their wives,
their sons, and their little ones.

Again Moses asked Korah and 250 cohorts to appear at the Tabernacle the
next day. Aaron too would be there and altogether they would contest the
issue of the legitimate priesthood. Next day they all gathered as instructed
and presented their incense to the Lord before the tabernacle. The glory of



the Lord then appeared and the Lord advised Moses and Aaron to step
aside so He could destroy Korah and the entire assembly.

As on a similar occasion (14:13—19), Moses, as the covenant mediator, and
Aaron appealed to God not to annihilate the whole nation for the sin of a
few. The unusual title of God, “the God of the spirits of all flesh,” occurs
only here and in 27:16. It refers to God’s omniscient understanding of all
people. Surely then, Moses argued, God, who knows the hearts of
everyone, knew that only one man, Korah the instigator, who led others
with him had sinned.

The Lord admonished the assembly to separate from Korah and his
colleagues and not even touch anything belonging to them because they
and all they had were objects of His wrath. So the people moved away,
leaving Korah, Dathan, and Abiram and their families alone before God.

Numbers 16:28 And Moses said, “Hereby you shall know that the Lord
has sent me to do all these works, and that it has not been of my own
accord. 29If these men die as all men die, or if they are visited by the
fate of all mankind, then the Lord has not sent me. 30 But if the Lord
creates something new, and the ground opens its mouth and swallows
them up with all that belongs to them, and they go down alive into Sheol,
then you shall know that these men have despised the Lord.”

31 And as soon as he had finished speaking all these words, the ground
under them split apart. 32 And the earth opened its mouth and swallowed
them up, with their households and all the people who belonged to
Korah and all their goods. 33 So they and all that belonged to them went
down alive into Sheol, and the earth closed over them, and they
perished from the midst of the assembly. 3¢ And all Israel who were
around them fled at their cry, for they said, “Lest the earth swallow us
up!” 35 And fire came out from the Lord and consumed the 250 men
offering the incense.

Moses issued the guidelines for the contest. If the rebels should live on and
die of old age, the nation would know that Moses had no special call from
God. If, however, the Lord should do something unique—like open the
earth and swallow Korah and the others—the people would know that



Moses’ leadership was from God and that Korah had acted presumptuously
and sinfully.

As soon as the conditions had been spelled out, the ground split apart and
Korah, his friends, their families, and all their possessions disappeared
from sight. The earth then came together again, concealing the evidence
that they had ever existed. Terrified by all this, the assembly of Israelites
fled for their lives lest the earth swallow them as well. A fire then destroyed
the 250 offering the incense.

The fact that the wives and children of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram were
included in the awful judgment of God illustrates the Old Testament
principle of family solidarity and the collective punishment if not guilt of the
offspring of those who sin against God (Ex. 20:5-6; 34:6—7; Josh. 7:16—
26). Since, however, each individual was accountable for his own sin only
(cf. Deut. 24:16), one must conclude that the families of Korah, Dathan,
and Abiram collaborated in some way in their rebellion (cf. Josh. 7:22-25).

Sheol se’dl refers to the place where all the OT dead went before sin was
judged at the Cross; the lost went to Hades and the saved to Abraham’s
Bosom, also called Paradise, as explained in the story of Lazarus and the
Rich Man in Luke 16:19-31. Both Abraham’s Bosom (Paradise) and Hades
are compartments of Sheol also called the Underworld. After the Cross and
sin being judged, Abraham’s Bosom was emptied and its inhabitants are
now in Heaven. While it is possible the text may be using “Sheol” as a
figure of speech describing the hole in the earth, | believe it is indeed
referring to the rebels being sent to Hades (Hell).

Numbers 16:36 Then the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, 37 “Tell Eleazar
the son of Aaron the priest to take up the censers out of the blaze. Then
scatter the fire far and wide, for they have become holy. 38 As for the
censers of these men who have sinned at the cost of their lives, let them
be made into hammered plates as a covering for the altar, for they
offered them before the Lord, and they became holy. Thus they shall be
a sign to the people of Israel.” 39 So Eleazar the priest took the bronze
censers, which those who were burned had offered, and they were
hammered out as a covering for the altar, 40to be a reminder to the
people of Israel, so that no outsider, who is not of the descendants of
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Aaron, should draw near to burn incense before the Lord, lest he
become like Korah and his company—as the Lord said to him through
Moses.

After this awesome display of His wrath, the Lord commanded Eleazar the
priest to gather up the censers which had been in the hands of the 250
rebels. In the act of their having been presented before the Lord, the
censers had become holy. Even though those who used them were sinners
the censers themselves had been created or set apart (“holy” means set
apart) for worshiping the Lord. Further, the incense censers would again
become holy to the Lord by being hammered into sheets that would overlay
the altar. In this way, they would serve as a continual reminder (a sign) of
what had happened that day. The people must never forget that only a
descendant of Aaron could stand before the Lord in the holy office of a
priest.

Numbers 16:41 But on the next day all the congregation of the people
of Israel grumbled against Moses and against Aaron, saying, “You have
killed the people of the Lord.” 42 And when the congregation had
assembled against Moses and against Aaron, they turned toward the
tent of meeting. And behold, the cloud covered it, and the glory of the
Lord appeared. 43 And Moses and Aaron came to the front of the tent of
meeting, 44 and the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, 45 “Get away from the
midst of this congregation, that | may consume them in a moment.” And
they fell on their faces. 46 And Moses said to Aaron, “Take your censer,
and put fire on it from off the altar and lay incense on it and carry it
quickly to the congregation and make atonement for them, for wrath has
gone out from the Lord; the plague has begun.” 47 So Aaron took it as
Moses said and ran into the midst of the assembly. And behold, the
plague had already begun among the people. And he put on the incense
and made atonement for the people. 48 And he stood between the dead
and the living, and the plague was stopped. 42 Now those who died in
the plague were 14,700, besides those who died in the affair of Korah.
50 And Aaron returned to Moses at the entrance of the tent of meeting,
when the plague was stopped.

The exhibition of the Lord’s wrath only led to more complaints by the
people. (What is it going to take to wake this bunch up?) As they pressed

7



their opposition against Moses and Aaron, the Lord again appeared in His
glory at the Tabernacle, told Moses to step aside, and once more
threatened to destroy the nation.

Again, in abject humility and deference, Moses and Aaron prostrated
themselves before the Lord. This time, however, Moses undertook
measures to forestall the divine judgment. He urged Aaron to take his
censer and rush into the midst of the assembly of Israelites and there seek
God’s atoning grace.

Since incense was symbolic of prayer (Ex. 30:8; Ps. 141:2; Luke 1:10; Rev.
5:8; 8:3—4), Aaron appeared among the people to intercede in prayer for
them. But when he arrived, he found the plague—evidence of God’s wrath
—had already begun, and many were dead. Nevertheless, he offered the
incense. By the time the plague stopped, 14,700 people had died.

It should have been clear to all who witnessed the incident that one censer
in the hand of a man of God far excelled 250 in the hands of that many
sinners.

Why were these censers “hallowed” (sanctified)? Because God had used
them in a special way to teach Israel a lesson. To allow the censers to be
treated as “junk” or as ordinary implements would have lessened the
impact of the judgment.

Aaron’s Staff Buds
Numbers 17:1 The Lord spoke to Moses, saying, 2 “Speak to the people
of Israel, and get from them staffs, one for each fathers’ house, from all
their chiefs according to their fathers’ houses, twelve staffs. Write each
man’s name on his staff, 3 and write Aaron’s name on the staff of Levi.
For there shall be one staff for the head of each fathers’ house. 4 Then
you shall deposit them in the tent of meeting before the testimony, where
| meet with you. 5 And the staff of the man whom | choose shall sprout.
Thus I will make to cease from me the grumblings of the people of
Israel, which they grumble against you.” 8 Moses spoke to the people of
Israel. And all their chiefs gave him staffs, one for each chief, according
to their fathers’ houses, twelve staffs. And the staff of Aaron was among



their staffs. 7 And Moses deposited the staffs before the Lord in the tent
of the testimony.

8 On the next day Moses went into the tent of the testimony, and behold,
the staff of Aaron for the house of Levi had sprouted and put forth buds
and produced blossoms, and it bore ripe almonds. ® Then Moses
brought out all the staffs from before the Lord to all the people of Israel.
And they looked, and each man took his staff.

Because Aaron’s priestly authority had been challenged (chap. 16) the Lord
now showed all the people that Aaron still retained that authority to the
exclusion of all other claimants.

So the Lord told Moses to get a staff from the leader of each tribe and write
that leader’s name on it. Aaron was also to write his name on the tribal staff
of Levi. Then all 12 staffs were placed in the Tabernacle in front of the
Testimony (the most holy place) where the Lord would meet Moses and
cause the staff of the legitimate priestly tribe to sprout like a tree.

The next day Moses entered the Tabernacle and saw that the staff of Aaron
had not only sprouted but had budded, blossomed, and produced almonds.
When this irrefutable evidence was presented to the tribal leaders and the
people, all they could do was silently acquiesce in the Lord’s vindication of
Aaron.

Numbers 17:10 And the Lord said to Moses, “Put back the staff of Aaron
before the testimony, to be kept as a sign for the rebels, that you may
make an end of their grumblings against me, lest they die.” 11 Thus did
Moses; as the Lord commanded him, so he did.

12 And the people of Israel said to Moses, “Behold, we perish, we are
undone, we are all undone. 13 Everyone who comes near, who comes
near to the tabernacle of the Lord, shall die. Are we all to perish?”

So they might not forget what they had learned, the Lord directed that
Aaron’s staff be retained in front of the Testimony (the most holy place) as a
sign. This would remind them not to grumble and question the Lord’s ways
of leadership.



Characteristically the people overreacted and assumed that the presence
of the staff would forever represent a threat to them, and anyone who even
came close to the tabernacle would die.

Contents of the Ark

| have taught that the Ark of the Covenant contained three items: the two
tablets of the Covenant, a pot of Manna, and Aaron’s rod (or staff) that
budded. This was based on a Hebrews passage we will discuss in a
moment.

But if we examine Numbers 17:10 we see that Aaron’s rod was to be
placed “before the Testimony”.

Numbers 17:10 And the Lord said to Moses, “Put back the staff of Aaron
before the testimony, to be kept as a sign for the rebels, that you may
make an end of their grumblings against me, lest they die.”

Exodus 16 uses the same language where we are told the pot of Manna
was added to the Ark and placed “before” it.

Exodus 16:33 And Moses said to Aaron, “Take a jar, and put an omer of
manna in it, and place it before the Lord to be kept throughout your
generations.” 34 As the Lord commanded Moses, so Aaron placed it
before the testimony to be kept.

That word translated as “before” is liphnay and means face-to-face or
before. The word suggests Aaron’s rod and later the Pot of Manna were not
in the Ark but placed “before” or “in front of” the Ark, or more likely outside
the Tent of the Testimony so it would be a visible reminder.

A passage in Second Chronicles agrees with this:
2 Chronicles 5:10 There was nothing in the ark except the two tablets

that Moses put there at Horeb, where the Lord made a covenant with the
people of Israel, when they came out of Egypt.
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First Kings says the same thing, that only the Tablets of the Covenant were
inside the Ark.

1 Kings 8:9 There was nothing in the ark except the two tablets of
stone that Moses put there at Horeb, where the Lord made a covenant
with the people of Israel, when they came out of the land of Egypt.

These four OT passages tell us only the Tablets of the Law were inside the
Ark, while the Manna and Aaron’s rod were outside or “before” it. However,
Hebrews 9 says the Ark contained all three items.

Hebrews 9:4 having the golden altar of incense and the ark of the
covenant covered on all sides with gold, in which was a golden urn
holding the manna, and Aaron’s staff that budded, and the tablets of the
covenant.

The word translated as “in” is the Greek word en. It is primary preposition
denoting a fixed position. It can mean “in” or be translated as “with” or
“among,” as in the proximity to something else.

How do we reconcile these passages? It looks like the Ark contained only
the Tablets of the Law. The Hebrew word liphnay meaning before and the
Greek “en” meaning in or with or among suggests the pot of Manna and
Aaron’s rod were placed near the Ark and not inside, but is that correct?

| have always had some doubt of how Aaron’s rod would fit inside the Ark.
The length of the Ark was 2.5 cubits or 45 inches. The diagonal across
corners would be 2.9 cubits or 52.5 inches. Allowing for an unknown wall
thickness and a depth of 1.5 cubits or 27 inches, we could guess that
diagonally from the bottom corner to the top corner of the opposite end of
the opposite side, the Ark could accommodate a rod of approximately 2.6
cubits or maybe 48 inches. But a shepherd’s staff or walking stick would be
considerably longer, probably around 60 inches or more, and would not fit
inside the Ark.

| learned decades ago that the Ark contained all three items and have so
taught the same. As a result of this brief study, | am forced to conclude that
the Ark likely contained only the Tablets of the Law.
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