Exodus, Part 28

We are in the final days of the life of Moses and near when the children of
Israel will enter the land, but there is a surprising amount of work to be
done first.

Vengeance on Midian

Just before his death, Moses received a divine directive to take vengeance
on the Midianites for the trouble they caused at Peor. After this matter of
unfinished business was concluded Moses would be “gathered to his
people”.

The idea of vengeance suggests the personal wrath of God. The wrath and
vengeance of God are offensive ideas to many modern people, largely
because they assume that God’s wrath and vengeance are irrational,
capricious, and out of control. But Romans 1:18 teaches that God’s wrath is
revealed against man’s sin, and, Romans 12:19 teaches that, “Vengeance
is mine, | will repay’ says the Lord”. His wrath and “vengeance” manifest
His righteous indignation, and are not simply the result of a bad temper.
“Vengeance” as used here does not mean revenge,; it is the legitimate
expression of divine authority when that authority is challenged. And Israel
was to be the tool of God’s justice.

We begin with a sober reminder that God has the authority to take life. The
destruction of the Midianites was righteous vengeance for the evil that they
had done to God’s people, leading them to dishonor God through idolatry.
At the same time, God reminds Moses that he also must soon die. This
displays God’s perfect justice. Not only did He take vengeance against His
enemies, but He also did not overlook sin in his dearest servant. This is
because His holiness and glory are more important than men’s lives. God
shows no partiality and accepts no bribes.

The most important point to realize about Numbers 31 is that it is not an
account of a battle. The author is not interested in the battle as such, which
he passes over in one verse (7). On the contrary, the author’s interest lies
in three areas:

1. The plunder and spoils of battle (which takes up 46 verses 31:9-54);



2. The battle order (as previously he has been interested in the
marching order; (10:11-36)
3. And purification (31:19-24).

These are abiding concerns of Numbers. The related attributes of God are
his holiness and the fact that he is a God of order, not confusion. God is
holy in taking vengeance, in ordering His army, in taking spoils, and in
requiring His soldiers to purify themselves.

This was holy war as the presence of Phinehas the priest with the army
attested. Holy war differed from other kinds in that the Lord Himself led the
army, hence the presence of the priest and articles from the sanctuary
which was certainly the Ark of the Covenant. The result was to be the total
annihilation of all living things and the devoting of all material properties to
the Lord.

Numbers 31:1 The Lord spoke to Moses, saying, 2“Avenge the people
of Israel on the Midianites. Afterward you shall be gathered to your
people.” 3 So Moses spoke to the people, saying, “Arm men from among
you for the war, that they may go against Midian to execute the Lord’s
vengeance on Midian. 4 You shall send a thousand from each of the
tribes of Israel to the war.” 5 So there were provided, out of the
thousands of Israel, a thousand from each tribe, twelve thousand armed
for war. 8 And Moses sent them to the war, a thousand from each tribe,
together with Phinehas the son of Eleazar the priest, with the vessels of
the sanctuary and the trumpets for the alarm in his hand. 7 They warred
against Midian, as the Lord commanded Moses, and killed every male.
8 They killed the kings of Midian with the rest of their slain, Evi, Rekem,
Zur, Hur, and Reba, the five kings of Midian. And they also killed Balaam
the son of Beor with the sword. 2 And the people of Israel took captive
the women of Midian and their little ones, and they took as plunder all
their cattle, their flocks, and all their goods. 10 All their cities in the places
where they lived, and all their encampments, they burned with fire,

11 and took all the spoil and all the plunder, both of man and of beast.
12Then they brought the captives and the plunder and the spoil to
Moses, and to Eleazar the priest, and to the congregation of the people
of Israel, at the camp on the plains of Moab by the Jordan at Jericho.



An army of 12,000, 1,000 men from each of the 12 tribes, was mustered
into service and marched out against the Midianites. With them went
“Phinehas the son of Eleazar the priest, with the vessels of the sanctuary
and the trumpets for the alarm in his hand.”

The word translated as “alarm” can be seen as an alarm, a shout for joy, or
a battle cry. Trumpets (bugles) were often used to manage troops,
especially on a noisy battlefield. The bugle could be heard above the noise
when a shouted command could not, and could be heard further away. A
certain series of notes (tune) signaled certain instructions to units engaged
in battle. The sound of bugles also inspired the troops engaged in a fight.

The campaign against the Midianites was successful and resulted in the
death of all the Midianite man. These included the five Midianite kings and
the Prophet Balaam, who evidently had returned to affiliate with the
Midianites. The towns and camps of Midian were destroyed, and their
plunder was retained for the Lord. However, the women and children were
spared, as were the animals.

Numbers 31:13 Moses and Eleazar the priest and all the chiefs of the
congregation went to meet them outside the camp. 14 And Moses was
angry with the officers of the army, the commanders of thousands and
the commanders of hundreds, who had come from service in the war.
15 Moses said to them, “Have you let all the women live? 16 Behold,
these, on Balaam’s advice, caused the people of Israel to act
treacherously against the Lord in the incident of Peor, and so the plague
came among the congregation of the Lord. 17 Now therefore, kill every
male among the little ones, and kill every woman who has known man
by lying with him. 18 But all the young girls who have not known man by
lying with him keep alive for yourselves.

When Moses met the returning army he was upset when he saw the
Midianite survivors and that the women had been spared. The Midianite
women, he said, should have died because they were directly culpable in
Israel’s sin at Baal of Peor. All the women except the virgins were then
sentenced to death along with all the males. This insured the extermination



of the Midianites and thus prevented them from ever again seducing Israel
to sin.

Reference to Midianites in later history (e.g., Jud. 6:1-6) implies either a
different clan or family from those in Numbers or the possibility that some
escaped God’s vengeance. The virgins were spared because they
obviously had had no role in the Baal of Peor seduction of Israel nor could
they by themselves perpetuate the Midianite peoples. Nonetheless, strict
application of the rules of holy war dictated that they too should have been
killed.

Deuteronomy 20:16 But in the cities of these peoples that the Lord your
God is giving you for an inheritance, you shall save alive nothing that
breathes.

So it was only a concession by Moses that allowed them to live.

Purification
Numbers 31:19 Encamp outside the camp seven days. Whoever of you
has killed any person and whoever has touched any slain, purify
yourselves and your captives on the third day and on the seventh day.
20 You shall purify every garment, every article of skin, all work of goats’
hair, and every article of wood.”
21 Then Eleazar the priest said to the men in the army who had gone to
battle: “This is the statute of the law that the Lord has commanded
Moses: 22 only the gold, the silver, the bronze, the iron, the tin, and the
lead, 23 everything that can stand the fire, you shall pass through the fire,
and it shall be clean. Nevertheless, it shall also be purified with the water
for impurity. And whatever cannot stand the fire, you shall pass through
the water. 24 You must wash your clothes on the seventh day, and you
shall be clean. And afterward you may come into the camp.”

In the act of slaughtering the Midianites, many Israelites had become
ceremonially unclean so they, their prisoners, and everything made of
leather, goat hair, or wood had to be cleansed by the proper rituals.
Anything that could survive fire (gold, silver, bronze, iron, tin, lead) could be



purified by fire and the water of cleansing. Flammable materials, however,
were to be purified by the water only.

Numbers 31:25 The Lord said to Moses, 26 “Take the count of the
plunder that was taken, both of man and of beast, you and Eleazar the
priest and the heads of the fathers’ houses of the congregation, 27 and
divide the plunder into two parts between the warriors who went out to
battle and all the congregation. 28 And levy for the Lord a tribute from the
men of war who went out to battle, one out of five hundred, of the people
and of the oxen and of the donkeys and of the flocks. 29 Take it from their
half and give it to Eleazar the priest as a contribution to the Lord. 30 And
from the people of Israel’s half you shall take one drawn out of every
fifty, of the people, of the oxen, of the donkeys, and of the flocks, of all
the cattle, and give them to the Levites who keep guard over the
tabernacle of the Lord.” 31 And Moses and Eleazar the priest did as the
Lord commanded Moses.

The Lord himself gave the directions as to how the spoils of victory were to
be divided. First, all the captive women and animals were to be counted.
Half of these were to be given to the soldiers. From their share, the soldiers
were to give tribute to the Lord of one out of every five hundred in each
category of captives. Eleazar would receive this tribute on behalf of the
Lord and use it for the upkeep of the priesthood. From the half of the spoill
that belonged to the people, one in fifty was given as tribute to the Lord.
This portion was given to the Levites for their upkeep.

Lord Commanded Moses
Numbers 31:32 Now the plunder remaining of the spoil that the army
took was 675,000 sheep, 33 72,000 cattle, 34 61,000 donkeys, 35 and
32,000 persons in all, women who had not known man by lying with him.
36 And the half, the portion of those who had gone out in the army,
numbered 337,500 sheep, 37 and the Lord’s tribute of sheep was 675.
38 The cattle were 36,000, of which the Lord’s tribute was 72. 39 The
donkeys were 30,500, of which the Lord’s tribute was 61. 40 The persons
were 16,000, of which the Lord’s tribute was 32 persons. 41 And Moses
gave the tribute, which was the contribution for the Lord, to Eleazar the
priest, as the Lord commanded Moses.



42 From the people of Israel’s half, which Moses separated from that of
the men who had served in the army— 43 now the congregation’s half
was 337,500 sheep, 44 36,000 cattle, 45 and 30,500 donkeys, 46 and
16,000 persons— 47 from the people of Israel’s half Moses took one of
every 50, both of persons and of beasts, and gave them to the Levites
who kept guard over the tabernacle of the Lord, as the Lord commanded
Moses.

All captives and goods were then to be divided according to a strict
formula. In addition to these extensive animal spoils, the soldiers took
16,000 virgin women out of 32,000 and gave 32 over to the Lord. These 32
women must have functioned somehow as slaves to the priests or
Tabernacle.

Numbers 31:48 Then the officers who were over the thousands of the
army, the commanders of thousands and the commanders of hundreds,
came near to Moses 49 and said to Moses, “Your servants have counted
the men of war who are under our command, and there is not a man
missing from us. 50 And we have brought the Lord’s offering, what each
man found, articles of gold, armlets and bracelets, signet rings, earrings,
and beads, to make atonement for ourselves before the Lord.” 51 And
Moses and Eleazar the priest received from them the gold, all crafted
articles. 52 And all the gold of the contribution that they presented to the
Lord, from the commanders of thousands and the commanders of
hundreds, was 16,750 shekels. 53 (The men in the army had each taken
plunder for himself.) 54 And Moses and Eleazar the priest received the
gold from the commanders of thousands and of hundreds, and brought it
into the tent of meeting, as a memorial for the people of Israel before the
Lord.

When a count was then made of the soldiers, not one was missing! Israel
did not have a single KIA from the battle. The commanders of the troops
were so grateful for this miraculous deliverance that they brought a freewill
offering of gold ornaments to the Lord. They did this to make atonement,
which likely means they recognized that the lack of casualties was an act of
divine grace beyond anything they deserved.



The total weight of their offering was 16,750 shekels (ca. 420 pounds or
6,720 ounces of gold. Assuming this is pure gold, it would be worth over
$18 million today). All this was brought into the Tabernacle as a memorial
for the Israelites before the Lord, a tribute to His faithfulness and blessing.

Reuben and Gad Settle in Gilead

Numbers 32:1 Now the people of Reuben and the people of Gad had a
very great number of livestock. And they saw the land of Jazer and the
land of Gilead, and behold, the place was a place for livestock. 2 So the
people of Gad and the people of Reuben came and said to Moses and
to Eleazar the priest and to the chiefs of the congregation, 3 “Ataroth,
Dibon, Jazer, Nimrah, Heshbon, Elealeh, Sebam, Nebo, and Beon, 4the
land that the Lord struck down before the congregation of Israel, is a
land for livestock, and your servants have livestock.” 5 And they said, “If
we have found favor in your sight, let this land be given to your servants
for a possession. Do not take us across the Jordan.”

The tribes of Reuben and Gad were especially blessed with large herds
and flocks and so desired to remain in the Transjordan because of the
broad availability of suitable pasturage, especially in Jazer and Gilead. The
leaders of these two tribes requested that they be allowed to settle there
because of their needs and because the land had now been subdued and
was ready for occupation.

Numbers 32:6 But Moses said to the people of Gad and to the people of
Reuben, “Shall your brothers go to the war while you sit here? 7 Why will
you discourage the heart of the people of Israel from going over into the
land that the Lord has given them? 8 Your fathers did this, when | sent
them from Kadesh-barnea to see the land. @ For when they went up to
the Valley of Eshcol and saw the land, they discouraged the heart of the
people of Israel from going into the land that the Lord had given them.

10 And the Lord’s anger was kindled on that day, and he swore, saying,

11 ‘Surely none of the men who came up out of Egypt, from twenty years
old and upward, shall see the land that | swore to give to Abraham, to
Isaac, and to Jacob, because they have not wholly followed me, 12 none
except Caleb the son of Jephunneh the Kenizzite and Joshua the son of
Nun, for they have wholly followed the Lord.’ 13 And the Lord’s anger was



kindled against Israel, and he made them wander in the wilderness forty
years, until all the generation that had done evil in the sight of the Lord
was gone. 4 And behold, you have risen in your fathers’ place, a brood
of sinful men, to increase still more the fierce anger of the Lord against
Israel! 15 For if you turn away from following him, he will again abandon
them in the wilderness, and you will destroy all this people.”

Moses’ initial reaction to Reuben and Gad'’s request was unfavorable
because he was afraid that their unwillingness to cross the Jordan and
dispossess the Canaanites would undermine the morale of the other tribes
who might also want to stay where they were.

In his reply to the Gadites and Reubenites he made the following points:

1. For their countrymen to go to war in Canaan while they sat idle in
Transjordan would be unfair.

2. By choosing to remain in Transjordan they were discouraging the
others from claiming the Promised Land beyond Jordan.

3. He called them a “brood of sinful men”. He said their fathers had
done this very thing when they listened to the report of the spies and
lost heart about the Conquest. This had caused the Lord to be angry,
and He caused that generation to die in the wilderness.

4. They would be at fault if Israel refused to follow God into Canaan
and consequently met with destruction in the wilderness.

Numbers 32:16 Then they came near to him and said, “We will build
sheepfolds here for our livestock, and cities for our little ones, 17 but we
will take up arms, ready to go before the people of Israel, until we have
brought them to their place. And our little ones shall live in the fortified
cities because of the inhabitants of the land. 18 We will not return to our
homes until each of the people of Israel has gained his inheritance.

19 For we will not inherit with them on the other side of the Jordan and
beyond, because our inheritance has come to us on this side of the
Jordan to the east.” 20 So Moses said to them, “If you will do this, if you
will take up arms to go before the Lord for the war, 21 and every armed
man of you will pass over the Jordan before the Lord, until he has driven
out his enemies from before him 22 and the land is subdued before the
Lord; then after that you shall return and be free of obligation to the Lord
and to Israel, and this land shall be your possession before the Lord.
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23 But if you will not do so, behold, you have sinned against the Lord,
and be sure your sin will find you out. 24 Build cities for your little ones
and folds for your sheep, and do what you have promised.” 25 And the
people of Gad and the people of Reuben said to Moses, “Your servants
will do as my lord commands. 26 Our little ones, our wives, our livestock,
and all our cattle shall remain there in the cities of Gilead, 27 but your
servants will pass over, every man who is armed for war, before the Lord
to battle, as my lord orders.”

28 S0 Moses gave command concerning them to Eleazar the priest and
to Joshua the son of Nun and to the heads of the fathers’ houses of the
tribes of the people of Israel. 22 And Moses said to them, “If the people of
Gad and the people of Reuben, every man who is armed to battle before
the Lord, will pass with you over the Jordan and the land shall be
subdued before you, then you shall give them the land of Gilead for a
possession. 30 However, if they will not pass over with you armed, they
shall have possessions among you in the land of Canaan.” 31 And the
people of Gad and the people of Reuben answered, “What the Lord has
said to your servants, we will do. 32 We will pass over armed before the
Lord into the land of Canaan, and the possession of our inheritance shall
remain with us beyond the Jordan.”

To Moses charges, Reuben and Gad responded that they had no desire to
evade responsibility for the Conquest west of the Jordan. They would
provide pens for their livestock and fortifications to protect their wives and
children and would then join their brothers in the conquest of Canaan.

Moses assented to this plan and said that if they did all they were
promising they could have the Transjordan as their inheritance. But if they
failed to do so, they would be sinning against the Lord, and their sin would
surely find them out (i.e., the appropriate punishment for that sin would
eventually be meted out). Again the Reubenites and Gadites affirmed their
promise.

Knowing he would not be around to ensure compliance, Moses then
outlined all these arrangements and pledges to Eleazar and Joshua. He
said if the Gadites and Reubenites crossed over the river to help their
brothers they could have Gilead as a possession; otherwise, they must
accept their inheritance in Canaan along with the rest. Once more the
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Reubenites and Gadites committed themselves to do all that they had
promised.

Numbers 32:33 And Moses gave to them, to the people of Gad and to
the people of Reuben and to the half-tribe of Manasseh the son of
Joseph, the kingdom of Sihon king of the Amorites and the kingdom of
Og king of Bashan, the land and its cities with their territories, the cities
of the land throughout the country. 34 And the people of Gad built Dibon,
Ataroth, Aroer, 35 Atroth-shophan, Jazer, Jogbehah, 36 Beth-nimrah and
Beth-haran, fortified cities, and folds for sheep. 37 And the people of
Reuben built Heshbon, Elealeh, Kiriathaim, 38 Nebo, and Baal-meon
(their names were changed), and Sibmah. And they gave other names
to the cities that they built. 3% And the sons of Machir the son of
Manasseh went to Gilead and captured it, and dispossessed the
Amorites who were in it. 40 And Moses gave Gilead to Machir the son of
Manasseh, and he settled in it. 41 And Jair the son of Manasseh went
and captured their villages, and called them Havvoth-jair. 42 And Nobah
went and captured Kenath and its villages, and called it Nobah, after his
own name.

Apparently, half of the tribe of Manasseh decided to join Gad and Reuben
in this land request. The clan of Makir within the tribe of Manasseh had
been instrumental in conquering a part of Gilead. Two of their commanders,
Jair and Nobah, had conquered various settlements there and renamed
them after themselves. Thus did the former kingdoms of Sihon and Og
come to be the possession of the two and half tribes. A number of cities
were built or rebuilt to protect the women and children while most of the
men crossed Jordan.

Recounting Israel’s Journey

Numbers 33 contains a parenthetical insertion of a list of the stages in the
journey from Egypt to the plains of Moab. Not all the camping spots are
there listed. Most of those that are named cannot be located with any
certainty. Therefore, it does not seem possible, given the present state of
our knowledge, to map the route accurately. For this reason, | will not be
reviewing this list of campsites. You may go back and review Chapter 33 on
your own, if you wish. It can give a fairly accurate timeline of the events.
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Meanwhile, not counting the starting place (Rameses) and the endpoint
(the plains of Moab), forty names are listed. Sixteen of the places
mentioned there are not found elsewhere in the Pentateuch.

The list divides Israel’s wilderness journey into three phases:
1. From Rameses to Sinai—eleven stages (33:5—-15);
2. From Sinai to Kadesh—twenty-one stages (33:16—-36); and
3. From Kadesh to the plains of Moab—nine stages (33:37—49).

The reason why this record is placed here is that it is a summing up of the
journey and leads to the conclusion of the account. Numbers 33 is the only
chapter in this section that is oriented toward the past. Perhaps the list is
also intended to reinforce the thought that God had guided them this far in
their travels, and would continue to do so as they moved across the Jordan
River.

Drive Out the Inhabitants
Numbers 33:50 And the Lord spoke to Moses in the plains of Moab by
the Jordan at Jericho, saying, 51 “Speak to the people of Israel and say
to them, When you pass over the Jordan into the land of Canaan, 52then
you shall drive out all the inhabitants of the land from before you and
destroy all their figured stones and destroy all their metal images and
demolish all their high places. 33 And you shall take possession of the
land and settle in it, for | have given the land to you to possess it. 54 You
shall inherit the land by lot according to your clans. To a large tribe you
shall give a large inheritance, and to a small tribe you shall give a small
inheritance. Wherever the lot falls for anyone, that shall be his.
According to the tribes of your fathers you shall inherit. 55 But if you do
not drive out the inhabitants of the land from before you, then those of
them whom you let remain shall be as barbs in your eyes and thorns in
your sides, and they shall trouble you in the land where you dwell. 56 And
| will do to you as | thought to do to them.”

The land is to be given to Israel, as promised in the Abrahamic Covenant

(Genesis 15:18-21). In Moses’ final address to the Israelites, he instructed
them:
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4. In the way in which the land was to be distributed (repeating
Numbers 26:52—-56)

To drive out the Canaanites

Destroy their idols

Demolish all their high places. “High places” (bamadt) were hills on
which Canaanite altars and shrines were placed.

NOo o

This command is also found in Exodus, Leviticus and Deuteronomy (EXx.
23:23-33; 34:11-17; Lv. 20:1-5, 22—26; Dt. 7:1-5; 12:29-30; 13:6—18;
29:16-28).

Failure to drive out the people of the land would result in their being a
continuous problem for Israel and would eventually result in Israel’s
expulsion from Canaan (cf. Joshua 23:13; 2 Kings 17:7-20). Part of the
reason for the command to destroy the Canaanites was that they were
themselves under God’s judgment for their sin. The command to destroy
these people was absolute. Israel, God’s people, was to keep itself free
from the wickedness and corruption of the Canaanite’s religion and life.
God’s vision is for a people who know Him and become a certain kind of
society because of that knowledge. That Israel should live alongside these
peoples yet be faithful to the covenant was regarded as difficult, if not
impossible. Inevitably (partly through intermarriage), the covenant people
would cease to be distinctive, and the worship of the Lord would be
overwhelmed by that of Baal. If this happened, the whole purpose of
rescuing Israel from Egypt to be a different kind of people would be
frustrated. The removal of the Canaanites aimed, above all else, to root out
the false religion that they practiced.

The destruction of the Canaanites, therefore, is part of a war between false
and true religion, between Satan’s plan and God’s plan.

Ephesians 6:12 For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but
against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers
over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the
heavenly places.

This was meant to show God’s total opposition to the worship of other
gods, which brings with it every kind of evil.
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