《The Sermon Bible Commentary – Numbers》(William R. Nicoll)
Editor

Sir William Robertson Nicoll CH (October 10, 1851 - May 4, 1923) was a Scottish Free Church minister, journalist, editor, and man of letters.

Nicoll was born in Lumsden, Aberdeenshire, the son of a Free Church minister. He was educated at Aberdeen Grammar School and graduated MA at the University of Aberdeen in 1870, and studied for the ministry at the Free Church Divinity Hall there until 1874, when he was ordained minister of the Free Church at Dufftown, Banffshire. Three years later he moved to Kelso, and in 1884 became editor of The Expositor for Hodder & Stoughton, a position he held until his death.

In 1885 Nicoll was forced to retire from pastoral ministry after an attack of typhoid had badly damaged his lung. In 1886 he moved south to London, which became the base for the rest of his life. With the support of Hodder and Stoughton he founded the British Weekly, a Nonconformist newspaper, which also gained great influence over opinion in the churches in Scotland.

Nicoll secured many writers of exceptional talent for his paper (including Marcus Dods, J. M. Barrie, Ian Maclaren, Alexander Whyte, Alexander Maclaren, and James Denney), to which he added his own considerable talents as a contributor. He began a highly popular feature, "Correspondence of Claudius Clear", which enabled him to share his interests and his reading with his readers. He was also the founding editor of The Bookman from 1891, and acted as chief literary adviser to the publishing firm of Hodder & Stoughton.

Among his other enterprises were The Expositor's Bible and The Theological Educator. He edited The Expositor's Greek Testament (from 1897), and a series of Contemporary Writers (from 1894), and of Literary Lives (from 1904).

He projected but never wrote a history of The Victorian Era in English Literature, and edited, with T. J. Wise, two volumes of Literary Anecdotes of the Nineteenth Century. He was knighted in 1909, ostensibly for his literrary work, but in reality probably more for his long-term support for the Liberal Party. He was appointed to the Order of the Companions of Honour (CH) in the 1921 Birthday Honours.

01 Chapter 1 
02 Chapter 2 
03 Chapter 3 
04 Chapter 4 
05 Chapter 5 
06 Chapter 6 
07 Chapter 7 
08 Chapter 8 
09 Chapter 9 
10 Chapter 10 

Verse 29
Numbers 10:29
This text expresses the essential spirit of the Jewish dispensation. It is the essential spirit of all God's dispensations. His chief word to man everywhen and everywhere is "Come."

I. This leads me to lay down this general principle—God's privileges, the gifts which He bestows, and the advantages which He confers on some are never intended to be exclusive. They are never meant to dishearten men and drive them to despair, but always to be the means of drawing them to Himself. If God gives to one man advantages which He denies to another, it is that the first may be His minister to bring that other to share in His joy. Ministry, like mercy, is "twice blessed: it blesseth him that gives and him that takes."

II. The invitation is "Come with us, and we will do you good." (1) Come with us to the house of God. Man is a spirit, and a man's spirit rests only in communing with God and doing the Father's mission. The man who has lifted his soul up from the earth by holy contemplations on the first day of the week will find himself strong to resist the temptation to grovel during the rest. (2) Come with us to the word of truth. There is no condition, there are no circumstances, for which blessed words are not to be found in that book, words such as no mere man could speak to you. Come with us to the word of truth. Learn with us to make it the man of your counsel, the way-book of your pilgrimage. (3) Come with us to the living Saviour. Come and listen to His message of mercy; come and stand before the cross on Calvary; look on Him whom you too have pierced; mourn, and hear for yourself the blessed words, "Thy faith hath saved thee: go in peace." (4) Come with us to the Father's home on high. "Come with us, and we will do you good."

T. Baldwin Brown, Aids to the Development of the Divine Life, No. IV.

References: Numbers 10:29.—A. Raleigh, From Dawn to Perfect Day, p. 123; Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xvi., No. 916; R. M. McCheyne, Additional Remains, p. 95; Homiletic Magazine, vol. xi., p. 339, and xii., p. 13; G. Brooks, Outlines of Sermons, 1887, p. 123; A. K. H. B., Towards the Sunset, p. 147. Numbers 10:29-31.—A. Maclaren, The Secret of Power, p. 251; Old Testament Outlines, p. 36. Numbers 10:29-32.—W. Hay Aitken, Mission Sermons, 1st series, p. 154. Numbers 10:29-36.—Parker, vol. iii., p. 183. Numbers 10:35.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. vii., No. 368.



Verse 35-36
Numbers 10:35-36
The words of the text were the morning and evening prayer of the children of Israel.

I. Prayer is the best means of reminding ourselves of the presence of God. To place ourselves in His hands before we go forth on our journey, on our pleasure, on our work; to commit ourselves again to Him before we retire to rest—this is the best security for keeping up our faith and trust in Him in whom we all profess to believe, whom we all expect to meet after we leave the world.

II. Prayer is also the best security for our leading a good and happy life. It has been well said twice over by Sir Walter Scott that prayer to the almighty Searcher of hearts is the best check to murmurs against Providence, or to the inroad of worldly passions, because nothing else brings before us so strongly their inconsistency and unreasonableness.

III. No one can pretend to prescribe what another's prayers should be; that each man must know best for himself. But the general spirit in which they should be offered is well expressed in the two great prayers of the text. Whatever may be our particular petition to God in the morning, we must have this object steadily before us: that He will rise and go forth with us to our daily duties and enjoyments, that He may be in our thoughts throughout the day, and that His enemies may flee before Him on every occasion when they lurk for us. And in the evening we have no less before us the desire that God may return to us, however much we have offended Him during the day, that He may turn again and make the light of His countenance to shine upon us.

A. P. Stanley, Sermons in the East, p. 81.



References: Numbers 10:35, Numbers 10:36.—Old Testament Outlines, p. 39; Homiletic Quarterly, vol. ii., p. 220. Numbers 11:1.—Spurgeon, My Sermon Notes, 1884, p. 42. Numbers 11:1-3.—Parker, vol. iii., p. 190. Numbers 11:11.—Spurgeon, Morning by Morning, p. 28. Numbers 11:16, Numbers 11:17.—Clergyman's Magazine, vol. viii., p. 276. Numbers 11:23.—Spurgeon, Evening by Evening, p. 160; Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. vii., No. 363; Parker, vol. iv., p. 51.
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Verse 29
Numbers 11:29
Eldad and Medad seem instances of unlicensed preaching and prophesying; and this, at a time of scanty knowledge and rare spiritual illumination, was not without its dangers. So thought Joshua, and, jealous for Moses' supremacy, besought him to rebuke them. But the great prophet, wholly wanting in the thought of self, rebuked Joshua instead. "Enviest thou," he said, "for my sake?" and then added, in words of noble hyperbole, "Would God that all the Lord's people were prophets!"

I. The first thought that occurs to us in reading this scene is the good, felt by the greatest, of zeal and enthusiasm. And the second is, how to discover it, how to encourage it in God's service. But then comes the further question, Have these men the prophet's capacity? Have they that primary want, the prophet's faith? Have they fire, perseverance, and courage? (1) The prophet's faith. Take away from the prophet this faith in the living God, speaking to him, teaching him, encouraging him, in the midst of life's sorrows and temptations, and he is nothing. Give him that belief, and his confidence, his courage, is unshaken (2) There is the prophet's belief in the moral order underlying the established order of things, as the only safe and sure foundation on which peace and prosperity in a nation can be built.

II. The prophetic message, however varied its tone, however startling its communication, is always in substance, as of old, the same: "He hath showed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?"

III. "Would that the people of the Lord were all prophets!" Would that we had all more of the fire of enthusiasm, leading us to go forth and act, and learn in acting, not waiting till we have solved all doubts or perfected some scheme of action!

IV. Zeal may often make mistakes, but it is better than no zeal. Truth is not merely correctness, accuracy, the absence of error, nor even the knowledge of the laws of nature. It is also the recognition of the moral and spiritual bases of life, and the desire to promote and teach these among men.

A. G. Butler, The Oxford Review, April 29th, 1885.

References: Numbers 11:29.—H. Melvill, Lothbury Lectures, p. 168; Parker, vol. iv., p. 52; J. Van Oosterzee, Year of Salvation, vol. i., p. 463.



Verses 31-34
Numbers 11:31-34
Notice:—

I. The perpetual resurrections of easily besetting sins. (1) Look at the side from which the temptation came. It was distinctly a question of lust. Lust was strong in the people, the love of the satisfaction of the bodily appetites for the sake of the momentary pleasure they bring. Appetite runs swiftly to lust in every one of us; each act of indulgence opens a mouth which craves to be fed. (2) Look at the special season when the easily besetting sin rose up and again made them its slave. There is a backwater of temptation which is more deadly than its direct assaults. Just when the consciousness of a triumph seems to permit and justify disarmament for a moment, the subtle foe with whom you have to deal will steal in on you, and win a treacherous victory.

II. There comes a point in the history of the indulgence of besetting sins when God ceases to strive with us and for us against them, and lets them have their way. (1) God has great patience with the weaknesses and sins of the flesh. But it is a dreadful mistake to suppose that therefore He thinks lightly of them. He regards them as sins that must be conquered and, no matter by what sharp discipline, extirpated and killed. (2)

Hence all the severer discipline by which the Lord seeks to purge them, the various agencies by which He fights with us and for us against their tyrannous power. (3) Let alone by God. "Ephraim is joined to idols; let him alone," is one among the most awful sentences in the word of God.

III. The end of that way is inevitably and speedily a grave. The grave of lust is one of the most awful of the inscriptions on the headstone of the great cemetery, the world. No ghosts are so sure to haunt their graves as the ghosts of immolated faculties and violated vows. Each act of indulgence makes the grave wider and deeper where the whole breadth of Godlike faculty will at length be buried.

J. Baldwin Brown, The Soul's Exodus and Pilgrimage, p. 279.



References: Numbers 11:31.—S. Baring-Gould, One Hundred Sermon Sketches, p. 180. Num 11—W. M. Taylor, Moses the Lawgiver, p. 292. Numbers 12:1.—Spurgeon, Evening by Evening, p. 282. Numbers 12:1-16.—W. M. Taylor, Moses the Lawgiver, p. 307. Numbers 12:3.—H. Wonnacott, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xiv., p. 138; J. Van Oosterzee, Year of Salvation, vol. ii., p. 400; I. Williams, Characters of the Old Testament, p. 79. Numbers 12:6-8.—G. Matheson, Moments on the Mount, p. 111. Numbers 12:10.—Expositor, 3rd series, vol. iii., p. 228. Num 12.—Parker, vol. iii., p. 198. Numbers 13:16.—Clergyman's Magazine, vol. x., p. 340. Numbers 13:18-20.—J. M. Neale, Sermons for the Church Year, vol. i., p. 152.
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Verse 25
Numbers 13:25
Consider what duty or privilege may be shadowed out to us by the mission of "the spies" to the Holy Land, which God Himself ordered. It shows us the heart desiring, the imagination picturing, the intellect grasping, the faith appropriating, that which is not yet seen. We are to study and survey the land, to have the will to enter, and the faith to pluck, and prayer to bring home its fruits.

I. Those who have not yet really entered the Canaan of the present time, the invisible kingdom of Christ, should "send on" their thoughts more definitely and practically into those things which give a man peace, and on the borders of which we are already standing.

II. When we come to deal with any special difficulty in life, we should do well first to compass it in our own mind, and acquainting ourselves with it as accurately as we can beforehand, calculate the undertaking. We should go round and round the trial, the temptation, or the enterprise in our own thoughts before we encounter it. Almost all the great battles of life are fought first, and all the great victories of life are won first, in anticipation in a man's own breast.

III. Previously to prayer it is an excellent habit to "send on" the thoughts among the promises. Let faith pioneer the way. Send your mind to find and gather the promises which cluster round the petition you are going to make.

IV. There is a still higher use of the faculty of prescient thought, for about nothing should our minds be so busy as about the land of our eternal inheritance. These are the thoughts which do a man good. They are heaven-born images, which meet us by "the way of the wilderness."

J. Vaughan, Sermons, 15th series, p. 68.



References: Numbers 13:30.—Parker, vol. iv., p. 53. Numbers 13:32.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. iv., No. 197. Num 13-14. 1-25.—Parker, vol. iii., p. 206. Num 13, Num 14—W. M. Taylor, Moses the Lawgiver, p. 323. Numbers 14:2.—Spurgeon, Morning by Morning, p. 121. Numbers 14:6, Numbers 14:7.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. iv., No. 197. Numbers 14:7, Numbers 14:8.—R. M. McCheyne, Additional Remains, p. 120. Numbers 14:10.—H. T. Robjohns, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xv., p. 88.
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Verse 11
Numbers 14:11
Nothing is more surprising to us at first reading than the history of God's chosen people; it seems strange that they should have acted as they did age after age, in spite of the miracles which were vouchsafed to them.

I. Hard as it is to believe, miracles certainly do not make men better; the history of Israel proves it. The only mode of escaping this conclusion is to fancy that the Israelites were much worse than other nations, which accordingly has been maintained. But as we see that in every other point they were exactly like other nations, we are obliged to conclude, not that the Israelites were more hard-hearted than other people, but that a miraculous religion is not much more influential than other religions.

II. Why should the sight of a miracle make us better than we are? (1) It may be said that a miracle would startle us, but would not the startling pass away? Could we be startled for ever? (2) It may be urged that perhaps that startling might issue in amendment of life; it might be the beginning of a new life though it passed away itself. This is very true; sudden emotions—fear, hope, gratitude, and the like—all do produce such results sometimes; but why is a miracle necessary to produce such effects? Other things startle us besides miracles; we have a number of accidents sent by God to startle us. If the events of life which happen to us now produce no lasting effect upon us, then it is only too certain that a miracle would produce no lasting effect upon us either.

III. What is the real reason why we do not seek God with all our hearts if the absence of miracles be not the reason, as assuredly it is not? There is. one reason common both to us and the Jews: heartlessness in religious matters, an evil heart of unbelief; both they and we disobey and disbelieve, because we do not love.

IV. In another respect we are really far more favoured than the Israelites. They had outward miracles; we have miracles that are not outward, but inward. Our miracles consist in the Sacraments, and they do just the very thing which the Jewish miracles did not: they really touch the heart, though we so often resist their influence.

V. Let us then put aside vain excuses, and instead of looking for outward events to change our course of life, be sure of this, that if our course of life is to be changed, it must be from within. Let us rouse ourselves and act as reasonable men before it is too late; let us understand, as a first truth in religion, that love of heaven is the only way to heaven.

J. H. Newman, Selection from the Parochial and Plain Sermons, p. 432. (See also Plain Sermons by Contributors to "Tracts for the Times" vol. v., p. 217.)



References: Numbers 14:11.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxv., No. 1498 (see also Christian World Pulpit, vol. xvi., p. 241); Spurgeon, Morning by Morning, p. 240. Numbers 14:21.—Parker, vol. iv., p. 55. Numbers 14:24.—J. H. Hitchens, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xviii., p. 28; Homiletic Magazine, vol. vi., p. 281; Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. ix., No. 538; R. M. McCheyne, Additional Remains, p. 381. Numbers 14:26-45.—Parker, vol. iii., p. 213. Numbers 14:27.—Parker, vol. iv., p. 55.



Verse 31
Numbers 14:31
I. Notice how completely Almighty God recognises the sense of preciousness which all parents with a spark of heart in them attach to their children, and how God turns the faculty and instinct of affection in parents to their children to the parents' condemnation if they will not use their affection or their responsibility in the direction of securing eternal life for those whom they love.

II. Children, in the providence of God, and according to the rules of God's government, do, in a certain degree, share their parents' privileges, suffer their parents' penalties, nay, even sin with their parents' sin.

III. The children did not altogether inherit the parents' punishment. In some degree they were spared the consequences of their parents' guilt. The parents must not go up to Canaan to possess that pleasant land, but the Lord will bring the children up when their parents are gone.

IV. The great reason why the children of Israel refused to go up to the land of Canaan was a want of faith. So the great reason why so-called Christian parents do not take the trouble to prepare their children for eternity is that their own personal belief about eternity is not as strong as it should be.

The duties of parents towards their children are: (1) to give them careful and continuous instruction concerning the things of God; (2) to teach them by their life and example that these things are true; (3) to pray for their children; (4) to have faith that God will bless their children.

Bishop Thorold, Christian World Pulpit, vol. vii., p. 17.



References: Numbers 14:43.—Parker, vol. iii., p. 222. Numbers 15:30-36.—Ibid., p. 230. Numbers 15:37-39.—W. F. Hook, Parish Sermons, p. 1. Numbers 15:37-41.—Parker, vol. iii., p. 239. Numbers 15:38.—H. Sinclair Patterson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxii., p. 200. Num 15-19.—J. Monro Gibson, The Mosaic Era, p. 273.
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Verse 3
Numbers 16:3
I. Strictly speaking, the tribe of Levi was not more appointed or called by God than the tribe of Reuben or Judah. The family of Aaron was not more called by God than any Israelitish family. Each tribe was to occupy its own place in the host; each family had some work to do which God had fixed for it, and not for any other. But it would have been a most minute and mischievous legislation which attempted to define the tasks that should be performed by each family or person. The Mosaic legislation attempted nothing of the kind; it affirmed a principle of universal and individual application; it established an order which embodied that principle, and showed how all departures from it must necessarily lead to confusion; it enforced its own decrees against that order more solemnly, more tremendously, than against any other parts of the society.

II. The Mosaic history is a continual witness to the tendency which there was in the Divinely appointed order to become a caste, a perpetual record of the ways in which God was counterworking that tendency. The Aaronic family was appointed to offer the sacrifices; it was to show that God Himself was the Inventor of them. Woe to it if it tried to persuade the people that it was the inventor of them or could make them more acceptable!

III. Korah and his company were the assertors of a popular maxim. But unhappily that popular maxim would have been destructive of the people, would have been fatal to their moral, political, spiritual, freedom. Korah would have asserted for himself and the other families of the tribe of Levi the privilege and right of offering sacrifices. Dathan and Abiram would have claimed that privilege and right for all the tribes. There was a lie in the words. They at once introduced the principle of which sacrifice is the renunciation, the principle against which the family of Aaron was the permanent protest.

IV. Since it is the tendency of a mere national organisation to become exclusive, to assert the dignity of birth or the sacredness of property above the dignity and sacredness of humanity, the business of the priest in each land will be especially to protect it against this danger. The priest presents Christ's finished sacrifice for the whole human race—for rich and poor, high and low. He must expect to go down alive into a deeper pit than that which received Korah and his company if he shows that wealth, honours, distinctions of any kind, are the objects of his search, not remembering that "he that exalteth himself shall be abased, and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted."

F. D. Maurice, The Patriarchs and Lawgivers of the Old Testament, p. 204.





Verses 8-11
Numbers 16:8-11
I. The sin of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram was this: they were discontented with the arrangement made for public worship by the choosing out of Aaron and his family to be priests. The argument they used was a very plausible one, because it depended upon the great truth of the Lord's being with all His people, consecrating and sanctifying them all, making them all in a certain sense holy to the Lord, in a certain sense priests.

It also flattered the vanity of the people, and strengthened them in the notion that they were oppressed by their rulers.

II. The answer to this argument was that Moses and Aaron had not lifted themselves up at all; the Lord had lifted them up. This was the answer which was ultimately given, with very terrible emphasis, by the swallowing up of Korah and his company. Korah and his company had laid great stress on the fact that all the congregation of the Lord were holy. Moses and Aaron might very well have replied, that they for their part by no means questioned the fact. Moses had never represented the choice of Aaron and his family as a declaration that they only of the people were holy. Nothing could be a greater mistake on the part of the people than to take this view of the priestly consecration.

III. Between our own priesthood and that of the Israelites there is still the great common ground of ministry before God in behalf of others which must be at the basis of every religion. Hence both priest and people may learn a lesson. The priest may learn that his office does not imply that he is holier or better than his brethren, but that it does imply greater responsibility, greater opportunities of good, greater sin if he does evil. And the people may learn to be gentle and considerate to those who are over them in the Lord, not to be ready to find fault and condemn, but rather to be charitable, and forbearing, and gentle.

Bishop Harvey Goodwin, Parish Sermons, 5th series, p. 124.



References: Numbers 16:8.—Preacher's Monthly, vol. vii., p. 241, Numbers 16:10.—C. P. Reichel, The Lord's Prayer, p. 271. Numbers 16:23, Numbers 16:24.—I. Williams, Characters of the Old Testament, p. 114. Numbers 16:32-35.—C. Kingsley, The Gospel of the Pentateuch, p. 191. Numbers 16:35.—Parker, vol. iv., p. 56. Numbers 16:38.—Ibid. Numbers 16:47, Numbers 16:48.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. vi., No. 341; Clergyman's Magazine, vol. viii., p. 209. Numbers 16:48.—F. W. Farrar, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xiii., p. 353; Preacher's Monthly, vol. v., p.-225; Parker, vol. iii., p. 249. Num 16, Num 17.—W. M. Taylor, Moses the Lawgiver, p. 339. Numbers 17:12, Numbers 17:13.—C. J. Vaughan, Sunday Magazine, 1866, p. 457. Numbers 17:13.—Clergyman's Magazine, vol. x., p. 154. Numbers 18:20.—Parker, vol. iv., p. 57. Numbers 18:27.—Ibid., p. 58. Numbers 19:2, Numbers 19:3.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. ix., p. 527. Numbers 20:1-12.—J. Hamilton, Works, vol. v., p. 270. Numbers 20:1-14.—Clergyman's Magazine, vol. iv., p. 205. Numbers 20:1-29.—W. M. Taylor, Moses the Lawgiver, p. 358.
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Verse 10-11
Numbers 20:10-11
(with Psalms 106:32-33)
This is a memorable incident in the Jews' history, and it is rich in warning to us at this day. Moses had failed in his duty towards God, and that in three particulars. (1) He had failed in strict obedience. God had bidden him speak to the rock, and he had smitten it, smitten it twice. (2) He had shown temper, used hard language. "Hear now, ye rebels." (3) He had taken to himself the credit of supplying the Israelites with water. "Must we fetch water for you out of the rock?"

I. The first lesson to be learned from Moses at Meribah is the danger of departing, in the least jot or tittle, from any law of God.

II. The second is the immense importance attached to temperate speech, the necessity of keeping a check on temper and not letting ourselves be moved to hot and angry words. The want of self-control was very heavily visited upon Moses and upon "Aaron, the saint of the Lord." Because of it they were shut out of Canaan.

III. The scene at the rock of Meribah is further useful as carrying our thoughts upwards to Him who is the source of all our hopes, the nourishment of our soul, the very life of our religion, the Lord Jesus Christ. The rock in the desert was but a type and a shadow; the reality it typified is represented in Jesus Christ. All other waters after a while must fail; the water that Christ can give "shall be in us as a well of water, springing up unto everlasting life."

R. D. B. Rawnsley, Village Sermons, 3rd series, p. 100.



References: Numbers 20:11.—J. Vaughan, Sermons, 11th series, p. 166; Clergyman's Magazine, vol. xvi., p. 157; T. R. Stevenson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xiv., p. 170.



Verses 23-29
Numbers 20:23-29
I. We may learn a salutary lesson from the death of Aaron in its merely literal bearing. Aaron, the high-priest, had to ascend Mount Hor clad in his priestly robes of office; but he must be stripped of them there, because he must die there. He could not carry his dignity or the emblems of it into the next world. He must lay them down at the grave's brink. There is nothing which the world gives that men can carry with them when death lays hold of them. Even all which outwardly pertains to spiritual dignity, and which brings men into relation with things that are imperishable and eternal, must be left behind, and the individual man, as God's accountable creature, must appear before his Maker in judgment. There is one thing imperishable and one dignity which even death cannot tarnish. The imperishable thing is the life which the Spirit of God imparts to the soul, and which connects the soul with God. The deathless dignity is that of being children of God.

II. Aaron must be stripped of his robes, and his son clad with them in his stead. This reminds us that while the priests under the law were not suffered to continue by reason of death, yet the office of the priesthood did not lapse. Aaron's robes were not buried with him. His successor was provided. Yet the very thought that he needed a successor, that the office must be transmitted from one to another, leads us to think of the contrast which the Apostle draws between the priests under the law and Him who abideth always. Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, to-day, and for ever.

A. D. Davidson, Lectures and Sermons, p. 599.



References: Numbers 20:14-21.—Parker, vol. iii., p. 258. Numbers 20:17.—W. Page Roberts, Reasonable Service, p. 148. Numbers 20:22-29.—G. Gilfillan, Alpha and Omega, vol. ii., p. 132.



Verse 27-28
Numbers 20:27-28
I. The first and most superficial aspect of death is that it is the close of an earthly career. There could be no question as to the prominence of Aaron's career. (1) In the great work of leading the children of Israel out of Egypt to the confines of the Promised Land Aaron is only second to Moses. (2) Aaron was the first high-priest of the chosen people. His consecration was of itself calculated to awe the minds of Israel, and it was followed by high sanctions of his office, which must have done so still more.

II. Aaron was morally a weak man. He had no such grasp of principle as would enable him to hold out against strong pressure. His weakness became conspicuous on the critical occasion of Moses going up to Sinai to receive the sacred law. Aaron was left below in virtual command, in a position of responsibility for which, as the event proved, he was not fitted. The Greeks had a proverb that leadership will show what a man really is, and so it was with Aaron. His weakness is implied in the allusion in the Epistle to the Hebrews: "for that he himself also was compassed with infirmity."

III. Nothing is more noticeable in the account of Aaron's death than his deliberate preparation for it. He did not let death come on him; he went to meet it. There was a twofold motive in the act of Moses in stripping Aaron of his garments. (1) It showed that the office of the high-priesthood did not depend on the life of any single man, and (2) it reminded Aaron personally of the solemn truth of the utter solitariness of the soul in death.

IV. The phrase of Moses, "Aaron was gathered to his people," seems to point to a world in which the bygone generations of men still live, a world of the existence of which God's ancient people were well assured, though they knew much less of it than we.

H. P. Liddon, The Family Churchman, April 27th, 1887.

References: Numbers 20:28.—C. J. Vaughan, Sunday Magazine, 1873, p. 169. Numbers 20:29.—Parker, vol. iii., p. 267. Num 20, Num 21—J. Monro Gibson, The Mosaic Era, p. 285. Numbers 21:4.—J. H. Evans, Thursday Penny Pulpit, vol. ix., p. 187; Parker, vol. iii., p. 276. Numbers 21:4, Numbers 21:5.—F. Strutt, Thursday Penny Pulpit, vol. xvi., p. 161. Numbers 21:4, Numbers 21:9.—Homiletic Magazine, vol. xiv., p. 156; Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxix., No. 1722. Numbers 21:5.—Bishop Woodford, Sermons on Subjects from the Old Testament, p. 14. Numbers 21:5-9.—Parker, vol. iii., p. 287. Numbers 21:8.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. v., No. 285.
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Verse 8-9
Numbers 21:8-9
I. This history would sound a strange one, and would suggest some mystery underlying it, even if it stood alone, with no afterword of Scripture claiming a special significance for it. But it is stranger and more mysterious still when we come to our Lord's appropriation of it to Himself (John 3:14-15). It is strange and most perplexing to find the whole symbolism of Scripture on this one occasion reversed, and Christ, not Satan, likened to the serpent here. How shall we account for this? What can be the points of comparison? Many answers have been given to this question, but there is only one which really meets the difficulties of the case. As a serpent hurt and a serpent healed, so, in like manner, as by man came death, by man should come also the resurrection from the dead; "as by one man's disobedience many were made sinners, so by the obedience of one should many be made righteous."

II. The brazen serpent, so like in colour, in form, in outward show, to those that hurt the people, was yet unlike in one point, and that the most essential point of all: in this, namely, that it was not poisonous, as they were. Exactly so the resemblance of Christ to His fellow-men, most real in many things, was in one point only apparent. He only seemed to have that poison which they really had. He was harmless, holy, undefiled, separate from sinners.

III. We may imagine that in some of the Israelites perverse thoughts may have been at work, inducing them to make in the very presence of life a covenant with death. So we, giving way to similar temptations, but in a far guiltier spirit of unbelief, may be refusing to look at Him who, though crucified in weakness, is yet "the power of God unto salvation in every one that believeth."

R. C. Trench, Sermons Preached in Ireland, p. 228.



References: Numbers 21:9.—T. Champness, Little Foxes, p. 132; W. Walters, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xx., p. 237; Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxv., No. 1500; Clergyman's Magazine, vol. viii., p. 214. Numbers 21:16-18.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xiii., No. 776. Numbers 21:17.—G. Litting, Thirty Children's Sermons, p. 197; Spurgeon, Evening by Evening, p. 169. Numbers 21:22.—Clergyman's Magazine, vol. x., p. 156. Num 21—W. M. Taylor, Moses the Lawgiver, p. 374. Numbers 22:1-41.—Clergyman's Magazine, vol. iv., p. 207. Numbers 22:2-21.—Expositor, 2nd series, vol. v., p. 11. Numbers 22:10-12.—E. W. Shalders, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xvi., p. 296. Numbers 22:12.—Sermons for the Christian Seasons, 1st series, vol. ii., p. 477. Numbers 22:12-20.—Clergyman's Magazine, vol. xvi., p. 204. Numbers 22:15.—Homiletic Quarterly, vol. iii., p. 97. Num 22—Expositor, 2nd series, vol. i., p. 445.

22 Chapter 22 

Verse 18
Numbers 22:18
This was a brave answer, but it was spoilt by what Balaam added: "Tarry ye here this night, that I may know what the Lord will say unto me more." As if God were likely to change His mind! The word "tarry" was a clear tampering with the voice of God. Balaam met his death at the hands of the people whom he had betrayed into sin. We may learn the following lessons from his life:—

I. The first is to beware of tampering with conscience. When we are tempted, conscience stands in the way as an adversary, flashes before us some great word of God, forbidding us to do what we were bent on doing. Well for us if we do not struggle with that angel adversary, if, at the sight of his glittering sword, we bow down and say, "I have sinned"!

II. We learn from the life of Balaam how vain are good wishes when separated from good actions. We must live the life of the righteous if we would die the death of the righteous.

"Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord." But such a death must be preceded by a life "in the Lord."

R. D. B. Rawnsley, Village Sermons, 3rd series, p. 109.



Reference: S. Baring-Gould, One Hundred Sermon Sketches, p. 178.





Verses 20-22
Numbers 22:20-22
In the story of Balaam we have a seeming contradiction. God said, "If the men come to call thee, rise up, and go with them," and yet "God's anger was kindled because he went." How can these things be?

I. When God sent this message to Balaam, it was not the first time that Balaam had sought an answer from God on this very subject of whether he should go or not. Something had made him fear to go and speak the bitter curse till he had learned the pleasure of God. His wishes may well be supposed to have been all in one direction; his conscience alone restrained him. In the night came a message from God: "Thou shalt not go." But Balaam persuaded himself that what was wrong yesterday might be right to-day, and that what was God's will at one time might not be God's will at another. God answered the fool according to his folly, and as the wretched man had dared to think of tampering with God, God rewarded him (if we may use the word) by tampering with him. God suffered him to "believe a lie." The lie was but the reflection of the wishes that were lording it in the heart of Balaam, and to these wishes God for a time gave him over.

II. Men are doing precisely as Balaam did every day. Temptation to self-aggrandisement of various kinds comes before us; the only condition is a course of action about the lawfulness of which we, are in doubt. We look to see if for some little swerving from the rigorous path of virtue some excuse may not be found. We ask for guidance, perchance with a divided heart, and then, if God speaks to us at all, it is a voice which speaks to a conscience that has become confused and a judgment that has suffered itself to be dispirited, and though the voice may seem to be the voice of God, it is indeed only a lie.

A. Jessopp, Norwich School Sermons, p. 149.



References: Numbers 22:20-22.—T. Arnold, Sermons, vol. vi., p. 39. Numbers 22:22-35.—Parker, vol. iii., p. 315. Numbers 22:22-36.—Expositor, 2nd series. vol. v., p. 120 Numbers 22:23.—A. Watson, Christ's Authority, and Other Sermons, p. 284. Numbers 22:26.—C. J. Vaughan, My Son, Give Me thine Heart, p. 61; Sermons/or Boys and Girls, 1880, p. 376. Numbers 22:27.—S. Baring-Gould, The Preacher's Pocket, p. 167. Numbers 22:28-30.—Expositor, 1st series, vol. i., p. 366; vol. viii., p. 397; Parker, Christian Chronicle, April 2nd and 9th, 1885; S. Greg, A Layman's Legacy, p. 244. Numbers 22:34.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. iii., p. 113. Numbers 22:34, Numbers 22:35.—F. W. Robertson, Sermons, 4th series, p. 34; Preacher's Monthly, vol. v., p. 316. Numbers 22:37.—Parker, vol. iv., p. 59.



Verse 38
Numbers 22:38
The first and most general account of Balaam would be this: that he was a very eminent person in his age and country, that he was courted and gained by the enemies of Israel, that he promoted a wicked cause in a very wicked way, that he counselled the Moabites to employ their women as a means of seducing the chosen people into idolatry, and that he fell in battle in the war which ensued. Yet when we look into Balaam's history closely, we shall find points of character which may well interest those who do not consider his beginning and his end.

I. He was blessed with God's especial favour. Not only had he the grant of inspiration and the knowledge of God's will, an insight into the truths of morality clear and enlarged, such as we Christians cannot surpass, but he was even admitted to conscious intercourse with God, such as we Christians have not.

II. Balaam was, in the ordinary sense of the word, a very conscientious man. He prayed before taking a new step. He strictly obeyed the commands of God. He said and he did; he acted according to his professions. He showed no inconsistency in word or deed.

III. The strange thing is that while he so spoke and acted, he seemed as in one sense to be in God's favour, so in another and higher to be under His displeasure. Balaam obeyed God from a sense of its being right to do so, but not from a desire to please Him, not from fear and love. His endeavour was, not to please God, but to please self without displeasing God, to pursue his own ends as far as was consistent with his duty. Hence he was not content with ascertaining God's will; he attempted to change it. His asking twice was tempting God. As a punishment God gave him leave to ally himself with His enemies and take part against His people.

IV. The following reflections are suggested by the history of Balaam: (1) We see how little we can depend in judging of right and wrong on the apparent excellence and high character of individuals. (2) We sin without being aware of it, yet wrath is abroad and in our paths. (3) When we have begun an evil course, we cannot retrace our steps. (4) God gives us warnings now and then, but does not repeat them. Balaam's sin consisted in not acting on what was told him once for all.

J. H. Newman, Parochial and Plain Sermons, vol. iv., p. 18; also Selection from the same, p. 319.



References: Num 22—Parker, vol. iii., p. 303. Num 22-24.—Preacher's Monthly, vol. i., p. 353; Parker, vol. iii., pp. 322, 331. Num 22-25.—W. M. Taylor, Moses the Lawgiver, p. 388; J. Monro Gibson, The Mosaic Era, p. 295. Numbers 23:1-26.—Expositor, 2nd series, vol. v., p. 199.

23 Chapter 23 

Verse 9
Numbers 23:9
The subject of prophecy is one which certainly ought not to be altogether neglected. If it were only for the sake of the many appeals made to it by our Lord and His Apostles, it would have a just claim on our attention.

I. It is a very misleading notion of prophecy if we regard it as an anticipation of history. History, in our common sense of the term, is busy with particular nations, times, places, actions, and even persons. If, in this sense, prophecy were a history written beforehand, it would alter the very condition of humanity, by removing from us our uncertainty as to the future; it would make us acquainted with those times and seasons which the Father hath put in His own power.

II. What history does not and cannot do, that prophecy does, and for that very reason it is very different from history. Prophecy fixes our attention on principles, on good and evil, on truth and falsehood, on God and on His enemy. Prophecy is God's voice, speaking to us respecting the issue in all time of that great struggle which is the real interest of human life, the struggle between good and evil. Beset as we are by evil within us and without, it is the natural and earnest question of the human mind, What shall be the end at last? And the answer is given by prophecy that it shall be well at last, that there shall be a time when good shall perfectly triumph.

III. Thus, as in the text, Balak, king of the Moabites, calls upon Balaam the prophet to curse Israel. This is the history: on the one hand there was one people; on the other there was another. Mere history can find no difficulty in determining that the highest good to unborn generations of the human race was involved in the preservation of Israel. It is the comparative good and evil which history can discern in the two nations which determines their respective characters as the representatives at that time and place of that real good and evil whose contest is the enduring subject of prophecy.

T. Arnold, Sermons, vol. vi., p. 333.



Reference: Numbers 23:9.—J. Hamilton, Works, vol. v., pp. 281, 292; Preacher's Monthly, vol. v., p. 232.





Verse 10
Numbers 23:10
This is a thought in which all the world would agree, if they could speak out their real feelings. Those who are most backward and unwilling to lead the life of the righteous man—even they would wish to die the righteous man's death.

I. By the death of the righteous is not meant merely a happy end, but any circumstances of death whatever after a holy and obedient life. The worst death of those who are accounted righteous before God is better than the best and easiest death of an unrighteous person.

II. Nothing can exceed the apparent truth and piety of Balaam's thoughts concerning death. Yet at the time he uttered them he was about the devil's work, doing all he could to corrupt souls, and make God and man enemies to each other, for the sake of a little filthy lucre. His words have passed into a kind of proverb, as describing a happy death. His own death was perhaps the most miserable of all that are recorded in the Old Testament.

III. Let no man, therefore, deceive himself, nor imagine that all is as yet tolerably right between him and his God, because he feels his heart warm at devout expressions like this of Balaam; because, when he thinks of it, he would wish to die the death of the righteous. Do not rest satisfied with anything short of consistent Christian practice. Other ways may make you comfortable for a time, but this will bring a man peace at the last.

Plain Sermons by Contributors to Tracts for the Times, vol. iv., p. 63.



I. Balaam was half converted, and so he was not converted at all. He would not wholly part with his besetting sin, and so it mastered him and destroyed him. He would not serve God more than he thought he need, and so he ended in deadly opposition to God, disserving God as greatly as he could, and seducing others from His service, and so soon as he had finished his work of evil losing his life and his soul.

II. What the direct warnings or inspirations of God were to Balaam, that God's voice in His word and in our consciences is to us. The special sin of Balaam was that he indulged and fed with his heart's blood one darling passion (covetousness), and that, not daring or wishing to go against the direct command of God, he tried in every way he could to evade it. While our soul keeps back one thing, while we are contriving in one thing to cheat our conscience and hold back part of the price from God, all is but Balaam-service; we are as yet none of His.

E. B. Pusey, Lenten Sermons, p. 69.



References: Numbers 23:10.—F. W. Robertson, Sermons, 4th series, p. 42; H. Alford, Quebec Chapel Sermons, vol. iii., p. 218; T. T. Munger, The Appeal to Life, p. 109; M. Dix, Sermons Doctrinal and Practical, p. 1; Sermons for the Christian Seasons, 1st series, vol. ii., p. 493; C. C. Bartholomew, Sermons chiefly Practical, p. 1; E. Blencowe, Plain Sermons to a Country Congregation, 1st series, p. 210; Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xiii, No. 746; New Manual of Sunday-school Addresses, p. 258; C. J. Vaughan, Harrow Sermons, 2nd series, p. 247; E. Bickersteth, Oxford Lent Sermons, 1858, No. 11; Clergyman's Magazine, vol. viii., p. 218, and vol. xii., p. 221; G. Calthrop, Pulpit Recollections, p. 42; S. Leathes, Truth and Life, p. 86; R. Heber, Parish Sermons, p. 354; Preacher's Monthly, vol. v., p. 335, and vol. vii., p. 290; Bishop Harvey Goodwin, Parish Sermons, 2nd series, p. 17; I. Williams, Characters of the Old Testament, p. 126.



Verse 11-12
Numbers 23:11-12
I. Balaam is a heathen prophet; he is certainly not produced as a favourable specimen of one. In the New Testament he is represented as the very type of false and evil teachers. Yet the teaching of Balaam is not ascribed to an evil spirit, but to God; he is not treated as a mere pretender to powers which were not his; his knowledge and foresight are acknowledged as real.

II. How then was Balaam a false prophet? His predictions were confirmed; what he spoke of the goodly tents of Israel was fulfilled more perfectly than he dreamed; the star which he saw in his vision did actually arise and shine upon Gentiles as well as Hebrews. That test of truth the prophet Balaam could well endure. But a man may be false though all his words are true, though he has gifts and endowments of the highest order, though these gifts and endowments proceed, as all proceed, from God.

III. You will not find that Isaiah is true and Balaam false because the one received communications from God and the other did not, nor because Isaiah belonged to the covenant people and Balaam did not. But you will find that Isaiah lived for his people, and not for himself; that he did not value himself upon his gifts, or upon his holiness, or upon anything whatsoever that belonged to him as an individual. The certainty, under every possible discouragement and conflict, that the righteous God would prevail over all that was unrighteous in the universe, the willingness to be made an instrument in carrying out God's purposes, let what would come of him or his character—this is the sign of the true prophet; this is what separates him from the solitary self-seeker, who shrank from the thought of God appearing to set the world right, who only wished when his wishes were purest that he might die the death of the righteous.

F. D. Maurice, Patriarchs and Lawgivers of the Old Testament, p. 221.



References: Numbers 23:19.—C. Kingsley, The Gospel of the Pentateuch, p. 172; H. Melvill, Penny Pulpit, No. 2640.



Verse 21
Numbers 23:21
There are three special thoughts which come to us in connection with this text.

I. The first is, the absolute need, if the army of the Lord is to conquer, of the presence of the Lord and of the realisation of His presence by those who are called by His name, and wear His armour, and wield His weapons. It pleases the Lord to let us fight His battles, to give us His armour and His weapons, and to inspire us with His courage, and to fill our enemies with His terror. We have no power except it be given us by Him; we can drive out no darkness of heathenism except the Lord be with us. We want more of our own battle-cry, the "shout of our King," telling of His actual presence with His host.

II. It is also necessary to realise the essential unity of the Church of Christ, of the army of the living God. We should pray and work, and earnestly desire that all the people of the Lord may be one. If we want a reason for the little progress made in the conquest of the world of heathenism for the Lord of life and glory, if we want to account for the dark and darkening fringe of sin, and misery, and unbelief within the borders of our own land, we can find cause enough for these things in our failure to realise and to work and pray for the ideal of the essential unity of the Church of Christ.

III. Our text inspires us with hope. There is no greater need for us, as individuals or as a united body, than hope. And how can we be otherwise than full of hope when we call to mind that the promise is for us, "The shout of a King is among them"? There is hope for ourselves, and hope for others. Life passes on; friends pass away; strength for effort grows less; unavailing efforts stretch out behind us in a long, increasing line, like wounded men falling down to die in the terrible retreat; but still there is hope—hope that will grow and increase, and come daily nearer to its accomplishment. "The shout of a King is among us," and we cannot be moving on to ultimate defeat. There is a battle, terrible enough, to fight; but victory is the end, not defeat.

E. T. Leeke, The Cambridge Review, Nov. 12th, 1884.

References: Numbers 23:21.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxix., No. 1709. Numbers 23:23.—Dawson Burns, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xvii., p. 65; J. Burns, Sketches of Sermons on Missions, p. 130; Clergyman's Magazine, vol. xiv., p. 205; J. Keble, Sermons Academical and Occasional, p. 232.



Verse 26
Numbers 23:26
I. With all the favourable traits which may be noticed in the character of Balaam, the features of his besetting sin are plainly marked. The power of money over him seems to have been known, and so when he refused to come Balak hoped to overcome his scruples by the bribe of great promotion. And the prophet's conduct well justified these expectations. He feared God so far that he dared not rebel directly against His will; but he was so much in love with the world's gauds and honours and wealth, that he was ever trying to humour his conscience to bend the line of right to the line of seeming interest. He thought to secure this world and the next; he lost both: he had too much truth to secure the rewards of Balak; he had too little truth to escape the wrath of God.

II. The lesson to be learned from such a character is surely plain for us. Balaam's character is that of the half-hearted Christian. He makes a partial and unwilling sacrifice. He is, like Balaam, an uncertain, irresolute, wavering man, with many better principles and feelings, but with an undergrowth of evil which he will not utterly root out.

III. From the history of Balaam we learn: (1) the importance to each one of us of being indeed earnest Christians, of giving to God our hearts and our affections; (2) the importance of striving to subdue wholly every separate sin to which we are tempted; (3) the great need we have of seeking earnestly from God the gift of a sincere heart.

S. Wilberforce, Sermons, p. 169.



References: 23:27-24:14.—Expositor, 2nd series, vol. v., p. 245. Num 23—Expositor, 2nd series, vol. i., p. 445.

24 Chapter 24 

Verse 1
Numbers 24:1
In Balaam we have a man who, while his audacity and superstition are monstrous, still has a strong fear of Almighty God upon him, a determination not to disobey Him openly, a hope that at last he may be found on God's side. But it was with him as it is with others who deceive themselves and perform a juggler's trick with their own soul. First they wish to have their own way in life and then have it blessed by God as if it were His way. Next they cease to think it impossible to elude or deceive even God. We see here a man beseeching God to allow him to do what He had twice and thrice forbidden him to do. God punished him by letting him take his own course. And it is after his example that all will be lost who from a high standing fall into wickedness. Take these three points:—

I. If Balaam was lost, it was through himself that he was lost. God gave him both an earnest desire to be saved and the knowledge how to be saved. Yet he is a lost man already when he comes before us. He was lost because he did not follow out his wish into action, and because he did not use the knowledge which he had.

II. What was the means he took for his own destruction, when he had both the wish and the knowledge to be saved? Exactly that which offers itself to us as very natural—an attempt to combine the service of God and the service of the world. He wished to stand well with the Lord God, but he also wished to have a brilliant alliance with and a strong influence over one of the principal personages of his time.

III. Even the disobedient prophet prophesied of Christ; even the disobedient boy serves Christ's will. Both do it without meaning it; therefore they have no reward. But they cannot choose but serve Him one way or another.

Archbishop Benson, Boy Life: Sundays in Wellington College, p. 204.



Reference: Numbers 24:1.—Preacher's Monthly, vol. v., p. 237.





Verse 3
Numbers 24:3
I. Balaam was a man whose eye was open in his day. He was a man of splendid natural genius. We puzzle over the definition of genius; but perhaps it is only the open eye, the power to see things simply as they are. In every sphere of man's intellectual activity the man of genius is the seer.

II. Balaam's is at the same time a character of singular perplexity. He had both the open eye and the itching palm. He had power to see realities, while his heart lusted after vanities, and this condition is far from rare. Splendid endowments are often mated with moral narrowness or feebleness. On the lower level of Balaam's life he was base and grovelling; but when God took possession of his genius, he yielded it readily, and then he was true as steel to the vision. But the sensual nature was really master. It dragged the eagle-eyed spirit down. Faint, trembling, before the vision, he soon dropped to his congenial earth again, and finally he buried his splendid genius in the pit.

Notice: (1) The only word which a man says with power is truth. "The word that God also saith, that shall stand." (2) Balaam saw with his open eye that the man who stands with God stands absolutely beyond reach of harm. (3) There was a third thing that Balaam saw: the man whom God blesses is blessed; the man whom God curses is cursed, absolutely and for ever.

J. Baldwin Brown, The Sunday Afternoon, pp. 370, 378.





Verse 9
Numbers 24:9
I. These were the words of the Eastern sage, as he looked down from the mountain height upon the camp of Israel, abiding among the groves of the lowland according to their tribes in order, discipline, and unity. Before a people so organised he saw well none of the nations round could stand. He likens them not to the locust swarm, the sea-flood, nor the forest fire, but to the most peaceful and most fruitful sight in nature or in art. They are spread forth like the watercourses which carry verdure and fertility as they flow. Their God-given mission may be stern, but it will be beneficent. They will be terrible in war; but they will be wealthy, prosperous, civilised, and civilising in peace.

II. The transformation thus wrought in less than two generations in those who had been the wretched slaves of Egypt was plainly owing to their forty years of freedom, but of freedom under a stern military education, of freedom chastened by discipline and organised by law. No nation of those days enjoyed a freedom comparable to that of the old Jews. They were the only constitutional people of the East. The burdensomeness of Moses' law, ere it was overlaid in later days by rabbinical scrupulosity, has been much exaggerated. Little seemed to have been demanded of the Jews save those simple ten commandments which we still hold to be necessary for all civilised society.

III. And their obedience was, after all, a moral obedience, the obedience of free hearts and wills. Without their moral discipline they would have broken up, scattered, or perished, or at least remained as settlers or as slaves among the Arab tribes. With that moral discipline they held together and continued one people till the last; they couched, they lay down as a lion, and none dared rouse them up.

C. Kingsley, Discipline, and Other Sermons, p. 1.



Reference: Numbers 24:10-19.—Preacher's Monthly, vol. ii., p. 439.





Verse 11
Numbers 24:11
Balaam, it need hardly be said was a very eminent, he was even an extraordinary, man. He lived largely among the wild race of the Midianites, but he had gifts and powers which, so far as we know, were entirely unshared by those among whom he dwelt.

I. (1) He was a careful observer of contemporary events; he was a man of trained political sagacity. (2) He was in possession of a truth which, quite apart from its awful and intrinsic value, gave purpose and meaning to a human life: he believed in one God. (3) He was endowed in a high degree with the gift of supernatural prophecy. Of this gift his closing words to Balak afford one remarkable specimen. His prediction of the star and sceptre that were to arise out of Jacob is not fully satisfied by the conquests of David, of Omri, of John Hyrcanus; it points to the spiritual empire of Jesus Christ. Balaam was in one age what Melchisedek had been in another, and Job in a third—an organ of truth beyond the frontiers of the kingdom of truth.

II. With gifts like these, Balaam was naturally a person of great public consideration. Balak, the king of Moab, seems to have looked upon him as a very powerful wizard. Balak's view of Balaam illustrates the way in which in all ages statesmen are apt to look upon religion and its representatives. They see in it only one of the great forces which modify or control human life, and they desire, by whatever means, to enlist it on the side of the policy or the government which they for the moment represent.

III. The real character of Balaam was a very mixed one. On the one hand, he was a man with a clear idea of duty, based on a certain knowledge of God; on the other, we find that his notion of duty was clearly not what he could discover to be God's will, but only what God would not allow him to ignore. It was a minimising rule of duty.

IV. There are two or three considerations which the history suggests: (1) The ministry of grace and truth to others maybe quite independent of the personal character of the minister. (2) It is possible to know a great deal about truth, to make sacrifices for it, to be kept back from honour out of deference to its requirements, and yet to be at heart disloyal to it. (3) The only true safeguard against such a fate as Balaam's is the love of God.

H. P. Liddon, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxiii., p. 241. 



References: Numbers 24:11-13.—Clergyman's Magazine, vol. x., p. 158. Numbers 24:15-24.—J. Monro Gibson, The Mosaic Era, p. 305. Numbers 24:15-25.—Expositor, 2nd series, vol. v., p. 341. Numbers 24:17.—Expositor, 3rd series, vol. v., p. 166; J. G. Murphy, The Book of Daniel, p. 18; H. Melvill, Penny Pulpit, No. 1664. Numbers 25:6-8.—J. M. Neale, Sermons in Sackville College, vol. i., p. 258. Numbers 25:11.—J. G. Rogers, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxi., p. 1. Numbers 25:12.—Parker, vol. iv., p. 60. Numbers 25:12, Numbers 25:13.—T. Arnold, Sermons, vol. vi., p. 49. Numbers 25:13.—G. Brooks, Outlines of Sermons, p. 411

25 Chapter 25 

26 Chapter 26 

Verse 61
Numbers 26:61
The reason why Nadab and Abihu were selected for instant punishment was not necessarily that they had committed a sin more atrocious in itself than that at the same time perpetrated by others of the people, but there were ends to be answered in their case which did not exist in that of other offenders. Nothing could have been better adapted to the impressing both priesthood and people with a sense of the awfulness of instituted ordinances and of the reverence due to every tittle of the law than such a catastrophe as the one before us.

I. Under this crushing trial we read of Aaron one brief sentence, more affecting than the most elaborate description: "And Aaron held his peace." It appears clear from the remainder of the history that Aaron, though he suppressed the signs of sorrow, was disquieted at heart, and so overpowered and overcome as to be scarcely master of his actions. Not only was he forbidden to mourn; he was required to proceed with the business of a complicated ritual. No wonder that, in his agitation and perplexity, he made mistakes in the performance of his office. Moses found that the goat had been burnt without the tabernacle in place of being eaten according to the law. He expostulated with Aaron, and in the whole range of Scripture there are no more pathetic words than Aaron's reply: "Such things have befallen me." God seems to have accepted the excuse, for we read that "Moses was content."

II. From the contentment of Moses, as expressive of the approval of God, we may gather these lessons: (1) The severity of sorrow is accepted as an excuse for some failure in duty. God is not rigid in exacting His dues when our soul is disquieted and cast down within us. (2) The same holds good under circumstances of sickness. We should never ask how a Christian died, but how he lived. The sick-bed is of all places the most unfitted for beginning religion, and so it is frequently the least favourable to the display of its growth.

H. Melvill, Penny Pulpit, No. 2021.

References: Numbers 26:11.—Parker, vol. iii., p. 349. Num 26—Parker, vol. iii., p. 341, and vol. v., pp. 60, 61. 26-Deuteronomy 1:1.—J. Monro Gibson, The Mosaic Era, p. 315. Deuteronomy 27:12-23.—Parker, vol. iv., p. 8. Deuteronomy 27:18.—Ibid., p. 61. Num 27—Ibid., p. 2. Numbers 28:10.—Ibid., p. 62. Numbers 31:8.—Expositor, 2nd series, vol. v., p. 413; H. Alford, Quebec Chapel Sermons, vol. iii., p. 218. Numbers 31:16.—Expositor, 2nd series, vol. v., p. 409. Numbers 31:37.—Parker, vol. iv., p. 63. Numbers 32:1-5.—Ibid., p. 17. Numbers 32:6.—Spurgeon, Evening by Evening, p. 219.
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Verse 23
Numbers 32:23
I. Every sin brings its punishment.

II. Every sinner will ultimately be found out by his sin, and be obliged to confront it.

III. There is a way of escape from the punishment of sin. It must be one or the other—salvation by faith in Christ, and sin put away by an atoning sacrifice, or sin finding us out either in time or eternity.

A. G. Brown, Penny Pulpit, No. 1080.

The text leads us to consider the consequences of a single sin, such as a breach of their engagement would have been to the Reubenites and Gadites.

I. It is natural to reflect on the probable influence upon us of sins committed in our childhood and even infancy, which we never realised or have altogether forgotten. Children's minds are impressible in a very singular way, such as is not common afterwards. The passing occurrences which meet them rest upon their imagination as if they had duration, and days or hours, having to them the semblance, may do the work, of years.

II. What is true in infancy and childhood is in its degree true in after-life. At particular moments in our later life, when the mind is excited, thrown out of its ordinary state, as if into the original unformed state when it was more free to choose good or evil, then, in like manner, it takes impressions, and those indelible ones, after the manner of childhood. This is one reason why a time of trial is often such a crisis in a man's spiritual history.

III. To these single or forgotten sins are not improbably to be traced the strange inconsistencies of character which we often witness in our experience of life.

IV. Single sins indulged or neglected are often the cause of other defects of character, which seem to have no connection with them, but which, after all, are rather symptomatic of the former than themselves at the bottom of the mischief.

V. A man may be very religious in all but one infirmity, and this one indulged infirmity may produce most disastrous effects on his spiritual state, without his ever being aware of it. His religious excellencies are of no avail against wilful sin. The word of Scripture assures us that such sin shuts us out from God's presence and obstructs the channels by which He gives us grace.

J. H. Newman, Parochial and Plain Sermons, vol. iv., p. 37; also Selection from the same, p. 331.



References: Numbers 32:23.—G. Matheson, Moments on the Mount, p. 43; Preacher's Monthly, vol. iv., p. 120; J. Wells, Bible Echoes, p. 79; R. Newton, Bible Warnings: Addresses to Children, p. 138; C. Kingsley, Village Sermons, p. 52; T. Hammond, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xix., p. 333; G. Lifting, Thirty Children's Sermons, p. 34; Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxii., No. 1916; R. C. Trench, Brief Thoughts and Meditations, p. 1. Numbers 32:38.—Parker, vol. iv., p. 64. Numbers 33:1-49.—Ibid., p. 24. Numbers 33:50-56.—Ibid., p. 32. Numbers 34:1-12.—Ibid., p. 41. Numbers 35:33.—A. Lindesie, The Gospel of Grace, p. 11. Deuteronomy 1:6.—Parker, vol. iv., p. 69. Deuteronomy 1:19.—Parker, vol. iv., p. 76.
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