《Dummelow’s Commentary on the Bible – Numbers》(John R. Dummelow)
Commentator

Compiled by 40 Bible Scholars and edited by Dummelow, this commentary has received favorable reviews from Christians of many denominations. At one time, this was one of the most popular commentaries of the 20th century. Although not as conservative as the others, it is still quite helpful with detailed introductions and concise comments. All maps and images from the printed edition are included.

This commentary provides in a single large but convenient book the essential scholarly information on the Bible necessary to every minister and Bible student.

Dummelow's Commentary is distinguished by two remarkable combinations of merits. First, it combines to an extraordinary degree completeness and conciseness. As Bishop Anderson of the Diocese of Chicago has said, it contains "more information attractively presented than can be found in the same amount of space in the whole realm of Bible Literature." Yet it is not too diffuse, nor is the essential information obscured by unnecessary or rambling discourse.

Second, it combines in a remarkable way the highest religious reverence with exact scientific rigor. Preachers and theologians of many denominations and various shades of faith have paid tribute to its "conservative liberalism".

00 Introduction 

1. Title and Contents. The English title of this book is a translation of that given to it in the Greek version of the Hebrew Bible. It is called Numbers because it tells of two numberings of the Israelites, one near the beginning and the other near the end of the sojourn in the wilderness (Numbers 1, 26). The title is not particularly applicable seeing that the account of these numberings occupies only a small part of the book. A better title is that given to it by the Jews, who call it 'In the Wilderness,' from the fifth word of the opening verse in the Hebrew Bible.

Numbers contains a brief summary of the experiences of the Israelites in the wilderness and covers a period of nearly forty years, extending from the encampment at Sinai to the arrival at the border of Canaan. The contents fall readily into three main divisions.

Part 1. The Camp at Sinai and Preparations for Departure, Numbers 1 - Numbers 10:10. This section includes the first numbering of the people, the order of the camp and the march (1-4); laws regarding lepers, marital jealousy, and the vow of the Nazirite (5, 6); the offerings of the princes for the service of the tabernacle (7); regulations regarding the lighting of the golden lamps and the consecration of the Levites (8); the celebration of the Passover in the wilderness (Numbers 9:1-14); the cloudy pillar and the use of the silver trumpets (Numbers 9:15 to Numbers 10:10).

Part 2. The Journeyings from Sinai to the Plains of Moab, Numbers 10:11 to Numbers 22:1. These chapters cover the main period of the wanderings and give, not a full narrative of events, but a few outstanding incidents in these thirty-nine years, interspersed with various laws. Thus we have the departure from Sinai and the murmuring at Taberah and Kibroth-hattaavah where quails are sent (Numbers 10:11 to Numbers 11:35); the jealousy of Miriam and Aaron against Moses (Numbers 10:12); the sending of the spies from Kadesh, the discouragement of the people and sentence of forty years' wandering in the wilderness (Numbers 10:13-14); laws regarding offerings and sabbath observance (Numbers 10:15); the rebellions of Korah, Dathan, Abiram, and On (Numbers 10:16); the blossoming of Aaron's rod and the duties of priests and Levites (Numbers 10:17-18); the method of purification for those defiled by the dead (Numbers 10:19); the death of Miriam, the murmuring at Meribah, and the giving of water from the rock (Numbers 20:1-13); opposition of the Edomites and death of Aaron (Numbers 20:14-29); defeat by the Canaanites, plague of fiery serpents, and conquest of the Amorites (Numbers 20:21); arrival at the plains of Moab (Numbers 22:1).

Part 3. In the Plains of Moab, Numbers 22:2-36. This section relates the experiences in the plains of Moab and in the country E. of the Jordan, and includes the story of Balaam (22-24); relapse of the people into idolatry (25); the second numbering (26); law of inheritance, and designation of Joshua as the successor of Moses (27); law of offerings, sacred seasons (28, 29), and vows (30); fight against Midian (31); the assignment of land on the E. side of Jordan to two and a half tribes (32); a list of stations on the march (Numbers 33:1-49); directions as to the treatment of the Canaanites and the division of the land (Numbers 33:50; Numbers 34); appointment of Levitical cities and cities of refuge (35); additional laws regarding inheritance (36).

2. Origin and Composition. The book of Numbers is manifestly a continuation of the story of the Pentateuch, and exhibits the same general literary characteristics as the rest of the books. As a combination of law and narrative, rather than a legislative code, it is more akin to Exodus than Leviticus, and sometimes follows it in ancient lists of OT. books. The circumstantiality of the narrative in many points, and the fact that many of the regulations in Numbers are only suitable to a life in the desert, while others are professedly prospective in their application (see e.g. Numbers 15:2; Numbers 34:2), are indications that the groundwork of the book is of primitive origin. The statement in Numbers 33:2 is important as showing that Moses himself made a record of the wanderings, and that it was preserved to later times. It is interesting also to observe that Numbers incorporates several poetical pieces of great power and beauty which are of undoubted antiquity: see Numbers 21:14-15, Numbers 21:17-18, Numbers 21:27-30 the utterances of Balaam in Numbers 23, 24.

In its present form, however, the whole book can hardly have been written by Moses. chapter Numbers 12:3 is most naturally understood as the judgment of a later writer on the character of Moses, who is not likely to have written this v. himself. Several times the phrase 'beyond Jordan' is used to denote the E. side, implying that the writer was living in Canaan. But Moses never crossed the Jordan; he died on the E. side: see on Numbers 21:13; Numbers 22:1; Deuteronomy 1:1. The capture of Havoth-jair (Numbers 32:41) did not take place till long after the death of Moses, as appears from Judges 10:3-4; The words 'while the children of Israel were in the wilderness' (Numbers 15:32) are written from the standpoint of a later time. These things do not, of course, imply that the whole book was a late composition; they can be explained as additions and interpolations in the original work.

3. Religious Value. What has been said as to the permanent religious value of the narrative and legislation of Exodus and Leviticus applies to the corresponding portions of Numbers and need not be repeated here. It is enough to point out that the writer of the book is no mere chronicler of events. He is an interpreter of the history of his people. In every event he sees the finger of God, ruling and guiding His chosen people, providing for their wants, bearing with their sins and infirmities, keeping His covenant with them, and preparing them by means of a long discipline for serving Him, and being His witness to the world. Moses and Miriam, Caleb and Joshua, Phinehas and Balaam, are types of character from which we have still something to learn. The description of the camp and the congregation, the distribution of the duties and the provision for sacred ceremonial, are, like the description of the Heavenly Jerusalem in the book of Revelation, valuable, as giving an ideal picture of organised religious life. The Christian reader will recognise, in many of the experiences of God's people in the 'great and terrible wilderness,' types and illustrations of spiritual truths which are unchanging and eternal. The guidance by means of the pillar of cloud and fire (Numbers 9:15-23) the supply of manna and of water (11, 20), the intercession of Aaron when he stood between the living and the dead till the plague was stayed (Numbers 16:46-50), the sacrifice of the red heifer (19), the brazen serpent (21), the appointment of the cities of refuge (35), the exclusion from the land of promise of those whose faith failed them (14) and of Moses himself (Numbers 20:12; Numbers 27:12-14), the victory of God's people over the evil powers of the unseen world (22-24)—in the words of the Apostle, 'all these things happened unto them for ensamples: and they are written for our admonition, upon whom the ends of the world are come' (1 Corinthians 10:11).

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-54

The First Numbering of the People
At Sinai Moses receives the command to take the number of the males over twenty years of age in the eleven secular tribes, the tribe of Levi being enumerated separately (Numbers 1:47-49; Numbers 3:14-39). The result shows a total of 603,550 (cp. Exodus 12:37; Exodus 38:26; Numbers 11:21). The result of the second numbering, made in the plains of Moab thirty-eight years afterwards (Numbers 26), is 601,730. The credibility of these figures has been disputed on two grounds. First, on this reckoning, the entire population, including men, women, and children, must have been at least three millions, and it is difficult to conceive how this large company could have been supported in the wilderness for forty years, not to mention the difficulty of marshalling and conducting them on their marches. The difficulty is a real one, but it is exaggerated by the traditional view, not supported by Scripture, that the Israelites were continually marching, and that they always moved as one company. To speak of them 'marching through the wilderness' is misleading: cp. Numbers 9:22. They may have occupied a great part of the peninsula of Sinai, encamping in detachments and moving about in search of pasture, though not simultaneously. The marches mentioned in Numbers may have been those of the main body under Moses: see intro. to Numbers 10:11 to Numbers 22:1. As to the resources of the wilderness, these must not be judged by its present condition. The word 'wilderness' does not mean a barren tract, but an uninhabited country which may be very fertile. And traces exist to show that this 'wilderness' not only could but did support at one time an extensive population. Moreover, unless miracles are prejudged to be impossible, account must be taken of the miraculous provision made for the sustenance of the Israelites till the time that they entered Canaan. The second objection is that the number of first-born males is stated in Numbers 3:43 to have been 22,273, again exclusive of the tribe of Levi. But this is a very small number in proportion to the total number of males. In answer to this it may be said that what is meant is the first-born males under twenty years of age at the time of the census, or those that had been born since the departure from Egypt. On the whole, while there are undoubtedly difficulties connected with these figures in Numbers 1, 26, our knowledge of the circumstances is too limited to enable us summarily to reject them as incredible: see on Exodus 14:21.

16. The renowned] rather, 'the called'; chosen representatives. 

18. Polls] i.e. heads.

47-54. The Levites are not included in the general census. The tribe of Levi is separated for the service of the tabernacle, and being exempt from military service is enumerated separately: see Numbers 3. 

50. Tabernacle of testimony] the tent containing the ark: see on Exodus 16:34. 

51. Stranger] here one who is not a Levite: cp. Numbers 3:10 and Exodus 29:33. 

53. Wrath] cp. Numbers 16:46; 1 Chronicles 27:24.

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-34

The Disposition of the Tribes in the Camp and on the March
The camp is in the form of a hollow square, each side of which is occupied by three tribes. On the E., the position of honour (cp. Numbers 3:38), is Judah, with whom are associated Issachar and Zebulun; on the S. is Reuben, with Simeon and Gad; on the W. is Ephraim, with Manasseh and Benjamin; on the N. is Dan, with Asher and Naphtali. In this arrangement regard seems to have been paid to family relationship. The priests and Levites form an inner square surrounding the tabernacle, which occupies the centre of the camp.

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-51

The Levites, Their Duties And Number
Although Aaron and his family belong to the tribe of Levi (Exodus 2:1) the term 'Levites' is usually employed, as here, to denote the non-Aaronite Levites. The family of Aaron is set apart for the priesthood (Exodus 28; Leviticus 8, 9), and the Levites are designated as their assistants, occupying an intermediate position between the priests and the congregation. They have charge of the tabernacle and its furniture, taking it down, carrying it during the march, and setting it up again. Their services in the tabernacle are not defined, but they would doubtless perform the humbler duties connected with the sacrifices, etc. In later times they were also doorkeepers and musicians in the Temple. See Nehemiah 11, 12; 1 Chronicles 6:31-32, 1 Chronicles 6:48; 1 Chronicles 15:16. The reason why this particular tribe was chosen for these offices, in addition to the fact that Moses and Aaron themselves belonged to it, seems to have been their zeal for the honour of Jehovah at the time of the worship of the Golden Calf (Exodus 32:26-29). The subject of the Levites is continued in Numbers 8, 16-18.

4. On Nadab and Abihu see Leviticus 10.

10. Stranger] see on Numbers 1:51. 

13. See Exodus 13:2, Exodus 13:12. 

43. See intro. to Numbers 1. 

47. See on Exodus 30:13. Cp. Numbers 18:16.

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 1-49

The Duties of the Levites on the March
2. Kohath seems to have been the second son of Levi (Numbers 3:17), but his family is mentioned first, because Moses and Aaron belonged to it (Numbers 3:19 cp. Exodus 6:18, Exodus 6:20), and because it had charge of the most sacred furniture, the ark, etc.

3. From thirty years old] In Numbers 8:24 we read that the time of service was from the age of twenty-five. And in 2 Chronicles 31:17; Ezra 3:8 it is from the age of twenty: cp. 1 Chronicles 23:3, 1 Chronicles 23:24-27. The practice seems to have varied at different times.

4-20. The Kohathites carry the ark and the sacred vessels of the tabernacle.

5. The covering veil is the curtain which screened off the Holy of Holies: see Exodus 26:33.

7. The continual bread] i.e. the shewbread: see on Leviticus 24:5-9. 

11. The golden altar] i.e. the altar of incense. In Leviticus 24:13 the altar is the altar of burnt offering (see on Exodus 30:1-10).

15. Lest they die] cp. 2 Samuel 6:6, 2 Samuel 6:7. 

18. Cut not off] see that you do not expose them to any risk of death by touching the most holy things: cp. Romans 14:15. 

20. They shall not go in] i.e. the Kohathites.

21-28. The Gershonites take charge of the curtains of the tabernacle and the court. As these were of great weight two ox-wagons were employed in their transport: see Numbers 7:7.

29-33. The Merarites take charge of the framework of the tabernacle and employ four ox-wagons: see Numbers 7:8.

34-49. The numbers given here are those of the Levites on active service, between thirty and fifty years of age. The total number of the tribe was given in Numbers 3:39.

05 Chapter 5 

Verses 1-31

Various Ceremonial Laws
1-4. On the seclusion of lepers and unclean persons, see Leviticus 13-15.

5-10. On the law of restitution, see Leviticus 5:14 to Leviticus 6:7, to which the present passage is a supplement, providing that if the injured person dies and has no kindred to whom the price of restitution may be paid, it has to be given to the priest. Numbers 5:9-10 prescribe that the heave offerings (see on Leviticus 7:28-34) are the perquisite of the particular priest who officiates at the sacrifice, and are not to be distributed among the priests generally.

11—31. On Marital Jealousy.
A wife suspected of unfaithfulness is required to undergo a trial by ordeal. A potion is prepared by the priest, which she must drink, after taking an oath of purgation (Numbers 5:19-24). If she is innocent the potion is harmless, but if guilty it injures her, thereby bringing her guilt to light (Numbers 5:27-28). Trial by ordeal is of the nature of an appeal to God to reveal the innocence or guilt of a suspected person. During the middle ages it was frequently resorted to in Europe under sanction of the church and the law. The most common forms of ordeal were those by fire, by water, and by wager of battle. The difference between these and the ordeal prescribed here is that the latter is not in itself injurious, but depends for its efficacy on the direct interposition of God.

13. No witness] The ordeal is prescribed for cases of doubt. To other cases the law of Leviticus 20:10 applies. 

15. Cp. Leviticus 2:1. 

17. Holy water] This is the only place where this phrase is found, and it is not explained. Water from the laver is probably meant: see Exodus 30:17-21. 

18. Uncover the.. head] rather, as in RV, 'let the hair.. go loose,' a common sign of mourning: see Leviticus 10:6; Leviticus 13:45. Bitter water] so called as being the instrument of the curse.

06 Chapter 6 

Verses 1-27

The Law of the Nazirite. The Priestly Benediction
1-21. The Law of the Nazirite.

A Nazirite (from Heb. nazir, 'to separate') is a man or woman 'separated,' i.e consecrated to Jehovah by means of a special vow of abstinence. The word has no connexion with 'Nazarene,' which means an inhabitant of Nazareth. During the period of his vow the Nazirite comes under a threefold obligation, (1) to abstain strictly from wine and all products of the vine, whether intoxicating or not (Numbers 6:3-4); (2) to let his hair grow (Numbers 6:5); and (3) to avoid all ceremonial defilement through contact with a dead body, even that of a near relative (Numbers 6:7). If he is accidentally defiled by the sudden death of any one beside him, he must perform rites of purification, and reconsecrate himself, counting as null whatever part of the period of the original vow may have elapsed (Numbers 6:9-12). At the expiration of his vow he presents certain sacrifices (Numbers 6:13-17), shaves his head and offers his hair upon the altar, and returns to ordinary life (Numbers 6:18-21). The Nazirite's vow may either be for a limited period, which is the case supposed in this passage, or for life. The antiquity of the rite is shown by what is related of Samson (Judges 13:5), and of Samuel (1 Samuel 1:11), who are usually regarded as lifelong Nazirites. It is also referred to in Amos 2:12. The Nazirite was not a hermit, but a very active devotee of Jehovah. He was very jealous for the Lord God of Israel, and while the vow of consecration and abstinence may sometimes have been undertaken for private and personal reasons, as e.g. to obtain the fulfilment of a desire, it was in many cases the expression of a religious and patriotic zeal, which sought to protect the primitive simplicity of Israel from the corrupting and enervating influences of heathen civilisations and religions. In this respect the Nazirites had much in common with the prophets, with whom they are classed in Amos 2:11-12, as being 'raised up' by Jehovah Himself. In NT references to the Nazirite vow are supposed to be found in Luke 1:15 (John the Baptist), in Acts 18:18 (St. Paul), and Acts 21:24. 

5. See on Leviticus 19:27.

7. The consecration of his] RV 'his separation unto.' 

9. Die.. by him] i.e. beside him. Head of his consecration] his unshorn locks were the visible sign of his vow of consecration.

14, 15. The burnt offering betokened his entire dedication to God; the sin offering was presented for the sins he may have committed unwittingly during the period of his consecration; and the peace offering was an expression of his thankfulness for having been able to complete his vow. On the meaning of these sacrifices, see Leviticus 1, 3, 4. 

18. This denotes the completion of his vow: cp. Acts 18:18.

21. Beside that that his hand shall get] RV 'beside that which he is able to get,' i.e. in addition to any other offerings which it may be in his power to make.

22-26. The Priestly Benediction. It is part of the duty of the priests to bless the people in the name of Jehovah: see Deuteronomy 10:8; Deuteronomy 21:5, and see on Leviticus 9:22, Leviticus 9:23. The priestly benediction consists of three double clauses of increasing length and intensity, in each of which the sacred name is used. Cp. the threefold Christian benediction in 2 Corinthians 13:14. Psalms 67 is evidently modelled on this benediction; cp. also Psalms 4:6; Psalms 29:11; Psalms 31:16; Psalms 80:3, Psalms 80:7, Psalms 80:19; 

25. Make his face shine] show favour. 

26. Lift up his countenance] take gracious notice of him.

27. Put my name upon] This may mean simply to pronounce Jehovah's name over the people in blessing and thus mark them as His by covenant relation, as the Christian minister does when he baptises 'into the name of Christ.' But in OT. the 'name of Jehovah' is His revealed character; see on Exodus 3:13. So that to 'put Jehovah's name' upon a person is to declare to him the presence and nature of Jehovah. The priest does this when he blesses the people. He gives them the assurance of Jehovah's presence and favour.

07 Chapter 7 

Verses 1-89

The Offerings of the Princes at the Dedication of the Altar
The twelve princes, each representing his tribe, presented gold and silver vessels for use in sacrifices, sacrificial animals, and wagons and oxen for the transport of the tabernacle: see Numbers 4:29-49; The dedication of these offerings occupied twelve days, and was a service of thanksgiving.

13. Charger] a large dish, as in Matthew 14:8.

89. To speak with him] i.e. with Jehovah.

08 Chapter 8 

Verses 1-26

The Lighting of the Golden Lamps. The Consecration of the Levites
1-4. See on Exodus 25:31-40; Exodus 27:20, Exodus 27:21.

5-26. This is the fulfilment of the injunetion in Numbers 3:5 to Numbers 13:7. Water of purifying] RV 'of expiation.' This ceremonial cleansing symbolised the inward purity required in those who bore the vessels of the Lord.

II. Offer the Levites. for an offering of the children of Israel] RV 'offer (lit. 'wave') the Levites.. for a wave offering, on the behalf of the children of Israel.' The Levites were solemnly set apart by the representatives of the people laying their hands upon them, and they were also 'waved' before the Lord as being that portion of the nation specially devoted to the service of God. How the 'waving' was done is not certain, whether the Levites were led backwards and forwards by Aaron in the direction of the Holy of Holies, or whether Aaron merely waved his hands over them: see on Exodus 29:24. 

16. The Levites are accepted as the substitutes in the service of the tabernacle for the firstborn among the children of Israel, who are now redeemed by a money payment of five shekels: see Exodus 13:13 and cp. Numbers 18:15, Numbers 18:16. 

19. Plague] see on Numbers 1:53. When.. come nigh] RM 'through coming nigh.' 

24. Twenty and five years] see on Numbers 4:3.

09 Chapter 9 

Verses 1-23

Rules about the Passover. The Cloud as Guide
1-5. The Passover of the second year. This Passover took place before the events narrated in Numbers 1 : cp. Numbers 9:1 with Numbers 1:1. The repetition of the injunction to keep the Passover was necessary, because the law in Exodus did not contemplate the possibility of a Passover in the wilderness: see Exodus 12:25.

6-14. The Supplementary Passover. Certain persons who were unable to celebrate the Passover at the proper time, because of a ceremonial defilement (Numbers 9:6), are enjoined to observe a supplementary Passover on the fourteenth day of the second month (Numbers 9:9.) This was called 'The Little Passover.'

13. Cutoff] see on Leviticus 7:21. 

14. Stranger] one who is not a Hebrew by birth but has been admitted into the nation by circumcision, a proselyte; see Exodus 12:19, Exodus 12:48.

15-23. The cloudy pillar as a signal on the march. This passage is parallel to Exodus 40:34-38 : see on Exodus 13:21.

22. It is clear from this v. that the people were not continually marching during their sojourn in the wilderness: see intro. to Numbers 1.

10 Chapter 10 

Verses 1-10

The Use of the Silver Trumpets
This section, like the last, is connected with the breaking up of the camp, one of the uses of the silver trumpets being to give the signal for the departure. 

2. Of a whole piece] RV 'of beaten work.' 

9. If ye go to war] see e.g. Numbers 31:6; 2 Chronicles 5:12. 

10. See Leviticus 23:24; 2 Chronicles 5:12; Ezra 3:10.

Verse 11

Journeyings from Sinai to moab (Numbers 10:11 to Numbers 22:1)
After a stay at Sinai of nearly a year (cp. Numbers 10:11 with Exodus 19:1) the signal is given for the breaking up of the camp. This second division of the book of Numbers relates the wanderings in the wilderness, and covers a period extending from the second to the fortieth year of the exodus: see Numbers 33:38; Deuteronomy 1:3. But as the events recorded in Numbers 10:14 to Numbers 14:45 took place during the first few months after leaving Sinai, and the death of Aaron in Numbers 20:22 was in the fortieth year, very little space is given to the events of the intervening thirty-eight years of desert life, more especially as Numbers 15, 18, 19 are taken up with laws. There are indeed but two events recorded in that long period, viz. the rebellion of Korah and his company, with which is connected the blossoming of Aaron's rod (16, 17), and the death of Miriam and murmuring of the people at Kadesh (Numbers 20:1-13). it appears, therefore, that while the period of sojourn in the wilderness was of supreme importance, by way of preparing the people socially and religiously for the occupation of the land of promise, it was uneventful. In all probability the Israelites led a fairly settled life, some of them scattered at a considerable distance from the headquarters of the camp, and moving about not always as one body but in separate detachments: see on Numbers 9:15-23. During the greater part of this period Kadesh seems to have been their headquarters. See on Numbers 13:26; Numbers 20:1, and cp. Deuteronomy 1:46. It was only near the end of this period that a concerted and continuous march was made from Kadesh to the plains of Moab (Numbers 21).

Verses 11-30

The Departure from Sinai
12. Paran] see on Exodus 15:22. They do not actually reach Paran till Exodus 12:16.

29. In Exodus 2:18; Moses's father-in-law is called Beuel and in Numbers 3:1; Numbers 4:18; Jethro. Here Hobab is called the son of Reuel (or Raguel), and therefore apparently the brother-in-law of Moses. But in Judges 4:11 (RM) and perhaps here, too, he is called the father-in-law of Moses. There is therefore much uncertainty as to these names and relationships, which is increased by the fact that the word rendered father-in-law is of wide application. It has been supposed that the name Beuel in Exodus 2:18 has been inserted by mistake, and that Hobab, otherwise called Jethro, was the son of Reuel and the fatherin-law of Moses. He was a Midianite and well acquainted with the country through which the Israelites were to pass. The service he rendered to them was not forgotten in after times, so that it may be inferred that he yielded to the pressing invitation of Moses: see Judges 1:16; 1 Samuel 15:6.

35. When the ark set forward] i.e. whenever it set forward. Every stage of the journey was begun and ended with this prayer of invocation. Psalms 68 recalls this march of the people through the wilderness with God at their head to ensure victory.

11 Chapter 11 

Verses 1-35

Murmuring at Taberah and at Kibroth-Hattaavah
1. In the uttermost parts of the camp] What is meant is that the fire began, where probably the murmuring began, at the extremity of the camp, perhaps among the 'mixed multitude' (cp. Numbers 11:4). 

3. Taberah] 'burning.' 

4. The mixt multitude] see Exodus 12:38, where, however, a different word is used. Fell a lusting] longed for the delicacies of Egypt (Numbers 11:5). Wept again] This may refer to the story in Exodus 16. 

15. My wretchedness] i.e. the failure of my attempts to lead this people: cp. the despairing complaint of Elijah in 1 Kings 19:4 and of Jeremiah in Jeremiah 15:10. 

16. Later Jewish writers saw in this command of God the origin of their Sanhedrim, or Council of Seventy, who regulated the affairs of the nation in later times: cp. Mark 15:1. 

18. Sanctify] see Exodus 19:10, Exodus 19:15.

25. They prophesied] This does not mean that they were able to predict the future, but that they broke out into the praise of God, and declared His will and goodness, while in a state of spiritual exaltation and ecstasy: see on Exodus 7:1. 

26. Were written] enrolled among the seventy. The fact that Eldad and Medad also received the spirit shows that the spirit of God is not limited to certain places or individuals, and that He is no respecter of persons: cp. Acts 10:34-35, Acts 10:44-48; 

28. Cp. Mark 9:38, Mark 9:39. 

29. A good example of the magnanimity and unselfishness of Moses: see on Numbers 27:15.

31. Two cubits high upon the face of the earth] The simplest interpretation of these words is that the quails were flying at this height (about 3 ft.) above the ground, which allowed the people to capture them easily.

Quails usually fly low, and with the wind (see on Exodus 16:13). 

32. A homer is about ten bushels. The quails were spread out to dry for preservation. 

33. The plague was probably due to surfeit: cp. Psalms 78:26-31; Psalms 106:13-15.

34. Kibroth-hattaavah] 'the graves of lusting': this and Hazeroth were between Sinai and Kadesh.

12 Chapter 12 

Verses 1-16

The Jealousy of Miriam and Aaron
In this scene Miriam is the chief actor: the punishment falls on her alone. Aaron seems to have been led away by her (cp. Exodus 32:22-25). The controversy arose in connexion with Moses' marriage with an Ethiopian, but the sequel, to which no reference is made to this matter, shows that the real reason of the strife is the jealousy of Miriam and Aaron over the superior position of their younger brother (Numbers 12:2, Numbers 12:6-9).

1. The Ethiopian woman] Heb. 'the Cushite woman.' This can hardly be Zipporah, who was a Midianite (Exodus 2:16, Exodus 2:21). Moses, it appears, had married again. Marriage with the Canaanites was forbidden (Exodus 34:16), but not with the Egyptians (see Deuteronomy 23:7-8). 

2. Miriam is called a prophetess in Exodus 15:20 : see note there and cp. Exodus 4:14-17. 

3. Moses made no retort to the criticism, thus exhibiting true greatness.

6-8. The superior favour shown here to Moses consists (1) in the direct manner in which God reveals His will to him, and (2) in his position of general authority. 

12. Leprosy was a living death, and contact with a leper involved the same defilement as with a dead body; see Leviticus 13:45. 

14. The prayer is heard, but Miriam is obliged to submit to the customary seclusion and purification, in order that the people may know of her sin and punishment, and take warning.

13 Chapter 13 

Verses 1-33

The Sending of the Spies and their Report
8. Oshea] RV 'Hoshea,' meaning 'help' or 'salvation.' Joshua, or Jehoshua (Numbers 13:16), means 'Jehovah is my help': see on Exodus 17:9.

17. Southward] RV by (RM 'into') the South': lit. 'into the Negeb': see on Genesis 12:9. The spies, however, really went northward on this occasion, first through the Negeb, and then through the mountainous district lying N. of it, here called 'the mountain,' afterwards the 'hill-country of Judah,' to the W. of the Dead Sea. 

20. Time of the firstripe grapes] i.e. about the end of July. 

21. The wilderness of Zin lay N. or NE. of the wilderness of Paran, and may have formed part of it. Its chief town was Kadesh-Barnea (Numbers 13:26). Rehob and Hamath were in the extreme N. of the country: see Judges 18:28; Numbers 34:8.

The spies traversed the entire land from S. to N. The length of Canaan is about 180 m., and its average breadth between the Méditerranean Sea and the River Jordan about 40 m. The country may be regarded as consisting of three strips running N. and S. There is (1) the Maritime Plain extending inwards from the coast to a distance of from 4 to 15 m., very fertile, and including the famous Plain of Sharon and the Lowlands of the Philistines. (2) Behind this rises the 'Hill Country,' forming, as it were, the backbone of the Holy Land, and falling precipitously on the E. down to (3) the valley of the Jordan and the Dead Sea, which divides the land of Canaan from the Highlands of Gilead and Moab E. of the Jordan. See art. 'Palestine.' In the earliest monumental records which we have, this land is called the 'land of the Canaanites' or the 'land of the Amorites,' from which it may be inferred that these were the tribes originally inhabiting it. At a very early period the Hittites, a powerful kingdom to the N. of Canaan, established themselves in the country and have left monuments of their influence. At the time of the Israelitish Conquest the land was inhabited by a mixture of tribes. Of these, the principal were the Canaanites (i.e. probably 'Lowlanders'), dwelling in the Maritime Plain and the valley of the Jordan, the Hittites and the Jebusites in the S., in what was afterwards called Judæa, the Hivites to the N. of these in what came to be known as Samaria, and etili further N. the Perizzites. The Amorites (i.e. probably the 'Highlanders') were found in the N. and also in the S. to the E. of the Jordan. The Philistines had also obtained a settlement in the southern part of the Maritime Plain: see Deuteronomy 2:23; Till recently it was thought that, prior to the Conquest by the Israelites, Canaan was an unknown and uncivilised country. We know now that long before that time, as early as 3500 bc., BabyIonian kings ruled over Canaan, and that the Babylonian language and civilisation were spread over the country. After the Baby-Ionian influence came the Egyptian. At Telel Amarna in Egypt there has been discovered agreat number of tablets datingabout 1400 bc., i.e. not long before the Conquest of Canaan by the Israelites. These tablets prove to be mostly letters to the king of Egypt from tributary princes in Canaan written in the Babylonian language. From them we learn that about the time of the exodus Canaan was subject to Egypt, and that instead of being a country of semibarbarians, it possessed a highly developed civilisation, in the ruling power at least. 'At that period Canaan had already behind it a long civilised past. The country was filled with schools and libraries, with richly furnished palaces, and workshops of artisans.

The cities on the coast had their fleets, partly of merchantmen, partly of warships, and an active trade was carried on with all parts of the known world.' But at the time of the exodus Egypt was beginning to lose its hold of the country. The native tribes were restless and rebellious, and Canaan was ready to be 'the prey of the first resolute invader who had strength and courage at his back.' These facts, recently discovered, throw a flood of light upon the Israelitish Conquest of the country. They explain how it was possible for the Israelites to enter and take possession of it. And they are valuable also as proving that long before the Captivity, as early as the exodus, the Israelites were in close contact, not only with Egyptian, but with Babylonian civilisation and religion.

23. The brook (mg valley) of Eshcol] lay a little to the N. of Hebron, in a district still renowned for its fertility, and especially for its vineyards. The cluster of grapes was carried by two men, not so much on account of its weight as its size, in order that it might not be crushed. 

26. To Kadesh] see on Numbers 13:21. This was the most important station of the journey. The people remained here for the greater part of thirty-eight years between the sending of the spies and the entrance into Canaan: see on Numbers 20:1. According to Deuteronomy 1:19, Deuteronomy 1:22 the spies were sent out from Kadesh. 

32. Eateth up the inhabitants] This refers to the warlike character of the inhabitants, who devour each other in strife. 

33. The giants] Heb. the Nephilim. The word is found only here and in Genesis 6:4. The report of the spies is of course exaggerated, but the original inhabitants seem to have been of unusual stature and strength: cp. Deuteronomy 2:11; 1 Samuel 17:4-7, and on Numbers 21:33-35.

14 Chapter 14 

Verses 1-45

Discouragement of the People and Sentence of Forty Years' Wandering
9. Bread for us] cp. Numbers 13:32; Numbers 22:4; Numbers 24:8. 

12. Cp. Exodus 32:10, where a similar promise is made and where Moses shows the same self-effacing spirit. 13. Cp. Joshua 7:9; 2 Samuel 1:2; Psalms 79:10. 

17. Let the power of my Lord be great] i.e. in the eyes of the heathen, when they see Israel possessing the land. 

18. See on Exodus 34:6, Exodus 34:7. 

22. These ten times] a round number indieating full measure: cp. Genesis 31:7.

33. Shall wander] RV 'shall be wanderers.' Better, 'shall be shepherds,' lead an unsettled life instead of occupying the land. The forty years are reckoned from the time of the departure from Egypt. See Deuteronomy 2:14. Bear your whoredoms] suffer the penalty of your faithlessness. 

34. My breach of promise] RV 'my alienation' from you; RM 'the revoking of my promise.' 

40. The mountain] the Hillcountry by way of which the spies had gone. The people presume to disobey the command of Deuteronomy 2:25. 

45. Unto Hormah] This was about 25 m. NE. of Kadesh. They must therefore have marched considerably to the N. of Kadesh: see on Deuteronomy 21:3.

15 Chapter 15 

Verses 1-41

Laws regarding various Offerings
1-16. Meal and Drink Offerings. The offerings here referred to are those presented along with other sacrifices (see on the Meal Offering, Leviticus 2), and an enactment is made regulating the proportion of meal, oil, and wine to be used along with a lamb (Numbers 15:4-5), a ram (Numbers 15:6-7), and a bullock (Numbers 15:8-10) respectively. These laws seem to have been given at Kadesh during the long sojourn there.

4. Tenth deal] i.e. the tenth part of an ephah, which is about a bushel. A hin is about a gallon and a half: see Exodus 16:16; Exodus 29:40. 

14. Stranger] see on Exodus 9:14.

17-21. The Offering of the First Fruits.

20. Your dough] Probably a coarse kind of meal: cp. Ezekiel 44:30.

22-31. Additional Laws regarding Sin Offerings (1) for the congregation (Numbers 15:22-26) and (2) for the individual (Numbers 15:27-31). 

30. Presumptuously] lit. 'with a high hand, 'wilfully: seeon Leviticus 4:2. Reproacheth the Lord] bringeth a reproach upon the Lord: i.e. causeth His name to be dishonoured.

32-36. The Punishment of the Sabbath Breaker.

This incident is designed to illustrate Numbers 15:30, Numbers 15:31. It tells how the man who reproached the Lord, by breaking the sabbath commandment, was utterly cut off, i.e. put to death, as the Lord commanded Moses.

38. Fringes in the borders of their garments] RM 'twisted threads.' The original form of these is uncertain. Judging from later times, they would be, not ornamental festoons running along the edge of the garment, but tassels attached to each of its four corners by a thread of blue. A religious importance was attached to the wearing of these tassels. They were a visible reminder to the Jews of their obligation to keep the commandments of Jehovah (Numbers 15:39). In all probability what we have here is the hallowing of an ancient custom, as these tassels seem to have been worn by the early Persians, among others. The Jews attached an ever-increasing importance to these symbolical ornaments of dress: cp. Matthew 14:36; Matthew 9:20; Matthew 23:5. The modern survivai is the Jewish tallith, or prayer-cloth, consisting of a strip of cloth with fringes on its border, which is thrown over the shoulders during the service in the synagogue. 

39. All the commandments] The Rabbis enumerated 613 commandments in the Law. It so happens that the numerical value of the letters in the Hebrew word for fringe (zisith) is exactly 600. To make this number up to 613 the tassel was made of eight threads with five knots. In this way each tassel represented the 613 commandments, and the wearing of it was said to be of equal merit with the keeping of the whole law. This is a good example of Rabbinical interpretation and of external scrupulosity. Go a whoring] see on Exodus 34:15.

16 Chapter 16 

Verses 1-50

The Rebellion of Kokah, Dathan, Abibam, and On
This incident is similar to that recorded in Numbers 12, and while it illustrates the difficulties Moses encountered in his leadership, owing to the jealousy of those under him, it served to confirm him (Numbers 16:28) and Aaron (a 17) in the position assigned to them. It is now generally agreed that this chapter is composed of two narratives interwoven with each other. The one describes a rebellion led by Dathan, Abiram, and On against the civil authority of Moses (Numbers 16:1-2, Numbers 16:12-15, Numbers 16:25-34); while the other describes a different sort of rebellion, headed by Korah and 250 princes of the congregation, against the ecclesiastical leadership of Moses and Aaron. This separation of the chapter into two distinct narratives reduces it to order and serves to explain, not only the literary inequalities, but also the differences of fact; such as e.g. in the one case the refusal to obey the summons of Moses, and in the other the compliance with it (cp. Numbers 16:12 with 18, 19); the difference in locality, in the one case the sanctuary, and in the other the tents of Dathan and Abiram (Numbers 16:18 and Numbers 16:25-26); and the different fate of the two companies, in the one case death by earthquake, and in the other by fire from the Lord (Numbers 16:31-34 and Numbers 16:35).

4. The action may denote the dismay of Moses, but more probably his praying for guidance: cp. Numbers 16:22, Numbers 16:45, Numbers 20:6. 

5. To Korah] not to Dathan and Abiram, whose rebellion is distinct from this: see above. 

11. Against the Lord] not merely against Aaron, of whose privileges Koran and his company are envious.

13. Dathan and Abiram are envious of the position of Moses. They complain that, instead of bringing them into a land flowing with milk and honey, as he had led them to believe he would do, he was taking them away from it into a wilderness (Numbers 16:13-14). Except thou make thyself] RV 'But thou must needs make thyself also.' '

14. Put out the eyes of these men] blind them to the real state of matters. The English equivalent would be to 'throw dust in the eyes.' 

19. All the congregation] This shows the serious nature of Korah's rebellion. The people were in sympathy with it. The claim put forward by Korah was plausible, and flattered the multitude: see Numbers 16:3. 

22. The God of the spirits of all flesh must know the thoughts and intents of the heart and be able to judge the real instigator of the evil. The one man is Korah: cp. for the thought Genesis 18:23. 

28. Hath sent me] i.e. Moses. Dathan's rebellion is directed against Moses as that of Korah against Aaron. On the sending of Moses see Exodus 3. Not.. of mine Own mind] The mark of the true messenger or prophet of God is that he does not speak of his own initiative: cp. Numbers 24:13; 1 Kings 22:13-14; Jeremiah 1:5-10; Matthew 10:19, Matthew 10:20. The false prophet, on the other hand, runs where he is not sent and speaks 'out of his own heart': see Ezekiel 13:2; Jeremiah 14:14; Jeremiah 23:25-32. 

30. Quick] i.e. alive. The pit] Heb. Sheol, usually rendered 'the grave.' 

32. Their houses] their households, as in Numbers 1:2; Genesis 7:1. The sons of Korah, however, did not perish: see Numbers 26:11.

36-39. The censers used by Korah and his company are collected and made into a covering for the altar, as a memorial of their sin and punishment, and a warning to others against profaning holy things: cp. Judges 1:11. 

37. Eleazar is commanded to do this, not Aaron, who, as high priest, must not defile himself with contact with the dead: see Leviticus 21:11; 

38. The altar] the altar of burnt offering, which was overlaid with brass: see on Exodus 31:1-10.

41-50. The people now turn upon Moses and charge him with being the occasion of this calamity. Their unreasonable murmuring is punished with a plague, which is only stayed by means of the intervention of the high priest. 

46. Incense was usually offered, not alone, but as an accompaniment of a sacrifice. On this occasion the plague had begun, and incense was the readiest sacrifice that could be offered. It is symbolical of prayer and intercession: see on Exodus 30:1-10. Observe that the unauthorised offering of incense by the rebels was provocative of the divine indignation, while in the hands of Aaron, the appointed high priest, it was accepted as an atonement, and procured the grace of forgiveness. 

48. A striking picture, illustrating the efficacy of believing prayer (cp. James 5:15-16) and the way in which Christ by the offering of Himself has stayed the plague of sin and death: cp. Ephesians 5:2.

17 Chapter 17 

Verses 1-13

Aaron's Authority Confirmed
Korah and his followers having questioned the authority of Aaron and the claim of his family to the priesthood, the matter is put beyond the possibility of further doubt by the Blossoming of Aaron's rod.

2. A rod] The common symbol of authority: cp. Psalms 110:2. 

4. The testimony] i.e. the ark in which the 'testimony' is kept: see on Exodus 16:34. 

8-11. On the morrow Aaron's rod is found to have put forth almond buds and fruit, while the others show no sign of life. In this way the exclusive right of the tribe of Levi and family of Aaron to exercise the priestly functions is decided. Aaron's rod is ordered to be laid up before the ark as a token to succeeding generations. 

8. Yielded almonds] Observe that the three stages of vegetable life are simultaneously visible, blossoms, buds, and fruit. As the almond tree blossons in January when other trees are bare and before its own leaves appear, it is used to symbolise the way in which God fulfils His promises when men least expect it: see Jeremiah 1:11-12, and cp. Isaiah 11:1; Isaiah 53:2; Matthew 4:13-16.

10. Before the testimony] According to Hebrews 9:4 the rod was kept in the ark. This, however, is nowhere asserted in OT. and may be a later tradition: cp. 1 Kings 8:9. 

12, 13. The people are awe-struck and impressed with the danger of approaching the sanctuary in any unauthorised manner.

18 Chapter 18 

Verses 1-32

The Duties and Maintenance of Priests and Lévites
I. The priests are responsible for the iniquity of the sanctuary and the priesthood, i.e. for their profanation at any time by unauthorised persons and by the sins of the priests themselves. On the Day of Atonement the high priest offers sacrifices to make atonement for himself and the sanctuary: see on Leviticus 16. 

2. Levi] 'joined': see Genesis 29:34.

8-19. The provision for the maintenance of the priests. The priests receive part of the meal offerings (Leviticus 2:3), the sin and guilt offerings, except when these are presented by the priests on their own behalf (Leviticus 4:26), the heave portion of the peace offerings (Leviticus 3), the first fruits of oil, wine, and wheat (Numbers 18:12-13), devoted things (Numbers 18:14 see on Leviticus 27:21-28 firstlings of clean animals, the redemption price of the firstborn of men and unclean beasts (Numbers 18:15-18), and the tithe of the tithe paid to the Levites (Numbers 18:25-28). 

9. Most holy] see on Leviticus 2:3. 

16. See Numbers 3:47; Leviticus 27:6. Shekel] see on Exodus 38:24. 

19. Covenant of salt] i.e. an indissoluble covenant: see on Exodus 30:35.

20-24. The priests and Levites have no inheritance in the land of promise. By way of compensation the tithes are given to the Levites, who in turn give a tithe to the priests (Numbers 18:26). 

20. Those who are separated to the service of God are taught to depend on Him. He sends no one into warfare at his own charges: see 1 Corinthians 9:7-14.

25-32. The Levites are to tithe their own tithe and present it to the priests as a heave offering, as the ordinary Israelites do with the produce of their fields. The remainder they are allowed to enjoy in the same manner as others: cp. Leviticus 27:30. 

31. In every place] not restricted, as in the case of the priests, to the holy place: see on Leviticus 2:3.

19 Chapter 19 

Verses 1-22

The Sacrifice of the red Heifer
In order to provide a special means of purification for those who are defiled by contact with a dead body, a preparation called the 'water of separation' is made from the ashes of a red heifer and other ingredients. The origin of this rite may have been connected with the large number of deaths recorded in Numbers 16:49. Josephus, however, connects it with the death of Miriam (Numbers 20:1).

1-10. A red heifer is slaughtered outside the camp and its blood sprinkled in the direction of the sanctuary seven times (Numbers 19:1-4). The entire carcase is burnt in the same place along with cedar wood, hyssop, and scarlet wool, and the ashes are collected and preserved for use in purifying (Numbers 19:5-6, Numbers 19:9). Those who take part in the ceremony contract defilement (Numbers 19:7-8, Numbers 19:10). 

2. Sacrificial animals are usually males. The use of a female in this case may be intended to symbolise the imparting of new life to those who have been defiled by contact with death. The same thought may underlie the regulation as to colour, red being the colour of blood which is the token of life: cp. Leviticus 17:11. The words without spot probably mean 'without blemish.' 

4. Directly before] RV 'Toward the front of'; i.e. in the direction of the sanctuary. 

6. See on Leviticus 14:4.

9. Water of separation] RV 'water of impurity,' i.e. water for the removal of (ceremonial) impurity: see on Numbers 8:7.

11-16. The persons for whom this 'water of impurity' is provided are those who have touched a dead body or anything connected with it.

11. Owing to the mystery connected with death a dead body is regarded, not only among the Jews but among other nations of antiquity, as eminently dangerous and communicating defilement in the highest degree. Moreover, such ceremonial defilement is easily associated with the idea of sin, as death is the wages of sin. 

12. With it] i.e. with the 'water of impurity.' 

17-22. The method of purification. The ashes of the heifer are mixed with water from a running stream or spring, and sprinkled upon the unclean person or thing. This is done on the third day after the defilement has been contracted. On the seventh day the unclean person washes his clothes, bathes, and resumes his place in society at even. The penalty of neglect is excommunication. The various parts of the expiatory rite lend themselves easily to symbolical interpretation. The connexion of sin and death, the need of cleansing, and the ever-ready means of purification, are all exemplified. The writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews draws a parallel between the heifer, whose ashes were sanctified to the purifying of the flesh from the defilement arising from contact with dead bodies, and Christ who, also without spot, offered Himself without the camp to God to purge the conscience of believers from dead works, i.e. from works which cause death. See Hebrews 9:13-14; Hebrews 13:11, Hebrews 13:12.

20 Chapter 20 

Verses 1-29

Death of Miriam. Murmuring at Meribah. Death of Aaron
1. Miriam dies while the people are at Kadesh (see on Numbers 13:21, Numbers 13:26). The first month is the first month of the fortieth year. As the people came to Kadesh in the second year (see Numbers 13:26), they must have remained in the vicinity of Kadesh during the interval, or what is recorded here is a second arrival at the same place: cp. Deuteronomy 2:14.

2-13. Murmuring at Meribah. 

3. When our brethren died] This probably refers to the deaths following the rebellions of Korah and of Dathan and Abiram (Numbers 16). It implies that these occurrences were recent. 

6. Fell upon their faces] see on Numbers 16:4. 

8. The rod] Seeing he took the rod from before the Lord (Numbers 20:9) it has been thought that Aaron's rod is meant: cp. Numbers 17:10. But it was more probably Moses' staff which was associated with former dangers and deliverances: see Exodus 4:17; Exodus 7:17; Exodus 14:16; Exodus 17:5, Exodus 17:9.

12. Ye believed me not] The root of Moses' sin was unbelief. He doubted the power of God, or His willingness to bear longer with these rebels (Numbers 20:10), and instead of speaking to the rock, as he was commanded to do, he struck it twice: cp. Psalms 106:33. The punishment was severe, but want of faith on the part of the leaders could not be overlooked or unpunished, because the people had seen it, and might be led away by the evil example: see on Numbers 12:14. To sanctify me] God is always holy and His essential holiness cannot be increased. But the obedience and praise of His people cause His holiness and grace to be more widely known and acknowledged. Similarly God is said to be 'magnified,' as in Luke 1:46 : cp. the petition 'Hallowed be Thy name.' 

13. Meribah] 'strife.' In Numbers 27:14; Deuteronomy 32:51 it is called Meribah of Kadesh to distinguish it from the Meribah of Exodus 17:7 (see note there).

14-21. The people prepare for the last stage of the journey to Canaan. The direct route to the N. is blocked by the Canaanites (Numbers 21:1). On the E. are the Edomites who are the kindred of the Israelites, being descended from Esau the brother of Jacob. Moses accordingly sends messengers to the king of Edom asking a passage through his country to the E. side of Canaan, but the request is refused.

14. Thy brother] see above, and cp. Deuteronomy 23:7; Genesis 25:30; Genesis 36:8, Genesis 36:9. The unnatural hostility of the Edomites on another occasion is the subject of the book of Obadiah (see Numbers 20:10-12); cp. also Amos 1:11. 

16. Sent an angel] see Exodus 3:2; Exodus 14:19. 

17. The king's high way] Edom lay on the direct route connecting Egypt with Babylonia. The king's way here, however, is not a proper name, but signifies the most direct route. They promised not to trespass or injure the country in passing through it.

22-29. Death of Aaron. Turning southward so as to go round the country of the Edomites by way of the N. end of the Gulf of Akaba (see Numbers 21:4), the Israelites reach Mt. Hor. Here Aaron dies and is buried. Mt. Hor is identified by most travellers with a precipitous mountain nearly 5,000 ft. high, forming the principal elevation in the range of Mt. Seir. The wonderful rock city of Petra (or Sela), the capital of Edom, lay at its eastern base. A small mosque on the summit now marks the traditional site of Aaron's burial-place. 

24. Gathered unto his people] This may suggest the continuance of life after death along with those who have gone before: see Genesis 15:15. Ye rebelled] The same word is applied to Moses and Aaron as Moses had applied to the people at Meribah (Numbers 20:10). The leaders, as well as the people with whom they were impatient, were 'rebels.'

26. This signifies the succession of Eleazar to the priesthood. The ceremony of putting on the sacred robes was an important part of the consecration of the high priest. See Leviticus 8:7-9; Exodus 29:29, and cp. the action of Elijah, 1 Kings 19:19; 2 Kings 2:13-15; 

28. Moses also died on the top of a mountain: see Deuteronomy 34:1. Aaron died on the first day of the fifth month in the fortieth year of the exodus at the age of 143: see Numbers 33:38, Numbers 33:39.

29. The death of Aaron removed the second greatest figure from among the Israelites, and their first high priest. The writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews contrasts the human priesthood, which is imperfect by reason of its being constantly interrupted by death, with the 'unchanging priesthood' of Him 'who ever liveth to make intercession' for His people: see Hebrews 7:23-28.

21 Chapter 21 

Verses 1-35

The Brazen Serpent. Conquest of Bashan
1-3. The southern Canaanites repulse the Israelites, but are eventually destroyed.

1. King Arad] RV 'king of Arad.' The name of this place still survives in Tell Arad, some ruins about 16 m. S. of Hebron and about 50 m. N. of Kadesh. The way of the spies] RV 'the way of Atharim.' The word is evidently the name of a place. It has not been identified. 

2. Destroy] lit. 'devote.' See on Leviticus 27:26, Leviticus 27:29. 

3. This took place much later: see Joshua 12:14; Judges 1:16, Judges 1:17. Had they been victorious on this occasion the Israelites would naturally have marched directly northwards into Canaan; but, being repulsed, they retreated southwards, having registered this vow which was ultimately fulfilled. Hormah means a 'devoted thing.' It is from the same root as the verb in Numbers 21:2.

4-9. The Brazen Serpent. Retreating southwards the people are discouraged and give way again to murmuring. Venomous serpents are sent among them. Moses is commanded to make a brazen serpent, and all who look to it in faith are healed. 

4. To compass] to go round: see on Numbers 20:22-29. The Red Sea] i.e. the arm now called the Gulf of Akaba. Because of the way] They were now marching away from Canaan instead of towards it. 

5 This light bread] or, 'this vile food.' The manna is meant: cp. Numbers 11:6.

6. Fiery serpents] i.e. serpents whose sting caused violent inflammation. Venomous sandsnakes are still found in this locality.

8. Upon a pole] RV 'upon a standard.' This brazen serpent was long preserved by the Israelites, and ultimately became an object of superstitious veneration, in consequence of which Hezekiah ordered it to be destroyed (2 Kings 18:4).

9. When he beheld the serpent of brass, he lived] rather, 'when he looked to it,' i.e. not casually but of purpose and with faith. The lifeless image of the serpent that had caused the pain and death of so many was a symbol of the victory over these things that God gives to those who trust in Him. The Jewish commentators recognise here an illustration of the power of faith. 'The serpent neither killed nor preserved alive, but if the Israelites lifted up their eyes and turned their hearts to their Father in heaven they were healed; if not, they perished.' Similarly in the book of Wisdom (Numbers 16:6-7), the brazen serpent is called 'a token of salvation to put them in remembrance of the commandment of Thy law, for he that turned toward it was not saved because of that which was beheld, but because of Thee, the Saviour of all.' The brazen serpent raised upon the pole, for the healing of those who were ready to die, is a striking emblem of the Saviour 'lifted up' on the Cross, for the salvation of all who are wounded by 'that old serpent the devil,' and who look in faith to Him: see John 3:14.

10-15. Journey to the Arnon.

12. Zared] The Zered flowed into the Dead Sea at its southern extremity. 

13. The other side of Arnon] This means the S. side of the river Arnon, as the story is narrated from the standpoint of one living in Canaan: see Intro. and Numbers 22:1. The Arnon flows into the Dead Sea about the middle of its E. side. It is the boundary between the Moabites on the S. and the Amorites on the N. The Israelites did not go through Moab, as the passage was denied to them, but went round it on the E. side, crossing the upper courses of the Arnon: see Numbers 21:11, and cp. Judges 11:17, Judges 11:18.

14. As the Moabites afterwards crossed the Arnon and took possession of part of the land of the Amorites, this ancient fragment of poetry from the 'book of the Wars of the Lord' indicates the original boundary of Moab. The 'book of the Wars of the Lord,' which is mentioned only here in the OT., was probably a collection of war songs, illustrating what Jehovah did for His people by the hand of Moses. The other poetical fragments in this chapter (Numbers 21:17-18, Numbers 21:27-30) are, in all probability, from the same collection. What he did in the Red Sea] RV 'Vaheb in Suphah.' The words are names of localities now unknown. Some verb is to be supplied before them, such as 'they subdued.'

16-20. Passage through the land of the Amorites from the Arnon to Pisgah at the N. end of the Red Sea. During this march the people seem to have suffered from want of water. The 'Song of the Well' celebrates the finding of water at Beer. 'Beer' means 'well.'

20. Jeshimon] rather, 'the Jeshimon,' the plain lying to the NE. of the Dead Sea.

21-30. Conquest of the Amorites and Song of Triumph.

21. Cp. the similar request and refusal in Numbers 20:14-21.

24. Was strong] This seems to give the reason why the Israelites did not follow up their conquest of the Amorites by entering the land of Ammon. LXX, however, reads, 'the border.. was Jaazer,' a town mentioned in Numbers 21:32.

27. In proverbs] This Hebrew word is sometimes rendered 'parable.' It is applied to a by-word or taunt song: see 1 Kings 9:7; Jeremiah 24:9; Isaiah 14:4; Job 27:1 and Numbers 23:7, Numbers 23:18; Numbers 24:3, Numbers 24:15, Numbers 24:20-21, Numbers 24:2. The opening words of the song are an ironical challenge to the former inhabitants to return to Heshbon, which has been captured and destroyed. 'Come if you can,' they say, 'and dispossess us and repair the city of your king.' The next two vv. refer to the fact stated in Numbers 21:26. The haughty conqueror of Moab is now himself subdued. This song is quoted in Jeremiah 48:45, Jeremiah 48:46. 

28. Read with RV 'fire went out.. it consumed.' The fire is the fire of war. 

29. Chemosh] the sun-god of the Moabites to whom human sacrifices were sometimes offered: see 2 Kings 3:27, and see on Genesis 22; Judges 11:30. The name occurs frequently on the Moabite Stone, a valuable relic dating from the 9th centuryb.c. and discovered at Dibon (see next note), on which Mesha, king of Moab (see 2 Kings 3:4), celebrates his victories over the Israelites, and attributes them to the favour of his god Chemosh. Solomon himself built a high place for Chemosh: see 1 Kings 11:7. The words here should read 'he (i.e. Chemosh) gave his sons as fugitives,' i.e. he abandoned them so that they fled. 

30. We] the Israelites. Dibon is near the Arnon (Numbers 21:13). The locality of Nophah is unknown. Medeba is a few miles S. of Heshbon. The concluding words of the song are obscure, and may be rendered, 'and we laid waste so that fire raged unto Medeba.'

33-35. Conquest of Bashan. Bashan was the northernmost part of the country E. of the Jordan, stretching from the river Jabbok in the S. to Mt. Hermon in the extreme N. This extensive district was celebrated for the richness of its vegetation, being ranked in this respect with Lebanon, Carmel, and Sharon: see Isaiah 33:9; Jeremiah 1:19; Nahum 1:4. Its giant oaks and vast herds of wild cattle are frequently referred to by the sacred writers: see Deuteronomy 32:14; Isaiah 2:13; Ezekiel 27:6; Ezekiel 39:18; Zechariah 11:2. In early times it was inhabited by a race of giants, from whom Og was descended (Genesis 14:5; Deuteronomy 3:11 see on Numbers 13:33). The ruins of the Giant Cities of Bashan remain to testify to the strength of its former inhabitants. See additional notes on Deuteronomy 3. After its final conquest it was occupied by the half tribe of Manasseh: see Numbers 32:33; Deuteronomy 3:13.

22 Chapter 22 

Verses 1-41

Balaam
The Israelites now enter upon the last stage of their journey to Canaan. They are within sight of the land of promise, being encamped at the northern end of the Dead Sea, near the mouth of the Jordan. Up to this point they have surmounted every obstacle and conquered the tribes on the east side of the river. But now, at the end of the journey, a graver danger faces them. Balak, king of Moab, finding that he cannot prevail against them with carnal weapons, has recourse to magical arts, hoping in this way to destroy them. He sends to the Euphrates for the famous magician Balaam to come and 'curse Israel.' As the sequel shows it is all in vain. Not even the powers of darkness can stop the victorious march of Jehovah's people. The whole incident is designed to show that Israel by the grace of God is proof, not only against the sword of the enemy, but also against the evil powers of the unseen world. There is no enchantment against Israel. God is for them, and nothing can be against them. They are able to wrestle, not only against flesh and blood, but against spiritual wickedness in high places.

1. The district in which the Israelites are encamped is called the plains of Moab, as it formed part of the territory of the Moabites before their conquest by the Amorites (Numbers 21:26). On this side Jordan] The Hebrew is 'beyond Jordan.' So RV: see on Numbers 21:13.

4. Elders of Midian] The home of the Midianites is usually supposed to have been within the Sinaitic peninsula towards the S. or SE.: see Exodus 2:15; Exodus 3:1. Here they are found to the E. of the Jordan, associated with the Moabites in their attempt to bar the progress of the Israelites: cp. Genesis 36:35; Numbers 25:6. Their conquest is described in Numbers 31.

5. RV 'sent.. to Pethor, which is by the River, to the land of the children,' etc. The 'River' is the Euphrates. The ancient Chaldeans and Babylonians, like the modern Arabs, had a firm belief in the existence and influenee of demons. They also believed that certain persons had the power of controlling these demons by means of magic spells and incantations, and these magicians or soothsayers were frequently employed to discover secrets, to foretell the future, to bless an undertaking, or bring ruin upon an enemy. Balaam's fame as a man of this sort had travelled far beyond the limits of his own land, as is shown by the embassy of the king of Moab: see on Exodus 7:11.

7. Rewards of divination] the presents made to Balaam to secure his offices. In 2 Peter 2:15; Balaam is said to have loved 'the wages of unrighteousness.'

8-21. Balaam, being warned by God in a dream, refuses to go; whereupon Balak sends a more pressing invitation with promise of a larger reward. Balaam hesitates, but at length yields, having received permission to go, but to speak only as God directs him. 

8. Balaam has been blamed for hesitating here. This, however, is unjust. On the occasion of the first message from Balak he was honestly in doubt whether he ought to go or not, and it is to his credit that he would do nothing till he had learned what the mind of God was. It was otherwise, however, on the secoijd occasion (Numbers 22:19), when he dallied with the tempting offer, in the hope that God would change His purpose, and allow him to go and do as Balak wished. If the words the Lord, i.e. Jehovah, in this v. were really used by Balaam, and are not due to the historian, then it would appear that Balaam knew the God of Israel and worshipped Him. This is by no means impossible. Balaam lived in the land from which Abraham went out (see Genesis 11:28-31; Genesis 24:4-10), and he was no doubt aware of the history of Abraham's descendants, more especially if he was connected with the Midianites (see Numbers 31:8). It need occasion no surprise that God made use of this semi-heathen soothsayer to declare His will. It is but an illustration of the truth that the Spirit of God is not bound: cp. Amos 9:7. Throughout the whole incident Balaam appears as the somewhat unwilling medium whereby God chooses to confirm His unchangeable purpose towards Israel. He stands midway between the true prophet of Jehovah and the heathen magician or soothsayer.

12. They are blessed] see Genesis 22:17-18; Numbers 6:27.

18. This is said in good faith. But Balaam is moved by the tempting offer of Balak; and, while He does not mean to disobey God, he is not without hopes of inducing God to change His mind. He does not yet know that Jehovah's 'kindness shall not depart nor His covenant of peace be removed.'

20. Balaam is allowed to go, but only on condition that he will speak the word that God gives him.

22-41. On the way Balaam receives a warning not to go beyond the word of the Lord.

22. God's anger was kindled because he went] This seems to contradict what is said in Numbers 22:20, that God gave him permission to go. But that permission was conditional. He might go, but he must speak only what is given him to say. Balaam gladly seizes the opportunity of going, for he is hankering after the reward. For the present he ignores the condition. In his heart he hopes to evade it and satisfy Balak. But God, who is the discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart, sees the double-mindedness of Balaam, and gives him to know that there must be no trifling. Unless he really means to be obedient he must stay at home. On the 'angel of the Lord' see on Exodus 3:2.

31. Opened the eyes of Balaam] Up to this point Balaam has been like a blind man. He has been determined to have his own way. But now he sees it is useless trying to deceive God or fight against Him. Like Saul he finds it is 'hard to kick against the pricks': cp. Acts 9:4-6. The refusal of his erstwhile docile ass to carry him further is the God-employed means of bringing the obstinate prophet to his senses. How this was done it is vain to speculate. Some explain away the incident of the vision and the ass speaking e.g. as a dream which Balaam had before starting, or a vivid impression made upon him by the liveliness of his own thoughts; but evidently the writer of the narrative believed in the reality of both. In this he simply occupies the standpoint of his age.

34. Balaam is now convinced that it is useless hoping to satisfy Balak, and wishes simply to have nothing more to do with the matter. But this is not the will of God. Balaam must go as His messenger and bless His people.

40. Offered oxen] most probably in sacrifice. It was usual to offer sacrifice at the beginning of any momentous undertaking, or on the arrival of an important visitor: see Genesis 31:54; 1 Kings 19:21; 1 Samuel 16:5.

41. Baal] 'Owner' or 'lord'; the name of a deity, usually identical with the sun, and worshipped by a number of early Semitic tribes, including the Phœnicians. The place of worship was commonly the top of a hill. There was a sanctuary of Baal in this neighbourhood on Mt. Peor: see Numbers 25:3. The utmost part] Balak showed Abraham the whole extent of the Israelites, probably to justify his alarm at their presence, and exhibit the instant necessity of cursing this formidable army.

23 Chapter 23 

Verses 1-30

Balaam (continued)
1-10. First Utterance of Balaam.

1. On the meaning of these sacrifices see on Numbers 22:40. Balak may have intended these sacrifices for Baal, but Balaam at all events thinks of the God who spoke to him at Pethor and whose angel met him on the way (see Numbers 23:4).

3. I will go] to inspect the omens, to see what indications are visible of God's will: cp. Numbers 24:1; Leviticus 19:31. To an high place] RV 'to a bare height': see on Numbers 22:41. 

7. Balaam is constrained to bless Israel as God has manifestly done. This is plain from three signs, (1) the separation of the people (Numbers 23:9), (2) their number (Numbers 23:10), and (3) their righteousness (Numbers 23:10). Aram] the ancient name of Mesopotamia.

9. The people shall dwell alone, etc.] rather, 'Behold a people that dwelleth alone and is not reckoned among the nations!' Balaam singles out what was, and is still, a distinguishing characteristic of the Hebrew people, viz. their separateness from other nations. They were chosen of God in Abraham their ancestor, and throughout the long course of their history have been distinguished from other nations, both by their religion and manner of life. To this day, though they have no country, they are still a separate nation: see Exodus 19:5-6; Exodus 33:16; Leviticus 20:24, Leviticus 20:26, and frequently in the prophets, e.g. Isaiah 43:21; Amos 3:2.

10. The righteous] The people of Israel are called 'the righteous' because God, who is Himself righteous, has called them to be the same. The Heb word for 'righteous' is Jashar, and Jeshurun is a poetical name given to Israel in Deuteronomy 32:15; Deuteronomy 33:5, Deuteronomy 33:26; Isaiah 44:2. It is possible that the title given to a collection of national poetry, the book of Jashar (see Joshua 10:13; 2 Samuel 1:18 : see on Numbers 21:14) contains the same idea. Balaam's words mean that Israel's fate will be enviable, and the opposite of what Balak desires it to be. His own fate was miserable: see Numbers 31:8. The death of the righteous is only attained by those who are willing to lead the life of the righteous. 

12. Cp. 1 Kings 22:13, 1 Kings 22:14.

13-26. Balaam's Second Utterance.

13. Seeing that Balaam had been impressed with the multitude of Israel (Numbers 23:10), Balak now restricts the prophet's view of the host, in the hope that he may be prevailed upon to curse it: see on Numbers 22:41. 

14. Zophim] 'watchers' or 'lookers-out.' It is from the same Heb. root as Mizpah (see Genesis 31:49). Pisgahis probably the general name for the mountain range lying to the NE. of the Dead Sea, of which Nebo (Deuteronomy 34:1), Peor (Numbers 23:28), and Zophim are peaks. In Deuteronomy 32:49 this mountain range is called Abarim. Zophim may be so called simply as being a point of outlook, but it is possible to see in the name a reference to the practice of watching the omens from elevated situations.

18. Balaam declares that God's purpose to bless Israel cannot be altered (Numbers 23:19-20). With them He is well pleased (Numbers 23:21). It is He who is bringing them out of Egypt, and with Him as Leader and Defender they are certain to be victorious (Numbers 23:22-24). 

19. Balak is wrong in thinking to induce God by means of enchantments to alter His purpose: cp. 1 Samuel 15:29; Isaiah 54:10; Romans 11:29; Titus 1:2; Hebrews 6:13-18; James 1:17
21. The shout of a king] is not the shout raised by a king, but the shout raised at the presence of a king. Israel rejoices in having God as their king: see Exodus 15:18; Deuteronomy 33:5; Isaiah 33:22. 

22. God brought] rather, 'It is God, and no other, that is bringing them out of Egypt.' They are here under the divine direction: cp. Exodus 20:2; Exodus 29:46; Leviticus 19:36. Unicorn] RV 'the wild ox,' or buffalo: cp. Deuteronomy 33:17. 

23. The rendering of AV gives the sense 'it is useless to employ the powers of enchantment against this people; they are proof against all such weapons.' But the right rendering is rather, 'there is no enchantment in Jacob,' i.e. this people has no need to employ magical arts in its defence, as you, Balak, are doing now, for they have God for their protector. According to this time] better, 'at this time,' 'now.'

24. A great lion] Heb. 'a lioness.'

25. What Balak means is, 'If you will not curse them, I forbid you to bless them.'

28. Peor] is a peak of the mountain range of Moab. See on Numbers 23:14. On Jeshimon see on Numbers 21:20.

24 Chapter 24 

Verses 1-25

Balaam (continued)
1-9. Balaam's Third Utterance.

1. To seek for enchantments] lit. 'to meet omens': see on Numbers 23:3. Toward the wilderness] i.e. towards the plain where the Israelites were encamped: see Numbers 21:20; Numbers 22:1. 

2. The spirit of God came upon him] cp. 1 Samuel 19:20. The following utterances are introduced in a more solemn manner (see Numbers 24:3-4, Numbers 24:15-16), and are prophetic of the future.

3. Hath said] The English here is too commonplace to represent the original, which is in a very lofty and impassioned strain. 'Oracle of Balaam, son of Beor; oracle of the man whose eyes are opened; oracle of him who hears the words of God, who sees the vision of the Almighty, falling upon his face with his eyes open.' The first word rendered 'opened' is of uncertain meaning. It may mean 'closed,' in which case it implies that Balaam's eyes are closed to earthly sights but open to the heavenly. Or it may refer to his previous condition. Hitherto scales have been upon his eyes, but now he sees the vision of the Almighty. 

4. Falling into a trance] rather, 'falling upon his face.' There is no word in the original corresponding to the words 'into a trance.' He falls to the ground, overpowered by the Spirit of God that comes upon him: cp. 1 Samuel 19:24; Ezekiel 1:28; Daniel 8:17-18; Acts 9:4; Revelation 1:17.

6. The images in this and the next v. are those of fruitfulness and vigour. The lign (i.e. the wood) aloe is a large spreading tree much prized for its aromatic qualities (Proverbs 7:17; Song of Solomon 4:14), and the cedar is the king of trees (1 Kings 4:33; Psalms 104:16): cp. Psalms 1:3; Ezekiel 31:3 to Ezekiel 5:7 He shall pour the water] better, 'water shall flow from his (i.e. Israel's) buckets, and his seed (i.e. his posterity) shall be in abundance of water.' Israel will always flourish. The literal and the metaphorical are here combined: cp. Genesis 49:22, Genesis 49:25; Deuteronomy 33:13, and see on Leviticus 26:4; Agag] the dynastic name of the Amalekite kings: cp. 1 Samuel 15:32. The kingdom of Israel will surpass that of Amalek. 

8. See on Numbers 23:2. The subject of the second half of the v. is Israel, who is compared to a ravening lion, the king of beasts.

9. Blessed is he, etc.] cp. Genesis 12:8; Genesis 27:29.

10-14. Balak in anger dismisses Balaam, who before departing predicts the destruction of Moab and other nations by Israel.

15-24. Balaam's Fourth Utterance: a prediction of the dominion of Israel and the downfall of Moab, Edom, Amalek, and Asshur.

17. I shall see him, etc.] This should be rendered 'I see him' (i.e. the Israel of the future, and specially the Star who is to rise among them) '.. I behold him.. A Star is risen out of Jacob..' To the eye of Balaam, in his spiritual ecstasy, the future stands out as the present. A Star] A common symbol of a brilliant ruler: cp. Isaiah 14:12; Isaiah 9:2; Matthew 24:29; Revelation 22:16 and the expression 'hosts of heaven.' For the sceptre as the symbol of authority see Genesis 49:10; Psalms 110:2. This prediction refers in the first place to David, who 'smote Moab and Edom' (2 Samuel 8:2, 2 Samuel 8:14, cp. Psalms 60:8.), but applies also to 'David's greater Son.' From early times the Jewish commentators have interpreted the prophecy as Messianic. The name Barcochba (i.e. 'Son of a star') was assumed by one who claimed to be the Messiah, not long after the time of our Lord, taking the title no doubt from this prophecy of Balaam. Christians will see in the words of Balaam a prophecy of Jesus, the true Messiah, the King of kings and Lord of lords. He Himself, and not the star which was seen at His birth (Matthew 2:2), is the fulfilment of the prediction. Children of Sheth] RV 'the children of tumult,' as in the parallel passage Jeremiah 48:45, where another word from the same root is used. 

18. Seir] the name given to the land of the Edomites: see Genesis 36:8-9; Deuteronomy 2:4. His enemies] the enemies of Israel, or rather of the Buler here spoken of. The fulfilment of this prophecy is recorded in 2 Samuel 8:14. Cp. also Isaiah 63:1-4, and see on Numbers 20:8, Numbers 20:9.

20. First of the nations] probably in rank; but see on Exodus 17:8. The next clause reads 'but his end (shall come) to destruction': cp. Exodus 17:14, Exodus 17:16, and for the fulfilment of the prediction see 1 Samuel 14:48; 1 Samuel 15:7-8; 1 Samuel 30:17; 2 Samuel 8:12; 1 Chronicles 4:43.

21. The Kenites] Unlike the tribes previously mentioned the Kenites were always friendly to the Israelites, and consequently the words of Balaam foretelling their destruction are more of sympathy than of threatening. Hobab, the father-in-law of Moses, was a Kenite, and his descendants settled alongside the tribe of Judah in the S. of Canaan (Judges 1:16; Judges 4:11): see also 1 Samuel 15:6; 1 Samuel 30:26, 1 Samuel 30:29; 1 Chronicles 2:55. Of their subsequent history nothing is known. See on Numbers 24:22. Thy nest] The Heb. word for nest is ken, so that there is here a play upon the name of this tribe.

22. The rendering is doubtful. We may translate, 'Nevertheless the Kenite shall be wasted. How long? Asshur (i.e. Assyria) shall carry thee away captive.' Or, 'But the Kenite shall not be wasted until Asshur shall carry thee (i.e. Israel) away captive.'

24. Chittim] the dwellers in Cyprus or in the islands of the Mediterranean generally. They are said to have emigrated from Phœnicia. In Genesis 10:4 the Chittim are said to be descended from Javan, the ancestor of the Ionian (i.e. the Greek) races. In Daniel 11:30 the 'ships of Kittim 'are those of the Romans, so that Chittim may be a general designation of the Western races, and Balaam's words a prediction of the overthrow of the Eastern monarchies (Asshur = the Assyrians or Persians, and Eber = the Hebrews or Syrians) by the empires of the West. He also] most probably the conquering nation, the Chittim. It may, however, refer to Asshur or Eber.

These last prophecies of Balaam, on Amalek, the Kenites, the Chittim, Asshur, and Eber, have all the appearance of being an appendix, and are supposed by many to be a later addition to the original prophecies regarding Israel.
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Verses 1-18

Idolatry and Immorality of the Israelites at Shittim. The Zeal of Phinehas
1-5. The Israelites, who have just been exhibited as proof against enchantments, are not able to resist the temptations to idolatry, and its connected sin of immorality, arising from their proximity to the tribes of Moab and Midian. In Numbers 31:16 their apostasy is attributed to the counsel of Balaam (see also Revelation 2:14), who is afterwards put to death for it (Numbers 31:8; Joshua 13:22). But it is difficult without violence to reconcile this conduct on the part of Balaam with his former attitude towards Israel, and his utterances regarding them. Moreover, the last verse of the preceding chapter is evidently intended to mark his return to the Euphrates and his disappearance from the subsequent history of Israel. It seems almost beyond doubt that there was from early times a double tradition regarding this famous soothsayer. According to one, Balaam is a Mesopotamian soothsayer who becomes the instrument of God in blessing His people and foretelling their future greatness; according to the other, he is a Midianitish counsellor who sets himself to seduce the people of Jehovah and suffers the extreme penalty of his error. 

1. Shittim] ('the acacias') is the name of the encampment in the plains of Moab: see Numbers 33:49 and cp. Joshua 2:1.

3. Baal-peor] There appears to have been a sanctuary of Baal on the top of Mt. Peor: see on Numbers 22:41; Numbers 23:14. 

4. The heads] the ringleaders. Hang them up] Some shameful form of execution, followed by impalement: see on Deuteronomy 21:22.

6-18. The zeal of Phinehas in slaying with his own hand an Israelite and his Midianitish concubine is rewarded with the promise of the permanence of the priesthood in his family: cp. Exodus 32:26-29 and notes there.

This incident while related to the foregoing is distinct from it. Literary evidence shows that Numbers 25:6-18 are from a different source from Numbers 25:1-5. Observe that in the one case the punishment is slaughter (Numbers 25:5), and in the other plague (Numbers 25:9), and that the source of temptation in the one case is Moab and in the other Midian: see on Numbers 25:16-18. 

6. Were weeping] on account of the plague (Numbers 25:8). 

8. There is no previous mention of a plague having broken out, and the word can hardly apply to the slaughter in Numbers 25:5. We are here dealing with a separate incident. 

11. Zealous for my sake] lit. 'jealous with my jealousy.' God, as the Redeemer of Israel, has a special claim upon their reverence and affection. When they turn to other gods His love is wounded, and He is jealous with a holy jealousy: see on Exodus 20:5.

13. An everlasting priesthood] Phinehas succeeded to the high priesthood after his father's death (Judges 20:28), and the succession remained in his family till the time of Eli, wheh it passed for some reason to the house of Ithamar. Solomon, however, restored the high priesthood to the descendants of Phinehas (1 Kings 2:35). This action of Phinehas in defending the purity of the religion of Israel at a critical moment was rewarded, not only with this blessing from the Lord, but with the grateful admiration of succeeding generations. In Psalms 106 we read that his zeal was 'counted unto him for righteousness unto all generations for evermore,' words which St. Paul applies to Abraham himself (Romans 4:22; Galatians 3:6;). In Sirach 45:23-26 he is called the 'third in glory' after Moses and Aaron, and his example is quoted in 1 Maccabees 2:26. So blessed is the memory of the just.

16-18. Commandment is given to vex the Midianites (i.e. count them as dangerous adversaries) and to smite them. For its fulfilment see Numbers 31. Injunctions like this, which were ordered to be carried out with extreme severity, were given in the interests of Israel and the purity of religion and morals. In no other way could that 'separateness' be maintained which Balaam recognised as one of the distinctions of the Israelites (see on Numbers 23:9). For the Christian parallel see 2 Corinthians 6:14-18 and cp. Numbers 5:29, Numbers 5:30.

The omission of any reference to the Moabites in this passage bears out what is said above as to the different sources of Numbers 25:1-5 and Numbers 25:6-18.

26 Chapter 26 

Verses 1-65

The Second Numbering of the People
The first took place thirty-eight years before (see Numbers 1) at Mt. Sinai. The people are shortly to enter Canaan, and this second enumeration is made in view of the prospective division of the land among the twelve tribes: see Numbers 26:52-56. The total result shows a decrease of 1,820. While Manasseh has increased by no less than 20,500, Simeon has decreased by the extraordinary amount of 37,100. The latter tribe may have suffered most severely in the recent plague, seeing that Zimri was a Simeonite (Numbers 25:14).

55. The casting of lots is of the nature of an appeal to God, and was resorted to in order to detect a culprit (Joshua 7:14; 1 Samuel 14:42; Jonah 1:7), to select an office-bearer (1 Samuel 10:20; 1 Chronicles 24:4-5; Acts 1:26), or to make a division of property as here (cp. Matthew 27:35). See also Leviticus 16:8 and the note on Urim and Thummim, Exodus 28:30. In the case before us, lots were cast to determine the locality of each tribe's inheritance, but its size was regulated by the number of the names, the relative fertility of each locality being also no doubt taken into consideration. The twelve lots, which would be tablets of wood or stone, each inscribed with the name of a tribe, were probably put in an urn; and, as the name of each portion of land was called out, the high priest or representative of a tribe (see Numbers 34:16-29) drew a lot, and the tribe whose name was drawn inherited that territory. The precise boundaries would be adjusted afterwards, according to the population shown by the census. 

64, 65. See Numbers 14:22-28.

27 Chapter 27 

Verses 1-23

The Law of the Inheritance of Daughters. Joshua appointed as the Success or of Moses
1-11. According to Numbers 26:53 (Cp. Numbers 27:2) the land was to be apportioned to the males. Zelophehad, of the tribe of Manasseh, had died leaving no sons (Numbers 26:33); and his daughters, fearing that they would have no inheritance, request that they and their sons should succeed to the inheritance of their father, and thus perpetuate his name. Their claim is pronounced to be just, and it is enacted that daughters should inherit where there are no sons, and, failing daughters, the nearest relatives of the father. It was afterwards further enacted (Numbers 36) that daughters succeeding to an inheritance must marry within their own tribe, in order that the property should remain in that tribe and not be alienated to another. 

3. Died in his own sin] These words have led Jewish commentators to identify Zelophehad with the man who was stoned for sabbath breaking (Numbers 15:32-36). But their meaning rather is that Zelophehad had not forfeited his inheritance by any specially heinous act of transgression, but had died the common death of all men (cp. Numbers 16:29).

12-23. Moses receives intimation of his approaching death, and Joshua is appointed leader in his place. 

12. This command is repeated in Deuteronomy 32:48,. and its fulfilment related in Deuteronomy 34. In the interval before his death, Moses delivered the concluding laws contained in the book of Numbers and the addresses in the book of Deuteronomy. The conquest of the Midianites seems also to have taken place in this interval, if at least the order of the narrative corresponds to the actual order of events (see Numbers 31). Mount Abarim] see on Numbers 23:24. 

13. Gathered unto thy people] see on Numbers 20:24; 

14. To sanctify me] see on Numbers 20:12. 

15. Moses stifles his personal feelings of disappointment and grief, and thinks only of the flock he is leaving behind. This noble selfeffacement was conspicuous on other occasions: see Exodus 32:32; Numbers 11:29; Numbers 14:12-13; If the work goes on, he is content that God should bury the workman: cp. Romans 9:1-3; Philippians 1:18. 

17. To lead out (to pasture) and to bring in (to the fold) is the work of the shepherd: cp. John 10:3, John 10:4.

18. The spirit] i.e. the necessary qualification: see on Exodus 28:3; Exodus 31:4. Joshua had no doubt learned much from his close association with Moses as his attendant: see Exodus 24:13; Exodus 32:17; Exodus 33:11; Numbers 11:28. He had also some experience as leader of the army of Israel (Exodus 17:9). Moreover, he had given evidence of his faith and courage at Kadesh, being the only one save Caleb who was prepared to go forward in reliance on the divine promises and help (Numbers 14:6). Lay thine hand upon him] in token of consecration: cp. Acts 6:6; Acts 13:3; 1 Timothy 4:14; 2 Timothy 1:6. Observe that the three marks of a regularly consecrated minister of God are present here, viz. the call of God, the necessary gifts, and a public and solemn ordination to office. 

19. Give him a charge] see Deuteronomy 31:7-8, Deuteronomy 31:23. 

21. Urim] see on Exodus 28:30.
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Verses 1-31

Laws regarding Sacrifices and Festivals
1, 2. The general laws regarding the sacriflees proper to the feast days had already been given at Sinai (Leviticus 23). Their repetition with certain details here probably indicates that these laws had been neglected. Some of them, indeed, were only intended to be observed after the settlement in Canaan, which was now in the near future. Moreover, the generation to whom they were spoken at Sinai had passed away. Hence their repetition here to the younger generation. 

2. My bread] or 'my food': see on Leviticus 3:11.

3-8. The daily morning and evening burnt offering with its proper meal and drink offering: see on Exodus 29:38.

9, 10. The Sabbath Offering is double that of ordinary days.

11-25. The Festival of the New Moon is frequently mentioned alongside that of the sabbath: see Amos 8:5; 2 Kings 4:23; Isaiah 1:13; Isaiah 56:2-3; Hosea 2:11. It was a festival of great antiquity, dating from the time when the moon was an object of adoration. The Hebrews were forbidden to worship the moon (Deuteronomy 17:8), but the Festival of the New Moon was retained and transformed into a festival in honour of the Creator. Additional sacrifices were offered, and the silver trumpets were sounded during the performance of the sacrificial rites (Numbers 10:10).

The day was observed as a day of rest, and was celebrated with great joyfulness. A special importance attached to the new moon of the seventh month: see Numbers 29:1-6.

16-25. On the Passover Offering see Exodus 12 and cp. Leviticus 23:4-8.

26-31. The Day of the First Fruits is also known as the Feast of Weeks or Pentecost: see on Leviticus 23:9-22.
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Verses 1-40

Religious Ordinances of the Seventh Month
The seventh month (Tishri = September-October) was the first month of the civil year (see on Leviticus 23:23-25), and this chapter describes the three sacred festivals which fell during that month.

1-6. The Feast of Trumpets on New Tear's Day: see Leviticus 23:23-25.

7-11. The Day of Atonement, the tenth day of the month: see Leviticus 16.

12-38. The Feast of Tabernacles, beginning on the fifteenth day of the month and lasting eight days. The sacrifices proper to this feast are unusually numerous, a feature expressive of its joyous nature, as the Feast of Harvest Thanksgiving: see Leviticus 23:33-43.
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Verses 1-16

The Law of Vows
This chapter deals with the subject of Vows, which is also treated in Leviticus 27, where see notes. A vow made by a man is binding (Numbers 30:2). But a woman is not considered to have an independent right to make a vow. So long as she is unmarried she is under the jurisdiction of her father, and on her marriage she comes under that of her husband. The assent, therefore, of her father or husband must be given or implied in order that her vow may be binding. 

2. Vow a vow.. or swear an oath to bind his soul] The former is a positive vow or vow of performance; the latter is a negative vow or vow of abstinence: see on Leviticus 27.

3-5. Case of an unmarried woman.

6-8. Case of a woman who has entered into a vow while unmarried, but who marries before her vow is fulfilled. The husband has the power either to confirm his wife's vow, or disallow it when he hears of it. The words in Numbers 30:6 should read 'if she be married to a husband while her vows are upon her.'

9. Case of a widow, or divorced woman. Her vow is binding.

10-15. Case of a married woman. Her vow to be binding must be ratified by her husband.
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Verses 1-54

War against Midian
This chapter contains an account of the fulfilment of the decree of extermination passed upon the Midianites as being the occasion of Israel's apostasy in the plains of Moab: see on Numbers 25:16-18.

6. The holy instruments and the trumpets] On the use of the silver trumpets in time of war see on Numbers 10:9. It is not clear whether the ark was taken into battle on this occasion. It is possible to translate 'the holy instruments, even the trumpets.' On other occasions, however, the ark accompanied the army as a token of God's presence and blessing. See 1 Samuel 4:4-7 and cp. Numbers 14:44. In Deuteronomy 20:2-4 the priests are commanded to encourage the host on the edge of battle. The choice of Phinehas on this occasion may be due to his previous zeal for Jehovah against the Midianites: see Numbers 25:7, Numbers 25:12.

8. Kings of Midian] from Joshua 13:21 we learn that these were princes or chiefs, and that they were tributary to Sihon, king of the Amorites. Balaam by remaining among the Midianites shared their fate. But see on Numbers 25:1-5.

13-18. The male children are put to death in order that the race of idolaters may be extirpated. The older women are also slain as having been the prime cause of the apostasy, and likely to lead the people astray at a future time. The women-children, or young females, are spared, and are taken as slaves or wives, being probably adopted into the Hebrew nation as proselytes: cp. Deuteronomy 21:10-14. For the reason of such wholesale slaughter see Numbers 33:55; Deuteronomy 20:17-18; Joshua 23:13 and on Numbers 25:16-18.

19-24. On this purification by means of the 'water of separation' see Numbers 19:11-16.

25-47. The spoil is divided equally between the warriors and those who remained in the camp. Part of each portion is dedicated to the sanctuary. The warriors dedicate the fivehundredth part of their spoil which is given to the priests (Numbers 31:29). The non-combatants dedicate the fiftieth part of their share, which, being a larger proportion, is given to the Levites who were more numerous than the priests (Numbers 31:30). 

29. Heave offering] see on Leviticus 7:28-34; Numbers 8 n. 

32. The rest of the prey] RV 'over and above the booty': see Numbers 31:50.

48-54. The officers make a voluntary offering as a thanksgiving for victory. 

50. Tablets] RV 'armlets or necklaces': cp. Exodus 35:22. Make an atonement] cp. Exodus 30:11-16.
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Verses 1-42

Allotment of Territory to the Tribes of Gad and Reuben and the Halftribe of Manasseh
1-5. The tribes of Reuben and Gad request that the land of Gilead lying on the E. side of the Jordan be assigned to them, on the ground that it is very fertile and therefore particularly well adapted to their large flocks and herds. These two tribes were associated as neighbours in the camp and on the march (Numbers 2:10-16), hence their desire to be settled near each other.

1. Gilead lay to the S. and W. of Bashan, and shared the characteristic fertility of that region: see on Numbers 21:33-35.

6-15. Moses understands their request as indicating a disinclination on the part of these two tribes to enter the promised land. He reminds them that their fathers suffered the penalty of a similar faintheartedness at Kadesh (Numbers 14) and, fearing that the example of Beuben and Gad may discourage the rest of the people, he refuses their request.

16-33. The two tribes assure Moses that they will not separate themselves at present from the rest of the people, but will go over Jordan with them, and assist in the conquest of Canaan. After that they will return and settle on the E. side. Moses is satisfied with this assurance, and enjoins Eleazar and Joshua to see that the two tribes fulfil their promise before receiving the inheritance they desire. 

28. Moses lays this injunction on Joshua his successor, as he himself will not live to pass over Jordan: see Numbers 27:12-23.

33. The half tribe of Manasseh is not said to have made any request similar to that of the Reubenites and Gadites; but, seeing that they had been specially engaged in the conquest of Gilead (Numbers 32:30), a place was assigned to them also in that district: cp. Deuteronomy 3:13-15.

34-42. These vv. are inserted here by way of anticipation. The building, or rather the repairing of these cities, for some of them at least are mentioned as already existing (Numbers 21:30; Numbers 33:8), took place after the conquest of Canaan: cp. Numbers 32:41 with Judges 10:3, Judges 10:4. In Joshua 22:1-9 we read that, after fulfilling their promise, the two and a half tribes were dismissed to their inheritance by Joshua with his blessing. Owing to their position on the eastern frontier of the holy land they were the first to be carried into captivity by the king of Assyria (1 Chronicles 5:26), so that it was not an unmitigated advantage to them to obtain this fertile district.
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Verses 1-56

The Journeyings of the Israelites from Egypt to the Plains of Moab
The greater part of this chapter is occupied with a list, drawn up by Moses himself (Numbers 33:2), of the Encampments of the Israelites in their journey from Egypt to Canaan. In all, forty stages are enumerated. Many of the names are otherwise unknown, and in places the stages do not coincide with those mentioned in the books of Exodus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. These differences are, no doubt, due in part to the fact that places change their names in the course of time. At this distance it is exceedingly difficult to identify the route of march, more especially as many of the names were not names of cities or conspicuous landmarks, and therefore very liable to be forgotten.

3-15. Egypt to Sinai. This part of the journey is narrated in Exodus 12:37 to Exodus 19:2 where all the names occur except Dophkah and Alush (Numbers 33:12-13).

16-18. Sinai to Rithmah. Rithmah is not mentioned elsewhere; but, seeing that it is the station after Hazeroth, it is supposed to be the same as Kadesh (cp. Numbers 12:16; Numbers 13:26). Rothem in Hebrew means 'juniper' or broom, and there is a Wady Abu Retamat, abounding in broom, near the site of Kadesh, so that the identification may be regarded as in all probability correct. This is the first arrival at Kadesh, in the second year of the exodus; the second arrival at the same place in the fortieth year is noted in Numbers 33:36 : see on Numbers 13:26; Numbers 20:1.

19-36. Encampments during the thirty-eight years, and return to Kadesh. The names in Numbers 33:19-29 are not mentioned elsewhere and have not been identified. With Numbers 33:30-33 cp. Deuteronomy 10:6, Deuteronomy 10:7. Ezion-geber (Numbers 33:36) is on the sea at the northern extremity of the Gulf of Akaba (cp. 1 Kings 9:26; 1 Kings 22:48).

37-49. From Kadesh to the Plains of Moab. The narrative of this journey is contained in Numbers 20, 21. With the names in Numbers 33:11-49 cp. Numbers 21:10-12.

45. lim is the same as Ije-abarim (Numbers 33:44), the second part of this word, which means 'The Heaps, or Ruins, of Abarim,' being dropped.

50-56. Command to expel all the inhabitants of Canaan and to destroy their idols and places of worship, so that no inducements to idolatry may remain: see on Exodus 23:32, and cp. Numbers 25:16-18; Dt 7. 52. Pictures] RV 'figured stones.' On the high places see on Numbers 22:41; Leviticus 26:30. 

55. Cp. Joshua 23:13; Judges 2:3.
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Verses 1-29

The Boundaries of the Land of Promise
On the land and the tribes inhabiting it see on Numbers 13:21.

3-5. The southern border: this started from the S. extremity of the Dead Sea, here called the Salt Sea (Numbers 34:3), and proceeded in a SW. direction to the ascent of Akrabbim, i.e. 'of scorpions' (Numbers 34:4), a row of cliffs about 8 m. distant; thence it passed by way of Kadesh-Barnea to the River of Egypt, where it reached the Mediterranean Sea (Numbers 34:5). The 'River of Egypt' is not the Nile but a brook, now identified with the Wady el-Arish, flowing into the sea about 20 m. S. of Gaza. It is frequently mentioned as the SW. border of Canaan: see 1 Kings 8:65; 2 Kings 24:7; 2 Chronicles 7:8; Isaiah 27:12. This southern boundary was also the boundary of Judah and Simeon: see Joshua 15:1-4; Joshua 19:9.

6. The western border was formed by the Mediterranean Sea, the Great Sea.

7-9. The northern border: the places mentioned on this line are unknown. Mt. Hermon is too far E. to be identified with mount Hor, which is probably some spur of the Lebanon range.

10-12. The eastern border was formed by the Sea of Chinnereth (afterwards called the Lake of Gennesaret, Sea of Galilee, or Lake of Tiberias), the River Jordan, and the Dead Sea.

13-15. See Numbers 32.

16-29. A list of the persons entrusted with the division of the land W. of the Jordan, one being chosen from each of the tribes interested, in addition to Eleazar and Joshua. The names are all new with the exception of that of Caleb (Numbers 34:19).
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Verses 1-34

The Levitical Cities. The Cities of Refugie
1-8. The Levitical Cities.

The tribe of Levi received no part of the land of Canaan as their inheritance (Numbers 18:20-24; Numbers 26:62). By way of compensation they received the tithes for their support (Numbers 18:21). It is here further provided that 48 cities with their suburbs be allotted to them out of the inheritance of the other tribes, for the maintenance of themselves and their herds. The carrying out of this injunction is recorded in Joshua 21, where it is also noted that the priests (the sons of Aaron) received 13 of these cities (Numbers 35:4). The people, as well as the priests and Levites, benefited by this arrangement, for the latter being dispersed throughout the land were able to instruct the people in the law and worship of God. On the duty of the priests and Levites to teach the people see Leviticus 10:11; Deuteronomy 17:8-9; Deuteronomy 33:10; 2 Chronicles 19:8-10. It would appear that the law of the Levitical cities was never strictly carried into practice.

4, 5. There is a difficulty in understanding these measurements. Perhaps the simplest explanation is to say that the area of the city itself is disregarded. The city being conceived as a mathematical point, 1,000 cubits measured on either side give a square 2,000 cubits in the side. The Greek version has 2,000 cubits in Numbers 35:4. If this is right there is no difficulty at all. The city would be surrounded on all sides by a strip of land 2,000 cubits in width.

6, 9-15. The Cities of Refuge. (See also Deuteronomy 19:1-3; Joshua 20.) In primitive times, before the machinery of justice was organised, the duty of avenging a murder devolved upon the nearest relative of the murdered person. Duty required him to pursue the murderer and slay him with his own hand. This law was not repealed by Moses, but certain restrictions were placed upon it in the interests of humanity and justice. Of the Levitical cities, six were marked out as Cities of Refuge to which a man who had killed another accidentally (Numbers 35:11, Numbers 35:22-25) might flee and be safe from the 'avenger of blood.' This provision did not apply to wilful murderers, who were not to escape the death penalty (Numbers 35:16-21). The names of the cities are given in Joshua 20:7, Joshua 20:8. Three were on the W. side of Jordan and three on the E. The reason why Levitical cities were selected for this purpose was, not merely that these were regarded as possessing a sacred character, but that they were inhabited by men who knew the law, and who could decide in doubtful cases between wilful murder and accidental homicide (Numbers 35:24; Deuteronomy 19:12, Deuteronomy 19:17). Deuteronomy 19:3 provides that the principal roads leading to these cities of refuge be kept open, so that the innocent fugitive might have every facility in reaching the place of sanctuary (see note there). For the Christian application of this law of asylum see on Numbers 35:25. 

12. Stand before the congregation] As a wilful murderer might flee to one of these cities in the hope of escaping with his life, a trial must be held to ascertain whether the murder was wilful or accidental.

16-21. If the trial shows that the murder was committed wilfully, the murderer is to be handed over for execution at the hands of the avenger of blood.

22-29. If the trial shows that the murder was accidental (see Deuteronomy 19:4-5) the murderer's life is spared. But he must stay within the bounds of the city till the death of the high priest, when he is at liberty to go. If he stray outside the bounds before that time he does so at the peril of his own life. 25. Unto the death of the high priest] The amnesty declared to the man-slayer on the death of the high priest, which marks the close of one period and the beginning of a new, is an appropriate symbol of that redemption from the sins of the past wrought by Christ, and that new life of liberty into which they enter who believe in Him: cp. Hebrews 6:18-20.

30-32. Murder is such a serious crime that it cannot be atoned for by the payment of a money fine; nor can the man who has unintentionally killed another purchase his release from the city of refuge before the death of the high priest. St. Peter reminds Christians that they were not redeemed with silver or gold but with the precious blood of Christ (1 Peter 1:18-19).
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Verses 1-13

The Law Regarding Heiresses
According to Numbers 27:1-11 it was decided that, if a man left no sons, his daughters might inherit his property. But if the daughters married into another tribe, the property would go with them, and so be alienated from the tribe to which they formerly belonged. If it were sold after their marriage, it would revert at the year of Jubilee, not to the original tribe, but to that into which it had been transferred by marriage. To obviate this diminution of the lands originally assigned to each tribe, it is here enacted that no heiress shall marry outside the tribe of her father.

