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Verses 24-27
THE HOLY TRINITY
‘The Lord bless thee,’ etc.

Numbers 6:24-27
Nowhere is the secret of the Holy Trinity so near to breaking out of the silence in which it lay ‘hid from ages and from generations’ as in that solemn form of benediction which, by special injunction, was to be continually used by the Levitical priesthood. The words which close the injunction appear to call attention to this fact, ‘they shall put My name upon the children of Israel, and I will bless them.’ The act of benediction was to be not only a pious and kindly wish or expression on the part of the priest, it was to be in some sense sacramental. It was accompanied by a real corresponding movement of the Divine beneficence, ‘I will bless them,’ because by it the people were brought under the special protection of the God Who was revealing Himself to them: ‘They shall put My name upon the children of Israel.’ And for this purpose it was not enough to utter once the sacred name in which the covenant had been made. ‘Jehovah,’ once uttered and no more, was not the name of God in that full sense in which He desired to gather His people under its hallowing power. It must be thrice repeated.

I. ‘The Lord bless thee and keep thee.’—This is pre-eminently the blessing of the Father. It is the most general in form, and in fact includes all that is made more articulate in the clauses which follow. No good gift from God to men escapes from the large boundaries of that full prayer, ‘The Lord bless thee.’ But when it is set over-against the later members of the formula we feel that it belongs especially to the field of natural religion, to that widest domain which in a peculiar sense belongs to the Divine Fatherhood. Of course I would not for a moment suggest that the operations of the Son and the Spirit are unknown in the realm of nature and of universal providence. It was through the Word and Son of God that all things were made, and in Him all things consist; it is He Who bears all things along by the utterance of His power. It was the Spirit of God who in the beginning moved upon the face of the waters, to produce order and life and beauty. There is no dealing of the Father with creation which is not performed through the agency of the Son and Spirit. Still less true, if possible, would it be to suggest that the Father has no part in the blessings which are directly attributed to the Son and Spirit. Those glorious persons owe to Him their whole being, and every thought and purpose which they have.

II. The second member of the benediction carries us further.—It is especially the blessing of the Son—or rather let us say of the Father through the Son. ‘The Lord make His face shine upon thee, and be gracious unto thee.’

I am aware that the expression is capable of a very general interpretation. The making of the face to shine upon a person might be a mere poetical, Oriental, hyperbolical way of comparing some great potentate to the sun; when his face is overspread with the clouds of displeasure, his suppliants are in gloom and distress; when his face brightens towards them, they are made happy. His favour is to them the light and the day. But we may be permitted to see more in the expression than this. I do not find that it is ever used of earthly potentates, or of any other than God, except in one passage where the context gives it quite a different turn. In the book of Ecclesiastes it is said that ‘a man’s wisdom maketh his face to shine.’ There, obviously, the meaning is something quite different from that of favourable regard. In all the other passages where the expression is found it is used of God alone; and it may not unreasonably be supposed that in every case the use of it is to be historically traced to the well-known formula in which the children of Israel were by Divine appointment to be blessed.

III. But there remains a third movement of benediction which is, perhaps, not so easy to describe. The Lord is not only invoked to bless and keep as the Father, and to reveal Himself as a gracious God in the face of His Son. ‘The Lord lift up His face upon thee, and give thee peace.’ It is the blessing of the Holy Ghost.

This expression, like the former, may be said to be unique. In the Book of Job, indeed, we find once or twice used of men such a phrase as ‘Then shalt thou lift up thy face without a spot,’ where unabashed confidence is meant. Clearly this is not meant in the Levitical blessing, nor in that passage in the fourth Psalm which is based upon it, and which combines (as ecclesiastical usage has done) the second and the third benedictions. ‘Lord, lift Thou up the light of Thy face upon us.’ At first it seems to add nothing further to the idea of making the face to shine upon the people, but only to repeat it in another form. It might, perhaps, be true to reply that it is often difficult to distinguish between the present action ascribed in the New Testament to the Son and the action ascribed to the Spirit Paraclete. I may hazard a distinction. The making of the face to shine upon Israel expresses more distinctly the character of the revelation made as a revelation of favour and grace. The lifting up of the face indicates rather the giving of prominence, the conspicuous display of that which is so revealed. The face of God in Christ is to be set on high before men’s eyes with steadfast insistence, as an object not to be obscured. And this is the blessed work of the Holy Ghost. Not every object, however clear in itself, speaks at once to the eye which sees it. Our senses require to be educated and instructed before we are able to discriminate justly what is presented to them. A man must be himself something of an artist or a musician, in theory if not in practice, before he can really appreciate a landscape of Turner or a symphony of Beethoven. And if this is true of the things of sense, how much more is it true of moral and spiritual things! Here we are all like little children. The outlines and the colours of a picture strike upon the little child’s eye in precisely the same way as upon your own; yet the child does not take them in until you interpret them. You take him upon your knee and point to the picture, and you say, ‘That is our Blessed Lord Jesus Christ upon the Cross, dying to save us; see, those are nails that are driven through His hands, and through His feet; you see how He is hanging by them with all His weight, and that is the crown of thorns upon His head; how they prick His blessed forehead! you can see the drops of blood trickling down.’

—Canon Mason.

Illustration
‘In the blessing, “The Lord bless thee, and keep thee,” we see the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. First blessing, “Keep thee;” expect to be kept. Blessing is God’s Fatherly heart going forth to His children (Zephaniah 3:17). Second blessing: Jehovah the Bridegroom make His Face shine upon thee (Psalms 89:15). “They shall walk in the light of Thy countenance.” Live in this continual embrace. Third blessing: “Give thee peace.” This is unbreakable peace.’
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Verse 17
THE GUIDING CLOUD
‘When the cloud was taken up.… When the cloud tarried.’

Numbers 9:17; Numbers 9:19
I. The first verses of the Lesson remind us of the fact that in all their wanderings through the wilderness the Israelites had God for their Guide.—The visible token of the Divine leadership was the pillar of cloud which hovered over the Tabernacle, and which at nightfall became a pillar of fire. The movements of that cloud decided the movements of the Israelites. When it rested, they rested; when it removed, they removed; wherever it led, they followed. ‘At the commandment of the Lord they encamped, and at the commandment of the Lord they journeyed.’ Their stay in Sinai had been a long one, but ‘in the second year, in the second month, on the twentieth day of the month,’ the lifting of the cloud gave them the signal to depart, and led by it they took a three days’ journey into the wilderness of Paran. Here, then, we have a people whose every step was taken under the Divine guidance.

II. And this is how it ought to be, and how it may be, with us.—Our lives ought to be lived, and may be lived, under Divine direction and leadership. We sometimes are tempted to envy the Israelites their possession of the cloudy pillar. But though we see neither cloud nor fire in front of us, we may be just as certainly led of God. ‘I will guide thee,’ is the promise, ‘with Mine eye upon thee.’ Are we living under the Divine leadership? Are the paths we follow, paths which God has pointed out? The practice of the Israelites is the one safe rule for life. ‘At the commandment of the Lord they encamped, and at the commandment of the Lord they journeyed.’

Illustration
(1) ‘In the daytime the Cloud.

In truth, I need God to temper my gladness, to calm my joy, to keep my heart soft and humble when the sun is shining on me and when all goes well. I have seen fine men and women, with the light of heaven in their faces and the beauty of holiness in their lives, sadly spoiled by success. So I should be glad when, in the midst of my happiness, God in Jesus Christ makes Himself a living Reality and sanctifies my heart.

But in the night-time the Fire.

Not the fire that scorches, burns, destroys. But the fire that warms, comforts, enlightens, purifies, refines. In adversity I need God, to teach me the lessons of sorrow, to cheer my downcast soul, to uplift and beautify my life through the grievous discipline. If He comes close to me then, I shall be conducted to victory through the battles I seem to lose.’

(2) ‘The old story of the founding of Constantinople says that Constantine himself marked out the limits of the new city. When his courtiers saw what a vast circuit he was making they suggested to him it was time to stop. But Constantine was deaf to their remonstrances. “I shall still advance,” was his reply, “till He—the invisible Guide who marches before me—thinks proper to stop.” So let none of us hesitate to follow wherever Christ leads.’

(3) ‘The writer does not seem to be able to get away from the thought that whatever the pillar indicated, immediate prompt obedience followed. He says so over and over again, and finishes by putting it all in one verse as the last impression which he would leave from the whole narrative.’

SECOND OUTLINE

I. The important uses of the Pillar.—It was a symbol of God’s Presence, and a symbol of God’s Providence. It was His Angel—a Guardian Angel and a Guiding Angel—for defence and direction.

II. Its distinguishing properties.
(1) It was peculiar to God’s people—God is specially present with, and makes special provision for His own.

(2) It was a constant benefit; by day and by night. Aye, and the varied aspect it presented was the means of securing the constant enjoyment of the benefit. If it had been always and only a pillar of fire, it would have made the heat of the day more oppressive, and if it had been always and only a pillar of cloud, it would have made the night more gloomy.

(3) It was an enduring benefit. Year after year, for the space of forty years, all the time they were on their journey through the wilderness, it failed them not. Nor will God fail or forsake His people until He has done them all the good He has spoken to them of,—until He has brought them to the rest and inheritance on high.

III. Its instructive lessons.—(1) It reminds us of our obligations. (2) It should impress us with a sense of our dependence. (3) It should remind us of the duty of submission to God’s will. The whole passage shows an entire submission. They journeyed when the cloud moved, they rested when the cloud rested!

Like the symbol, the subject has a dark side and a bright side, dark towards the enemies, bright towards the people of God.

Verse 19
THE GUIDING CLOUD
‘When the cloud was taken up.… When the cloud tarried.’

Numbers 9:17; Numbers 9:19
I. The first verses of the Lesson remind us of the fact that in all their wanderings through the wilderness the Israelites had God for their Guide.—The visible token of the Divine leadership was the pillar of cloud which hovered over the Tabernacle, and which at nightfall became a pillar of fire. The movements of that cloud decided the movements of the Israelites. When it rested, they rested; when it removed, they removed; wherever it led, they followed. ‘At the commandment of the Lord they encamped, and at the commandment of the Lord they journeyed.’ Their stay in Sinai had been a long one, but ‘in the second year, in the second month, on the twentieth day of the month,’ the lifting of the cloud gave them the signal to depart, and led by it they took a three days’ journey into the wilderness of Paran. Here, then, we have a people whose every step was taken under the Divine guidance.

II. And this is how it ought to be, and how it may be, with us.—Our lives ought to be lived, and may be lived, under Divine direction and leadership. We sometimes are tempted to envy the Israelites their possession of the cloudy pillar. But though we see neither cloud nor fire in front of us, we may be just as certainly led of God. ‘I will guide thee,’ is the promise, ‘with Mine eye upon thee.’ Are we living under the Divine leadership? Are the paths we follow, paths which God has pointed out? The practice of the Israelites is the one safe rule for life. ‘At the commandment of the Lord they encamped, and at the commandment of the Lord they journeyed.’

Illustration
(1) ‘In the daytime the Cloud.

In truth, I need God to temper my gladness, to calm my joy, to keep my heart soft and humble when the sun is shining on me and when all goes well. I have seen fine men and women, with the light of heaven in their faces and the beauty of holiness in their lives, sadly spoiled by success. So I should be glad when, in the midst of my happiness, God in Jesus Christ makes Himself a living Reality and sanctifies my heart.

But in the night-time the Fire.

Not the fire that scorches, burns, destroys. But the fire that warms, comforts, enlightens, purifies, refines. In adversity I need God, to teach me the lessons of sorrow, to cheer my downcast soul, to uplift and beautify my life through the grievous discipline. If He comes close to me then, I shall be conducted to victory through the battles I seem to lose.’

(2) ‘The old story of the founding of Constantinople says that Constantine himself marked out the limits of the new city. When his courtiers saw what a vast circuit he was making they suggested to him it was time to stop. But Constantine was deaf to their remonstrances. “I shall still advance,” was his reply, “till He—the invisible Guide who marches before me—thinks proper to stop.” So let none of us hesitate to follow wherever Christ leads.’

(3) ‘The writer does not seem to be able to get away from the thought that whatever the pillar indicated, immediate prompt obedience followed. He says so over and over again, and finishes by putting it all in one verse as the last impression which he would leave from the whole narrative.’

SECOND OUTLINE

I. The important uses of the Pillar.—It was a symbol of God’s Presence, and a symbol of God’s Providence. It was His Angel—a Guardian Angel and a Guiding Angel—for defence and direction.

II. Its distinguishing properties.
(1) It was peculiar to God’s people—God is specially present with, and makes special provision for His own.

(2) It was a constant benefit; by day and by night. Aye, and the varied aspect it presented was the means of securing the constant enjoyment of the benefit. If it had been always and only a pillar of fire, it would have made the heat of the day more oppressive, and if it had been always and only a pillar of cloud, it would have made the night more gloomy.

(3) It was an enduring benefit. Year after year, for the space of forty years, all the time they were on their journey through the wilderness, it failed them not. Nor will God fail or forsake His people until He has done them all the good He has spoken to them of,—until He has brought them to the rest and inheritance on high.

III. Its instructive lessons.—(1) It reminds us of our obligations. (2) It should impress us with a sense of our dependence. (3) It should remind us of the duty of submission to God’s will. The whole passage shows an entire submission. They journeyed when the cloud moved, they rested when the cloud rested!

Like the symbol, the subject has a dark side and a bright side, dark towards the enemies, bright towards the people of God.
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Verses 31-33
GUIDES—HUMAN AND DIVINE
‘Be to us instead of eyes.… The ark … went before them.’

Numbers 10:31-33
I. Moses’ lack of faith.—When they were about to leave Sinai, Moses begged his father-in-law (or brother-in-law), Hobab, to accompany them. Moses did not like parting with him. Hobab’s help and counsel had been of invaluable service to him, and he feared to face the future without the assistance of Hobab’s wise advice. Now all this indicates a certain weakness in Moses’ character. For what need had he or the Israelites of Hobab to tell them when they should encamp when they had God Himself for guide? The Bible is never afraid of revealing the faults and weaknesses of its great men; it paints them as Oliver Cromwell desired to be painted, ‘warts and all.’ And so it paints Moses to us here as lacking in faith, clinging to the creature rather than the Creator, afraid to venture forward without Hobab, although God had promised to be always with him. Moses’ fault is our fault too. We rely too much upon earthly helpers. When Hobab—the earthly helper—leaves us, or is taken away from us, we are apt to fall into something like panic and despair. But our safety does not depend upon the presence with us of this Hobab or that; our safety is assured by the fact that we have the everlasting God for our Guardian and our Guide, and though every Hobab be removed, though every earthly friend and helper be taken away, we need not be afraid, for with the old Puritan we can say, ‘the best of all is God is with us.’ Let us have faith in God!

II. Moses’ appeal to Hobab.—While this incident indicates a certain lack of faith on Moses’ part, it throws a beautiful light upon the essential nobility of Hobab’s character. According to the story Moses made a twofold appeal to Hobab.

(1) He appealed to him on the ground of self-interest. Moses assured Hobab that by throwing in his lot with Israel, he would share in Israel’s blessing. Now this was a very fine thing for Moses to be able to say. It is a fine thing for any man to be able to say. Can we say it? Can we say that it is to a person’s interest to keep company with us?

How was it Moses was so certain that it was to Hobab’s interest to company with the Israelites? The answer is given in the first words of Moses’ appeal. ‘We are journeying unto the place of which the Lord said, I will give it to you.’ Moses knew that he and his people were travelling in a God-appointed way and towards a God-appointed goal. Whoever has that same confidence can afford to say, ‘Come with us, and we will do thee good.’ Are we travelling in God’s way and towards the God-appointed goal? If we are travelling the broad way, then we and those who company with us are in danger of destruction.

(2) Hobab, however, did not respond to this appeal addressed to his self-interest. He was not moved by the advantages Moses held forth. ‘I will not go,’ he said, ‘but I will depart to mine own land and to my kindred.’ And then Moses shifted his ground, and based his second appeal upon Hobab’s power to render service. And Hobab, who was not touched at all by the first appeal to his interests, responded at once to this nobler appeal to him on the ground of the service he could render. He threw in his lot with Moses and the Israelites, and the services he rendered were ever kept in grateful remembrance.

The most effective appeal we can address to men is the appeal to what is heroic and sacrificial in them. When Moses talked of what he would get, Hobab remained stolid and indifferent. But when he talked to him of what he could give and do, Hobab’s soul fired up in instantaneous response. Christ’s call to us addresses itself to what is highest and best in us. ‘Take up the Cross,’ He says, ‘deny yourself daily, and follow Me,” and following Him means, not a life of self-indulgence, but a life of self-forgetful service. The appeal is not made in vain; young men in their hundreds make a joyful sacrifice of ‘interests,’ and go forth to India and China and Africa and the islands of the seas to toil in poverty and obscurity all their days in order that they may serve their fellows and glorify their Lord. Christ wants us to follow Him, not simply for what we can get, but for what we can do and give. He appeals to us to lay life down in loving and consecrated toil. ‘Come and save,’ He cries. Shall He appeal in vain?

III. The true Guide.—So Hobab accompanied Moses and the Israelites, and put all his Bedouin skill at their disposal. But the very next verse reminds us that there was some one else on the look-out for suitable resting places for the pilgrims. ‘The ark of the Lord went before them three days’ journey to seek out a resting place for them.’ Hobab was no doubt a wise and good man, and it was a comfort to know that he was in the host; but the real security of the Israelites consisted in this, that the Ark went before them, and that God Himself from time to time prepared them rest. Does the Ark go before us?

Illustration
(1) A traveller, following his guide amid the Alpine heights, reached a place where the path was narrowed by a jutting rock on one side and a terrible precipice on the other. The guide, holding on to the rock with one hand, extended his other hand over the precipice for the traveller to step upon and pass around the jutting rock. He hesitated, but the guide said, ‘That hand has never lost a man.’ He stepped upon the hand, and passed on safely. So the Hand that guides us is an unfailing Hand, that has never let a trusting one slip from its clasp.

(2) There is a mountain path in Switzerland, over which the traveller is led blindfold. He might lose his footing if he caught but one bewildering glimpse of the chasm below.

(3) General Nicholson, who fell before Delhi in the Mutiny, sent a last message to his friend, Sir Henry Edwards. ‘Tell him,’ he said, ‘I was always a better man for any time, however short, spent in his company.’ Is that the effect of our companionship? Do our friends grow better men, better women, for the time they spend in our company?
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Verse 1
THE SIN OF DISCONTENT
‘The people complained.’

Numbers 11:1
I. We cannot wonder at the people murmuring, as they were unaccustomed to the fatigues of the desert, and it seemed so far to the land of rest; but, perhaps, we have never realised how great a sin is querulous complaining in the sight of God. Let us beware of it! Let us also guard against mingling ourselves with those who are not like-minded with ourselves: ‘the mixed multitude’ was largely composed of Egyptians from whom the evil example spread to Israel. When our religious life is low, we tire of angels’ food, and our hearts turn back to the world we had left.

II. Moses’ complaint.—How marvellously accurate is the Bible in its delineation of the character and failure of its noblest men! What an evidence of its truthfulness! The eye of Moses had turned from God to self; or he would not have spoken as if the duty of providing flesh were his. God never imposes a burden for which He does not give sufficient strength; but we must not look at the burden apart from Him. As the day, so the strength. He can make all grace abound.

III. Divine relief came in the appointment temporarily of seventy men to help him.—But what a pity it was that he did not claim strength enough for his needs! And yet how tender was God’s considerateness of His overwearied servant! (Cf. 1 Kings 19:4-5.) The Jews say this body of elders afterwards constituted the Sanhedrim.

Illustration
(1) ‘What was the special sin of the Israelites while in the wilderness? It was the sin of discontent. Is that a great sin? Yes, it is, because it shows that we do not trust in God as we should. We can always find something to grumble at, if we look for it. The people of Israel were always murmuring and grumbling about something or other.’

(2) ‘This was ingratitude of the basest and meanest sort. These Israelites had short memories. They forgot all about God’s deliverances in Egypt; all about His wonderful intervention at the Red Sea; all about the way in which He had brought water from the rock and given them angels’ food to eat. A little physical discomfort obliterated the memory of God’s goodness.’

(3) ‘Surely it is a terrible picture, and yet I cannot but believe, alas! that it is a picture of the great majority of professing Christians, who, after conversion, and after a certain study of God’s holy Word, by which they learn His will concerning His people; after a charge from God to go forward into the land of blessing and victory; and after the opening out, as it were, of the way into a life of privilege and power, and the possibility of glorifying God in the sight of the heathen, and bringing Him great honour and praise—begin to complain, begin again to lust after the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, and the onions which they had in Egypt, and which they find a pleasure to the flesh. And back goes the heart of the people of God into the old life, and all they care for is the appetites of the body, the indulgence of the flesh, the satisfaction of the natural tastes and appetites engendered by the flesh, and which are not really Divine.’

Verse 29
THE MAGNANIMOUS LEADER
‘And Moses said unto him, Enviest thou for my sake? would God that all the Lord’s people were prophets!’

Numbers 11:29
Eldad and Medad seem instances of unlicensed preaching and prophesying; and this, at a time of scanty knowledge and rare spiritual illumination, was not without its dangers. So thought Joshua, and, jealous for Moses’ supremacy, besought him to rebuke them. But the great prophet, wholly wanting in the thought of self, rebuked Joshua instead. ‘Enviest thou,’ he said, ‘for my sake?’ and then added, in words of noble hyperbole, ‘Would God that all the Lord’s people were prophets!’

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

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

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

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

Rev. A. G. Butler.

Illustration
(1) ‘Though man breaks down under the weight of responsibility, God does not. He bore Moses and the people in his strong loving arms, and carried them all in the days of old. He supplied them with the food they craved, and touched with a Divine fire the men whom He had chosen to aid his servant. Oh, that that sacred fire might again descend, not only on those who gather for special service, but on those who remain in the camp of the home or the daily business, that so all the Lord’s servants might be prophets! No man of God, who was truly such, could be other than glad if that were so.’

(2) ‘God knew how broken Moses was in body and spirit—what had been the strain of the last two years. He had no word of rebuke for His complaining, fainting servant. He saw he needed human support and sympathy, as well as Divine, and so appointed and equipped the seventy Elders as his assistants. Faithful but lonely and downcast heart, tell Him all—all thy complaint. He is most gracious and tender, and will not fail to understand and help.’

12 Chapter 12 

Verse 1-2
THE LISTENING GOD
‘And Miriam and Aaron spake against Moses … And the Lord heard it.’

Numbers 12:1-2
We have the ostensible cause of this ‘speaking against Moses’ in the first verse, the real cause in the second. The ostensible cause was ‘the Ethiopian woman whom he had married’—the real cause was jealousy. ‘Hath the Lord, indeed, spoken only by Moses? hath He not also spoken by us?’ Here, you see, the jealousy comes out too palpably. I don’t know a more humbling verse in the Bible—for not one of us can come out unscathed—but if humbling, it is calculated to be deeply instructive.

It is possible that Miriam and Aaron may have been angry at the appointment of ‘the Seventy’ who were chosen to work with Moses, whilst they themselves were not brought into such prominence as they might have expected. Then, when their anger was roused, they looked for something that might excuse it. Moses, as far the history tells us, had done nothing to provoke them. Let us gather from the narrative some lessons.

I. God regards what is done to His people as done to Himself.—We see it not only here, but throughout the teaching of Scripture. We often forget this. When we are giving out our slashing judgments upon some of the Lord’s children who have displeased us, we do not realise that God loves them as He loves His Son, that He is dealing with them as members of Christ, and that He says of them, ‘He that toucheth you, toucheth the apple of Mine eye.’

II. How much apparent zeal for God may be traced to personal feeling!—We may seem to be very jealous for the honour of Christ; to stand nobly forward as champions for the truth; to be very keen in detecting evil, when all the while, because of a selfish motive at the bottom, we are only champions of our own interests or prejudices. While we professedly contend for one thing, we may be really aggrieved by another.

III. The cause that meekness leaves in His hands God takes up.—How much better, if we are the assaulted ones, to let God plead for us, than to try to justify ourselves! There are, of course, times when, in cases of misapprehension, facts may have to be explained; but when, as in this instance—for Moses had nothing to explain—we are merely ‘spoken against,’ let us show out of a good conversation our works with meekness of wisdom, and wait for our God to speak. He is so jealous for His own honour, that we may well trust it in His hands.

IV. How much is implied in the words, ‘The Lord heard it!’—By looking at other passages of Scripture, we see that a very important truth underlies, when it is said, ‘the Lord heard.’ We are sure it does not simply affirm His hearing in the sense of His knowledge of every word spoken on earth by human lips; it has a meaning beyond this; it tells us of the Lord hearing with indignation, and putting it by, as it were, for judgment.

Illustration
(1) ‘O let thy words be calm and kind;

In life so much of evil lies

With power to darken o’er the mind,

And check its gentler sympathies;

That never human lip or heart,

In carelessness should fling the dart,

Which for a moment’s space may rest,

Or rankle in another’s breast.’

(2) ‘I do not suppose any sin is so common in the Church of Christ, or so constantly grieving the Spirit of God, as this thoughtless breaking of the family relationship by an unguarded tongue. If in our earthly homes a brother or sister whom we love dearly fall into sin, we are touched in a very tender part; we do not deny the fault, but we do not proclaim it upon the housetops; we keep it very solemnly, and sacredly, and painfully to ourselves. It is useless to say we love people if we allow ourselves to wound both their honour and their feelings, and when the “speaking” concerns those who belong to the Lord, it implicates His honour, and touches His heart.

If the world alone were chargeable with this sin, we should have little to fear; but the sad thing is that Christians are so addicted to speaking disparagingly of one another.’
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Verse 2
THE DIVINE AND HUMAN PARTNERSHIP
‘Search the land which I give.’

Numbers 13:2
I. The divine and human partnership.—The Israelites had now reached the very border of the Promised Land. But, before actually entering in, Moses, like a prudent leader, sent out twelve men—one man from each tribe—to see what manner of land it was, and to report as to the strength and military prowess of the peoples they would have to dispossess. Moses did this, the account says, at the direct bidding of God. Notice here the Divine demand for human co-operation. God might, no doubt, have brought the children of Israel into Canaan without putting them to any trouble. But that is never God’s method. He has bestowed upon men certain faculties, and these faculties he expects men to use. And so here He bids the Israelites use their own eyes and wits in order to discover how and when they might best invade Canaan. And this is typical of God’s unvarying method. What man can do, he must do. God never works instead of us; He works by means of us, and through us. We can do nothing without God; but it is no irreverence to say also that God cannot accomplish His purposes without us. ‘God’s strong arm,’ as the hymn says, ‘hath need of thine.’ We must be ‘labourers together with God.’

II. The good land’s difficulties.—The spies were absent forty days. But when at last they returned they reported that the fruitfulness of the land had in no way been exaggerated. It was a good land—flowing with milk and honey. And for proof of their statement they showed the people the bunches of luscious grapes they had cut in the valley of Eschol. But there were obstacles, they went on to say, in the way of their taking possession of Canaan. The people were strong, and the cities were fenced and very great, and, moreover, the children of Anak—a race of mighty giants—were there. It was a good land—but the way to it was beset with difficulties. And here again we have a parable of life. There are still difficulties to bar the way into every good land. All good things are hard to gain. The richer and more fruitful the Promised Land we set before ourselves, the more arduous the difficulties to be surmounted before we reach it. That is the central significance of the old Greek legends about the golden fleece and the golden apples, which were guarded by a sleepless, myriad-eyed dragon—precious things are hard to gain. In all the world there is nothing better worth having than a holy character. But because it is the best thing it is also the hardest thing. Not without labour and sweat and sacrifice can any man ever hope to grow into the likeness of Jesus. Listen to our Lord’s stern and relentless demand—‘Whosoever would come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his Cross daily and follow Me.’

Illustration
(1) ‘Let us see what the Christian idea is. It never teaches conquest by force; it never commands extermination; it commands us to teach all nations, convert them, train them. They are men—children of a common Father; they can rise out of barbarism to a moral and intelligent life. The Jews did not proselytise; they kept apart—a separate people. The Jew detested the heathen around him, and they detested him in return. This is not the spirit of Christianity.’

(2) ‘The land of God’s salvation may have its giants and walled cities; but it is a land which flows with milk and honey. There is none like it.

The Christian life is not all plain and easy sailing. There are alarms and battles. There “is a cross in every lot, and an earnest need for prayer.” I am not allowed meantime to sit down and rest and sing the long day through. How would my faith, and my courage, and my sympathy with others, and my likeness to Christ be educated, if there was never a call to struggle and supplication? I should decline and decay instead of waxing stronger and stronger.’
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Verse 8
THE EXCEEDING GOOD LAND
‘If the Lord delight in us, then He will bring us into this land, and give it us.’

Numbers 14:8
Let us notice in reference to the heavenly Canaan:—

I. Who they are in whom the Lord delights.—(1) He delights not in the unpardoned sinner. How should He? The carnal mind is enmity against God. The unconverted man is God’s enemy by his wicked works. And how can two walk together except they be agreed? Instead of delighting in the wicked, we are told God is angry with the wicked every day. He is ever whetting His glittering sword; and were it not for the great Intercessor crying out, ‘Spare him this year also,’ He would say, ‘Ah, I will ease Me of My adversaries. That rebellious sinner I have sworn shall never enter into My rest.’ It is the very nature of God to loathe and abhor that which is sinful. ‘Thou art not a God,’ says David, ‘that delighteth in wickedness.’ ‘Surely Thou wilt slay the wicked.’ It matters not whether we profess to be the Lord’s people or not. If our sins are unpardoned, and our hearts unchanged, God delights not in us. These 603,550 Israelites were God’s professed people, but they never saw the promised land. It is impossible for God to view unpardoned sinners with delight. He has long patience towards them, hoping that His long-suffering will lead them to repentance, but after a time His patience is exhausted, and He at length cries, ‘Bind them hand and foot, and cast them into outer darkness.’

Do you ask then, In whom does the Lord delight? (2) He delights in the justified believer. ‘The Lord’s delight is in them that fear Him, and that put their trust in His mercy.’ He delights in those who are sprinkled with the blood of Jesus. ‘Christ hath loved us,’ says St. Paul, ‘and hath given Himself for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God for a sweet-smelling savour.’ God delights in the justified believer, who depends upon the death of Christ. He smelt a sweet savour in the sacrifice Noah offered after the Flood. So is He pleased with the atoning blood offered in sacrifice for the believer’s iniquities. When He passed through the land of Egypt on that memorable night of Israel’s deliverance He delighted in sparing those houses on which He saw the blood. So does He delight to spare all those whose hearts are sprinkled with the precious blood of Jesus. When He sees you a poor sinner, broken under a deep sense of sin, reviewing your past life, and grieving over your numberless iniquities, and looking with the eye of faith upon your crucified Lord, what does His eye then see? Why, He sees the precious blood of Jesus sprinkled upon your soul, and in you He is infinitely delighted. He sees you dipped, as it were, in the blood of the Redeemer. He looks upon you as having suffered all that Christ suffered.

And how will He manifest His delight in you? This is my next subject. I have described who they are in whom the Lord delights. Now let us consider:

II. Their sure prospect of heaven.—You see the argument of Caleb and Joshua. ‘If the Lord delight in us,’ then we are safe, then we may depend upon His promise,’ then will He bring us into this land and give it us, a land which floweth with milk and honey.’ You say there are many difficulties in the way. And was it not so with Israel? The cities were walled and very great. The inhabitants were gigantic and strong, and they were but as grasshoppers before them; and yet all these difficulties gave way under the guidance and power of their God. And so shall it be with yourselves. ‘God will bring you into this land.’ Who shall interfere to prevent?

The land is ‘an exceeding good land.’ It is a land that floweth, indeed, with milk and honey. ‘There everlasting spring abides, and never-withering flowers.’ Moses said to the Israelites, ‘For the land whither thou goest in to possess it is not as the land of Egypt, from whence ye came out; but the land whither ye go to possess it is a land which the Lord thy God careth for; the eyes of the Lord are always upon it, from the beginning of the year to the end of the year.’ How much rather may we use that language concerning our better Canaan! The land is, indeed, a ‘land which God careth for.’ It is His own residence and pavilion. ‘His eyes are ever upon it,’ because He dwells there. How exceeding good then must be that inheritance!

—Canon Clayton.

Illustration
‘Every one of the twelve saw fertile fields and vineyards; every one of them saw battlements and towers. Yet though they saw the same things, how differently did they see them! What a diverse note there was in the two reports! How different was everything in the eyes of Caleb and Joshua, from what it was in the eyes of the other ten! And the point we can never dwell upon too seriously is, that this sharp contrast in the vision of the land, sprang, not from any difference of eyesight, but from the presence and the lack of faith. It was a laud of possession to Caleb and to Joshua, because they trusted in Jehovah and delighted in Him. It was a land of fearfulness to the other ten, because their faith in the living God was feeble. Both parties had the same facts to report upon, yet how strangely divergent was their tale, and the divergence was the measure of belief. We must learn that priceless lesson when we are young. It is our heart that gives the meaning to all we see. We are all of us spies, and the reports we bring depend not on what we see, but on what we are. That is why we are never too young to pray, “Create in me a clean heart, O, God;” that is why, even in our earliest years, we must learn to walk by faith and not by sight; for a clean heart and an unclean heart (like the twelve spies) look out on the same faces and the same world, yet to the one the presence of God is everywhere, and to the other there is nothing glorious nor great.’

Verse 11
A PROVOKING PEOPLE
‘And the Lord said unto Moses, How long will this people provoke Me? and how long will it be ere they believe Me, for all the signs which I have shewed among them?’

Numbers 14:11
Nothing is more surprising to us at first reading than the history of God’s chosen people: it seems strange that they should have acted as they did, age after age, in spite of the miracles which were vouchsafed to them.

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

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

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

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

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

Illustration
‘There was a scene of Oriental despondency, strong men weeping like children. In vain did Caleb and Joshua strive to reanimate their courage, and quicken their faith in God. Fiercely they murmured against their leaders, and proposed to choose a captain to return to Egypt. They mourned over the fate of their wives and children, and in hot anger at the renewed remonstrances of Caleb and Joshua commanded to stone them with stones. Moses and Aaron had thrown themselves prostrate in prayer before Jehovah.’

Verse 33
THE DOOMED GENERATION
‘Your children shall wander in the wilderness … until your carcases be wasted in the wilderness.’

Numbers 14:33
It is very common to hear Christian preachers refer to the forty years’ wandering of the children in the wilderness as the type of the Christian’s pilgrimage in this world. Nothing could be farther from the truth. The allusions of Moses to the way in which the Lord led them and blessed them during that melancholy period of their history, proves, not that they were walking in God’s way, but that they were reaping the bitter results of their own unbelief and rebellion. Look at one or two facts. When they rebelled at Kadesh-Barnea, God turned them back into the wilderness in anger and said: ‘I will smite them with pestilence and disinherit them.’ Then Moses interceded for them, and God pardoned their sin, but he added: ‘Surely they shall not see the land which I sware unto their fathers; neither shall any of them which provoked me see it.’ Moreover, he said to them plainly: ‘Your carcases shall fall in this wilderness.’ Surely a life under such a curse and ban cannot be the typical life for the people of God. It did not end in the land, but in the wilderness. In long after years that wilderness life was held up as a beacon, warning Christians against the sin and danger of unbelief. ‘But with whom was He grieved for forty years? Was it not with them that had sinned, whose carcases fell in the wilderness?’ To ‘whom He sware that they should not enter into His rest,’ because they believed not. ‘So that we see they could not enter in because of unbelief.’ Then this exhortation is added: ‘Let us therefore fear, lest, a promise being left us of entering into His rest, any of you should seem to come short of it’ (Hebrews 3:11-19; Hebrews 4:1-6). These beautiful words of Moses are recorded in Deuteronomy 8 : ‘And thou shalt remember all the way which the Lord thy God led thee these forty years in the wilderness, to humble thee and to prove thee and to know what was in thine heart, to know whether thou wouldest keep His commandments or no. Thou shalt also consider in thy heart, that as a man chasteneth his son, so the Lord thy God chasteneth thee.’ These words were addressed to the younger generation who had come up at the end of the forty years, and were intended to admonish them by reverting to the sins of their fathers.

The fact is that the ‘good land and the large,’ into which Joshua brought the people, was God’s thought for them and not the wilderness life.

I. The wilderness was one long history of unbelief and chastisement for sin.—There is not a single act of faith recorded of the children of Israel during all their forty years of wanderings. In the summary of the history of the faith of Israel, the wilderness is entirely left out. Consider this record and let it suggest the truth to our hearers. ‘Through faith they passed through the Red Sea as by dry land; which the Egyptians assaying to do were drowned.’ Does the record go on to say, By faith they wandered forty years in the wilderness? By no means. The next act of faith recorded of Israel is in these words: ‘By faith the walls of Jericho fell down.’ Then it was that they began a new life and walk and war after God’s mind, in the land which He sware unto their fathers.

There is a most important lesson in this history for us. Too many, far too many, of God’s people are living and wandering in the wilderness, when they should be shouting the victory in Canaan. This is where God wants us to be, both individually and collectively.

II. How are we to get out of the wilderness and into Canaan?—Why, just as that new generation of Israelites did. By faith. But what is meant by faith? The story is simple and easy to those who are ready to read it and put the principles therein unfolded into practice. Faith is not merely a mental exercise, which believes what God says is true. Faith is that, but it is more. It is acting upon that word, and doing what God commands, nothing doubting that He will bring His promises to pass, though a city, walled as high and thick as Jericho, were to stand in the way.

Illustration
‘The people were only saved from swift destruction by the fervent and self-forgetful intercession of Moses. Still, they had shown how unfit they were for the great work of the conquest of Canaan. As the spies had been forty days in their search, for every day Israel would wander a year in the wilderness, until the Egyptian generation had died out, and a generation bred under the new moral power, and under the iron discipline of the wilderness, should arise, who would not be afraid to meet the enemy in the gate. Only two above the age of twenty years, Caleb and Joshua, would ever enter the promised land. The faithless spies miserably perished.’
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Verse 3
THE PRIESTHOOD
‘Ye take too much upon you, seeing all the congregation are holy, every one of them, and the Lord is among them: where fore then lift ye up yourselves above the congregation of the Lord?’

Numbers 16:3
I. This assertion was strictly true.—Every one of the congregation was holy—i.e. separated to the service of God from all other people (Exodus 19:6, Leviticus 20:24). The Lord, too, was amongst them, as He said, ‘I will dwell among the children of Israel, and I will be their God’ (Exodus 29:45).

But though they (the rebels) spake what was quite true, they drew a totally wrong inference from it. Because all the children of Israel, all the congregation was holy, they drew the inference that there were to be no priests among them—none to stand between the Lord and the people to offer to God on behalf of the people.

Now the very same God who had separated all the people to be holy to Himself, and had made them a kingdom of priests as well as a holy nation, had separated one tribe to minister to Himself, and one family of that tribe, the family of Aaron, to be priests in a sense that no other Israelites were, and to perform functions of worship which no other Israelites could perform.

II. Now the same thing has taken place in Christian times, and by Christ’s own appointment.—He separated twelve men from the whole body of His disciples, and put a very great difference between them and His ordinary disciples. To these twelve, and these only, He said, ‘Do this in remembrance of Me.’ To these only He said, ‘Whosesoever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them.’ And He promised to be with them to the end of the world, so that the Church has always held that they live in their successors. Just, then, as the common priesthood of all the Jews did not prevent God ordaining a particular priesthood, so the common priesthood of all Christians does not undo the fact that there is an Apostolical ministry ordained more directly to represent Christ to His people. Let us then devoutly use the functions of His ministry, looking to the action of Christ in each case, giving all glory to Him alone, and we cannot be wrong. We must ask Him to enable us rightly to honour His ordinance, and He will hear our prayer.

—Rev. M. F. Sadler.

Illustration
‘Aaron’s family was but a junior branch of Levi’s tribe; “therefore,” said Korah, “our right is equal to yours, and, perhaps, better. You should at least share the priesthood with us. As to the Reubenites, who should rule, if not they? Was not Reuben the first-born? Should Moses, a mere Levite, keep the power all to himself?” The true origin of this conspiracy was to be found in two secret springs:—(1) Rank Ungodliness. The human law of primogeniture is everything, but the will of God, so clearly shown in the choice of both these men, is nothing. Here is that exaltation of man’s claims, to the belittling of God’s, which degrades and poisons so much of our modern politics. (2) Rank Selfishness. They talked grandly about rights, but their real aim was place and power, the priesthood and the leadership. Here, then, in this ungodliness and selfish hypocritical ambition, is enough to account for any depths of folly and any heights of presumptuous sin. What may not happen when, God being ignored, self both usurps His place and masquerades in the garb of righteousness?’

Verses 8-11
KORAH’S REBELLION
And Moses said unto Korah, Hear, I pray you, ye sons of Levi,’ etc.

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

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

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

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

—Rev. F. D. Maurice.

Illustration
‘Blessed is the man whom Thou choosest, and causest to approach unto Thee, that he may dwell in thy courts.’ Oh, that the Lord would so put his Holy Spirit upon us as to show that we are His, and that we are welcome to approach into His inner shrine! That which these conspirators demanded from a mere spirit of jealous rivalry, we ask because the love of our heart craves for nearness. How wise it was on the part of Moses to pass the controversy off himself and Aaron, and on to God! They that sin against God’s servants do in reality sin against the Master, and He will vindicate them and avenge their wrongs. It becomes us to separate ourselves from those who notoriously sin against the Lord, that we be not involved in their sin and fate. The message is a perpetual one, “Come ye out from among them, saith the Lord, and touch not the unclean thing.”’

Verse 38
SINNERS AGAINST THEIR OWN SOULS
‘These sinners against their own souls.’

Numbers 16:38
Words startlingly true! What had Korah’s splendid energy, and courage, and ability, used in the evil service of ungodly self, brought, but ruin and shame? But this can be said in measure of every sin. It is always a cruel wrong to oneself, a poisoning, or wounding, of one’s inner nature, and a deadly blow at true prosperity. ‘He that sinneth against Me (Wisdom) wrongeth his own soul. All they that hate Me love death.’ May this tremendous fact be written on our very hearts:—I cannot sin consciously, in deed or word or thought, without doing a wrong, haply a deadly wrong, to both my future and myself; and what can make up for that? ‘These sinners against their own souls’—it is a terrible sentence, just because it is so terribly true! Yes, the one great enemy to be feared is sin—sin in every guise. ‘The fear of the Lord is to hate evil. Lord, put Thy fear in my heart, according to Thy Word.’

I. There are many modern Korahs who insist that God is the Father of all mankind equally, and that there is no need of the Mediator, Christ Jesus, thus despising the Great High Priest whom God hath appointed. Let all such be warned by the fate of Korah and his company. Moses does not contend for himself in any way, but is entirely willing that the Lord shall decide the whole matter. ‘And he spake unto Korah and to all his company, saying, Even to-morrow the Lord will show who are His, and who is holy; and will cause him to come near unto Him: even him whom he hath chosen will He cause to come near unto Him.’

II. A wayward people.—One would think after this terrible experience the people would be careful how they spoke against Moses and Aaron; but it seems impossible for them to learn, and in verse 41 we read, ‘On the morrow all the children of Israel murmured against Moses and against Aaron.’ They are tempting the Lord almost beyond endurance, and this time they would all have been killed had it not been for Moses and Aaron, the very men they were speaking against. Notice that they were saved by atonement made by the high priest whom they had despised, and with whom they wanted to do away. If the modern Korahs are ever saved, it will be by atonement made by the High Priest whom they have despised, and want to do away with. ‘There is none other name under Heaven given among men whereby we must be saved.’

Illustration
‘What a privilege to speak with God mouth to mouth! It was the unique prerogative of Moses, hut it is the privilege of all those who, by faith, exercise their privileges in Jesus, and who are faithful in their special department in the household of faith. It is there that we learn to forgive, to pray for those who despitefully use us and persecute us, to bless them that curse. There is no such school for love to man as the secret place of the tabernacle of the Most High. But sin in any of God’s own, though forgiven, will delay the march of the host. Our good and our evil promote or hinder all with whom we journey.’
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Verse 5
DRY STICKS OR FRUITFUL BOUGHS?
‘The man’s rod, whom I shall choose, shall blossom.’

Numbers 17:5
I. The controversy about the Priesthood demanded a final and authoritative settlement.—For the removal of all doubts and the silencing of all objections, a notable miracle was wrought in the budding of Aaron’s rod. There was no room left for man: he was put out of the way, and only God appeared.

II. The rod of Aaron was probably that which had been used by Moses, in working so many miracles. Such rods were dry staves, or wands of office, usually transmitted from father to son. And surely, besides serving their immediate purpose, they were apt figures of Israel’s condition, and indeed of the condition of every-one of us by nature—without sap, or life, or power.

III. The miracle was very remarkable, and a beautiful illustration of what grace can effect in each of us. And after all there is no test of true discipleship, or of a call to the ministry, which can be compared to fruitfulness. This is God’s seal of acceptance and designation to His work. We need to be grafted into Christ; so only can we bear fruit (John 15:4-5 : Hosea 14:8).

IV. The complaint of Israel was indicative of a sad want of simple trust and love. It seemed to be entirely forgotten that they had brought all their sufferings on themselves. How many of our own sorrows are self-originated!

Illustration
(1) ‘“The man whom I shall choose, his rod shall bud.” This is an eternal principle. There is an indissoluble bond of union between God’s election and our fruitfulness. “I have chosen you and ordained you, that ye should go and bring forth fruit.” He who lives near God must be fruitful, and the fruitful soul is welcome to the secret place of the Most High. But how can dry rods like us ever bear blossom or fruit? There is no other way than by being grafted into the rod of the stem of Jesse, which seemed to be too dry and unlikely to bear fruit again, but which in that wondrous scion, our blessed Lord, has borne blossom and fruit, filling the world with its produce. Hear Him saying to all who are grafted into Him by a living faith, “From Me is thy fruit found.” Oh, think of that wondrous cross, made of what was once a young fresh sapling! It was dry enough when He hung there to die, but it has become the tree of life, which bears twelve manner of fruits, of which the overcomers eat, whilst its leaves are for the healing of the nations.’

(2) ‘The stick was fruitless, and it follows that it was worthless too. It was only a brand fit for the burning, and that is all you and I are before Christ finds us. It does not matter what your outward circumstances or advantages may be. We hear of silver sticks and gold sticks at earthly courts, but neither silver nor gold will avail us at the Court of the Heavenly King. Whatever our pretensions, if the life of Christ be not ours, we shall be counted but as fuel for the fire—as worthless sticks.’

(3) ‘The manner of the change was secret, sovereign, sudden. The mystery of life came to the stick from the Hand of God. Let us remember God keeps that secret in His own Hand; we cannot penetrate it. Don’t turn away from the thought of spiritual life because it is mysterious. All life is a mystery. Vegetable, animal life is a mystery; how much more must spiritual life be! There is a line beyond which man’s keenest vision cannot pierce, the subtlest intellect cannot penetrate; it is the boundary line between life and death. I say the manner of the change, the mighty change which converts the dead stick into the living branch, is a secret known to God alone.’
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Verse 10-11
AN ILL-TEMPERED LEADER
‘Hear now, ye rebels; must we fetch you water out of this rock? And Moses lifted up his hand, and with his rod he smote the rock twice.’

Numbers 20:10-11
This is a memorable incident in Israel’s history, and it is rich in warning to us at this day. Moses had failed in his duty towards God, and that in three particulars. (1) He had failed in strict obedience. God had bidden him speak to the rock, and he had smitten it, smitten it twice. (2) He had shown temper, used hard language. ‘Hear now, ye rebels!’ (3) He had taken to himself the credit of supplying the Israelites with water. ‘Must we fetch water for you out of the rock?’

I. The first lesson to be learned from Moses at Meribah is the danger of departing, in the least jot or tittle, from any law of God.
II. The second is the immense importance attached to temperate speech, the necessity of keeping a check on temper and not letting ourselves be moved to hot and angry words. The want of self-control was very heavily visited upon Moses and upon ‘Aaron, the saint of the Lord.’ Because of it they were shut out of Canaan.

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

Rev. R. D. B. Rawnsley.

Illustration
(1) ‘It was probably through lack of faith that Moses smote the rock, instead of speaking to it. It seemed such a little thing to speak, hardly enough, surely, to awaken a response in the hard rock; hence he lifted up his hand, and smote the rock with main force, as though his might were to do the work; and it was his lack of faith, allied as it was with impatience, that excluded the great Lawgiver from the Land of Promise.’

(2) ‘Note how the right things may be done in the wrong spirit. The Lesson speaks of God’s displeasure at Moses. He was told that he would never enter the land of Canaan because of his conduct in this matter of the rock. There was no question that God had been true to His word—there flowed the water in an abundant stream—but there was that in Moses, even while he wrought the miracle, that was intensely displeasing to Jehovah. Moses had been bidden speak to the rock; instead of that he struck it, not once, but twice. He was in a heat of passion, too, with the rebellious people, and, as the psalmist says, he spake unadvisedly. And doubtless, in the secret chambers of his heart, God saw an unbelief that no one else saw, for we read in verse 12, “Ye believed Me not.” Note, then, how a man may do the right thing, yet he may do it wrongly, and have to suffer for it. God not only reckons the actions that we do; He reckons also the spirit in which they are done. Two girls may give their toys to some poor children, but the one does it cheerfully and willingly; the other does it with a grumble and a grudge, thinking it a hardship all the time. So far as the poor children are concerned, it does not matter—they get the toys, as Israel got the water—but in the eyes of God there is a world of difference betwixt the gifts of the two little maidens. Two boys are asked by their mothers to go a message; the one goes promptly and happily, the other sulkily. Of course the message is done in either case, but how different are the two actions, up in heaven! It is the saddest of all experiences to do wrong things; but scarcely less sad is it to do right things wrongly.’

(3) ‘It is easy to see why Moses had to die outside the land of rest. He had not learnt the secret of rest in himself. That double ‘smiting of the rock, that impetuous address to the congregation, indicated, how far he had fallen short of the rest of faith; “Ye believed Me not to sanctify Me.” Oh, Spirit of God, who dost lead us into rest that we may give rest, deliver us from the sin of smiting the rock twice, and breathe into our nature that perfect peace from out which we may learn the art of speaking to the Rock!’

Verse 12
THE SIN OF MOSES
‘And the Lord spake unto Moses and Aaron, Because ye believed me not, to sanctify me in the eyes of the children of Israel, therefore ye shall not bring this congregation into the land which I have given them.’

Numbers 20:12
I. The Lord here acts with great severity towards two of His servants, and it may be well to recount the circumstances. Water failed the congregation, they murmured as their fathers had done; Moses brought their case before the Lord, Who commanded him to take his rod, but not to use it, but simply to speak to the rock, and it should give forth water. Was this rock the same which was smitten nearly forty years before? That depends upon our interpretation of 1 Corinthians 10, ‘And they drank of that spiritual rock that followed them, and that rock was Christ.’ From the whole account we should gather that it was the same rock, and the miracle, of course, was not greater than the daily shower of bread round about their tents, which ceased not till they entered Canaan. Anyhow, they disobeyed God, Who had bidden them speak to the rock; and for this, and because, perhaps, they had spoken as if they themselves could bring out the water, ‘Hear now, ye rebels, must we bring you water out of the rock?’ And for this act of faithlessness or of disobedience God would not permit Moses, though he entreated that the punishment might be removed, to bring the people of Israel over Jordan.

II. The sin of Moses appears rather as a sin of disobedience or of passion than of unbelief; but if we knew all the circumstances we should see that there was some want of faith, of reliance upon God, which brought down God’s dipleasure.

III. Anyhow, we learn this lesson, that nearness to God and friendship with God, such as was enjoyed by Moses, are not to be presumed upon; God’s commands are to be obeyed to the letter even by one so near to Him as Moses. It has been suggested as another reason for this severity: the smitten rock was a type of Christ, Who was to be smitten once for all, and then to give out His virtue in answer to prayer, and Moses and Aaron, by smiting the rock a second time, destroyed the principal typical feature.

Rev. M. F. Sadler.

Illustration
(1) ‘Press home upon the imagination by the terrible doom of Moses the man of God, the heinousness in God’s sight of this spirit which puts judgment in place of mercy. It shut Moses out of the Promised Land; our Lord says it may shut us out of His kingdom. Compare the interesting parallel of Jonah’s failure to understand the heart of the Almighty (Jonah 3:10; Jonah 4:1), and quote, in illustration, the beautiful lines of Faber—

For the love of God is broader

Than the measures of man’s mind,

And the heart of the Eternal

Is most wonderfully kind.

But we make His love too narrow

By false limits of our own;

And we magnify His strictness
With a zeal He will not own.’

(2) ‘God’s charge against him, be it noted, is that he failed to sanctify Him, i.e. to make Him holy in the eyes of the people. When a professing Christian misrepresents Christ, by his conduct or spirit, so as to give a wrong view of the Gospel to his companions, it is a terrible sin in God’s sight. Compare the doom on the man who offends one of the little ones, i.e. puts a stumbling block in the way of their coming to Christ (Matthew 18:6).’

Verse 27-28
THE DEATH OF AARON
‘And Moses did as the Lord commanded: and they went up into Mount Hor in the sight of all the congregation,’ etc.

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

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

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

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

Canon Liddon.

Illustration
(1) ‘A sad chapter! Brother and sister dying, Moses failing so disastrously, the passage through Edom refused. But chapters of this kind only make up a small fraction in the record of our lives; there are more bright ones than sad ones. And there were yet to come songs and counsels and noble outbursts of blessed ascription communicated by the death on Pisgah. “He will not keep His anger for ever. He delighteth in mercy.” The dying priest reminds us of Him who is able to save to the uttermost all that come unto God by Him, because He ever liveth.’

(2) ‘With the utmost brevity and grandeur it is recorded that Moses, Aaron, and Eleazar, went up the mount in the sight of all the congregation. Aaron wore his full priestly dress. No word of complaint escaped his lips. As in the day when he saw his two sons stretched in death and held his peace, so now he walked in quiet submission to the scene where he knew he was to die. There is no word of farewell. On the lonely height Moses took off the priestly garments, one by one, from the high priest, and Eleazar was clothed with them. The aged priest, in the quiet dignity which became him, greater in the hour of death than at any time of his life, laid himself down to die. Over that scene of death the veil of silence is drawn, and we know not what passed between the three on the solitary mountain. Moses came down with the new high priest wearing the priestly garments, and once again the people knew that the old things were swiftly passing away. “When all the congregation saw that Aaron was dead, they mourned for Aaron thirty days, even all the house of Israel” (Numbers 20:29).’

(3) ‘He has seen the tombs of old Mizraim’s wonder,

Where the haughty Pharaohs embalmed recline,

But no monarch of Memphis is swathed in splendour,

Great Priest of the desert, like this of thine.’

21 Chapter 21 

Verse 9
BANE AND ANTIDOTE
‘If a serpent had bitten any man, when he beheld the serpent of brass, he lived.’

Numbers 21:9
Faint and weary, and dispirited, the old murmuring breaks out against God and against Moses. And this time God strikes. The punishment took a form, perhaps even more terrible than pestilence or death. As the column toiled along the weary way, out from bush and crevasse, gliding through the grass came the deadly foe, and fastened upon leg and hand. A small thing the bite seemed at first, but as the fiery poison coursed through the veins, then the deadly work began. The stalwart man, who was marching at a comrade’s side, suddenly falls out and is left writhing and choking in torture. And when the camp is pitched, into the tent they come gliding and biting, till a great and terrible cry arises from the sin-stricken, penitent camp. Then, when the chastisement has done its work, God stays His hand. And the serpent of brass, made in the likeness of the living scourge, but transfixed to the pole, is lifted up in the midst of the camp. And as the next day’s sun strikes upon its burnished coils, which burn like fire, it is recognised as a fit symbol of the fiery serpents, whose venomed bite sent the blood coursing like molten fire through the veins. And when any bitten one looked to the serpent of brass in simple faith, behold, he did not die but lived! So the plague was stayed.

I. The poison of sin.—From the day of the first sin in the garden, the idea of evil has been associated with the serpent, and a fitting picture it is. How stealthily it creeps upon us, how unexpectedly it seizes, how little difference it seems to make—we go on our walk as usual, but a fiery poison has entered our lives to work our ruin. Such is sin in the soul—having a very small external wound, it may be, but poisoning the whole being. And it creeps in everywhere. It is lying in wait for us by day at our work and play; it follows us at night. We may lace the flaps of the tent tight, we may peg down the curtains round and round securely, but it glides under and stings us even in our sleep. And ‘if any man say he hath not been bitten, he deceiveth himself, and the truth is not in him.’

II. The remedy.—One has bent over sinful humanity and sucked the poison from the wound. ‘And He shall save His people from their sins.’ To deliver us from this deadly poison He willingly gave up His life, and our only hope is to look to Him in simple faith. A look is enough. This may seem a very trifling thing to bring such a reward. But before the bitten Israelites looked to the serpent, how much had taken place! Instead of rebellion, sin, and disobedience, there was chastened penitence, ‘we have sinned,’ and willingness to obey; and restored trust in God. It seems an easy thing to say, ‘Only believe in Christ,’ but before the soul can cast one believing look at the Crucified, there must first have been the breaking down of the hard heart and the readiness to trust in God. ‘It is a little and easy thing in itself; but it indicates a great and difficult change of mind.’ When a disobedient child is ready to confess his disobedience, the change in his attitude is shown quite as clearly by the simple coming and confessing as if he were to promise to perform some hard task, or undergo some severe penalty. And if any man among the bitten Israelites had not undergone the ‘change of mind,’ if he still cherished his rebellious spirit towards God, that man could not look to God’s symbol of forgiving love, and he died in his misery. Strange as it may seem, there may have been such men. For there are such to-day who will not look to the Saviour, who will cling to their sins, who do not wish to be freed from the bondage and misery of sin if it mean service under Christ.

Illustration
(1) ‘Herbert Spencer in his latest book warns strongly against what he calls the “rebarbarisation” of the world. And Lord Tennyson lends an illustration of what is meant by his lines that make the hunting of one’s fellow men the lordliest life on earth. Christianity believes in education, but it knows that educated devilry and civilised savagery are the very worst kind.

The cross is the only cure for the serpent’s bite. Men must repent and believe and be washed of their sins. Jesus is the only one who can promise, “But as many as receive Him, to them gives He power to become the sons of God.”’

(2) ‘A golf “caddie” in putting his hand into some undergrowth in search of the ball, had it stung by an adder. His companion, a member of a Boys’ Brigade Ambulance Class, at once tied something tight round the wrist to keep the poison from spreading, and sucked the wound clean, thus, in all probability, saving his comrade’s life. A young doctor in a London hospital, bent over the throat of a boy suffering from virulent diphtheria, and knowing well the risk, calmly inserted the tube and sucked out the poisoned virus. He had brilliant prospects before him; but he took the risk. The boy recovered; the brave doctor took the fell disease, sickened, and in a week was dead. He gave his life to save the boy.’

(3) ‘The snatch of poetry in Numbers 21:14-15 is variously translated. Our English version, “What he did on the Red Sea,” etc., agrees with an old Jewish rendering. Some translate it, “Vaheb (Jehovah takes) in storm, and the brooks of Arnon, and the valley of the brooks, which turns to the dwelling of Ar and leans upon the border of Moab.” Others make it, “(We took) Waheb in Suphah and the Arnon water-courses, and the slope of the water-courses that inclineth toward the dwelling of Ar,” etc. The term Vaheb or Waheb might thus be the name of some fortress or strong position of the Amorites.’

Verse 25
LIFE AT ITS NOBLEST
‘Israel took all these cities … Israel possessed his land.’

Numbers 21:25; Numbers 21:35
I. ‘The joys of conquest are the joys of man.’—To face hopeless odds without fear, in quiet reliance upon the Divine word; to act strongly, and conquer to the uttermost; and then, knowing that all—both the occasion, the promise, the courage, and the victory—all are the gifts of glad and fathomless love, to pour out the full heart in glorious praise to the Great Giver, this, surely, is life at its noblest. And all this—except the praise, which, however, appears in Psalms 135:11; Psalms 136:20—we find here in vv. 34 and 35:—‘And the Lord said unto Moses, Fear him not,’ etc.

II. This raises a question of intensest interest: Is there any parallel to this in my life? Is there any deep-rooted evil for me to overcome in this living present, and in fearless reliance upon some omnipotent word of the Lord that has already gone forth against it? What of those weaknesses or evil habits that I know so well and fear so much? Are they not, like Og, the giant king, simply occasions for a Divine over-coming? Has not the Almightyword sounded out against them even as it did against him? Of him it was said:—‘Fear him not; for I have delivered him into thine hand’; and of them it is said:—‘Sin shall not have dominion over you. Walk in the Spirit, and ye shall not fulfil the lusts of the flesh. Be strong, therefore, in the grace which is in Christ Jesus.’ Yes, in Him, we, even we, may know life at its noblest!

Illustration
(1) ‘Thou wilt pitch in Oboth, from which point and onwards there will be no further record of murmuring. This chapter was set to music by the Psalmist, who interleaved the names of these beings and the story of these battles by the mention of the ever-enduring mercy of God (Psalms 106:16-26). So shalt it be with us. The experiences of life may not seem to be joyous but grievous, nevertheless, in the golden afterward they will yield food for everlasting joy, and the uncouth names of sins and foes will be woven into the music of golden lays. Wherefore lift up your heads and rejoice in anticipation of your joy, for your redemption draweth night.’

(2) ‘A beautiful little song is given in this Lesson. The princes were able to use their official rods in putting aside the brushwood which hid the well, and its discovery was greeted by songs. How often does God open springs for us which we do not acknowledge! Let us be more prone to give thanks.’

(3) ‘A friendly message was sent to Sihon the king of the Amorites, to ask him, as Edom, Moab, and Ammon had been asked before, for a free passage through his kingdom. But the friendly message was again refused. Sihon followed up his refusal by advancing against the Israelites, and was defeated in a great battle at Jahaz. This victory gave Israel possession of the whole country from Arnon to Jabbok, including the strong city of Heshbon. The Arnon was henceforth the boundary of Israel and Moab. This triumph was celebrated in a war-song which tells of Israel’s glorious success over the Amorites, of the former defeat of Moab, and of the way in which Israel, avenging their kinsmen, won for themselves the fertile land on the east of the Jordan (Numbers 21:27-31).’

Verse 35
LIFE AT ITS NOBLEST
‘Israel took all these cities … Israel possessed his land.’

Numbers 21:25; Numbers 21:35
I. ‘The joys of conquest are the joys of man.’—To face hopeless odds without fear, in quiet reliance upon the Divine word; to act strongly, and conquer to the uttermost; and then, knowing that all—both the occasion, the promise, the courage, and the victory—all are the gifts of glad and fathomless love, to pour out the full heart in glorious praise to the Great Giver, this, surely, is life at its noblest. And all this—except the praise, which, however, appears in Psalms 135:11; Psalms 136:20—we find here in vv. 34 and 35:—‘And the Lord said unto Moses, Fear him not,’ etc.

II. This raises a question of intensest interest: Is there any parallel to this in my life? Is there any deep-rooted evil for me to overcome in this living present, and in fearless reliance upon some omnipotent word of the Lord that has already gone forth against it? What of those weaknesses or evil habits that I know so well and fear so much? Are they not, like Og, the giant king, simply occasions for a Divine over-coming? Has not the Almightyword sounded out against them even as it did against him? Of him it was said:—‘Fear him not; for I have delivered him into thine hand’; and of them it is said:—‘Sin shall not have dominion over you. Walk in the Spirit, and ye shall not fulfil the lusts of the flesh. Be strong, therefore, in the grace which is in Christ Jesus.’ Yes, in Him, we, even we, may know life at its noblest!

Illustration
(1) ‘Thou wilt pitch in Oboth, from which point and onwards there will be no further record of murmuring. This chapter was set to music by the Psalmist, who interleaved the names of these beings and the story of these battles by the mention of the ever-enduring mercy of God (Psalms 106:16-26). So shalt it be with us. The experiences of life may not seem to be joyous but grievous, nevertheless, in the golden afterward they will yield food for everlasting joy, and the uncouth names of sins and foes will be woven into the music of golden lays. Wherefore lift up your heads and rejoice in anticipation of your joy, for your redemption draweth night.’

(2) ‘A beautiful little song is given in this Lesson. The princes were able to use their official rods in putting aside the brushwood which hid the well, and its discovery was greeted by songs. How often does God open springs for us which we do not acknowledge! Let us be more prone to give thanks.’

(3) ‘A friendly message was sent to Sihon the king of the Amorites, to ask him, as Edom, Moab, and Ammon had been asked before, for a free passage through his kingdom. But the friendly message was again refused. Sihon followed up his refusal by advancing against the Israelites, and was defeated in a great battle at Jahaz. This victory gave Israel possession of the whole country from Arnon to Jabbok, including the strong city of Heshbon. The Arnon was henceforth the boundary of Israel and Moab. This triumph was celebrated in a war-song which tells of Israel’s glorious success over the Amorites, of the former defeat of Moab, and of the way in which Israel, avenging their kinsmen, won for themselves the fertile land on the east of the Jordan (Numbers 21:27-31).’
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Verses 13-21
BALAAM
‘And Balaam rose up in the morning, and said unto the princes of Balak, Get you into your land: for the Lord refuseth to give me leave to go with you.… And Balaam rose up in the morning, and saddled his ass, and went with the princes of Moab.’

Numbers 22:13-21
Balaam is one of the most interesting characters in the Bible; and it is a special feature of the Bible that it exhibits real living human characters. If ever you come to read the sacred books of other religions—for example, the Koran, which is the Bible, as you know, of the great Mohammedan faith—you will find plenty of moral and ceremonial rules, nay, a good many precepts which you will do well to incorporate in your own Christianity; but you will not be passing, as it were, though a portrait gallery of living men and women, whom you know well. Yet there is certainly no means so efficacious of teaching spiritual or moral truth as by example.

It is the divine mode to teach by example; and, bearing this in mind, as the result of many instances, let me ask, What is the lesson of Balaam’s life?

I. Now, when the messengers of Balak came to Balaam and asked him to do something which he knew to be wrong, he said, ‘No, I cannot go with you.’—That seems at first a very noble answer. But you know there is a way of saying No which means Yes, and I am much afraid that that was Balaam’s way. If you look a man in the face and say I won’t, that is one thing: but it is another thing (is it not?) if you halt and hesitate, and let your ‘No’ come stammering out as if you were ashamed of it. Balaam began by wanting to please God. He said, and probably he was at least half honest in saying, ‘If Balak would give me his house full of gold and silver, I cannot go beyond the word of the Lord, my God, to do less or more.’ Yet he wanted to please himself at the same time. He asked God again if he might not go. He kept trying to curse the people, although he could not; and when he could not curse them, he tempted them to sin. What was the good of his saying, ‘Let me die the death of the righteous,’ when the only possible way of dying as the righteous die (and this is a lesson which belongs to you as much as to him) is to live as the righteous live? And so he went from good to bad, and from bad to worse, until, as St. Peter says, he became a perpetual instance of the ruin wrought in a highly-gifted human soul by ‘loving’ not God only, but ‘the wages of unrighteousness.’

II. Now, what was Balaam’s prime mistake?—I think it was this, that he trifled with his conscience. At first, when the princes of Moab asked him to go with them, he knew perfectly well that it was wrong. Probably, if he had spoken out like a man, they would never have asked him again. But he began saying to himself, ‘What a pity that I should lose all this money! Might not I go? Might not I just try again if God will let me go? What does it matter, if it is a little wrong? How do I know that anything worse will ever come of it?’ Ah! but this is just what it is so fatal to say. God speaks once to the human soul, and speaks loudly; but if you disobey His voice, it soon sinks to a whisper.

Follow your conscience, and it shall lead you to God. Believe me, the only way to get more spiritual light is to live according to the light you have. It may only be a light that breaks athwart the darkness; make the most of it, and some day you shall have more. There may be hereafter only one duty which is clear to you, only one friend or kinsman whom you can help, only one boy whom you can keep from evil, only one piece of work which you alone can do. Well, do that. Try to accomplish that one object. Try to save just that one human soul. Gradually, it may be after many a day, the clouds will break. You will know more of God’s will. He will seem nearer to you. His voice will sound more clearly in your soul. You shall enter into that divine peace which the world may neither give nor take away.

—Bishop Welldon.

Illustration
(1) ‘The story is told in the most vivid terms. The hesitation of Balaam, the struggle between covetousness and the fear of Jehovah, the tardy consent, the warning that came from the mouth of the ass, the sight of the angel by the way, are impressively described. No less so is the reception he met in Moab. He is met by the king and is hurried to the slopes of the mountain from which he may look on the camp of Israel. Seven sacrifices smoke on seven altars, but when the word comes to the soothsayer it is a word of blessing and not a curse. He is brought by the disappointed king to the top of Pisgah and to the summit of Peor. More abundant sacrifices are offered up. But the oracles are more decidedly than before oracles of blessing, till at last Balak, in despair, asked him to refrain equally from blessing and from cursing.’

(2) ‘For the sake of a handful of paltry dross he sold his eternal jewel to the enemy of man, and he earned the dreadful twofold epitaph which the New Testament inscribes with ceremonious reprobation upon his name. One epitaph is “Balaam the son of Beor, who loved the wages of unrighteousness.” The other is “Balaam who taught Balak to cast a stumbling-block before the children of Israel, to eat things sacrificed unto idols, and to commit fornication.” Life is a very serious thing, even for triflers. “The sting of death is sin; and the strength of sin is the law, but thanks be to God who giveth us the victory through Jesus Christ our Lord!”’

(3) ‘Keble finely describes Balaam:

“Oh! for a sculptor’s hand,

That thou might’st take thy stand,

Thy wild hair floating on the eastern breeze,

Thy tranced yet open gaze

Fixed on the desert haze,

As one who deep in heaven some airy pageant sees.

In outline dim and vast

Their fearful shadows cast;

The giant forms of empire on their way

To ruin: one by one

They tower and are gone,

Yet in the Prophet’s soul the dreams of avarice stay.

Nor sun nor star so bright

In all the world of light,

That they should draw to heaven his downward eye;

He hears th’ Almighty’s word,

He sees the angel’s sword,

Yet low upon the earth his heart and treasure lie.’

Verses 20-22
SELF-DECEPTION
‘And God came unto Balaam at night, and said unto him, If the men come to call thee, rise up, and go with them; but yet the word which I shall say unto thee, that shalt thou do,’ etc.

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

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

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

Illustration
‘Honest men do not make loud protestations of their honesty; brave men do not insist on their bravery; over-loud proclaiming of innocence is suggestive of guilt; and the seer, by his answer, shows his mind is running on such things as silver and gold. A clever caricaturist to-day would hit off the situation by a sketch of a waiter, humbly protesting, “I can’t take it, sir,” all the while keeping his back to the notice, “No gratuities allowed.” Balaam’s answer is really equivalent to, “Very sorry, but I dare not do it”; and his request that they should tarry a night, betrays the hope that God may be got to change His purpose. “That I may know what the Lord will say unto me more.” This is the first downward step. He trifles with his plain duty. Instead of returning a decided “No,” he says he will think the matter over. But in matters of duty, second thoughts are not best; but first. “Considering a duty is often only explaining it away; deliberation is often only dishonesty.” When God speaks plainly, ours is to obey at once. Eve stood and argued when she should have shut her ears and run.’

Verse 38
OBEDIENCE WITHOUT LOVE
‘The word that God putteth in my mouth, that shall I speak.’

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

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

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

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

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

Illustration
‘Even when we have started on our perverse road the angel of the Lord stands to resist us and turn us back; we may not at first detect his form and uplifted sword, but they are there. In His love, God makes the way of transgressors hard, and hedges up their way with thorns. It was a true word that Balaam spoke, but it was spoken in the wrong place. He was off God’s plan. Nevertheless it is true that we can only speak with power those words which God puts into our lips.’
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Verse 13
WHOLE VIEWS OF LIFE
‘And Balak said unto him, Come, I pray thee, with me unto another place, from whence thou mayest see them. Thou shalt see but the utmost part of them, and shalt not see them all: and curse me them from thence.’

Numbers 23:13
Many of you will recall the story from which these words are taken, and the striking picture which it draws. The Israelites are travelling through the desert. They are approaching the domain of Balak, king of Moab. Balak is frightened, and sends for the Mesopotamian wizard, Balaam, and bids him curse the dangerous intruders. But Balaam, filled with a higher spirit than he understands, blesses instead of cursing. Again the effort is made, and the disappointment follows in another place. And then it is that there occurs to the monarch the idea which is recorded in the text. Perhaps if the prophet did not see the whole host in its multitude the curse would come more readily. ‘Let us stand where we can only see a part of them,’ he says. ‘Peradventure thou canst curse me them from thence.’

It was a vain expedient. The blessing came still pouring forth more richly than before. Why should it not? It was not the quantity but the quality of Israel which drew the blessing. It was not because there were so many of them, but because they were set on lofty purposes and carried in their bosom mighty spiritual issues, that God took care of them and made them strong. It was a hopeless hope of Balak. And it was like a child. It was the transparent self-cheat of infancy. So children play with themselves and one another, saying, ‘Let us see only a part and make believe that that is all.’

I. It is a beautiful and noble faith when a man believes in the absolute truth, unfound, unfindable perhaps by man, and yet surely existent behind and at the heart of everything. It is a terrible thing when a man ceases to believe in it, and ceases to seek for it. He sinks out of the highest delight and purity. For him the great glory of life is gone. Petty and selfish economies sweep in and overwhelm him. Not what is true, but what will tell for the advantage of something which he thinks valuable, becomes the object of his search. He questions everything, as the lawyer questions a witness, in the interest of a cause. Then comes the Balak folly. Then the man shuts his eyes to everything which will not tell upon his side. Then he refuses to look upon the whole of things, and sees only the portion which will minister to his passion or his spite.

II. Upon the dark places of partial vision I know that I should never find the great Seer of human life, who is Christ. Christ saw all life in God. That means that He saw life in its completeness. No being ever saw the evil and misery as He beheld it. He saw sin with all the intensity of holiness. But nobody ever has dared call Jesus Christ a pessimist. He saw the end from the beginning. He saw the depth from the surface. He saw the light from the darkness. He saw the whole from the parts. Therefore He could not despair. There was no curse of life upon His lips. Infinite pity! A pity that has folded itself around the world’s torn and bleeding heart like a benediction ever since—but no curse! And who are we, with our little feeble rage and petulance, flinging our testy curses where the Lord’s blessing descended like the love of God? Oh, if you ever find yourself cursing life, get your New Testament and read what Jesus said looking down on Jerusalem from the height of the Mount of Olives, looking down on man from the measureless height of the Cross!

III. I must do little more than allude to the one other application of our truth which is in my mind; but I must not let you go without alluding to it. It is the saddest and most terrible of all. I am thinking of the desperation and bitterness which come with the sight of pain without the sight of the higher consequences and results of pain. It is the old tragedy of the Book of Job, and of the books of thousands of tortured lives. ‘Curse God and die’ seems sometimes to be the only outcome of it all. Perhaps, nay almost certainly, there are some to whom it seems so this morning. It is the only outcome of it all, if the pain you feel or see is all. But if the whole of a man’s life from its beginning to its endless end, from its surface in to its inmost heart, is capable of being taken into account, then that desperate outcome is not the only one. There is a blessing and a thankfulness which may overcome and drown the curse. Suppose that, looking at pain, and with the curse just growing into shape upon your lips, a great hand takes you up and lifts you. And as you rise your vision widens. And slowly education grows into your view, surrounding pain, and drawing out its sense of cruelty, and crowding in upon it its own sense of love and purpose. Then, in the larger vision, must not the curse perish? And if the lips are not strong enough to open into thankfulness, at least the eyes, still full of pity, may wait in peace.

This is the fear we have to-day. The sense of human pain grows stronger all the time. And it sometimes seems as if the sense of purpose and education grew weaker in a multitude of souls. It is the heart of man taken, Balaam-like, to a place whence it can see the part and not the whole; and who that listens does not hear the muttering of the curse? Where is the help, first for your soul, then for the whole great world? Not in saying that pain is not pain, not in shutting the eyes to the part which is so awfully manifest, but seeing, in insisting upon seeing, the whole.

‘To feel, although no tongue can prove,

That every cloud that spreads above,

And veileth love, itself is love.’

Bishop Phillips Brooks.

Illustration
‘Even the flaming sword of the angel of Jehovah failed to turn this man from his own destruction. He cringes, indeed. He says, “If it displeases Thee I will turn back again”; yet his base desire overcomes even his fear of God. He goes his own way. He stands at last on the mountains of Moab with the camp of Israel in view. And now his judgment begins. As he is about to drink it, the cup of earthly gain is dashed from his lips. He speaks, not what he would but what he must, not the money-boughten curse, but the God-inspired blessing. Scarcely anything in Scripture is more full of power and beauty. Yet his heart is not in it. Three times he changes his place, and offers fresh sacrifices in the hope that his lips may be permitted to utter cursing instead of blessing.

He watch’d till knowledge came

Upon his soul like flame,

Not of those magic fires at random caught;

But true prophetic light

Flashed o’er him high and bright,

Flashed once and died away, and left his darkened thought.

And can he choose but fear

Who feels his God so near,

That when he fain would curse, his powerless tongue

In blessing only moves?

Alas! the world he loves

Too close around his heart her tangled veil hath flung.

How easily the world flings its tangled veil about us all! And escape from it is hard. Repentance for almost any other sin is easier than for the sin of the selfish abuse of God-given powers or abilities. The tragedy of the way of Balaam is oft repeated in many lives. When he found himself foiled, his mercenary curses turned to profitless blessings; in his disappointment he turns to base revenge, he casts off God, openly takes part with his enemies and perishes miserably.

Sceptre and Star Divine!

Who in Thine inmost shrine,

Hast made us worshippers, O claim Thine own;

More than Thy seers we know,

O teach our love to grow

Up to Thy heavenly light and reap what Thou hast sown.’

Verse 26
AN UNWILLING SERVANT OF GOD
‘But Balaam answered and said unto Balak, Told not I thee, saying, All that the Lord speaketh, that I must do?’

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

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

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

Bishop S. Wilberforce.

Illustration
‘Note the subtilty of the temptation which overcame him. There was the dream of avarice; but still more of power and ambition. Balak touched a powerful chord when he said (ver. 17), “I will do whatsoever thou sayest unto me.” To leave his narrow sphere by the Euphrates, to become the first man in a powerful people, to be courted and respected and to have the opportunity—who knows but even this may have entered his plan—of raising this people to a knowledge of the true God—these were some of the plausible reflections by which plain duty became distorted. And no doubt Balaam went, saying oft to himself, “Only the word that the Lord gives unto me will I speak, neither more or less.” So when a young person begins even to turn over in his mind the alternative to plain duty, he soon finds many specious arguments. He will go with this set of evil companions. Who knows but he may even elevate their tone—and so conscience is honeyed over with fine resolves. But the fact remains. “God’s anger was kindled because he went.”’
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Verse 1
TOWARD THE WILDERNESS
‘And when Balaam saw that it pleased the Lord to bless Israel, he went not, as at other times, to seek for enchantments, but he set his face toward the wilderness.’

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

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

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

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

—Archbishop Benson.

Illustration
(1) ‘The truth is always the same, whether it be seen by a bad man or a good, just as a landscape is. Balaam had his times of illumination, when he saw into the heart of things and pierced the veil of sense. Would that our lives more aptly realised these delineations! That we should be as gardens by the riverside, as lign-aloes planted by the Lord, as cedar trees beside the waters, whilst rivers of water flowed forth from us!’

(2) ‘This is a very common habit, strange though it may seem. People try to make God and Satan to agree.

I daresay there is hardly one amongst us who has not attempted it, not perhaps openly and unreservedly as Balaam did, but who has tried to make God agree with his or her own will and desires, while those desires have been implanted by Satan. We do the thing not so intelligibly as Balaam, but as truly we try to retain some object or will that we know is contrary to the Word of God, and then to make God agree with us, but we cannot do it; thus Balaam had to cease his enchantments. “Ye cannot serve God and mammon.” God’s will is to bless without any sorrow added to it. The blessing of the Lord maketh rich, His blessing of salvation in Christ shuts out sorrow.

Balaam lifted up his eyes and saw Israel abiding in their tents, and he opened his mouth and took up his parable, and spoke of himself as “the man whose eyes are open.” His eyes were opened at last, he had not the dimness of sight resulting from enchantments; he had before spoken truth, but his thoughts had not gone with his words; he had been speaking with his eyes closed, so that he could not see the vision though he was obliged to utter it. Now that his eyes were open, he was aware of the circumstances in which he was, and the God with whom he was dealing. He speaks of having “heard the words of God,” and “seen the vision of the Almighty, falling into a trance, but having his eyes open.”’

Verse 11
MAN PROPOSES: GOD DISPOSES
‘Therefore now flee thou to thy place: I thought to promote thee unto great honour; but, to, the Lord hath kept thee back from honour.’

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

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

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

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

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

Canon Liddon.

Illustration
(1) ‘An embassy waited on Balaam from Balak, the king of the Moabites, with presents and proffered honours, but at first he refused to come. He knew enough of Jehovah’s will for that, and is an example of one having a real prophetic gift, which he misused to his own ruin. He allowed himself to be persuaded, being influenced by those bribes which the New Testament calls “the wages of unrighteousness.” His history is a warning against hesitation and delay in obeying the first dictates of conscience.’

(2) ‘“The Lord hath kept thee back from honour.” This is the language of earth and earthliness, addressed continually to those who would go Heavenward. “This you might have been—and that you might have done—this you will forfeit, that you will lose—your religion mars your success, blights your prospects, conceals your advantages;—but for this, you might be distinguished, admired, beloved—does God thus deprive His friends of honour?”

This is the language—but oh, believe it not! Especially let those, who have yet not made the trial, believe it not. For it makes the young to falter in their choice, and leads to a dangerous equivocation between the world and God, trying to please both for fear of what may follow on a more determined course: and thus in fact deprives them of the honour and the bliss, above all that earth can offer, which awaits a settled habit of piety and devotion. Of what value are the honours and distinctions of the world, to one who knows them scarcely worth the having? Of what value its admiration and applause, when we have learned to consider them the meed of iniquity rather than of merit? The child of God does in fact not want these things or value them. He does not know them to be honour; but very generally looks upon them as a danger, a temptation, and a snare—meretricious ornaments at best, unworthy to mix with the brighter jewels of his crown. He feels no greater for their possession, and no meaner for the want of them.’

Verse 17
PIOUS TALK AND UNHOLY CONDUCT
‘I shall see Him, but not now: I shall behold Him, but not nigh.’

Numbers 24:17
These words were spoken by the prophet Balaam, and they were inspired words put into his mouth by God Almighty when he went forth to curse but stayed to bless. There is no character in the whole of Scripture that is more thrillingly human than this character of the prophet Balaam. There was Balak, the king, and there stood this man inspired of God. He had come to curse, but he dared not. What a strange mixture of a man was this! There was a great struggle going on in that man’s bosom—a struggle between right and wrong, a struggle between selfishness and duty, a struggle between conscience and covetousness. That struggle has gone on all along the ages. It goes on now in every town—shall I say in every home?

When Balaam went out to meet Balak, the king, he had determined in his heart to curse that people. But picture him upon that mountain-top, that wild-looking man, with blazing eyes, with a face lit up, as it were, with the very light of God; see him there, standing upon that mountain, gazing upon the hosts of the Lord. All in a moment his eyes were opened, as he himself said. We can imagine what it was he saw as he looked back on the past. But he saw more than that. In that Egyptian darkness, in that time of the most awful evil, in that time of sin, he saw that star that rose in the East glittering in the heavens, shedding its dazzling ray upon the earth. He saw the sceptre which had departed from Jacob returning in the hand of the Son of Man. ‘I shall see Him,’ he said, ‘but not now: I shall behold Him, but not nigh.’ As he uttered that prophetic word he little thought what it was he said. It was true that he would see Him. All eyes shall see Him; yours will see Him, mine will see Him, even the eyes of those that pierced Him will see Him—see Him sitting on the throne of glory. But how many of us will, like Balaam, see Him, but not nigh?

And now, as we draw aside from this unwilling prophet, who utters a blessing in every word of which was breathed a curse, what lessons are there? God help us to learn some of the lessons! How many Balaams are there in this congregation, think you? how many are there who choose the evil when they know the good? But there is one thing that you can all learn, and that you all must learn, if you are to do any good, and that is—

I. It is an awful danger to trifle with your conscience, that conscience which whispers to you words from the Holy Spirit of God. Balaam knew what was right, and yet he chose to do wrong. How many are there here who know what is right, and yet choose to do wrong? I say how many are there who, knowing what is right, yet deliberately, in the face of that knowledge, go and choose the evil? We know that things are either right or wrong instinctively. God has implanted that knowledge in us. We know; in a moment it dawns upon us. We know; God has given us the power. Oh, how useless any excuse will be in that great day of judgment when God adds up our account! God will say: ‘You knew; I gave you the power.’ Balaam had the power; he knew. We are, men and women, curious creatures. When you talk to a man about his sin, he will belittle the sin, and say: ‘It is not as bad as it looks.’ Even though it were as black as it could possibly be he would say: ‘There are plenty of people who do the same.’ What an awful thing to say! There are plenty of people who do the same, plenty of people to populate hell itself, plenty of people who, knowing the good, choose the evil. But does that make any difference to you? You who know what the evil is, yet you deliberately choose it. Does that make any difference to you? You say: ‘I ought to do a certain thing; yes, I ought to.’ We argue with you. We come to you, and we say: ‘Oh, for the Saviour’s sake, turn from your evil ways; leave the sin that enthralls you, that casts such a blot upon your soul.’ You say: ‘I ought,’ and the very first opportunity you get you go and do the same thing. Do not say you do not. You do; God knows you do, you know you do. Knowing the good, yet, deliberately, with your eyes open, even like Balaam, you have chosen the evil.

II. Another thing that Balaam teaches us is this—that you must not make a bargain with God, make a compromise with the Lord Most High.—He will not have it. No compromise will do with Him. That is just our religion; we want to serve God a little and ourselves a great deal. You ask a man to do something which will give him trouble. If he has not got his excuses ready-made he will make them quick enough. Oh, our religion is such a half-and-half thing!

III. Again, there is another thing that we ought to learn, and that is—that we ought never to neglect a plain duty for the sake of earthly gain.—All too often a man says: ‘How much shall I get by doing so-and-so?’ He never says: ‘What shall it profit a man if he shall gain the whole world and lose his own soul?’ or ‘What shall a man give in exchange for his soul?’ These are the questions for business men.

IV. And there is just another lesson that Balaam teaches us—that religious talk is not religion.—You may talk goody-goody for a week, but you may be as far from the kingdom of Heaven as the devil himself. No; Balaam was a good talker. There never was a better, but he is not in the kingdom of Heaven. He said: ‘Let me die the death of the righteous, and let my last end be like his!’ He died the enemy of God and of God’s people. We must do something more in this world of ours than talk. You men of business know quite well that talk will not earn you a penny. It will not go any distance, and the man who talks you despise. Then why should talk do for religion? It too often does. If we are to die the death of the righteous, we must live the life of the righteous. Actions, not words; lives, not professions; that is what God wants, and if you give Him that, if you give Him lives and leave the professions to take a back seat, then I say that yours will be that portion in the inheritance of God which He promised to all His beloved.

Illustration
(1) ‘The Messianic prophecy of the Star (Numbers 24:16-19), which makes the fourth and most important of the “parables” spoken by Balaam when the Lord “put a word in his mouth,” may be literally translated thus:—

He hath said who hears the words of God,

And knows the knowledge of the Most High;

Who sees the vision of the Almighty,

Fallen down (i.e. under the power of the prophetic inspiration),

but having his eyes open,

I see him, but not now!

I behold him, but not nigh!

There has come a Star out of Jacob,

And a sceptre shall rise out of Israel,

And smite the two sides of Moab,

And undermine all the sons of tumult.

And Edom shall be a possession,

And Seir, his enemies, shall be a possession,

But Israel does valiantly (or, acquires power).

And let One rule out of Jacob

And destroy the survivor out of the city!’

(2) ‘If we look down the dark and slippery steps of his degradation, we can trace them through temptation faintly resisted to temptation yielded to, and remorse stifled, and warnings resisted, and penal blindness inflicted, and sin willingly chosen, and sin let alone, until the seer of the vision of the Almighty becomes the tempter to the infamies of Baal Peor. But the very central lesson of his career is the power of a besetting sin.

“In outline dim and vast

Their fearful shadows cast

The giant forms of empires on their way

To ruin: one by one

They tower, and they are gone;—

Yet, in the prophet’s soul, the dreams of avarice stay.”

This was the little canker, the little poison drop, which blighted the whole life of what might otherwise have been a magnificent and enlightened soul. For the sake of a handful of paltry dross he imperilled his eternal happiness, and earned the dreadful twofold epitaph which the New Testament inscribes upon his tomb.’
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Verse 11
ZEAL FOR GOD
‘Phinehas hath turned my wrath away from the children of Israel.’

Numbers 25:11
I. The wickedness here referred to was the result of a deeply laid plot. Unable to curse Israel directly, Balaam suggested to Balak that he should draw the people away from their allegiance to Jehovah by the fascinations of the daughters of Moab, as the surest way of bringing down on them the judgment of their God. The Midianites, among whom the prophet had retired, were also active participators in this guilty plot.

II. The women of the country invited the men of Israel to visit at their houses at some festal season; and after partaking of meats, some portion of which had been offered in sacrifice to idols (1–3), they were the more ready to join in the sensual revelry and rites which characterised the worship of the heathen.

III. All the people did not fall into this sin (Deuteronomy 4:3-4; 1 Corinthians 10:8). But it brought severe punishment on the wrongdoers. And it was indeed sorrowful that after all their opportunities they should so suddenly and dreadfully fall. God is a very jealous God, and He must chastise His disobedient children; 23,000 perished by the plague, and another 1000 beneath the hand of the judges. Like the amputation of a diseased limb, it was needful to cut out these licentious idolaters.

IV. Phinehas attained a notable distinction, and his posterity was to hold the priestly office as long as Israel existed (Malachi 2:4-7; Malachi 3:1; Psalms 106:30-31; see also Ezra 7:1-6; Ezra 8:2; Ezra 8:33). Determined acts like this in dealing with sin are strong, but necessary; and are manifestations of character which are precious in God’s regard.

Illustration
(1) ‘The danger which Israel had so narrowly escaped, and the indignation which the treachery of Midian awoke in those zealous for the worship of Jehovah, resulted in a religious war against the Midianites. Twelve thousand men were chosen, a thousand from each tribe, and the command was entrusted to Phinehas, the priest, the son of Eleazar, who bore with him to the war “the holy instruments even the alarm-clarions.” Israel was completely victorious. All the males, the five kings of Midian, and Balaam the son of Beor, were slain. A great booty, in women, slaves, cattle and precious metals was also taken. The encampments of Midian were destroyed with fire. When the army returned with this immense treasure, Moses was displeased at finding the women brought captive. He feared that these might again betray Israel into the impurities of idolatry. His command was, to destroy all the women who had submitted themselves to these unholy rites. But the children were saved alive. Several regulations as to their conduct in war, the distribution of the spoil, and the purification of those who had been at the war, are set down as given on this occasion. The vengeance on Balaam and on Midian was complete.’

(2) ‘This fearful sin seems to have arisen from a fell suggestion of Balaam. He taught Balak to cast this stumbling-block before the people of Israel. As Balaam could not win the rewards of Balak in a straightforward way, he seems to have suggested to him the wisdom of dissolving the connection between them and Jehovah, and with this in view the Moabitish girls were sent to attract them to the licentious orgies of Chemosh. This the policy which Satan still adopts. He knows that so long as we are hidden in Jesus, and retain our position in Him, the risen glorious King, we are beyond his reach, and he, therefore, exerts all his arts to entice us forth by the baits and allurements of the world of sense. Oh! to be warned against his wiles, and forearmed to hold our ground! There is nothing that so pleases God as decisive action, like that of Phinehas, for the cutting out of some hideous cancer, threatens our very existence. And doubtless, if we will thus deal not with the sins of others in the first instance, but with our own, we shall be conscious of a fresh plighting of God’s covenant of peace with us, by which we, too, shall be assured of a perpetual priesthood.’
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Verse 18
PREPARATION FOR PISGAH
‘Lay thine hand upon him.’

Numbers 27:18
I. Even a good man’s life may be shortened by his sin.—Note the solemn repetition of the statement that Moses’ death was due to his transgression. In government God is ever just and equal. His broken law has no respect for persons. Should zeal for the Kingdom, unbalanced by prudence, lead to transgression of the laws of health, those outraged laws will assert themselves, quite regardless of our high motives. Or, should that same zeal, unbalanced by faith, betray some generous spirit into a habit of anxiety for the work of the Lord, the serious consequences, bodily and spiritual, that always follow unbelief, will certainly be felt. So let us, warned in time, go out to live soberly, regarding with reverence every law and every commandment.

II. In His grace, God glorifies the very punishment which He, as King, must inflict.—Moses must die for his sins. True; but see what grace is given him to accept his bitter disappointment in perfect meekness, and, see, too, that absolute selflessness that thinks only of the people, and who is to lead them! Also, he is allowed to see the land; and, as he stands there on Pisgah, alone with God, in the peace of the forgiven, is he not satisfied? Yes, and when at last he enters the land—in glory and with Jesus Himself—is not the grace of God to him wide as the ocean, high and fathomless as the very heavens?

Illustration
(1) ‘As throughout the forty years the thought of Israel had been next Moses’ heart, so now his anxiety is still for the people whom he had loved so much, and had served so well. His prayer is for them. He entreats Jehovah, the God of the Spirits of all flesh, to set a man over the congregation, that they might not be as sheep without a shepherd. This request was answered by the command to take Joshua, and to set him apart as his successor before all the congregation, and before the high priest. Moses was to put on Joshua some of the honour he himself had won, that, after his departure, due obedience might be given to his successor. It was done with all solemnity, and the anxiety of Moses was so far at rest.’

(2) ‘How eager was Moses for a suitable successor! God honoured and answered his request, so that his work should not be dissipated. There was a distinction between himself and Joshua, who received his office from the hand of Moses, and sought counsel from Eleazar. God had honoured his faithful servant after a unique fashion. “Them that honour me I will honour,” is a maxim true of all dispensations. What a word is that, “God of the spirits of all flesh,” especially when compared with the assertion of our Lord, that the Father has delegated that power and authority to Him. The spirits of men can never find rest and satisfaction till they come to rest in God in Christ.’

(3) ‘Thus Moses drew his life work to a close. Behind him, a long and glorious life; before, the ministry and worship of the heavenly sanctuary. Here the shekinah; there, the unveiled face. Here, the tent and pilgrim march; there, the everlasting rest. Here, the promised land, beheld from afar, but not entered; there, the goodly land beyond Jordan entered and possessed. What though it was a wrench to pass away, with the crowning-stone not placed on the structure of his life; to depart and be with God was far better.’
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