《Expositor’s Dictionary of Texts - Numbers》(William R. Nicoll)
Commentator

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

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

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

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

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

He projected but never wrote a history of The Victorian Era in English Literature, and edited, with T. J. Wise, two volumes of Literary Anecdotes of the Nineteenth Century. He was knighted in 1909, ostensibly for his literrary work, but in reality probably more for his long-term support for the Liberal Party. He was appointed to the Order of the Companions of Honour (CH) in the 1921 Birthday Honours.
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Verses 1-27
The Aaronic Blessing

Numbers 6:22-27
I.—" The Lord bless thee and keep thee." This is preeminently the blessing of the Father. The language sets forth the positive and negative side of God"s ever-watchful beneficence. It involves all good gifts and deprecates all the opposite evils.

II.—The second part of the benediction is especially the blessing of the Father through the Son. The words suggest the thought of favour and of revelation. The Aaronic blessing is a prophecy of the Incarnation, for we cannot help thinking of St. Paul"s words, "God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness, hath shined in our hearts, to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus". The true characteristic of the revelation given by Christ was graciousness.

III.—The blessing of the Holy Ghost is seen in the third movement of this benediction. The Holy Spirit lights up that glorious and gracious face of Christ before our eyes, and gives us peace thereby.

—J. Mason, Sermon Year Book, 1891 , p369.

References.—VI:22-27.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxvi. No2170. VI:23-27.—W. Binnie, Sermons, p58. W. Alexander, Verbum Crucis, p163. VI:24-26.—W. F. Hook, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p35. J. Brand, The Dundee Pulpit, 1872 , p113. VII:9.—T. G. Rooke, The Church in the Wilderness, p174. VIII:5-22.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlix. No2829. IX.—Ibid. vol. xli. No2407. IX:11 , 12.—Ibid. vol. xli. No2407.
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Verses 1-23
The Guiding Pillar

Numbers 9:16
I. Note the Double Form of the Guiding Pillar.—The fire was the centre, the cloud was wrapped around it. The same double element is found in all God"s manifestations of Himself to men. In every form of revelation are present both the heart and core of light, which no eye can look upon, and the merciful veil which, because it veils, unveils; because it hides, reveals; makes visible because it conceals; and shows God because it is the hiding of His power. It reappears in both elements in Christ, but combined in new proportions, so as that "the veil, that is to say, His flesh," is thinned to transparency and all aglow with the indwelling lustre of manifest Deity.

Note also the varying appearance of the pillar according to need. By day it was a cloud, by night it glowed in the darkness.

Both these changes of aspect symbolize for us the reality of the Protean capacity of change according to our ever-varying needs, which for our blessing we may find in that ever-changing, unchanging, Divine presence which will be our companion, if we will.

II. Note the Guidance of the Pillar.—When it lifts the camp marches; when it glides down and lies motionless the march is stopped and the tents are pitched. Never, from moment to moment, did they know when the moving cloud might settle, or the resting cloud might soar.

Is not that all true about us? God guides us by circumstances, God guides us by His word, God guides us by His Spirit, speaking through our common sense and in our understandings, and, most of all, God guides us by that dear Son of His, in whom is the fire and round whom is the cloud.

In like manner, the same absolute uncertainty which was intended to keep the Israelites (though it failed often) in the attitude of constant dependence, is the condition in which we all have to live, though we mask it from ourselves.

III. The Docile Following of the Guide.—"At the commandment of the Lord they rested in their tents, and at the commandment of the Lord they journeyed." Obedience was prompt; whensoever and for whatsoever the signal was given, the men were ready.

What do we want in order to cultivate and keep such a disposition? We need perpetual watchfulness lest the pillar should lift unnoticed. We need still more to keep our wills in absolute suspense, if His will has not declared itself. Do not let us be in a hurry to run before God. We need to hold the present with a slack hand, so as to be ready to fold our tents and take to the road, if God will. We need, too, to cultivate the habit of prompt obedience. If we would follow the pillar, we must follow it at once.

—A. Maclaren, The Unchanging Christ, p203.

References.—IX:16.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Exodus ,, Leviticus , and Numbers , p306. X:1 , 2.—C. Jerdan, Pastures of Tender Grass, p98. X:10.—J. Baines, Sermons, p1.
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Verses 1-36
Hobab"s Opportunity

Numbers 10:29
Hobab was the son of Raguel the Midianite, who is called Reuel in Exodus 2:18, and elsewhere Jethro. Hobab was therefore the brother-in-law of Moses. When Jethro, having brought back Zipporah and her two sons to Moses (Exod. XVIII.), returned to his own house, Hobab appears to have remained in the camp. But now that the Israelites were about to continue their journey to the Promised Land, he expressed a desire to return to his own kindred and country. Moses, however, urged him to cast in his lot with the people of God, and he prevailed. The descendants of Hobab are spoken of in the books of Judges and Samuel as dwelling in Canaan. We have in the text:—

I. A Cordial Invitation.—"Come thou with us." Three things are implied. He was invited:—

1. To conform to their principles. "He could not remain with them and serve other gods."

2. To share their privileges. "The Lord hath spoken good concerning Israel"

3. To enjoy their prospects. "We are journeying unto the land," etc.

II. A Solemn Promise.—

A. "We will do thee good."

1. By social intercourse. "As iron sharpeneth iron," etc.

2. By wise counsel. "Admonish one another."

3. By a holy example. "Let your light so shine," etc.

4. By genuine sympathy. "Bear ye one another"s burdens," etc.

B. "What goodness the Lord shall do unto us, the same will we do unto thee." We can only give as we receive.

—F. J. Austin, Seeds and Saplings, p31.

References.—X:29.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xvi. No916. C. Perren, Revival Sermons in Outline, p145. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Exodus ,, Leviticus , and Numbers , p314. X:29-31.—Hugh Black, University Sermons, p259; see also Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxvii1905 , p65. X:33.—Phillips Brooks, The Law of Growth, p328. X:35.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. vii. No368. X:35 , 36.—J. E. C. Welldon, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxiv1894 , p243. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Exodus ,, Leviticus , and Numbers , p321; see also Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p39. XI:1-10.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxix. No2332. XI:4.—C. Gore, Christian World Pulpit, vol. Leviticus 1899 , p265.
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Verses 1-35
The Irksomeness of Religion

Numbers 11:6
We all know how after a certain time the children of Israel began to loathe the manna. Their soul rejected it, it was light food. It was bread from heaven, says the Psalmist—angels" bread, and yet it proved distasteful to the camp. The strange thing is that it was they—and not God"s enemies—who found the manna such a distasteful dish. It was the children of Israel who felt the diet irksome, and the children of Israel were the people of God.

I. That leads me by quite a competent spiritualizing—for did not Jesus say, "I am the bread"?—to dwell on a very urgent matter, I mean the irksomeness inherent in religion. There is nothing on earth so paramount and vital as the relationship of the human soul to God. Yet men who have felt all that, and feel it now—and wherever an awakened soul Isaiah , there it is felt—such men and women, whensoever they reveal their souls, confess to the seasons, sometimes unbroken years, when religion was an irksome thing to them. Or again, one might say religion cannot be irksome if the great key-words of the New Testament be true. There is rest, and there is joy and love on the narrow path which Jesus Christ hath trodden. But for all that, there are few travellers on that path who have not felt the irksomeness of their religion.

II. We detect it sometimes by the quiet relief we feel when our religious exercises are concluded—a certain secret sense of satisfaction when the prayer is got over, and the worship done.

We detect it again in the way in which many try to put service in the place of personal religion.

But the irksomeness of a quiet and abiding piety is seen above all in the love of religious excitement.

III. I wonder if we can discern the grounds of this element of irksomeness in heart-religion? Surely the first and the deepest is just this—religion is spiritual, and we are carnal. It is because we are far from Christlike yet; it is because God is holiness and love and purity and truth, and because in religion we must walk with God, that even to the saint it has its irksomeness.

Another reason for that same feeling is this, we strive and seem to make so little progress.

But in our religion, I think it is the Gross above all else that does it. It is the fact that in the very centre there hangs the pallid figure on the tree. In other words, it is the abnegation, it is the humility and self-denial, it is the renunciation of much that is sweet to us, and the eye fixed on a dying and bleeding Saviour; it is that, when life is sweet and full of music, and calling us as to the freedom of a bird, that may keep an element of irksomeness in all following of the blessed Lord.

—G. H. Morrison, Sun-Rise, p279.

Dew and Manna

Numbers 11:9
Israel represents humanity in its pitiful failure to realize the goodness of Divine providence.

I. Here are Usual and Unusual Mercies.—Dew is usual, manna is unusual. Dew falls everywhere and always; not so manna. Life, however, receives both dew and manna. The sad fact is that we often fail to appreciate either class of mercies.

II. Here are Natural and Spiritual Mercies.—Dew is a natural blessing; manna represents a spiritual good. One is according to the established course of nature, the other a supernatural gift of God. And yet the distinction between natural and spiritual is largely Prayer of Manasseh -made. To the Christian it is almost impossible to differentiate between the two spheres. God is behind the dew as surely as the manna. The spiritual represents the supernatural, but not the unnatural.

III. Here are Mysterious Processes in Life.—Who understands the dew? Who understands manna? The very word carries the idea of mystery. It con-notes an inquiry—"What is it?" None can evacuate either gift of its mystery. And lite is full of mysterious processes. There is mystery about the ordinary and mystery about the usual. If we give up religion because of its mystery, both logic and honesty will compel us to surrender a host of other things, for they are instinct with mystery. Life would be a dreary monotony if there were no mystery; and you would not accept a religion devoid of mystery, for mystery is the sign of divinity.

IV. "Dew and Manna." Life abounds in Common Mercies.—"When the dew fell upon the camp, the manna fell upon it." It was a universal benefit. Both dew and manna were common to all Israel.

Do not the best gifts of life bear the stamp of universality? The dew and manna fall upon "the camp". Sir Walter Scott, in the latter part of his life, said to a young friend, "The older you grow, the more you will be thankful that the finest of God"s mercies are common mercies". It is profoundly true. The Apostle Jude writes of "our common salvation". Peter speaks of "the common faith". Moses spoke of "the common death". Recall that fine saying of Schiller"s: "Death cannot be an evil, for it is universal".

V. "When the Dew fell upon the Camp in the Night, the Manna fell upon it." Here are Associated Mercies.

VI. How regular, too, are God"s Mercies!—"When the dew fell, the manna fell." Neither sprang out of the earth: they fell from wondrous heights. The sun never fails on any single day to appear. The air currents are always flowing. Harvest comes every year. God"s constancy is the miracle of miracles.

VII. God"s Mercies do not Absolve Man from his Duty.—God sends the dew, but only that we may utilize the ground He thus prepares for us. God sends the manna, but it is not to be eaten just as it falls. Grace is to be improved.

VIII. Dew and Manna are Typical Gifts.—They are typical in two respects:—

1. In the case before us the season of their bestowment is full of parabolic suggestiveness. When did these blessings fall? "In the night." Spiritual benedictions are often richest in darkest hours.

2. Dew is the symbol of grace. Manna, too, is typical. In the6th chapter of John"s great gospel Christ sets Himself in apposition to the manna.—Dinsdale T. Young, Unfamiliar Texts, p189.

References.—XI:14.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Exodus ,, Leviticus , and Numbers , p329. XI:23.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. vii. No363. XL25.—G. Matheson, Voices of the Spirit, p11. XI:26.—T. G. Rooke, The Church in the Wilderness, p209.

Numbers 11:26
Lord, Thy servants are now praying in the church, and I am staying at home, detained by necessary occasions, such as are not of my seeking, but of Thy sending. My care could not prevent them, my power could not remove them. Wherefore, though I cannot go to church, there to sit down at table with the rest of Thy guests, be pleased, Lord, to send me a dish of their meat hither, and feed my soul with holy thoughts. Eldad and Medad, though staying still in the camp (no doubt on just cause), yet prophesied as well as the other elders. Though they went not out to the spirit, the spirit came home to them.

—Thomas Fuller.

Numbers 11:33
Lord, grant me one suit, which is this—deny me all suits which are bad for me: when I petition for what is unfitting, O let the King of heaven make use of His negative voice. Rather let me fast than have quails given with intent that I should be choked in eating them.

—Thomas Fuller.

References.—XI:27.—W. J. Dawson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lii1897 , p296. XI:29.—T. G. Selby, The Holy Spirit and Christian Privilege, p215. W. Sanday, Inspiration, p168. T. De Witt Talmage, Sermons, p221. T. M. Rees, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxviii1905 , p293. J. Warschauer, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxxiv1908 , p417. XI:34.—J. Baldwin Brown, The Soul"s Exodus and Pilgrimage, p279. XII:3.—T. R. Stevenson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxix1891 , p109. XIII:16.—J. M. Neale, Sermons for Some Feast Days in the Christian Year, p213. G. Trevor, Types and the Antitype, p115. XIII:17-33.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Exodus ,, Leviticus , and Numbers , p332. XIII:21 , 23 , 27.—R. Winterbotham, Sermons Preached in Holy Trinity Church, Edinburgh, p275. XIII:23.—W. Brooke, Sermons, p30.
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Verses 1-33
A Land Flowing with Milk and Honey

Numbers 13:27
The idea suggested Isaiah , that the true disciples of the Lord Jesus are expected to show to the world some illustration of the heavenly country to which they are journeying. In a sense they have been there, and have come back. But in what sense?

I. The idea with many persons Isaiah , that the future condition of man is so completely different from this, that it is out of the question to attempt to form a conception of it. Heaven, they think, is absolutely unlike earth. Now, it is true, St. Paul tells us, "that eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of Prayer of Manasseh , the things which God hath prepared for them that love Him." But it is also true, as the Apostle goes on to say, that "God hath revealed them unto us by His Spirit". Some people then are in a position to understand what the heavenly kingdom is like. They have ideas, true ideas, about it—foretastes, anticipations. In fact, "Heaven" is really the expansion and development of a life begun here below. "He that hath the Son hath life."

II. What then has the true disciple to show as specimens of the produce of this unseen and unknown country? Briefly, the character of Christ reproduced in him, by the Power of the Holy Spirit. It is faintly, imperfectly reproduced; still it is reproduced. The more Christlike we are, the more truly shall we bear in our hands the "fruit" of the better land.

III. It is by the presentation of these fruits of the land that souls are won. No doubt there are some persons in the world to whom Christ and everything belonging to Christ are only repulsive; and these will scrutinize the disciple with an unfriendly eye, and rejoice if they can find, or fancy they find, any inconsistency in his conduct. But there are also many others of a different temper. They are halting between two opinions. They say, not of course in words, but by their feelings and manner, "show us the fruits of the heavenly land, of which you think so much and speak so much. You are amongst us as a citizen of the heavenly city. Enable us to gather from your conduct what are the characteristics of that noble land, of that bright and glorious companionship."

What is the practical conclusion to be drawn from the whole subject thus discussed? Surely it is this—that we, who profess to serve and follow the Lord Jesus Christ, should be careful to recognize the responsibility laid upon us to give a good report, like Caleb and Joshua , and not a bad report, like the ten other spies, of the unseen land. We shall give a bad report if our lives are not attractive, and are not consistent, or if we say, as the ten did, "Well, it is true enough that the land is glorious and magnificent, but the difficulties to be overcome are so many, the foes that stand in the way of occupation so powerful, that it is useless to attempt to fight our way into it".—Gordon Calthrop, Harvest and Thanksgiving Services, p157.

The Message of the Book of Numbers

Numbers 13:30
The Book of Numbers tells the story of arrested deliverance.

I. The book begins well. The object of the encampment at Sinai has been accomplished. And now Jehovah had taken up His abode among His people to lead them to the Promised Land. But this land was not to be occupied peaceably; the inhabitants of it had to be driven out. The land, which was in right theirs by the gift of God, had to become in fact theirs by actual conquest. Therefore the people, which up to this time had been the flock of Jehovah, were now to be organized as the army of Jehovah. This is the meaning of the census, the account of which occupies the opening chapters of the book, and has given the book its name in our English Bibles. By this census three lessons were taught Israel; lessons which were enforced subsequently by the legislative enactments and the historical incidents recorded in the book.

1. Israel was taught the aloneness, the majesty, and the sovereignty of Jehovah her God.

2. Israel was taught also the separateness of the Levites as the priests of the law.

3. There was also taught the separateness of the people of Jehovah: this was implied of course in the other two lessons.

II. When the census was completed the march from Sinai began. Of this march we have the account in chapters ten to fourteen. I think it is most important to distinguish between this march and the subsequent wanderings. Under the trials of their wilderness experiences the people often fell. Their wilderness life was a chequered one, but it was on the whole a life of progress. They were all the time in the line of the will of God. The cloud was guiding them, steadily moving forward, each day bringing them nearer the Promised Land, and so after a brief period they reached Kadesh-Barnea on its very borders.

III. But here a crisis occurred. God had willed that His people should have certain wilderness experiences. But by the time they reached Kadesh this had been learned, and God willed now that their wilderness experiences should cease. He said of Canaan, "This is the land which I give," not I will give, but I give to you. He set before them an open door, and said, "Go up and possess the land". But Israel refused to go up. At Kadesh-Barnea Israel deliberately refused to fall in with the purpose of God.

But with this act of opposition the character of Israel"s experiences became entirely changed—the wilderness ended, the temptation began; the march ended, the wandering began. Of this time of temptation we may notice lessons:—

1. It was not in the purpose of God for Israel, it was not in the promise of God for Israel. It grieved Him sorely that they did not fall in with His purpose, and that He had so terribly to punish them, but their unbelief left Him no alternative.

2. The time of wandering was a time inconceivably blank and unutterably dreary.

3. Yet we must not go so far as to say that these years were utterly useless. God makes the very wrath of man to redound to His glory. This time of death and doom to the rebels of Kadesh was, in God"s mercy, made a time of discipline to their children.

4. The time came to an end. The people were restored to obedience, and were once more willing to do what God told them. The forty years passed and they were brought back to Kadesh. When the new start was made it was found that obedience was the secret of victory. The nation was not perfect, far from it; still it murmured, and still it had to be punished. But it had learned to believe in God and to obey God, and so it went forward to victory.—G. H. C. Macgregor, Messages of the Old Testament, p45.

Numbers 13:30
A favourite missionary text of Hugh Price Hughes. In one sermon, preached for the extinction of a debt, he said: "Caleb and Joshua were confident that the tribes of Israel were well able to capture Palestine for three reasons God had promised Canaan to them again and again; He had already begun to accomplish their marvellous destiny by delivering them from Egypt and conducting them to the borders of the Promised Land, and although their enemies appeared to be strong, they were in reality hopelessly weak. God had with equal clearness promised the whole world to Christ."

References.—XIII:30.—J. K. Popham, Sermons, p93. XIII:30 , 31.—H. Gorton Edge, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxxiv1908 , p183.

On the Edge of the Land—Afraid to Go Up

Numbers 13:31
I. God has given us, His people, a great deliverance, and received each of us into it at our baptism. We have had our Red Sea. He has taught His covenant and law. We have had our Sinai; the Creed, the Lord"s Prayer, and the Ten Commandments, telling us what to believe, how to worship, how to obey. He calls us to enter on our privileges, full members of His Kingdom and Church, in the good land which He blesses; fed with its milk and honey, in His Sacrament, and in all the grace and inward peace which He gives to His people. It will be a fighting life, as Israel"s would have been at first, if they had gone up into Canaan: the world, the flesh, and the devil, are most real enemies; but it may be a conquering life. Only for that there is but one secret—faith in God"s help. But now comes the temptation. A voice speaks—it may be in your heart, it may be from some companion—and says: "It is too big a thing for such as me. It is too hard. There is something which I shall never conquer. There are the enemies, all the many temptations, all the things against me, in the ways of the world, in companions; and if I could beat the rest, there are the giants; some strong passion that burns in me; some lust, some pride or temper. Or there are the cities walled up, those habits that have fortified themselves in my life and my heart, and that hands cannot break down."

II. What shall we say? That the enemies are not strong and not many? Surely not. The spies were right. The people of the land were strong; the giants were formidable; the cities were walled and very great. So it is now. The lusts of the flesh are very strong; the snares of the world are very deceiving and difficult. Only something is left out of account. There are things stronger than walls and bulwarks. Those things are the righteous laws and holy will of God. Those cities which seemed so strong were really doomed. The sentence had gone out against them; the iniquity of the Amorite was full. "Their defence," said faithful Caleb, "is departed from them." Evil is always really weak. It threatens us, it blusters against us, it makes itself out ever so much bigger than it is; but go right up to it straight and you will find how weak it Isaiah , how it gives way, how its tempting or formidable shows are turned to paint and sham. Go right up to it straight, trusting not in your own strength, but in the Name of God. "The Lord is with us, fear them not." The unseen power is on your side.

III. Remember that the Israelites were so far right, at least, in this: that if they did not attack they must go back to Egypt, and Egypt is the house of bondage. If you do not fight in God"s name against your temptations, and so enter on the free, conquering life of Christ"s good soldier, you will assuredly find yourself in that old iron slavery under the evil which you might have slain. If you want to have a free life, fight for it now.

Or is there, perhaps, something between the two? Yes, there may be. Because we would not wholly live for God; because we would not give our first young strength to cut down certain faults of indulgence, or of temper, when with God"s help we might have done it, He may condemn us to live and pine forty years in the wilderness outside the land—not indeed destroyed and cast away, because God"s own mercy in Christ has pleaded for us, as Moses did that day for Israel, but still not admitted to the freedom, and the wealth, and the nearness to God, of those whom He has brought into their own land.—Bishop Talbot, Sermons Preached in the Leeds Parish Church, 1889-95 , p136.

References.—XIII:31.—T. G. Selby, The God of the Patriarchs, p237. XIII:32.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. iv. No197. XIV:1-10.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Exodus ,, Leviticus , and Numbers , p340. XIV:6 , 7.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. iv. No197. XIV:9.—D. J. Hiley, Christian World Pulpit, vol11896 , p388. XIV:11.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxv. No1498. "Plain Sermons" by contributors to the Tracts for the Times, vol. v. p217. XIV:13-19.—W. Binnie, Sermons, p106. XIV:19.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture, Exodus ,, Leviticus , and Numbers , p349.
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Verses 1-45
Caleb

Numbers 14:24
I. God"s Testimony Concerning Caleb.

1. He had another spirit with him. The contrast is between the spirit which he cherished and (a) that of the spies who brought back a discouraging report; (b) that of the people who were thereby roused to murmuring and rebellion. The spirit of Caleb was:—

(i) A conciliatory spirit. "Blessed are the peacemakers."

(ii) A cheerful spirit. "All things work together for good," etc.

(iii) A prompt spirit. "Let us go up at once."

(iv) A courageous spirit. He stood almost alone.

(v) A trustful spirit. "The Lord is with us."

2. He followed the Lord fully. One of the greatest needs of the present age in the Church and in the world is thoroughness.

(i) Only a thorough Christian is of much real service in the cause of Christ.

(ii) Only a thorough Christian enters fully into the enjoyment which Christ"s service affords.

(iii) Only a thorough Christian will remain steadfast in the hour of trial.

II. The reward which God promised Caleb.—"Him will I bring," etc. It is useless to pretend to be indifferent to rewards.

The promise was fulfilled at last.

God has promised something better for us.

Our hopes and expectations rest upon the Word of God. "The Lord hath said."

—F. J. Austin, Seeds and Saplings, p62.

References.—XIV:24.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. ix. No538. XV:18-21.—J. Pulsford, Our Deathless Hope, p241. XV:27-31.—W. Binnie, Sermons, p187. XVI:3.—W. C. E. Newbolt, Counsels of Faith and Practice, p77. XVI:8-10.—A. G. Mortimer, The Church"s Lessons for the Christian Year, part ii. p347. XVI:9.—J. M. Neale, Sermons Preached in a Religious House, vol. ii. p634. C. New, The Baptism of the Spirit, p110. S. M. Taylor, The Choir Man"s Ministry, S.P.C.K. Tracts, 1897-1904. XVI:14.—W. L. Watkinson, The Fatal Barter, pp195-212. XVI:41.—H. J. Wilmot-Buxton, Sunday Lessons for Daily Life, p330. XVI:47 , 48.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. vi. No341. XVIII:7.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Exodus ,, Leviticus , and Numbers , p352. XVIII:25 , 32.—J. Pulsford, Our Deathless. Hope, p241. XIX.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlii. No2495. XIX:2 , 3.—Ibid. vol. ix. No527. XX:1-13.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Exodus ,, Leviticus , and Numbers , p353. XX:5.—W. Hay M. H. Aitken, The Highway of Holiness, p79. XX:7-13.—K. Moody-Stuart, Light from the Holy Hills, p42. XX:8.—S. Baring-Gould, Village Preaching for a Year, vol. ii. p112. J. Parker, City Temple Pulpit, vol. v. p175.
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Verses 1-29
Rod and Staff

Numbers 20:8
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Verses 1-35
Discouragement

Numbers 21:4
I. Discouragement is a cause of failure. What are its causes?

1. It may be a result of bodily weakness. The better heart you can keep, the better your strength and health is like to be.

2. Modesty and earnestness. There are people to whom modesty, or what looks like it, may become a snare.

Remember that pure modesty and simple earnestness will not cause discouragement. There must be dross in them in order to do that. Modesty, knowing itself little, will be prepared to do what is little, and earnestness will be keen to do the little well.

3. The great cause of discouragement is pride. It may hide behind modesty or earnestness, or mix itself up with these; but there it generally is. We are apt to forget that it is one and the same sort of heart which is vain of being in front, or mortified at being behind. Is it not that you could do a little, but wanted to do much? You thought you could be good in a hurry, and are not content to plod along? Or you thought you were fully ready for the joys and blessings of a Christian; his sure trust, his comforts in trouble, his stay of faith, his delight in God, and his pleasure in God"s worship. And behold you get a little way, and you find it all disappointing. Like the men of Israel in the wilderness, you say, "Our soul loatheth this light bread". And you do not see that what discourages you is really, if you take it patiently and humbly, a sign that you are getting on. Egypt with its leeks and its onions, those coarse things you relished once, is left behind, and you are on the way to the heavenly country, if only you will not throw up, if only you will persevere.

4. Double-mindedness.—When one sways backwards and forwards between serving God and pleasing one"s self, between doing right out and out or letting it go and doing wrong, no wonder we get discouraged.

5. Indolence.—How much discouragement, grumbling, and downheartedness come simply from being "weary in well-doing," and giving in to the weariness.

II. The means by which we may be saved from this great danger of discouragement.

The promise of God"s most ready and kind forgiveness, if we have got far wrong, and begin, although feebly, to work backwards towards Him; the promise of God"s sufficient grace, and of His mercy still going with us, although we keep stumbling, so long only as we do not stop or go back, but struggle on; the promise for those who have long served God, that He will never leave them, that He will complete the good work which He has begun, that discouragement is only another trial through which they may be schooled for Him. The whole aim of God"s work for us is to bring us to joy. It is a bold saying of Mr. Ruskin, that the only duty which God"s creatures owe to Him, and the only service they can render to Him, is to be happy. But it is deeply true; it echoes the Apostle"s words, "Rejoice alway".

III. Whatever there is in us of the things which make man"s answer to God, of faith, hope, and love, goes to drive out discouragement, with its clouded thoughts and cold, spiritless distrust.

But there are special helps.

1. The experience of God"s people.

2. If you steadily use your Bible, you will find there is no help like it against discouragement, just because it shows you so tenderly that you are not alone in bearing its burdens and fighting against its danger.

3. Only, to take this comfort and to stand in this hope, there must be humility. We must be humble enough to tarry, if God will; to bear what we deserve; to turn the murmurings of discouragement into the words of true repentance.

4. There is the great help of prayer: prayer in that largest sense in which it includes the praise, by which we tell over those great acts of God, or those glories of His Being, which are the ground of our hope.

—Bishop Talbot, Sermons Preached in the Leeds Parish Church, 1889-95 , p15.

References.—XXI:4 , 5.—H. J. Wilmot-Buxton, Sunday Lessons for Daily Life, p344. XXI:4-9.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxix. No1722. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Exodus ,, Leviticus , and Numbers , p362. XXI:8.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. v. No285.

The Brazen Serpent

Numbers 21:9
In the history of the wandering, we recognize in Jehovah not merely the bountiful Lord Who supplies His people"s wants, but the skilful and merciful Physician Who heals His people"s diseases. In both capacities alike He demands adoration, He deserves gratitude, He justifies confidence.

I.. A Spiritual Malady.—1. A poisonous malady. The serpent"s bite is in its virulence symbolical of sin.

2. A destructive malady. As the serpent"s bite was death-dealing, so sin destroys the moral nature and the eternal prospects of men.

3. A widespread malady. The serpents committed devastation throughout the camp of Israel. There is no region inhabited by mankind where the mischievous and disastrous effects of sin are not known.

II. A Divine Remedy.—Our Lord Himself has authorized the parallel between the serpent of brass and the crucified Redeemer.

1. Observe the participation of the Saviour in the nature of those He came to save. As the healing object was in the form of the destroyer, so Christ, Who knew no sin, became sin for us.

2. Observe the publicity of the remedy. The brazen serpent was reared on a banner-staff and set on high, and in like manner Christ was lifted up to draw all men unto Himself.

III. The Means of Salvation.—As they who looked towards the serpent of brass received healing and life, even so those who direct the gaze of faith to the crucified Redeemer of the world experience His healing virtue.

IV. Spiritual Recovery.—The healing of the obedient Israelites seems to have been both instantaneous and complete. And we are assured that "as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have eternal life".

References.—XXI:9.—W. H. Hutchings, Sermon-Sketches (2Series), p141. W. J. Knox-Little, Church Times, vol. xxxi1893 , p356; see also Christian World Pulpit, vol. xliii1893 , p227. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxv. No1500.

The Song of the Well

Numbers 21:16-18
The drawers who sang this song knew that their well was alive. They called to each other to sing back to it: the verb means to sing in antiphon, to answer the music of the waters with their own.

I. In such a song I find much inspiration. We are all, whatever our callings may be, ministers of the common life, with the constant need to ennoble and glorify its routine. All of us who are worthy to work, have to do with wearisome details; and as it were, like those Eastern water-drawers, hand over hand every day upon the same old ropes. And the tendency of many, even of those whose is the ministry of the Word and the Church, is to feel their life dreary and their work cheap. There is not a bit of routine, however cheap our unthinking minds may count it, but it was started by genius. In manual toil, in commerce, in education, in healing, and in public service, not a bit of routine rolls on its way but the saints and the heroes were at the start of it. Princes dug this well, yea the nobles of the people delved it with the sceptre and with their staves.

II. But the Light, which lighteneth every man that cometh into the world, Himself took flesh and dwelt among us. Among the million memories of men we have one that is unique. We can trace the sacredness and glory of our life today, not only to this or that great man whom God raised up to think and to work, but to the Incarnation of God Himself. In the person of Jesus Christ, God Himself did dig these wells of ours. The liberties, offices, and inspirations were opened and fulfilled by Jesus Christ. See how His parables reveal Him in touch with every common office of society!

The parables are the measure of the breadth of our Lord"s Incarnation; but His Temptation, His Pain and Weariness, His Shame of the world"s sin, His Agony and Forsakenness, His Cross and Death, are its depths.

When we remember breadth and depth alike, we understand how sacramental every hour of life may be.

III. These religious uses of memory, we are now ready to apply to that routine, to which we are bound as members and ministers of Christ"s Church. I do not mean the life of the Church as a whole, but the work and conduct of the single congregation. Of no other routine in social life may we more justly say that princes digged this well, that the nobles of the people delved it with the sceptre and with their staves.

The influence of the Christian congregation upon history, the contribution of the parish to the world, is a subject which is waiting for a historian. He will lay bare a thousand almost forgotten wells which from all the centuries still feed some of the strongest currents of human life.

—G. A. Smith, The Forgiveness of Sins and Other Sermons, p218.

Beer, Or the Digging of the Well By Staves

Numbers 21:16-18
The traveller in Switzerland, as he approaches Zermatt, has his attention generally so absorbed in contemplating the magnificence of the Matterhom, that for a time he retains scarcely any impression of the neighbouring heights. In a similar manner the mind of the Church of Christ has been so fixed upon the lifting up of the brazen serpent and its miraculous effects, that the subsequent incident at Beer has been wellnigh forgotten. The object of my sermon is to draw attention to some of the more patent teachings of the digging of the well on the eastern border of Moab.

The giving of the manna and the miraculous supply of the water represent the Divine side of redemption; the serpent lifted up by human agency and the well dug up by human hands speak of the earthly side.

I. We Notice, First, God"s Promise.—God said to Moses, "Gather the people together, and I will give them water". God alone could supply the water for His people. "I will give them water." And yet human agency is to be employed. "Gather the people together.... The princes digged the well, the nobles of the people digged it, by the direction of the lawgiver, with their staves" ( Numbers 21:5; Numbers 21:18). This they could do, and what they could do God expected from them. It is so with us. God makes promises, but we are to use the means which He provides.

II. Notice that the "Princes Digged it, by the Direction of the Lawgiver".—When the rock was smitten in Horeb, it was smitten "in the sight of the elders of Israel"; but here the well was dug by them.

III. Observe that they Dug with their Staves.—They needed spades and mattocks, not sticks, for such a work as this! How disproportionate to the toil of digging a well whose waters were to supply the wants of so vast a multitude! The lesson is apparent. We must use the means we have. It has been one of the great features of the spread of Christianity that God has made use of very weak instruments.

IV. Notice the Spirit with which they Dug.—They dug (a) prayerfully, (b) joyfully. The song at Beer, it has been said, is "a little carol, bright and fresh and sparkling as the water itself. It was, doubtless, used afterwards by the maidens of Israel as they drew water from the village wells.

Spring up, O well! sing to it,

Well which the princes dug,

Which the nobles of the people bored

With the sceptres of office, with their staves.

In the incident which we have been considering we have the four great elements of success in all work for God. (1) United prayer. When the voice of united prayer ascends to the God of all grace from workers who realize their dependence on Him, then we may expect that the Pentecostal blessing will come. (2) United praise. "Sing ye to it." (3) United effort. It was not Moses alone who digged, but the princes also, his representatives, his helpers. (4) Order. "By the direction of the lawgiver." He commanded—they obeyed. Order is Heaven"s first law.

—J. W. Bardsley, Many Mansions, p199.

Bible Wells

Numbers 21:17
How many wells are mentioned in the whole Bible? We cannot pretend to count them. Sometimes the well is in the singular number, and frequently the word well swells into the plural number, as if it became a gathering of waters and a meeting of singing streams.

I. We find one wonderful well in Genesis 21:19 : "And God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water". It was there all the time, but the eyes were not there. But had not the woman eyesight? Yes, of a bodily kind; but all that is sensuous ought to be typical and sacramental. "And she went, and filled the bottle with water." She only took a bottleful when she might have had a whole well. We might have more gospel if we had more capacity; sometimes we need a greater boldness that we may test the generosity of God; for saith He to those who draw from His wells, Bring another vessel, another, another; until the recipient says, Lord, I have been looking for more vessels, but I cannot find any. It is the receiver that gives in, not the Giver. She "gave the lad drink"—water drink, the true drink, the wine of heaven, in which no man ever found murder, lust, shame. "The lad"—that is a generic designation, taking in all the lads of the world; but in this particular instance she gave a nation drink, she nourished a nation in her bosom.

A great range of subject is started by this Hagar"s well, covering such suggestions as the unexpected supplies of life. We were at our extremity, and that extremity became God"s opportunity. Also referring to the unexpected deliverances of life.

Then the subject further suggests the unexpected friends, the human wells that occur or arise in life. This man will befriend me when I am in difficulty? Where is he? Gone. I am sure that I can apply to such an old comrade when this poor head fails and this poor hand can no longer serve itself, I will go in quest of him. And lo, he does not know me; he knew me when I was young and strong and prosperous. Yet I have friends and deliverances and supplies: how did I get them? You did not get them, God sent them; and the same night when Herod would have brought you forth to your mockery and contempt and derision, so far as society was concerned, the Lord sent His angel, and the chain melted at his touch.

II. There is a curious little idyll about a well in this same book of Genesis— "Behold, I stand here by the well of water; and the daughters of the men of the city come out to draw water". They will all come to the well. You may not meet them in the field or in the wood or on the broad wayside; only now and then people come to such places or pass through them; but the well—that is the point of union, that the wedding-ring place. Perhaps we may meet these fair daughters of men in the gardens of spices. Perhaps not; now and then they may be there, and we may be fortunate enough to catch a vision of such living beauty, but I can promise you nothing positive about that. We may find them in the cornfields. Well, the cornfields are a kind of annual festival, there is a time when the cornfields are thronged with people; but I cannot make you any definite promise about meeting the persons you are in quest of even in the cornfields, but I can promise you that all the city will be at the well. What! is it water? so simple and poor a thing as water that will bring men together? Many a man has been in such straits for want of water that he would have emptied his pockets if you would have given him one vessel full of spring water.

III. Here is a well mentioned in Proverbs 5:15, "Drink waters out of thine own cistern, and running waters out of thine own well". Have a city of the mind. There is an atheistical fidgeting; there is a yearning or a solicitude after outward things that would make the sacrament you drank in the morning of no effect.

IV. Does any other well occur to you? The greatest well of all. Jesus sat thus by the well, Jacob"s well, Himself a deeper well, Himself, indeed, the creator of that well. Do you not read in the prophets this wondrous expression, "The wells of salvation"? It is a beautiful picture. Men are drawing water out of the wells of salvation, and as they do so they sing a sweet song unto the Lord; for who can be silent in the plash of living streams?

—Joseph Parker, City Temple Pulpit, vol. III. p98.

References.—XXI:16-18.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xiii. No776. XXI:17 , 18.—T. G. Rooke, The Church in the Wilderness, p296. XXII-XXV.—B. J. Snell, Christian World Pulpit, vol. li1897 , p153. XXII:5.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Exodus ,, Leviticus , and Numbers , p367. Marcus Dods, Christ and Prayer of Manasseh , p163. XXII:7.—Hiley, A Year"s Sermons, vol. i. p228. XXII:12 , 20-22.—Hugh Black, University Sermons, p223.
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Verses 1-41
Numbers 22
"Carlyle," says Mr. Herbert Paul in his Life of Froude (pp312-313), "was in truth one of the noblest men that ever lived. His faults were all on the surface. His virtues were those that lie at the foundation of our being. For the common objects of vulgar ambition he had a scorn too deep for words. He never sought, and he did not greatly value, the praise of men. He had a message to deliver, in which he profoundly believed, and he could no more go beyond it, or fall short of it, than Balaam when he was tempted by Balak.... Popularity was not his aim. His aim was to tell people what was for their good, whether they would bear or whether they would forbear."

Balaam

Numbers 22:18
Let us point out two chief lessons that there are for ourselves in Balaam"s history.

I. Beware of tampering with conscience. In all questions of doubt and difficulty use yourselves to consult the living oracle, the Tabernacle of witness which God has set within you, however enticing the bait may be by which Satan, or Satan"s agents, the world, and the flesh would seduce you—seek to lead you astray. However great the promises that Balak may make of earthly honour and reward, put it back with a resolute hand and steadfast denial; "If Balak would give me his house full of silver and gold, I cannot go beyond the word of the Lord my God, to do less or more".

II. Row vain are good wishes when separated from good actions.

Balaam"s famous wish, "Let me die the death of the righteous, and let my last end be like his," is a wish that finds an echo in every heart. It is but right that we should so pray and wish, but we must do more than wish and pray, or else the wish in itself will profit us nothing—profit us no more than it profited Balaam, for in spite of his good and pious wish, he died a miserable and untimely death. To have our wish fulfilled, we must first live (God helping us) the life of His servant, live as those who have been redeemed of the Lord; live soberly, live righteously, live godly; walk in all His statutes and ordinances, live in His faith and fear.

III. Trust not to mere good wishes, or to utterance of warm, excited feelings, to secure to yourselves a truly happy, a truly blessed death. "Awake to righteousness and sin not," "the sting of death is sin," sin never forsaken, never repented of, persisted in to the end. Till that sting be done away, there can be no peace, no good ground of hope for the dying man. You know how alone that sting can be removed, you say with me "thanks be to God, which giveth us the victory, through our Lord Jesus Christ".

—R. D. B. Rawnsley, Village Sermons (3Series), p109.

The Story of Balaam

Numbers 22:18-19
Balaam is one of those extraordinary characters that we meet with in Holy Writ, who flash across the page of Scriptural history and we know no more about them. He is referred to both in the Old and the New Testament, but nothing certain is stated regarding his past history, nor have we any of those details which we should be so glad to know regarding this most interesting person. He was a prophet of the Lord, and as we read his history, so graphic, so clear, we feel absolutely sure that it is a true account, a true history of a true person, because it reveals to us one of those mysteries of human life so hard to explain, and yet not so very remote from our own experience.

I. Balaam"s Temptation.—We see, in spite of the privileged position which he held, that he had a very strong temptation. He was susceptible to one temptation above others—the temptation of covetousness, and, yielding to that temptation, he betrayed away all the privilege which he had enjoyed as the chosen servant of God, and ended his life fighting against the people of God. Balak sent to Balaam. What does Balaam do? He asks the will of God—Is it my duty to go with these men? And the answer comes clear: "Thou shalt not go with them". And Balaam told the messengers: "No, I cannot go". But the temptation came a second time, for Balak sent messengers more honourable. He repeated the invitation and offered larger rewards than those which had been offered by the first messengers. Balaam knows perfectly well what he has to do. He knows what the answer of God has been. He says, "If Balak would give me his house full of silver and gold, I cannot go beyond the word of the Lord". Whatever temptation Balak could hold out, nothing should tempt him to move to the right or to the left beyond the will of God.

II. Balaam"s Fall.—But he does not stop there. He is very anxious to go and he begins to trifle with his conscience, to see whether, after all, he cannot reconcile what he wants to do with the will of God. He bids the messengers "tarry... this night". Yet he had received his answer, and was convinced of the will of God; but he said, I will have another try, it will bring me such a great advantage. Is there not another way by which I can do what I want to do without disobeying the command of God? The messengers stay another night, and God allows him to go, but, nevertheless, He says: "The word which I shall say unto thee, that thou shalt speak". He is delighted with the result of his second inquiry, in the face of what God had told him in the first instance; and what is the result? The angel of God appears to him to turn him back. He receives the awful warning. And the angel of the Lord said unto him in effect, "If thou hadst not turned back, I would have smitten thee to the earth". Now he sees his mistake, but he does not tear the desire from his heart. "If it displease thee, I turn"—but why not in the first instance? He had gone to God and got his answer. He is given permission to go and he goes, but he is only able to speak the words which God puts into his mouth. Having trifled with his conscience, in the end he does not hesitate to risk the souls of a whole nation in order that he may get what he wants. And so he falls, fighting on the side of God"s enemies.

III. Balaam a Warning to Us.—What a sad history it is! Balaam"s aspiration, "Let me die the death of the righteous," is that of every one of us; but, like him, we forget that if we are to die the death of the righteous we must live the life of the righteous.

References.—XXII:18 ,19.—A. G. Mortimer, The Church"s Lessons for the Christian Year, part ii. p372. XXII:20.—M. G. Glazebrook, Prospice, p48. XXII:20-22.—A. Jessopp, Norwich School Sermons, p149.

Balaam"s "I Have Sinned"

Numbers 22:34
Balaam"s "I have sinned" was of a very different character from Pharaoh"s. Pharaoh"s was the confession, under terror, of a very hard heart: Balaam"s heart—at least at this point—was anything but a hard one. See the exact position of Balaam. On his lips, "I have sinned"; probably in his heart a condemning sense that he was wrong; a conviction that he had made a great mistake; but his passions high-wrought; a resolute will and purpose in direct antagonism to the known will of God; one sin, all the while, tightly grasped; and a worldly, covetous affection in the ascendant! This was Balaam, as he went out at Pethor that early morning, through the vineyards of the city. Reduce the picture to the scale of ordinary life, and it is the life of many.

I. An Emotional Repentance. —There is an acknowledgment of sin, under sorrow, which often clothes itself in very strong expressions, even to tears, and which is little else than a passion. It is not altogether an hypocrisy. At the moment, it is sincere, very earnest. But it is an emotion—only an emotion. It goes with many other emotions, some good and some bad. It is one of the developments of an ecstatic temperament. The person who has it is very affectionate; capable of great and loving deeds. And the repentance, in the moment of compunction, takes the shape of the mould of the man"s natural disposition. It is rapid—inflated—short!

II. But Without Love.—Need I say, there is no real love to God in it? There is no true sense of sin. There is no relation to Christ. It does not go on to action. It ranges, with other feelings, in the mind, which are just as strongly wrong. It is only the necessary vent of the heat of an ardent spirit, when anything happens to awaken it to a brief solemnity, or to send the toss of its thoughts to death, to eternity, to God; a natural sentiment, clothing itself in a religious dress.

III. One Sin held Back.—I have known a person, whose wonder and regret was that his penitence never seemed to deepen or increase; yet he said, and said often, and said truly, "I have sinned". The reason was, he never put the "I have sinned," upon the right thing. He said it about his sins generally, or he said it about some particular sin; but, all the while, there was another sin behind, about which he did not say it. That sin he willingly forgot—he connived at it—he allowed it! All the rest he was willing to give up, but not that And that was his sin. And that sin, reserved and in the background, poisoned and deadened the repentance of all other sins! The "I have sinned" fell to the ground impotent—like a withered blossom. That was Balaam—and that may be you!

References.—XXII:34.—J. Vaughan, Sermons Preached in Christ Church, Brighton (7th Series), p78. F. W. Farrar, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xlvii1895 , pp312 , 321. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. iii. No113.

The Preacher and His Message

Numbers 22:38
Whether the extraordinary and scarcely explicable character who thus expressed himself used this language with intelligence, sincerity, and resolution, or vaguely and insincerely, may be questioned; but it cannot be questioned that in themselves these words utter a high, sacred, and noble purpose. It was a prophet"s profession, and the proof of Balaam"s prophetical office is this, that his solemn utterances corresponded with the profession he herein made.

I. It is God"s to Give the Word.

(a) This is obviously true with reference to inspiration, to the "living oracles" of God. The great lawgiver Moses, the inspired chroniclers, the majestic prophets of the Hebrews—all received the word from heaven. Their formula was this, "Thus saith the Lord".

(b) It is true of every reverent and faithful teacher of religion. Such a teacher does not ask, "Is this doctrine acceptable to human nature?" but, "Is it of the Lord?" To put human fancies and speculations in the place of teaching divinely authorized is not the part of the Lord"s servant and prophet Such a one looks up; asks for a communication, a message; honours the God of truth and wisdom by seeking light and the vision from Heaven.

II. It is Man"s to Speak the Word.—High is the honour, precious the privilege, the Creator bestows upon human nature in making man the vehicle to convey Divine truth to his fellow-man. The prophet, the teacher sent from God, echoes the voice which has reached him from above, reflects the sacred light which has shone upon his soul. This vocation he is bound to fulfil with scrupulous care and unremitting diligence. No consideration of his own selfish interests, no regard for the prejudices, no desire for the favour of those who receive his message, should induce him to deviate from his path, to betray his trust. The word "put into his mouth" he is bound to utter fearlessly and yet with sympathy and affection, with authority and yet with persuasiveness.

III. Application.

(a) The preacher learns from his language the dignity and responsibility of his vocation.

(b) The hearer of the Divine Word learns that he is not at liberty to neglect or to refuse a message which is not from Prayer of Manasseh , but from God Himself.

23 Chapter 23 

Verses 1-30
Sacrifice Without Obedience

Numbers 23:4
Balaam wished to serve his own ends, and yet, if possible, to please God. He has prepared seven altars, etc.; will not God be appeased and accept his service, and be won over to his side? This is the kind of attempt that many people make.

I. Perfect Orthodoxy in place of Humble Christian Graces.—Balaam is particular as to the number. The number seven, sacred and complete. Nothing has been omitted. But might we not say that the very elaborateness and completeness are suspicious and dangerous? So much thought expended on the tithing of mint and cummin left little for the weightier matters of the law; designedly turned itself away from these weightier matters. There is always a danger of proud, conceited orthodoxy and scrupulous ceremonial.

II. Great Efforts in place of Constant Dutifulness.—The seven bullocks and rams rather than the daily offering of devoted service. But the Christian life is a walk, not an occasional race or flight. Every day brings its new duty, every relation of life has its own claims. Wait continually on Christ, and ask, "Lord, what wilt Thou have me to do?"

III. A Complacent Looking Back upon the Past.—"I have prepared seven altars and have offered," etc I was converted at such a time. Are they always the best Christians who are sure of the very date of their conversion? It is doubtful. A good tree cannot bring forth evil fruit, or a bad tree good fruit. Let not the Christian rest on past services, however great, that he may have rendered to Christ and his fellow-men. The question is not, How many and how high altars have you reared in the past, and how many and how noble victims have you laid upon them? but, What offerings of love and service are you now ready to bring to Him Who gave His life for you?

References.—XXIII:10.—A. G. Mortimer, Studies in Holy Scripture, p71; see also Lenten Preaching, p159. Morgan Dix, Sermons Doctrinal and Practical, p1. H. J. Wilmot-Buxton, Sunday Lessons for Daily Life, p358. C. Parsons Reichel, Sermons, p27. Henry Alford, Quebec Chapel Sermons, vol. iii. p218. Barlow, Rays from the Sun of Righteousness, p213. T. M"Crie, Sermons, p235. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xiii. No746. XXIII:10; XXXI:8.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Exodus ,, Leviticus , and Numbers , p371. XXIII:13.—Phillips Brooks, The Mystery of Iniquity, p208. XXIII:21.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxix. No1709. C. W. Stubbs, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lx1901 , p1.

The Living Christ

Numbers 23:23
To every age our Father who is in heaven, and to whom all times are alike, proportions the evidence and the Divine helps to the needs and circumstances of His children. The one thing perpetually to remember is this, that in all cases, and in all circumstances, and in all times, the walk must be by faith and not by sight.

I. The particular application of this principle which I ask you to consider, is in looking round on the world in which we are moving to see the influence and the power of our spiritual and invisible King. The actual effect of the faith of Christ about us is the evidence which is the most immediate support of our own belief. Still greater weight has the evidence of our own conscience. And here it is that I wish particularly that we should remind ourselves of the rule that while we may justly expect a reasonable confirmation of our hopes from the signs of the hand of God about us, we have no right to look for demonstration. It is because they look for demonstration that so many are disappointed. The kingdom of God cometh not with observation. Many thoughtful men who have not grasped this principle weary and vex themselves if they find any movement or tendency or practice or fact amongst a people nominally Christian which is contrary to the teaching of our King. And Song of Solomon , as they have been looking in the wrong direction, Christ has seemed to them very far off Fallacies have been the food of their hopes. Far from any promise existing that the world as the world would love Christ and be obedient to Him, we are taught the very reverse. And far from promising or predicting any special or exclusive blessing on public movements, or policies, or legislation, or on what is called social progress, our Lord has most distinctly warned us that His kingdom was in no sense of this world, but that the only revolution, or change, or dominion which He wished to create, and from which He would expect any benefit, was in the secret heart of the individual.

II. The kingdom of heaven is within us. That which is the substance of religion, its hopes and consolations, its intermixture with the thoughts by day and by night, the devotion of the heart, the control of the appetite, the steady direction of the will to the commands of God, is necessarily invisible. Yet upon these depend the virtue and the happiness of millions. This cause renders the representations of history with respect to religion defective and fallacious in a greater degree than they are upon any other subject. Religion operates most upon those of whom history knows least.

III. But there is this further. The Christian religion does also act on public wages and institutions, even though it is by an operation which is only secondary and indirect. Christianity is not a code of civil law. It can only reach institutions through private character. Little as legislation can do, still it is of immeasurable consequence that for the most part our laws have had a Christian and not an unchristian spirit and moulding.

—W. M. Sinclair, Christ and Our Times, p105.

Illustration.—Well has it been said by a Socialist writer, Cabet: "If Christianity had been interpreted and applied in the spirit of Jesus Christ, if it had been well known and faithfully practised by the numerous portions of Christians who are animated by a sincere piety, and who have only need to know truth well to follow it, then this Christianity, its morals, its philosophy, its precepts, would have sufficed, and would still suffice, to establish a perfect society and political organization, to deliver humanity from the evil which weighs it down, and to assure the happiness of the human race on the earth."

—W. M. Sinclair, Christ and Our Times, p115.

Numbers 23:23
This was John Wesley"s text when he laid the foundation-stone of City Road Chapel, London, in1777.

References.—XXIII:23.—P. H. Hall, The Brotherhood of Prayer of Manasseh , p37. XXIII:26-27.—Marcus Dods, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xlvi1894 , p10. XXIV:5.—J. M. Neale, Sermons Preached in Sackville College Chapel, vol. iv. p218.
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Verses 1-25
Trance and Trench

Numbers 24:16
It is the picture of a Prayer of Manasseh , or rather of a group of men, in which we may find our own faces; for we, like Balaam, know something of that double life which corresponds to the trance and the trench—the falling into a trance, and yet living the common, working, trench life; the rapture and the routine, religion and business, commerce and our Communions, the Sacramental and the social, the secular and the sacred. And we thought sometimes that these two lives are hopelessly at variance, and we made the mistake of pitting these two lives one against the other in terrible competition instead of combining both of them together—falling into a trance, leading the spiritual life, and yet having our eyes open to the common daily life; the trance—the devotional life; the trench—the daily life. We made that dreadful mistake, and therefore life was a dismal failure, or it was utterly dreary, or deadly dull, because we either felt that life must be wholly ideal or else it must be wholly at low level. And then we learned that we belonged to both worlds at the same time. It is not in the separation, it is not in the divorce, but it is in the union of these two lives that we find our strength and our happiness.

I. The Trench Life.—We are to lead the trench life, but we are not to lead it apart from the trance life. The trench life—our eyes are to be open to the world in which we live. God knew what He was about when He put us where He has. To close our eyes to facts, to the seamy side of life, would be the height of folly. We must be wideawake, if we would not go to the wall in the life on earth that God has put us in. The man that wool-gathers is the man that is worsted in life. Having our eyes open, we must go through the world, we must send our children out into the world with their eyes wide open to the world as we have met it, to the world as they will meet it. Our eyes must be, opened when, morning by morning, every post brings in this circular or that circular, from the money-lender, from the one who at some exorbitant interest will pander to the passing want that so many of us have felt, and then, then it is that the eyes must be wide open to the realities of the life that is around us; but not to the exclusion of the trance.

II. The Trance Life.—There are men known to us all who have combined these two lives—the trance and the trench—in one. There are thousands of honest men. There are merchants, there are shopmen, there are business men and business women, who have seen the trance and yet have their eyes fully open to the trench. Men and women who will say their prayers before they go out to their work, men of standing, men looked up to in commerce and the money market, who are regular Communicants as well as regular in their business. It is false to say that you must be either all trench or all trance; it is the action of the trance life upon the trench life that makes that solid body of British merchants, or English business people, who form the backbone, the very spinal cord of the English nation.

III. The Union of Trance and Trench—This is the life that you and I have got to aim at. Some men never look at the trance, they are all trench. They never look above the fog, the mere low level of self-interest. Their eyes are never open save to the short sight that comes from living in the midst of self-contemplation from week end to week end. They are like the animals, always looking down as the animals do, and not as a Prayer of Manasseh , looking up at men, should do. They need their trance. You may remember the oldest Church in England, St. Martin"s, Canterbury. There, in days gone by, a woman knelt, praying that her husband"s eyes might be opened, and that he might see the trance of Christianity which she had seen, and lo! a vision, wondrous and beautiful, came to Ethelbert, and he too had his eyes opened, and he saw the outward through the inward, became a Christian, and England was converted. Monica prayed for Augustine as he was dipping into all the depths of the sin of Carthage. His eyes were opened; Hebrews , too, became the man of the trance and the man of the trench. Some are all trance and no trench, living in an unreal, dreamy state, always in the clouds, whose religion chiefly consists in making things uncomfortable for other people, upsetting the home life, and refusing the commonplace—always being in a trance. They, too, need the sharp ordeal of being taught the other side of life. They want the home-spun life, they want the trench life. But it is in the union of these two lives that they alone can happily live. Have your trance and have your trench; so try to live, "falling into a trance, but having your eyes open".

—E. E. Holmes, Church Times, Vol. LIV:1905 , p303.

References.—XXV:6-8.—J. M. Neale, Sermons Preached in Sackville College Chapel, vol. i. p258; see also Readings for the Aged (4th Series), p60. XXVI:63-65.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxvii. No2198. XXVII:18.—J. Baines, Twenty Sermons, p277. XXXI:8.—Henry Alford, Quebec Chapel Sermons, vol. iii. p218. XXXI:16.—B. J. Snell, Christian World Pulpit, vol. li1897 , p153. XXXI:23.—T. G. Rooke, The Church in the Wilderness, p312.
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Verses 1-42
Moral Consequences of Single Sins

Numbers 32:23
Few men are great saints. There is always a something; I am not speaking of wilful or admitted sins—sins against the conscience (they of course exclude a man altogether from any hope), but of a defect of view and principle, a perversion of character. This is the common case even with the better sort of Christians; they are deformed in stature, they are not upright, they do not walk perfectly with God. And you cannot tell why it is; they have ever lived religiously, they have been removed from temptation, had good training and instruction, and they fulfil their calling, are good husbands or wives, good parents, good neighbours—still when you come to know them well, there is in them this or that great inconsistency. This consideration, moreover, tends to account for the strange way in which defects of character are buried in a man. He goes on, for years perhaps, and no one ever discovers his particular failings, nor does he know them himself, till at length he is brought into certain circumstances, which bring them out. Hence men turn out so very differently from what was expected; and we are seldom able to tell beforehand of another, and scarcely even dare we promise for ourselves as regards the future. The proverb, for instance, says, power tries a man; so do riches, so do various changes of life. We find that after all we do not know him, though we have been acquainted with him for years. We are disappointed, nay sometimes startled, as if he had almost lost his identity; whereas perchance it is but the coming to light of sins committed long before we knew him.

Who can pretend to estimate the effect of an apparently slight transgression upon the spiritual state of any one of us? Who can pretend to say what the effect of it is in God"s sight? What do the angels think of it? What does our own guardian angel, if one be vouchsafed us, who has watched over us, and been intimate with us from our youth up; who joyed to see how we once grew together with God"s grace, but who now is in fear for us? What is the real condition of our heart itself? Dead bodies keep their warmth a short time; and who can tell but a soul so circumstanced may be severed from the grace of the ordinances, though he partakes of them outwardly, and is but existing upon and exhausting the small treasure of strength and life which is laid up within him? Nay, we know that so it really is if the sin be deliberate and wilful; for the word of Scripture assures us that such sin shuts us out from God"s presence, and obstructs the channels by which He gives us grace.

—J. H. Newman.

References.—XXXII:23.—Marcus Dods, Christ and Prayer of Manasseh , p188.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxii. No1916. A. W. Potts, School Sermons, p56. XXXII:27.—H. W. Adler, Our Provincial Brethren, p1.
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Verses 1-34
Jesus Christ Our Refuge

Numbers 35:6
I. The Cities of Refuge were so placed, three on either side of Jordan, that they provided the greatest possible readiness of access. The devout imagination has always pictured for the cities conditions almost ideal in character. The gates of the cities, like those of the New Jerusalem, were to be kept always open, both day and night.

The refugee, whether an Israelite or a stranger, was safe the moment he entered the gate of the city of refuge.

This merciful provision of the Cities of Refuge acted as a preventive to idolatry; the involuntary manslayer was not driven to seek a home among the heathen nations around, but was allowed to live in his own land, among his own kindred, who held like him the faith in Israel"s God.

The Cities of Refuge were not merely civil institutions serving a local purpose. They were also types of heavenly things, and taught the people lessons of the very deepest significance.

The Cities of Refuge embodied in themselves truths of the highest importance concerning the salvation of God, and His provision of grace and security for His children.

II. The Cities of Refuge point to Christ as the sinner"s refuge, and that in more ways than one. They are found in careful and prayerful study to suggest Gospel principles, Gospel promises, Gospel privileges. Christ is the city of refuge.

The six Cities of Refuge belonged to the priestly tribe of Levi. The forty-eight cities of Levi possessed the right of asylum, but the six Cities of Refuge were bound to receive and to entertain, without cost, the involuntary homicide. They were priestly cities, with peculiar privileges of their own.

The refugee, flying from the avenger, had but to pass through the gate, and not only was he immune, free from the slightest danger, but he ranked at once as a fellow-citizen with the priests of the Most High God.

III. Jesus Christ is our first and only Priest. The Levitical priesthood which pointed to Him has been realized and fulfilled in His life and work.

Jesus Christ is the one eternal High Priest, through whom salvation comes to Prayer of Manasseh , and in whom man has communion with God. The Christian believer stands safe and secure within this refuge.

Jesus Christ is not only the divinely appointed way of escape, He Isaiah , in Himself, the city of refuge.

—W.J. Armitage, The Cities of Refuge, p7.

References.—XXXV:9-11.—C. Stowell Pedley, Christian World Pulpit, vol. liii. p217. XXXV:11.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlv. No2621.
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