《Sutcliffe ’s Commentary on the Old & New Testaments - Numbers》(Joseph Sutcliffe)
Commentator

Joseph Sutcliffe, M.A., an English Wesleyan minister, was born at Baildon, Yorkshire. He was converted in early life and became a circuit riding preacher at age 24.

He was appointed by John Wesley to Redruth in 1786. Sutcliffe introduced Methodism into the Scilly Isles in 1788, and spent the last twenty years of his life in retirement in London, where he died May 14, 1856 at age 94.

His course was one of "unspotted Christian purity and progressive excellence. In Biblical scholarship he especially excelled." He was an indefatigable writer, publishing in all thirty-two works on religious subjects, the chief being this A Commentary on the Old and New Testament.

This commentary represents 40 years of Sutcliffe's study of the Bible. After retiring at age 74, he compiled this commentary from his Bible study notes he accumulated over the years. The commentary is mostly expositional with some exegetical comments and Hebrew/Greek analysis.

00 Introduction 

THE FOURTH BOOK OF MOSES, CALLED NUMBERS.
The ancient Hebrews entitled this Book, וידבר Va-jedabbar; that is, And he spake; and במדבר Bemidbar, that is, In the wilderness; the words with which the book itself commences. The Seventy call it the Book of Numbers, because the people were numbered in the plain before Sinai, and thirty eight years afterward in the plains of Moab near the Jordan. It comprises a period of about thirty nine years, and records so many facts concerning the conduct and calamities which befel the Israelites in the desert, that the magistrate, the minister, and the individual may here find much instruction for the regulation of his conduct, and a multitude of motives to zeal and constancy in religion. Concerning its authenticity, it is to us a sufficient confirmation to find it quoted or alluded to, not less than seventeen times in the New Testament. 

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-54
Numbers 1:2. Take ye the sum. The Israelites had been numbered, for the purpose of subscribing half a shekel towards the erection of the tabernacle. Now they are numbered for war; and were afterwards numbered in the plains of Moab for the purpose of entering the land, and dividing it by lot and fair proportions.—Every male by their poll. This is a general rule with Moses, as with other historians, to name the males only; the females are rarely named, except on some particular occasions.

Numbers 1:4. Head of the house of his fathers. The princes of the patriarchs by birth seem to have kept their dignity of seniority till after the time of king Saul, when promotions at court caused it to fall into disuse. This custom was prevalent among gentile tribes.

Numbers 1:27. The tribe of Judah were threescore and fourteen thousand and six hundred; men fit for war, women, children and strangers not being counted here. It appears from Genesis 38. that Judah left his father’s house, and married very young; he had also a son by Tamar, which accounts for the superior increase of his tribe.

Numbers 1:47. But the levites—were not numbered. As the number before the erection of the tabernacle, and the number now were exactly the same, it is evident that they now used the same rolls of genealogy, and that the levites were exempt from paying the half shekel on account of their services. But if not, the Israelites in less than a year must have increased twenty two thousand; besides replacing the three thousand slain in the revolt of idolatry, when they worshipped the calf.

Numbers 1:50. Appoint—levites over the tabernacle. For these services they were exempt from war, but were required to accompany the Ark, and bore it to the camp when Eli’s sons were slain. When the priests fought, it was of necessity, or of their own will. The Maccabees were illustrious, and were aided by other priests, as well as levites. Abiathar also was with David in all his exile.

REFLECTIONS.
It was now but two hundred and seventeen years since Jacob’s family amounted to no more than seventy or seventy five males, and they at this time exceeded a population of two millions and a half. Sixty eight males in six generations, allowing them to have but five sons in each family, will produce one million twelve thousand and five hundred males.

We however most evidently see the hand of providence in this increase of population, for God very much preserved his people while in Egypt from disease and death. He kept his eye constantly fixed on the promise made to Abraham, to multiply his seed as the stars of heaven, and as the dust of the earth which cannot be counted. And he kept his eye, not less fixed on the redemption of the world; for of Abraham’s seed he resolved to raise up the Messiah. And if God, through all the vicissitudes of Israel’s affliction, has ever kept his gracious promises in view, we should never for a moment lose sight of them. They are our star of direction, and cheering hope in the desert land. The fidelity of God, so long tried and so long approved, cannot be doubted now. These promises are an anchor of hope till the storms of passion, and the tempests of life are overpast.

The review of mercies, and of God’s fidelity to Israel, affords not less comfort to those families who declare for God, and refuse sinful conformities to the world. Whether they be oppressed, as Israel in Egypt; whether they want food and raiment, ways and means of living, God, who delivered Jacob in the day of trouble, will surely save them when they cry in affliction.

God numbered his people with a view to extend his care and government to each; and with a view to their being appointed and equipped for marching, defence, and war. So we, like Israel, are called to be a militant church, and go through the pilgrimage of life ready armed before the Lord. May our pastors, leaders and guides, be wise and valiant men, and embolden their flocks by nobly vanquishing the temptations of sin; and when the Lord shall make up his jewels, and number or mark his faithful people, may all our names be enrolled in the book of life. 

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-34
Numbers 2:2. Every man—shall pitch by his own standard. Ensigns or colours are useful in war, for distinction and for honour, and serve as rallying points to the host. The rabbins say that the ensign of Judah bore a lion; Reuben a man, with a mandrake, Genesis 30:14; Ephraim an ox; Dan an eagle. See Ezekiel 1. Mystically, these wise regulations adumbrated the church of Christ, in the midst of which is the tabernacle of the Most High. Numbers 2:17 directs the order of their march in the wide wilderness, that they might avoid confusion, and be ready for defence. The camp of Levi was in the centre, and around the tabernacle.

Numbers 2:14. Reuel. Hebrews Rehuel; Chaldee, Dehuel; the LXX, Raguel. The orthography of all ancient books is very variable, with regard to the names of persons and cities.

Numbers 2:34. So they pitched by their standards; and by estimation formed a square, each of whose sides was twelve miles. In this order also they marched through the wilderness.

REFLECTIONS.
The Lord by his overruling providence doth as certainly, though with less observation, appoint the bounds of our habitation and our rank in life, as he did the encampments of Israel in the wilderness. It is therefore our duty and interest to be contented with our place, and endeavour to occupy it in a proper manner, without attempting to desert it or wishing to change it; without envying, murmuring, ambition, or covetousness.

If especially he hath allotted our station near to his word and ordinances, and given us precious faith in the divine Redeemer, we have abundant reason to be thankful for such distinguishing grace; and though in a wilderness, in a cottage, in poverty, we have no reason, and surely we shall have no disposition, to envy those who possess stately mansions, elegant gardens, or cultivated estates, but have no lot in Israel, no inheritance in Canaan.

Our God is a God of order, and a God of peace; and he commands that all things in his church should be done decently and in order, and that all things be gone in peace. It would be well if in attempting to accomplish the former purpose, according to their own idea of decency and order, all denominations of christians had not too much lost sight of the latter injunction. It is desirable that all true christians should be of one judgment; but if that cannot be, it is of great importance that they be of one heart, and like these four squadrons of Israel, that they live in peace with one another; and in their different encampments surround the ark, as all of one family, embarked in one common interest, and marching to the same heavenly Canaan. Let them then be upon their guard against the suggestions of those enemies who would persuade them to quarrel about their different ensigns, and to draw the sword of war against their brethren, instead of being valiant for the truth, and against the common enemies of their religion.

The church would then indeed be comely, and terrible also as an army with banners. They would be not the less so for being divided into different companies, encamped or marching separately; provided each division vied with all the others, which should be most zealous for the ark and for the cause of God and truth, and most careful to adorn the doctrine of God our Saviour in all things. Let then brotherly love continue; and may the Lord prosper the attempts, and increase the numbers of those who endeavour to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-51
Numbers 3:9. Thou shalt give the Levites to Aaron. God has a sovereign right to choose and call his own ministers. The service of the tabernacle would be better done by a separate tribe professionally trained, than by the firstborn of a whole nation. The strangers might err and die, like Nadab and Abihu: yet we have no complaint against the young men of all the tribes, who offered sacrifices in the old way. Exodus 19:22; Exodus 24:5.

Numbers 3:15. Every male from a month old; the age when the firstborn were redeemed, and when their names were enrolled.

Numbers 3:32. Eleazer—chief of the Levites. For a prince to possess hereditary honours by birth is a natural right, and it prevents confusion in society.

Numbers 3:39. Twenty and two thousand. Why are the three hundred omitted? Perhaps this is a round number; perhaps the three hundred were the firstborn, and therefore not redeemed.

Numbers 3:47. Five shekels, nearly three ounces of silver, were required of the children of the levites, ten times more than the common people; and it would seem that some special provision was made for their education.

REFLECTIONS.
How pure, how disinterested does Moses appear! He was a father, he was king in Jeshurun; yet he leaves his sons undistinguished in the crowd of his brethren. He for a long time had declined accepting the mission into Egypt, and now he seeks nothing for his children. Perhaps he thought their salvation would be much easier in private life: it is better we should endeavour to make our children good than great.

Whilst we consider Jesus, our great High-priest, appointed of the Father, entrusted with the charge of the sanctuary and of the whole congregation, and keeping that charge with unremitting attention, entire faithfulness, love and power; we should recollect that his ministers, as presented to him and ministering before him, have under him a solemn charge committed to them also. They are called upon to wait in their office, to serve the Lord with reverence, to offer no strange fire, doing nothing of their own head, or in their own spirit; but with all diligence and fidelity to follow the instructions and copy the example of their Lord. But it is of the utmost importance that each should know his own post and duty, that no part of the work may be neglected, that there may be no interference, no occasion for envy, ambition, or discontent. No service required by such a master can either be mean or hard; for he will put honour upon the faithful in the lowest situation, and will provide assistance where the work is too laborious. They also who are not engaged in the ministry have a work to do, and a charge to keep; and must remember that all men are the Lord’s by creation, and all true christians are his by redemption. The ministry being appointed for their benefit, they are required to strengthen the hands and encourage the hearts of those who minister before the Lord in their behalf. Blessed be God, we may all now come even into the holiest without danger of death, nay with assurance of acceptance and life eternal, if we come by faith in Christ Jesus. Still however we must regret that the Lord’s people form so small a proportion of the whole multitude of mankind, and should be reminded to pray for the sending forth of more faithful ministers; for when they are increased, it is a hopeful sign that the Lord has much work to do in increasing his church. Nor let us forget that the children, though unfit for service, were numbered as part of this holy tribe; for of such is the kingdom of God. But whilst we desire that our offspring should be numbered among the Lord’s peculiar people, and excel in holiness; let us after the example of Moses be indifferent about every other distinction, either for them or for ourselves. 

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 1-49
Numbers 4:3. Thirty years old. We read in chap. 8., that the levites began to learn as is understood, at the age of twenty five. From 1 Chronicles 23., we learn that the census was taken at the age of twenty, and that they stood in the temple to sing praises. At fifty they retired from labour, and became overlookers. But what fallibility in certain popes, as Innocent 3., to make a canon to ordain priests at thirty, and then be compelled to reduce it to a minor age! Samuel and Jeremiah were prophets while children. Who is he that would limit the Holy One of Israel? Paul and John, among the apostles, are called young men.

Numbers 4:15. Lest they die. By the most holy things which the highpriest covered with a purple cloth, and which the levites were not to touch, nor to see, but only to carry, was meant the ark, the cherubim, the shewbread, the candlestick, the altar of incense, &c. God dwelleth in light to whom no man hath, or can approach. Sinners cannot draw near, but in the person of the great Mediator. In Bethshemesh, 570 men, as some critics would there read, died for looking into the ark, and Uzzah died for touching it. 1 Samuel 6 :2 Samuel 7.

REFLECTIONS.
The sanctuary of God was inviolably holy. The death of Nadab and Abihu, sons of Aaron, for offering strange fire; the death of Uzzah, a levite, for touching the ark, and profanely carrying it on a cart instead of bearing it by hand, were alarming visitations for obtruding on the divine prohibitions. Therefore every one must do his own work, and no levite must enter on pain of death, while the priests veiled and covered the mysteries of the sanctuary. And if God so guarded the shadowy pavilion of his presence, let us learn to treat sacred things, and especially the adorable mysteries of our faith, with reverence and awe.

The priests and levites were not to enter on their sacred and laborious functions till thirty years of age. God would have his sanctuary surrounded by men of sober age, or venerable with hoary hairs. Remarkable it is, that this was the age when the Lord Jesus entered on his glorious work; and the age also when Joseph, David, and John, persons highly figurative of our blessed Lord, entered on the high duties of their vocation. But in the christian church, as well as in the prophetic ministry, age is no fixed rule of the divine conduct; for out of the mouth of babes and sucklings God has perfected praise. Among the scripture characters, and since that period, some very young men have held a rank next to the most venerable prophets. Let these examples console the youth of conscious modesty against the imputations of vanity.

The persons and their age for service being fixed, behold the tabernacle of the Lord in motion; and all the tribes following in order to the promised land. The eldest son of Aaron, bearing the holy fire, is highly honoured; but his life was answerable for its preservation, and the younger superintends the removal of the sanctuary. The sons of Kohath, privileged by birth, bear away the ark and all the sacred vessels. The sons of Gershon march next with all the splendid curtains; and the numerous men of Merari’s house follow with the boards, the sockets and pins. Lord suffer me to follow too. I would not stay behind. I would follow the cloud. I would leave the desert, and claim my lot in the promised land.

We hear of no murmuring at the divine appointment. Though one bore vessels of gold, and another vessels of brass; though some bore the massy altar, and others the lighter curtains, yet no one murmured against his brother; but knowing themselves to be accountable for the smallest pin, they cheerfully performed their task. What an example of harmony to christian ministers! They who fill exalted stations in the church, and they who serve the humble village, if obedient to their call, shall all be accounted the good and faithful servants of the Lord, and shall enter into his joy. Let men of great gifts, and christians of high attainments tremble, lest self-love and pride should prevail; the weakest and humblest believer has at the same time cause to rejoice in the favours he has received of the Lord. 

05 Chapter 5 

Verses 1-31
Numbers 5:2. Defiled by the dead. They were unclean seven days. The whole of Shem’s race in India, keep this custom to the present day.

Numbers 5:6. Any sin that men commit; through ignorance, or inadvertency. This law is more largely illustrated in the sixth chapter of Leviticus.

Numbers 5:7. They shall confess their sin. This law respects all kinds of fraud in business, and in all the intercourse of life, among the depraved and unregenerate race of men. There can be no peace of conscience without confession and restitution. The law is holy, for God is holy. It is noble and manly in those who have defrauded the king’s revenue, to come forward and make restitution. But justly does a heathen complain of the knave that wears a mask: 

Spem vultu simulat, premit alto corde dolorem 
Nil conscire sibi, nullâ pallescere culpa.
Daring and bold in face, but sad in heart; 
He owns no shame, for crimes affect no smart.
Numbers 5:12. If any man’s wife go aside, and commit adultery, the law enjoined that she and her seducer should be stoned. When there was no witness, she must drink the bitter waters. All Shem’s race in Asia have their ordeals, of red hot iron or of boiling water; and all Ham’s race in Africa are compelled to drink the red draught, which kills in the course of twelve hours.

Numbers 5:17. Holy water. That is water from the laver. The dust mixed among it would of course contain a portion of the scattered ashes of the altar, which would give the water a saline or bitter taste. Besides, this water had washed off the curse, written on the table with gall and ink.

Numbers 5:27. Her thigh shall rot. The modesty of the Hebrew language puts one part of the body for another. How remarkable are the judgments of God, that he visits the crimes of impurity with rottenness in the flesh, and particularly in the members here implied.

Numbers 5:31. The man shall be guiltless; which he would not have been, had he suffered his wife to proceed in her course.—This woman shall bear her iniquity; shall die of disease; and if not stoned, shall be excommunicated from the synagogue. See Josephus.
REFLECTIONS.
Having considered the law of the leper, and of trespasses in the book of Leviticus, we proceed at once to the miraculous test instituted of God to preserve the Israelites from the most dreadful crime of adultery. And let us well remark, that a spirit of unfounded jealousy on any subject, or against any person, is cautiously to be checked and discouraged. But a quiet and well disposed man, sustaining an imaginary dishonour of this kind, afflicts himself with all the calamities of a real dishonour, and greatly augments his anguish by concealing the wound. His imagination roves, his passions are all successively excited by the objects of fear, hatred and grief. He wears out health by tracing every thought, and marking every incident; the joys of life are all imbittered; sleep departs from his eyes, and melancholy gloom settles on all his soul. Perhaps for a moment he affects to disbelieve, and immediately abandons his hope to indulge in grief. How detestable is the man, how vile is the woman, who can actually bring a deserving character into this suffering situation!

A spirit of jealousy may also be an impression from the Lord. Hence he most graciously favoured his own peculiar people with a miraculous test of a woman’s innocence, or of her guilt. This extraordinary institution relieved the husband, by allowing him to open his mind; it also afforded an injured woman the infallible means of attesting her innocence before the Lord and his church. Striking the guilty with swelling, burning, rottenness, and the rapid approaches of death, it produced confession and repentance, that the soul might be saved in the day of the Lord. On the public, the effects would not be less salutary. Who would blindly follow the basest of passions, while the vengeance of the Lord was at the door? A good woman is a crown of glory to her husband, but a wicked woman makes him ashamed, and is like corruption in his bones.—However salutary the institution was, when wickedness increased before the Babylonian captivity it fell into total disuse; for the prevalence of vice, and the loss of discipline, are companions in apostasy.

It may here be asked, why this test was not established for men as well as for women? In general it is not well to ask more than is revealed; but in this case reason seems adequate to decide the question on several grounds, for women being the weaker vessel are apt to be more suspicious than men. A woman going astray might bring an alien child to inherit her husband’s wealth; but the law was chiefly intended to protect a woman from the cruel treatment of a jealous husband. And a wicked man undetected is but reserved for a heavier scourge.

To the christian church no such tests of guilt or of innocence are given; for we have before us the perfect example of Christ, and the spotless lustre of his doctrine. Consequently, purity is required of all his members. Not only the adulterer, but he who indulges an unchaste desire is, without repentance, excluded from the kingdom of God. And what man is able to prove from the new testament, that repentance will be accepted without confession, and without reparation and its fruits? Let men consider this before they rush into sins so hateful in the sight of God, and opposed to every code of civil law. May all the Israel of God be chaste and holy as the bride of Christ, that he may betroth us in righteousness for ever. 

06 Chapter 6 

Verses 1-27
Numbers 6:2. Man or woman vow a vow. A boy of thirteen, and a girl of eleven years of age might vow a vow unto the Lord, unless restrained by their father. A woman might also vow, unless restrained by her husband. The vow of becoming a Nazarite, that is, a person separated unto the Lord, was either for thirty days at least, or for life, as was the case with Samson, Judges 13.; with Samuel, 1 Samuel 1:11; and with John the baptist, Luke 1. Of the temporary class was St. Paul’s vow. Acts 21:23. The Nazarites for life were persons very much respected, and the order had strong marks of the divine approbation. “I have raised up your sons for prophets, and your young men for Nazarites; is it not even thus, saith the Lord?” Amos 2:11. The heathen also had persons who in this way consecrated themselves to religion. The vow of the Nazarite required,— abstinence from wine—the growth of his hair—no defilement for the dead—and offerings to the Lord. Every christian should in some sort, like the Saviour, be a Nazarite to God, and his body a temple of the Holy Ghost.

Numbers 6:18. The hair—and put it in the fire. The hair is said to be the glory or honour of the woman; and this token of honour the Nazarite burnt to the Lord. The pagan custom was to let their hair grow very long, and then offer it, the women to the nymphs, and the men to the gods; hence it was expressly forbidden to the Jews, that they should not “round the corners of their heads.” Leviticus 19:27. THESEUS went to offer to Apollo at Delphos the hair of his head, which he had long abstained from cutting: and ORESTES cut off the hair of his head at his father’s tomb.

REFLECTIONS.
To see men and women particularly devoting themselves to God in a wise and prudent way, is laudable in the highest degree, especially in making acknowledgments for some signal mercies, or in deprecating the punishments due to sin. But why should a whole order of christian priests, called fathers, have fallen into a most contemptible mimicry of the ancient Nazarites, in shaving their bald pates, while at the same time they make no scruple to drink wine? And why should a multitude of women have secluded themselves in convents, while the cause of religion had so much need of their aid in active life? Whatever pleas might have been urged for those customs near the times of pagan persecution, the arguments presently lost their force. God has peculiarly called his people to marry, to care for their families, and to struggle against the vices of their age and country in all the public walks of life; and they who do so, will acquire a perfection in every virtue much more pleasing to God, than they who cowardly affect in solitude a superior piety.

From the Nazarites who thus devoted themselves to God, christians may however learn, that they are called to peculiar purity of heart and rectitude of conduct. In particular, let us not defile ourselves by the slightest intemperate use of wine, or of strong drink. Indulgences of this nature will form a habit of voluptuousness, which may lead to every sensual indulgence. This also may be the reason why God has joined the laws of the Nazarite, with the test of adultery in the preseding chapter: and Solomon has joined the caution against wine, with the caution against strange women. Proverbs 23:31-33. Let us be careful not to defile ourselves with any undue intercourse with the world. The sacred person of the Nazarite was in close covenant with God, bound by the special oath of his vow. He could not therefore defile himself by mourning for his father or his mother; for the consecration of his God was on his head, and God must be honoured more than man. Would our unregenerate relatives draw us back to our old affections and habits! Let us remember, that every christian is a sort of Nazarite to his God; and he must not forfeit the divine approbation to please the nearest friend on earth.

In case of defilement during consecration, the Nazarite forfeited all the past days of his separation. He was obliged to shave anew, make atonement for his sin, and enter on the course of his vow as before. Thus every man devoted to God, who defiles himself with sin, must put it away, implore the divine mercy, and enter anew on the course of his pilgrimage. And let every backslider in heart, carefully abhor and renounce his folly, before he shall dare to approach the Lord.

The priests, before they dismissed the devout assembly from the sanctuary of the Lord, were enjoined to bless them in a most excellent form of words, and to pray that the Lord would make his face to shine upon them, and lift upon them the light of his countenance. How glorious, how pleasant to see a whole assembly leave the house of God, having humbled their souls in his presence, and obtained their requests, go away with a joyful countenance, and happy in the best fruits of real piety. Let ministers heartily bless and pray for a devout people; let them comfort the mourners with the strong consolations of the gospel, that they may go away anticipating the more glorious and everlasting assembly of all the saints at God’s right hand. 

07 Chapter 7 

Verses 1-89
Numbers 7:8. Four waggons and eight oxen. These perhaps were only cars, seeing a pair of oxen could draw them; yet the people were rich in gold and silver.

Numbers 7:13. One silver charger. An old name for a large platter, or dish to hold a joint of meat. These were essential to decency when the princes did eat before the Lord.

Numbers 7:14. One spoon. A vase to hold incense, weighing about ten ounces, as in Exodus 25:29.

REFLECTIONS.
Moses anointed and consecrated the tabernacle, and all its sacred vessels; the snuffers and snuff-dishes were touched with the blood of atonement; and if all these consecrations were figurative of the atonement of Christ, and of the grace of the Holy Ghost, christians are to expect no consecrations but the anointing of the Holy One, or the blessings of the new covenant, to descend on their persons, and on all their religious assemblies.

Towards the erection of the tabernacle the people had made an equal subscription of the half shekel: the rich did not give more, and the poor did not give less. Each of the princes now therefore made an equal subscription of gold and silver vessels for himself and for his tribe, that there might be no jealousy, and no preference in the house of God. In his presence we are all poor, all sinful. How laudable, how generous, when men of opulence vie with one another to supply those decencies to the christian church, which the poor are unable to do. He who is worthy of our hearts is worthy also of our richest gifts.

The princes offered their gifts in rotation for twelve days, according to the order of their camp. On the seventh day Elishama brought his gift; for even a Jewish Sabbath was not profaned by the holy oblations of gold and silver for the service of the Lord. Let us imitate the Israelites in preserving exact order and discipline in the church; it very much contributes to keep the minds of the people in peace and quiet. When Moses entered the tabernacle to acquaint the Lord with what was done, he heard the voice of one speaking to him from the mercy-seat. This marks the perfection of the divine revelation. The oracles of truth are immediately from the source of truth; but the voice heard indicates to us that God accepted the oblations of the princes for themselves, and for their tribes. How happy when the divine approbation crowns our gifts; and when a blessing attends our feeble labours in the Lord. Let us give our hearts with our gifts, and then we shall surely be accepted in his sight. 

08 Chapter 8 

Verses 1-26
Numbers 8:7. Water of purifying, or the water of sin, made with the ashes of the red heifer. Numbers 19:9.

Numbers 8:19. To do the service. The great and awful work of expiation belongs solely to the priests; but the levites, exempt from military duty, did all the laborious work, and aided the priests no doubt in carrying forth the ashes from under the altar. They had an arduous duty also in assembling the congregation of the Lord. Besides this they kept the gates of the sanctuary, and watched in courses by night. In the temple an officer went round at pleasure, to see that every levite was awake and doing his duty. If he found a man asleep he opened his lantern, and set fire to his clothes, striking him at the same time a severe blow with his staff, lest he should be burnt to death. A further punishment followed from the ridicule of his companions. One would ask, what is that cry? And another would answer, It is the cry of a beaten levite, whose coat is burnt. This custom assigns a reason for that singular expression in the Revelation: Blessed is he that watcheth, and keepeth his garments: Revelation 16:15.

Numbers 8:26. To keep the charge, and do no service. Aged ministers, cool, wise, and experienced in the work of the Lord, were to maintain truth, and give paternal checks to the novelties and untried ardours of youth.

REFLECTIONS.
When Aaron had lighted the seven lamps, the dark tabernacle exhibited a scene of illumination and joy becoming the presence and glorious pavilion of the Most High. So in the spiritual sanctuary, the Lord God and the Lamb are the light of the place; and all his ministers and saints shine by reflection, in the glory of righteousness and truth. The body of this candlestick was one piece of beaten gold, to show that the churches and their ministers are one body, and one spirit in the Lord; and that living in him, they every moment receive light and heat from the source of all good. The bowls, knops and flowers, seem to shadow forth the adornings of God our Saviour in the gifts and graces of his Holy Spirit.

We have next the separation and cleansing of the levites, which was virtually the same as the priests. They were sprinkled with the water of separation—they washed and shaved their flesh—they put on clean raiment—they were purified with the blood of bullocks slain for sin. The congregation of the elders lay their hands upon their heads, ordaining them a sort of perpetual deacons unto God, and as a nation of firstborn sons to his glory. A heave-offering of thanksgiving was swung round, to mark the extent of their ministry, east, west, north and south; and in this they were a true figure of the ministers of Jesus Christ, sent to preach the gospel to every creature. Lastly, they began their ministry with humility, being probationers from the age of twenty five to thirty. And what, on the one hand, could excite men to purity of heart more than all these ceremonial cleansings; and what on the other, could expose them to greater contempt among the people than to see them after all, habituated to drunkenness, to covetousness, and other corrupt affections? To men so degenerate our Saviour said, Woe unto you scribes and pharisees, hypocrites; for ye make clean the outside of the cup and of the platter, but within ye are full of bribery and excess. Let all christian ministers hear this sentence, and be sanctified to God.

It is somewhat remarkable that the service of the levites, should here be called a military service in the work of the tabernacle. It surely taught them the great exertions they should use against idolatry and vice; and the watchings and zeal they should show by day and by night for the advancement and glory of the true religion. In this view we seem to hear St. Paul saying to all preachers, as to Timothy, War a good warfare; fight the good fight of faith; lay hold on eternal life. Unless we fight out of the pulpit, as well as preach in it against the vices of the age, we shall not succeed in the arduous conflict.

The Lord graciously provided that the worn out levite should retire from hard labour at the age of fifty, or at least that he should not be required to do any thing unsuited to his strength; nor was his portion of the tenths taken away. Let all christians learn hence, that their aged ministers are not to want bread. If they cry under the pressure of hunger or cold, the Lord will surely make their quarrel his own, and avenge their wrongs. 

09 Chapter 9 

Verses 1-23
Numbers 9:1. The Lord spake. Better, The Lord had spoken. See Numbers 1:1.

Numbers 9:2. The passover. This was the second passover, and many have supposed that they used manna instead of unleavened bread. But after the first removal of the camp from the plain before Sinai, they ceased circumcising on account of the journey, not knowing the day on which the cloud would remove; consequently, the third passover was eaten in the land of Canaan after Joshua had circumcised all the males born since the cloud was first taken up.

Numbers 9:7; Numbers 9:10. Defiled by a dead body. In both these places the Hebrew puts nephesh, or soul, for the body of a man, probably because the body was the habitation of the soul, and shall be so again at the resurrection.

Numbers 9:10. If any man be unclean—yet shall he eat. This leniency of the paschal rite extended, no doubt, to uncleanness by war, by disease, and other impurities. This law seems to have influenced king Hezekiah, to permit those to eat of his passover, who had but just been reclaimed from partial idolatry. 2 Chronicles 30. It is equally encouraging to christians to approach the Lord’s table, though through business and other causes, they may not be prepared as they would wish.

Numbers 9:15. The cloud. Porphyrius, a heathen writer, mentions fire as the symbol of the divine presence, and by consequence the crime was capital to let the fire go out. Therefore the heathen priests affected to have those marks of the presence of their gods. See on Exodus 13:21.

REFLECTIONS.
Here we find some of the Israelites in trouble. They had defiled themselves with duties and decencies for the dead, and feared to be precluded from eating the passover; therefore they came to enquire of Moses. It is good to have a fear of offending in sacred things. We had better tremble than be presumptuous. This case, undefined by the law, was decided in their favour. The usual impurities being cleansed by washing, and by the evening sacrifice, they were consequently permitted afterwards, in the same evening, to celebrate the passover with their brethren. It is good for serious minds labouring under scruples and fears to come at once to their ministers. It is the best way of getting them removed, and of receiving true comfort and divine peace.

The Hebrews on a journey, whether in their own country or in a distant land, were required to celebrate the passover. They owed this duty in memory of national mercies; and in hope of full redemption by the Lord. This law, in a moral view, requires christians in all their journeys to hallow the sabbath, and to attend the means of grace, if possible, as much as when resident at home. The loose and idle manner in which strangers and travellers often spend that holy day, is a great disgrace to the christian name.

In the day when the tabernacle was set up the cloud rested upon it. God honoured their work, and accepted of a habitation prepared by man, that he might dwell with him for ever. How glorious, how terrible, how sanctifying the dwelling of God in his pavilion! And this cloud, residing on the sanctuary, is a figure of the spiritual presence of Christ with his church to the end of time. Let us rejoice in his arm of high defence: he will never leave, nor forsake his Zion.

But the cloud of his presence governed the wanderings and rests of the host. Israel was a stranger in the desert land. He was undisciplined with the rod and untutored in the paths of righteousness. Therefore his hasty passions needed the imposing hand of omnipotence, and the counsel of a gracious guide. When he humbles and restrains us by afflictions, we must learn submission to his will. We are now called to obedience as children; and in the issue, he will explain to us the wise and gracious motives of his conduct.

The Israelites were also led by the cloud in the way they ought to go. Thus the leader of Israel will guide us also by his providence; for it is not in man to direct his own steps. In moral concerns, he will guide us by the glory of his written word, that we may walk according to his testimonies; and in spiritual attainments, his Holy Spirit shall lead us into the full enjoyment of his perfect love, and into the glorious liberty of his children. Let us then give up our will to his will, and our understanding to the dictates of unerring truth. Of all men they are the best guided who abide in humility, and in all the ordinances of God. This pillary cloud, this shining flame, not only sanctified and guided Israel in the desert, but it struck a terror on all their surrounding foes. The nations, hearing that God was with them, and that he spake with them face to face, were appalled, and scarcely dared to speak against the ransomed of the Lord. And if God be for us, who shall be against us? If he be our light and salvation, whom shall we fear? He will make our enemies to be at peace with us, and cause his people to dwell in safety. 

10 Chapter 10 

Verses 1-36
Numbers 10:2. Two trumpets, for the two sons of Aaron. We also read that one hundred and twenty priests had each of them a trumpet. 2 Chronicles 5:12.

Numbers 10:10. Ye shall blow with the trumpets. The first day of every month was a feast. The neomania was observed by the heathen. Vide Macrob. Saturn. Numbers 1:16. They acknowledged the goodness of God in the appointed months of the harvest.

Numbers 10:12. The wilderness of Paran extends eleven days journey, and limits the borders of ancient Edom on the south.

Numbers 10:18. The standard. See Numbers 2:2.

Numbers 10:29. Hobab. His visit to Moses is related, Exodus 18. Whether he had staid a year in the camp to learn the ways of the Lord, or whether, as is more probable, he had made another visit on the removal of the camp, is uncertain. His country however was not far distant, for it is allowed that Moses was at Horeb when the Lord called him to emancipate the people; and his flock could not be far off. When Jethro, here called Hobab, first came to the camp, they had not reached Sinai. Reuel, mentioned in Exodus 2:18, is supposed to be the father of Hobab. This good man might die while Israel was in the desert; if not, both he and his family, on farther consideration, accepted the invitation. 1:16. They are called Rechabites, Jeremiah 35. and Essenes.

Numbers 10:31. Instead of eyes. The LXX read, Thou shalt be an elder amongst us.

Numbers 10:35. Rise up, Lord. Thus Moses, no doubt, after the ancient example, began and ended all his journies and works with devotion.

REFLECTIONS.
The priests were instructed to blow the silver trumpets for the removal of the camp; for the celebration of a feast; for preparation to sacrifice; for advancing to war; and assembling the people for instruction and devotion. And for each of these several objects they were trained to give the trumpet a variation of sound, indicating the duty for which the elders or the tribes were called to prepare. The sounding of these trumpets most aptly applies to the alarms and energies of the sacred ministry. If the pastor, negligent of his duty, shall suffer the wicked to slumber and perish in their sins, the Lord will require those souls at the pastor’s hand. Hence he must cry aloud, spare not, lift up his voice like a trumpet, and show the people their transgression, and the house of Jacob their sins. So St. Paul preached Christ; so he warned every man, and taught every man, that he might present every man perfect in Christ Jesus. If ministers merely amuse the wicked, and trifle with the desperate situation of ungodly men, the hand of justice will not spare the faithless in so high an office: for if the trumpet give an uncertain sound, who shall prepare himself for the battle.

The cloud led the people by the wilderness of Paran; and it was that they might not be assailed with war. We had better do so still in our journey through life. We had better, on many occasions, sacrifice rights, and go a little round about than quarrel with our neighbours.

Moses, leading Israel to inherit the promises, generously invited Hobab to participate in their glory and hope. He had found an asylum under this man’s roof, and now he gratefully wishes him to shelter under the wings of JEHOVAH. But when wishful to induce his father-in-law to emigrate, and take his lot with Israel, he uses no boasting promises, no ostentatious display of future good; he merely holds forth a lot with the better families of Israel, in which the hope of the Messiah was implied to crown the whole. Moses, knowing the benevolence of Hobab, rather suggests the good he would still do to Israel by guiding them in the road. And christians going to the better country, should not be wanting to invite their friends to that happy and everlasting abode. Let us promise to comfort them with the consolations wherewith we ourselves are comforted of God. We will assist them in the removal of all their doubts and fears; will weep with them in trouble, and pray with them in affliction. We will endeavour to add to their faith and virtue, and take them by the hand when they go astray; and surely it is no small motive to piety, to suggest a life of doing good. Thou shalt be as eyes to us by the way. How happy to fall in with the circles of religious societies, with whom we may be providentially called or connected: and how happy to unite in benevolent institutions for the aid of the sick, for the instruction of the poor, and the suppression of vice!

When the ark went forth, followed by the several divisions of the camp, Moses entreated the Lord to arise and scatter his enemies, and in the evening he entreated him to return unto his rest with Israel. Just so, in the morning, we should all ask the defence and blessing of God, on the labours, travels, or duties of the day; and in the evening, let us not be wanting to close the day with piety, that we may rest in God, and that He may dwell with us for ever. And, oh how happy is Israel in the guidance, the care, and defence of the Lord! 

11 Chapter 11 

Verses 1-35
Numbers 11:7. The manna. See Exodus 14. 15. and 31.—Bdellium. See Genesis 2:12. Exodus 28:19.

Numbers 11:16. Gather unto me seventy men of the elders. The Hebrews always had elders, as appears from Exodus 1. 3. and 21. These were afterwards called the Sanhedrim, or grand council of the nation. It was composed of princes, generals, and priests. The highpriest was the president by office. Our Saviour honours them as sitting in Moses’s seat. Matthew 23:2.

Numbers 11:25. In a cloud. It is common for the poets to represent the gods as descending in a rainbow, or a cloud, and always as diffusing ambrosial perfumes through the air.

Ambrosiæque comæ divinum vertice odorem Spiravere. — Æneid, lib. 1. 5:403.
Numbers 11:27. Prophesy. These endowments would have continued, if they had cherished the gift.

Numbers 11:31. Brought quails from the sea. They are not, it would seem, the quails mentioned in Exodus 16., for those were sent in the wilderness of Sin, on the fifteenth day of the second month, before the ark arrived at mount Sinai. And the camp did not break up from before Sinai, till the second day of the twentieth month. Consequently the Israelites were twice fed with quails.

REFLECTIONS.
No sooner did the tutored host of Israel leave Sinai, and feel the fatigues of wading through the sandy desert, than they began to utter complaints against the Lord, because of the hardships they sustained. When they murmured for bread and water, the Lord had compassion on them, and supplied their wants. But now, when they murmur against the manna, and against the unavoidable fatigues of their situation, he sends a fire from heaven to burn the leaders of the revolt, as he consumed Nadab and Abihu. To murmur against God when he is seeking to do us the greatest good, is a crime which heaven will not excuse. It was a repetition of the sin of their fathers when they said, can he give us bread also? Psalms 78:20. The mixed multitude among the Hebrews, recollecting the luxuriant living of Egypt, and loathing the manna, began to lust for flesh: and the mischief spread through all the camp. The people wept for flesh. How dangerous in the church of God are unregenerate characters! When any murmuring or contention happens, instead of composing the affairs with calmness and prudence, they indulge in a virulence of temper, and a severity of language, which would make the unregenerate ashamed. They disunite the affections of the faithful, and make the house of God a state of contention and strife. Let them beware of that fire which burnt in the utmost parts of the camp; for a fire is already kindled which can never be quenched.

A murmuring and a discontented people make the best of magistrates and ministers willing to retire from office, or even weary of life. Greatness has its calamities; and the arduous duties of public life require support and comfort. It is so also with ministers of the gospel, whose lot is cast with a contentious and dissatisfied people. They dare not run from their charge; but nature oppressed would ask relief; and life embittered is not desirable. But God who appointed Moses seventy elders to succour him in his charge, will not forget his afflicted servants. Let them keep their eye on the promise, and the dark and cloudy day shall be succeeded with the sunshine of peace and divine repose.

The Lord having caused the excellent spirit which rested on Moses, to rest on the elders, they all prophesied; or broke forth into an extemporaneous effusion of discourse or song, as the Spirit aided them. Eldad and Medad, modestly abiding at home, were seized with the same spirit, and could not refrain from speaking. Hence we may mark, that the liberty of prophesying was allowed from the beginning of the world. It is objected, that Christ’s church is already filled up with properly appointed ministers, and that all others attempting to pray or preach in any public way are fanatics and heretics. But will the objectors affirm, that all ministers so appointed are pure characters, and that they daily live in the spirit of their ministry? If these enquiries be not affirmed, will they venture to affirm that God has made an unconditional covenant with any order of men, to be his ministers for ever, whether they believe or disbelieve; whether they be righteous or wicked; whether they be idle or diligent. I incline to think that the priests themselves only affect to believe these dogmas; and sooner than persecute men whose motives are pure in doing good, I would rather pray with Moses, that all the Lord’s people were prophets. God graciously heard the prayers of Moses, and succoured him under the cares of government: he heard also the murmuring prayers of those who loathed the manna, and lusted for flesh, and he answered them in anger. He gave them up to the lusts of their own heart; he suffered them to riot in gluttony and excess: and disease and death were the immediate fruits. Christians; poor men who earn your bread from day to day, as the Israelites gathered the manna, be content and happy with your lot. You have health and innocence in the labours of life. You have a little of earth, and a little of heaven too. Lust not for riches; for fine houses, for sumptuous banquets, and the glory of this world that passeth away. If you desire worldly good out of the way of providence, he may glut you with it in his anger; and then every blessing is changed into a curse. 

12 Chapter 12 

Verses 1-16
Numbers 12:1. The Ethiopian woman; that is, the Cushite, the daughter of Jethro. Miriam and Aaron seem to have been offended because Moses had honourably received her as his wife. But Josephus affirms, that while Moses enjoyed the confidence of Pharaoh, he had carried his victorious arms into Ethiopia, and married a princess of that nation. There is however little probability that this was the woman. Some rabbins have contended, that this woman was called Tharba. If so, she must have lived in Egypt till the emancipation, and could not now be less than seventy years of age.

Numbers 12:3. Now the man. Moses, obliged here to speak in his own praise, does it in the third person, as St. John, who says, “that disciple whom Jesus loved.”

Numbers 12:8. With him will I speak mouth to mouth. See on Exodus 33:11; Exodus 33:23.

REFLECTIONS.
Life is a chequered scene, and deeply shaded with troubles and afflictions. Moses had just seen the murmurers burnt in Tuberah; and had scarcely buried those, who preferring Egypt to Canaan, lusted for flesh in Kibroth- hataavah, before Miriam bitterly disturbed his private and public repose. Previous to the arrival of Zipporah she had reigned as princess of her brother’s pavilion. Now she was relieved of her charge. What a pity that religious people, and especially public characters should not have grace to bear privations with resignation, and in particular, when no real injury is done to the party.

Mark the means which this woman adopted to obtain revenge. She endeavoured to degrade her brother as a man, in marrying with a Cushite; she endeavoured to degrade him as a prophet, by equalling other inspired persons to him; and what is worse, she engaged Aaron in her faction, and would have made no scruple to engage all Israel in the design to ruin her brother, and illustrious benefactor. A strange temper of mind for a woman in the hundredth year of her age: and a woman too, who had maintained a high religious character! Let this be instructive to families who may happen to have disputes. Let brothers and sisters, if they choose, contend for their rights; explain with independence of character; but let them never, in a moment of anger, injure and degrade one another before the public, nor expose one another’s secrets. Let them pray for grace so to conduct themselves with decency and temper, that when the subject of dispute is removed, they may be brothers and sisters still, and united by all their former good affections.

Moses was a meek man; he took no malignant notice of his sister’s conduct, nor did her the slightest harm; but wholly left his cause with God. Some warm men, when slandered, make their opponents pay dear for it on the ground of retaliation. But others, like Moses, suffer their opponents to wear off their tinsel till the base alloy appears, and till their own tarnished worth recovers its lustre by the polish. The latter do honour to religion, and carry christian virtues to the highest perfection.

Good and quiet men, labouring under calumny and reproach, need not be solicitous about the issue, for God will undertake their defence. He here summoned the parties to the door of the tabernacle, the usual place of judgment in higher cases. Miriam had degraded her brother as an offender; and God acquits him of blame, or rather applauds his conduct; for he returned to Jethro’s family nothing but kindness for kindness. She had levelled him with the lowest of prophets, and God exalted him above them all, not only in regard to the frequency of his revelations, but in regard to the superior manner in which they were conveyed. And before he dismissed her from his bar, he smote her with leprosy, and expelled her from the camp, to convince her of the leprosy of envy she had suffered to corrode her heart. Surely the slandering tongue will tremble at the sentence which awaits it from the God of truth. Happy if the sinner shall find in the offended, a Moses to pray that God would forgive and heal the sinner.

The whole camp of Israel stopped and waited while Miriam was shut out. Yes, and so it is still. Envy, jealous feuds and quarrels, obstruct our progress to the better Canaan: and what is worse, they sometimes turn the weak entirely out of the way. Let us in honour prefer one another. Let us live in peace and love; and the God of peace and love will be with us. 

13 Chapter 13 

Verses 1-33
Numbers 13:11. The tribe of Joseph. This verse seems deficient. Septri Manasseh; where the sense is, that the sceptre of Joseph was in the tribe of Manasseh. The Hebrew משׂה matta, signifies mace, rod, staff, &c., which the ancients were proud to preserve as the badge of princely descent and power.

Numbers 13:16. Joshua; literally, Jehoshua, or Jesus, as the LXX that is, Saviour, who will save, or Saviour of the Lord. It is a compound of Jehovah; the ιαω of the Greeks.

Numbers 13:22. Hebron—seven years before Zoan. The LXX read Tanis. See Psalms 78:12.

Numbers 13:28. The children of Anak; the giants, as in Numbers 13:32-33. Deuteronomy 2:10; Deuteronomy 9:2. Bochart names these, king Inachus and his descendants, the Inachides; the φοινικης, Phenicians; anciently, Phee- anac; the Greek υιος, anciently φυιος; the Latin filices are all derived from this primitive word. Revelation, the pagan poets, and the Hindoo mythology, are equally agreed that there existed a race of men, many of whom exceeded nine feet in stature. Nearly a century ago the bones of such a man were found in a cave of the Derbyshire limestone, in the midst of a hundred other skeletons. The fact is reported in the Transactions of the Royal Society. See also on Genesis 6:4.

Numbers 13:30. Let us go up at once; literally, ascending, let us ascend.

Numbers 13:32. A land that eateth up the inhabitants. The 36th of Ezekiel illustrates the Hebrew word by the sword, which devoured the inhabitants. The earthquake named by Pliny, which destroyed twelve cities of Asia, had not then occurred. 

REFLECTIONS.—CHAP. 13. AND 14.
The God of Abraham having brought the Israelites out of Egypt, having given them the law, erected their mystical pavilion, and established their theocracy, nothing seemed to obstruct an immediate entrance into the promised land but the state of their hearts which proved an insuperable barrier. Afflictions were therefore better calculated to promote their salvation than prosperity. The sudden transition from indigence to affluence, from the most wretched servitude to the enjoyment of a land flowing with milk and honey, might have prompted them to greater excesses than the Amorites, and frustrated the hallowing designs of God in their emancipation. Besides, their affections were still attached to the land of their oppression; they knew it was the richest country in the world, while on the other hand they discredited the reports concerning the flourishing culture in the land of promise. Heaven permitted the country to be explored, which led to the disclosure and punishment of their unbelief. A man of each tribe was selected for the enterprise, and all the twelve were men of distinction and courage. Moses instructed them to penetrate the country by the south, and to return by the west. He required them to make the most exact observations on the population, whether the people were strong or weak; on their habits of life, whether they dwelt in tents or in fortified towns; whether the soil was productive or barren; whether the country was woody or open; he enjoined them to be of good courage, and to bring specimens of its choicest fruits.

This arduous task the spies executed with expedition and success, notwithstanding their having experienced all the variety of fortune which might have been expected on so extraordinary a mission. Hebron they examined with curiosity and care; it claimed antiquity prior to Zoan in Egypt, and Abraham’s sepulchre was adjacent. But the giants, the tall sons of Anak, were here the chiefs and commanders of the people. From Eshcol they brought bunches of grapes, immensely large, and other fruits then in season. The whole of the twelve arrived safe at the camp, after an absence of forty days.

The elders and the congregation were immediately convened. They were all eye, all ear; the most eager expectation was painted on every countenance, because the happiness of posterity was supposed to be involved in what they were about to hear. The spies presented the princes and the people with the fruits of the land, and said in effect to Moses, We have penetrated the country thou didst send us to explore: most assuredly it floweth with milk and honey, as is obvious from its fruits. The rugged parts of the mountains are adorned with trees and vineyards, the verdant hills are covered with flocks, and springs and rivulets everywhere abound. The vallies are full of cattle, and full of corn. The landscapes are romantic and transporting. The whole country is one connected chain of beauty, abundance and delight. It forms a picturesque and an advantageous contrast with the uniform plains of Egypt, and with the weary sands of its surrounding deserts.

Nevertheless, said they: and what are they going to add? Are there any exceptions with JEHOVAH, any difficulties with our God? Nevertheless, said they, we are not able to conquer it, for the people exceed us in number, and they are all trained to the arts of war. The Canaanites form two great nations, the one on the banks of the Jordan; the other in Phœnicia, on the sea coast. They are an ingenious people, having chariots of iron, and are commanded by experienced chiefs of enormous stature. The population is so great as to consume the whole of this fertile land. But admitting, however improbable, that we could defeat them in the field, our enterprise would prove abortive. They would retire to their cities and strongholds, everywhere interspersed on the mountains, and in the vales; cities walled to the clouds, and defended with projecting towers. Our tribes would be divided and exhausted with hopeless and innumerable sieges. Defeat and ruin would be the consequence; our wives and our little ones would become a prey, and every thing would be sacrificed to this ill-advised emigration from Egypt.

These words were as thunderbolts of despair, hurled on a mean and unsanctified multitude. All the evil passions were excited in quick succession; anger, sorrow, vengeance, and despair. All was clamour and lamentation, riot and noise. A sullen murmur ran through the whole assembly, of revolt against Moses and against God.

In this moment of confusion Caleb stepped forward, and demanded the right of audience, being one of those who had explored the country. Full of faith, and inspired with eloquence more than human, he overpowered the tumult, and enforced attention. Men of Israel, we seem to hear him say, you have erred in discrediting the report which God hath given of the land. We are now agreed that it flows with milk and honey. My ten colleagues have also erred, and greatly erred, in losing sight of God. Having hitherto experienced his faithfulness to us and to our fathers, we ought not to distrust him for the future. Has any promise made to Abraham and his seed ever yet failed? Were we not delivered from Egypt at the expiration of the four hundred years, according to the promise made to our fathers? Genesis 15:13. We were delivered. Did our emancipation require a cloud of miracles? Your eyes have seen the wonders of the Lord. Pharaoh who despised them, and hardened his heart, has been overthrown: and will you despise them in like manner? Has the Lord given us bread from heaven, and water from the rock? Is he still with us in the pillary cloud of his presence; and shall we murmur, doubt, and rebel? And why talk of the number and strength of the nations, whose iniquities are full? These nations have neither courage nor energy to oppose us. My colleagues tell you but half the truth. The soul of the people fainteth with fear at our name; for they have heard that God is with us, and that he speaketh to us face to face. What, captains and leaders of Israel, shall you fear? What, elders and rulers, shall you forget the works of the Lord? If he delight in us, he will give us the land. Rebel not therefore against the Lord. Let us go up at once, and take possession, for we are every way adequate to the conquest.

This speech failed of effect solely because the people to whom it was addressed, were not worthy to hear an eloquence so divine. Its object was faith in God, the people were carnal, and attached to this world. The discontent and revolt were that night communicated to the whole camp. The people murmured and wept aloud. Their passions were inflamed to the highest pitch of anger, depravity, and despair. They reassembled in the morning, when Caleb, ably supported by Joshua, made another effort to compose and enlighten their minds; but all in vain. They were overpowered with clamour, and narrowly escaped being stoned. Amid the confusion, the glory of the Lord appeared, imposing terror and silence by its lustre.

“How long,” said the Lord to Moses, “will this people provoke me? How long will it be ere they believe me, after all the signs I have showed among them? I will smite them with the pestilence, and disinherit them; and will make of thee a greater nation than they.” Moses, alarmed for the salvation of his country, most fervently interseded with God. He filled his mouth with arguments, and discovered a pastoral piety, which did honour to his heart, even when heaven tempted him not to pray. Yet he could not prevail. Moses himself could not prevail for more than a mitigation of the punishment. “I have pardoned them,” it was replied. “But truly as I live, all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the Lord. Say unto them, your carcasses shall fall in the wilderness, and all that were numbered, from twenty years old and upwards; doubtless ye shall not come into the land which I sware to give you for a possession, save Caleb and Joshua. But your little ones, who you said should become a prey, them will I bring into the land which ye have despised. After the number of the days in which ye searched the land, even forty days, each day for a year, shall ye bear your iniquities; and ye shall know my breach, or protraction of promise.” So they could not enter in because of unbelief.

How awful, how instructive is this eventful crisis! A whole generation of the Israelites forfeited their inheritance by the want of faith. They were condemned to wander in the wilderness forty years. The fathers died for their iniquities, that the children might be instructed in righteousness. The ten spies, who had led the people to revolt, became the first victims of divine vengeance. They instantly died of the plague. But Caleb and Joshua lived to declare the wonders of the Lord to a new generation. This history is instructive in a figurative view. We, as well as the ancient Israelites, have been redeemed. We too, are in the wilderness: and we are seeking a better country, a heavenly habitation which the Lord has promised to give. We have not yet entered into it; but there remaineth a rest for the people of God.

Secondly observe, the Israelites could not enter the land until they were tried and made ready; and the case is exactly parallel with regard to our entrance into heaven. We must be washed and made white in the blood of Christ, and completely subjugated to his easy yoke. A superficial change is by no means an adequate qualification for his presence. We have to dwell with God, and we must be holy, for he is holy. We have to dwell with patriarchs and prophets, with apostles and martyrs, with confessors and the best of saints, and we must have a conformity to them in virtue. We must be sanctified wholly, and pray that our whole body, soul, and spirit, may be preserved blameless unto the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Thirdly, believers should expect a present salvation by faith in Christ Jesus. “Let us go up at once and possess it.” To heaven we cannot go, till a watchful providence calls us hence. The Lord will come in due time; but he may come to-day; and hence we should always be ready. A great work is to be wrought, and we have no assurance of life; but this is our consolation, that the Lord is now ready and willing to accomplish it. His great oblation for sin has already been presented on Calvary; the fountain is opened to wash the defiled; and all grace is ready to sanctify the soul. His house, his arms, his heart, are open and ready to receive the prodigal: he stands in every form of grace, and cries with the most inviting countenance, “Come unto me.” Brethren, we want nothing but a heart to receive the grace of God. We have no wish to slight a progressive work in the mortification of sin. The purification of the soul is often like bleaching, a slow and difficult process; and the daily efforts of good men to repress anger, to abase pride, and guard against vain thoughts, are highly pleasing to God. But experience has taught us, and experience here is a great test, that a man may proceed in this way many years, and be only where he began; his corruptions only cropped, spring up again on the appearance of temptation. It seems a far more excellent way to look simply at the great promises of sanctification in the New Covenant, promises exemplified in the New Testament, and to ask of God a present salvation from all indwelling corruption. Without having recourse to this method, and claiming the accomplishment of the promise, we may go on to the latest period of life in a sort of bondage, as many go on from year to year, without the knowledge of salvation by the remission of sin.

Fourthly observe, that wicked men are discouraged from becoming religious, by the mere appearance of the difficulties which it presents. “Heaven,” say they, “is a happy place; it is a land flowing with milk and honey. A religious life is certainly amiable, provided people practise what they profess; but at the same time, to be strictly religious is impossible for men in our situation. We have to live in the world; its habits and opinions bear us away like a torrent. We cannot be altogether singular; and it would be extremely uncharitable to think every one lost who is not perfect in virtue.”—We would always wish to hear the wicked speak; it opens the hidden things of the heart, and enables the preacher to reply, What, is this, the language of modern sinners? What, but the identical language of the unbelieving spies? The people of the land were still deemed too numerous; public opinion and favourite vices are still the giants which cannot be conquered; they must therefore revolt against God, and continue in Egyptian bondage. How much soever these men’s characters may be distinguished by knowledge, benevolence, or partial virtues, they have an evil heart of unbelief departing from the Lord; a heart which is earthly, sensual and devilish. They hate the light, because it discovers their shame; and they bring an evil report on the good way, because their own way is crooked and perverse. They would have a religion accommodated to their passions. They wish for a gospel which soothes their conscience, which reserves purification for the grave, and promises heaven to men who have no qualifications for its enjoyment. Such a gospel, sinners, you shall never hear, for God can never change. Religion has no difficulties but what have been more than surmounted, and it requires no sacrifices so great as those which most of you have already made for the world. Your negligence has therefore no excuse, your fears have no apology, your crimes have no cover. When the glory of the Lord shall again appear, you shall be overwhelmed with the shame and confusion of this unbelieving crowd.

Fifthly, a few faithful men we see are adequate to refute and confound a whole multitude of unbelievers. “Caleb stilled the people.” He overpowered them by sound argument and divine confidence, though unable to change their hearts. What is it that our libertines and infidels would say? What are their quaint caveats against the doctrines and the duties of religion? Is adoration to be withheld from the High and Holy One, who inhabiteth eternity? Are hymns and thanksgiving to the Author of all our mercies a superfluous service? Are prayers and contrition unbecoming a sinful worm, when prostrate before his God? Is there any thing too humiliating, any thing improper in the duties of self-denial and mortification? Are they too gloomy and rigorous for social life? But we ask, what difficulties does religion present which are formidable to any class of men, excepting those who are irresolute and sordidly attached to sin? Divine aid is more than adequate to all temptations. With this Moses resumed a youthful heart from all the pleasures of the Egyptian court, and esteemed the reproach of Christ greater riches than all the treasures of the Lybian shore. With these aids Daniel and his three colleagues served the Lord in the highest splendour of the Babylonian court. Unable to fly, they bravely fought. They quenched the violence of fire, and stopped the mouths of lions. Their persecutors were so vanquished by their faith, as to become their patrons. The little flock of Christ was likewise surrounded with the Jews and Heathens, as with wolves and tigers; yet they flourished and subdued the Roman world to the banner of the cross. What do we say, sinners, many of your own age, and some of your particular friends have subdued all the sins which you think insurmountable. Yea, and we will repeat it, that you have often done more for the world than you are now required to do for God. Hide your mouth then in the dust, and no longer reproach the Lord, nor bring an evil report on religion by affirming that its precepts are impracticable. Go up at once and possess it, for God will afford you strength equal to the duty.

Farther observe, this history gives a very alarming caution to the whole christian world, and it is frequently improved in the sacred writings. St. Paul excites the Hebrews to fear, lest there should be in any of them an evil heart of unbelief in departing from the living God; and lest they should come short of the rest which he hath promised. St. Jude, in like manner reminds the faithful, that God having saved the people from the land of Egypt, afterwards destroyed them that believed not. Some of them were consumed with fire, some were destroyed by an earthquake, some were bitten with serpents, and others were cut off with the plague. Hence it is inferred, that we should neither tempt nor provoke the Lord. And if the holy apostles used those cautions, and in an age comparatively pure, what would they have said of the present age?

But did the Israelites perish through impiety? Was a whole nation cut off, and deprived of inheritance for the want of faith? Were even good men confounded for their defects in the temporal punishment of the wicked? Were but two faithful men, Caleb and Joshua, exempt? And is God less rigorous now than in the early periods of society? Can we presume that he would punish a whole offending nation in a dark age, and spare the more atrocious sinners of enlightened times? Is there any variation in his rules of rectitude, or is he become so familiar with the sight of crimes as to be indifferent about the punishment? No, no: we infer the future from the past. “Our God will come with vengeance, with a recompense he will come and save: he will not keep silence, a fire shall devour before him, and it shall be very tempestuous round about.” His sign shall appear in the heavens. He shall come with his mighty angels, taking vengeance on them that know not God; and particularly on those rebels who have seen his works, who have been acquainted with the evidences of religion, and have disbelieved his word. He will make bare his arm for the battle, his holy arm of strength; and declare that those men shall not see the land which he has promised to the saints.

Sinners, take the alarm. Christians, whose hearts are still attached to Egypt, tremble. The magnitude of the danger is equal to the magnitude of your sin. Be wise to-day, while wisdom may avail. A few more revolts, a few more slighted sermons, and you are undone. A few more foul offences, and the scale will turn; a few more days of procrastination, and the period of repentance will be past. Therefore we cry in the voice of David, who wished to warn posterity by the wickedness of their fathers; “To-day,” as when God spoke from Sinai, “If ye will hear his voice, harden not your hearts, as in the day of temptation, as in the day of provocation in the wilderness, when your fathers tempted me, proved me, and saw my works: unto whom I sware in my wrath, that they should not enter into my rest.”

Fathers, wicked fathers, heads of houses, this voice is to you. God was obliged to cut off the parents to save the children. Impunity might have emboldened them in vice. But the new generation, knowing their crimes and attesting their punishment, learned to fear the Lord. Drunkards, swearers, carnal and irreligious men, can you yet ask for instruction? Can you after this, require proof? Those unhappy Israelites are to you, both instruction and proof. How often have you been conducted home, the most pitiable objects of intoxication. How often have your children heard you blaspheme the name of God. How often have they heard you despise his word, and curse his people. You have already corrupted your tender offspring: you have initiated them into all your crimes, and laid the foundation, by impiety and vice, for their eternal ruin. Perhaps mercy cannot now save you; perhaps your children also cannot be saved, unless you are made a fearful example of divine vengeance; unless you are cast into a bed of severe affliction, and unless your conscience is alarmed with the terrors of the Lord. Unless like criminals to whom we hope repentance is granted before punishment, you confess, in presence of your family, all your profaneness and vice; and warn them, in the most impressive language, to avoid your crimes, and to seek the Lord.

Ah, sinners, our sermons have been quite too mild. We have erred by excess of candour. You are become learned in the arts of evasion. Your understanding is but partially vanquished by truth, and your heart is powerfully swayed by vice. Hence our word is without effect; hence so many barren sermons; hence so many whole congregations apparently convinced, and no conversions follow. But oh if there be yet a spark of grace unquenched, if there be yet in those hearts a susceptibility of repentance; yield, yield to the force of truth, and soften before the Lord. Rebel no longer against him, and pray that the evil may never come. Yes, and pray now, for the anger of the Lord is already kindled against you. Join those Moseses in supplication; they have long been praying for you; pray now for yourselves that he may not only mitigate, but entirely revoke your sentence, and permit you to enter “the rest which remaineth for the people of God.” May the Lord grant it, for the sake of Jesus Christ. Amen. 

14 Chapter 14 

Verses 1-45
Numbers 14:9. They are bread for us; a Hebraicism. In Hosea 4:8, we read that the priests ate up the sins of the people. As the fire licked up the water in the trenches, 1 Kings 18:38; as the priest bare the iniquity of the people, or consumed them by the fire of the altar; so the Hebrews should consume the Canaanites.

Numbers 14:21. Truly as I live. The certainty of the promises and the threatenings is generally confirmed by an oath, and the Lord is not as man, that he should repent.

Numbers 14:34. Forty days, each day for a year, shall ye bear your iniquities. This is a frequent mode of Hebrew figurative language. The 70 weeks of Daniel, or 490 days, are reckoned as so many years. It is the same with regard to the sabbath days to the year of jubilee.—Ye shall know my breach of promise. תנואתי tenvooati, ye shall know my breach. Miles Coverdale reads, ye shall know what it is when I withdraw my hand. Montanus reads, frustrationem meam, my frustration. Pagninus reads, ultionem meam, my vengeance. Luther, or the Munster version, reads, irritationem meam, my provocation. The English, of all these readings, seems the most unsuccessful. The rebels who now drew the nation to a full revolt, had their hearts still in Egypt; and hoped, no doubt, after the destruction of Pharaoh at the Red sea, to conquer and possess the country. Thus they totally disbelieved the Lord, and the Lord made a total breach with them.

REFLECTIONS.—CHAP. 13. AND 14.
The God of Abraham having brought the Israelites out of Egypt, having given them the law, erected their mystical pavilion, and established their theocracy, nothing seemed to obstruct an immediate entrance into the promised land but the state of their hearts which proved an insuperable barrier. Afflictions were therefore better calculated to promote their salvation than prosperity. The sudden transition from indigence to affluence, from the most wretched servitude to the enjoyment of a land flowing with milk and honey, might have prompted them to greater excesses than the Amorites, and frustrated the hallowing designs of God in their emancipation. Besides, their affections were still attached to the land of their oppression; they knew it was the richest country in the world, while on the other hand they discredited the reports concerning the flourishing culture in the land of promise. Heaven permitted the country to be explored, which led to the disclosure and punishment of their unbelief. A man of each tribe was selected for the enterprise, and all the twelve were men of distinction and courage. Moses instructed them to penetrate the country by the south, and to return by the west. He required them to make the most exact observations on the population, whether the people were strong or weak; on their habits of life, whether they dwelt in tents or in fortified towns; whether the soil was productive or barren; whether the country was woody or open; he enjoined them to be of good courage, and to bring specimens of its choicest fruits.

This arduous task the spies executed with expedition and success, notwithstanding their having experienced all the variety of fortune which might have been expected on so extraordinary a mission. Hebron they examined with curiosity and care; it claimed antiquity prior to Zoan in Egypt, and Abraham’s sepulchre was adjacent. But the giants, the tall sons of Anak, were here the chiefs and commanders of the people. From Eshcol they brought bunches of grapes, immensely large, and other fruits then in season. The whole of the twelve arrived safe at the camp, after an absence of forty days.

The elders and the congregation were immediately convened. They were all eye, all ear; the most eager expectation was painted on every countenance, because the happiness of posterity was supposed to be involved in what they were about to hear. The spies presented the princes and the people with the fruits of the land, and said in effect to Moses, We have penetrated the country thou didst send us to explore: most assuredly it floweth with milk and honey, as is obvious from its fruits. The rugged parts of the mountains are adorned with trees and vineyards, the verdant hills are covered with flocks, and springs and rivulets everywhere abound. The vallies are full of cattle, and full of corn. The landscapes are romantic and transporting. The whole country is one connected chain of beauty, abundance and delight. It forms a picturesque and an advantageous contrast with the uniform plains of Egypt, and with the weary sands of its surrounding deserts.

Nevertheless, said they: and what are they going to add? Are there any exceptions with JEHOVAH, any difficulties with our God? Nevertheless, said they, we are not able to conquer it, for the people exceed us in number, and they are all trained to the arts of war. The Canaanites form two great nations, the one on the banks of the Jordan; the other in Phœnicia, on the sea coast. They are an ingenious people, having chariots of iron, and are commanded by experienced chiefs of enormous stature. The population is so great as to consume the whole of this fertile land. But admitting, however improbable, that we could defeat them in the field, our enterprise would prove abortive. They would retire to their cities and strongholds, everywhere interspersed on the mountains, and in the vales; cities walled to the clouds, and defended with projecting towers. Our tribes would be divided and exhausted with hopeless and innumerable sieges. Defeat and ruin would be the consequence; our wives and our little ones would become a prey, and every thing would be sacrificed to this ill-advised emigration from Egypt.

These words were as thunderbolts of despair, hurled on a mean and unsanctified multitude. All the evil passions were excited in quick succession; anger, sorrow, vengeance, and despair. All was clamour and lamentation, riot and noise. A sullen murmur ran through the whole assembly, of revolt against Moses and against God.

In this moment of confusion Caleb stepped forward, and demanded the right of audience, being one of those who had explored the country. Full of faith, and inspired with eloquence more than human, he overpowered the tumult, and enforced attention. Men of Israel, we seem to hear him say, you have erred in discrediting the report which God hath given of the land. We are now agreed that it flows with milk and honey. My ten colleagues have also erred, and greatly erred, in losing sight of God. Having hitherto experienced his faithfulness to us and to our fathers, we ought not to distrust him for the future. Has any promise made to Abraham and his seed ever yet failed? Were we not delivered from Egypt at the expiration of the four hundred years, according to the promise made to our fathers? Genesis 15:13. We were delivered. Did our emancipation require a cloud of miracles? Your eyes have seen the wonders of the Lord. Pharaoh who despised them, and hardened his heart, has been overthrown: and will you despise them in like manner? Has the Lord given us bread from heaven, and water from the rock? Is he still with us in the pillary cloud of his presence; and shall we murmur, doubt, and rebel? And why talk of the number and strength of the nations, whose iniquities are full? These nations have neither courage nor energy to oppose us. My colleagues tell you but half the truth. The soul of the people fainteth with fear at our name; for they have heard that God is with us, and that he speaketh to us face to face. What, captains and leaders of Israel, shall you fear? What, elders and rulers, shall you forget the works of the Lord? If he delight in us, he will give us the land. Rebel not therefore against the Lord. Let us go up at once, and take possession, for we are every way adequate to the conquest.

This speech failed of effect solely because the people to whom it was addressed, were not worthy to hear an eloquence so divine. Its object was faith in God, the people were carnal, and attached to this world. The discontent and revolt were that night communicated to the whole camp. The people murmured and wept aloud. Their passions were inflamed to the highest pitch of anger, depravity, and despair. They reassembled in the morning, when Caleb, ably supported by Joshua, made another effort to compose and enlighten their minds; but all in vain. They were overpowered with clamour, and narrowly escaped being stoned. Amid the confusion, the glory of the Lord appeared, imposing terror and silence by its lustre.

“How long,” said the Lord to Moses, “will this people provoke me? How long will it be ere they believe me, after all the signs I have showed among them? I will smite them with the pestilence, and disinherit them; and will make of thee a greater nation than they.” Moses, alarmed for the salvation of his country, most fervently interseded with God. He filled his mouth with arguments, and discovered a pastoral piety, which did honour to his heart, even when heaven tempted him not to pray. Yet he could not prevail. Moses himself could not prevail for more than a mitigation of the punishment. “I have pardoned them,” it was replied. “But truly as I live, all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the Lord. Say unto them, your carcasses shall fall in the wilderness, and all that were numbered, from twenty years old and upwards; doubtless ye shall not come into the land which I sware to give you for a possession, save Caleb and Joshua. But your little ones, who you said should become a prey, them will I bring into the land which ye have despised. After the number of the days in which ye searched the land, even forty days, each day for a year, shall ye bear your iniquities; and ye shall know my breach, or protraction of promise.” So they could not enter in because of unbelief.

How awful, how instructive is this eventful crisis! A whole generation of the Israelites forfeited their inheritance by the want of faith. They were condemned to wander in the wilderness forty years. The fathers died for their iniquities, that the children might be instructed in righteousness. The ten spies, who had led the people to revolt, became the first victims of divine vengeance. They instantly died of the plague. But Caleb and Joshua lived to declare the wonders of the Lord to a new generation. This history is instructive in a figurative view. We, as well as the ancient Israelites, have been redeemed. We too, are in the wilderness: and we are seeking a better country, a heavenly habitation which the Lord has promised to give. We have not yet entered into it; but there remaineth a rest for the people of God.

Secondly observe, the Israelites could not enter the land until they were tried and made ready; and the case is exactly parallel with regard to our entrance into heaven. We must be washed and made white in the blood of Christ, and completely subjugated to his easy yoke. A superficial change is by no means an adequate qualification for his presence. We have to dwell with God, and we must be holy, for he is holy. We have to dwell with patriarchs and prophets, with apostles and martyrs, with confessors and the best of saints, and we must have a conformity to them in virtue. We must be sanctified wholly, and pray that our whole body, soul, and spirit, may be preserved blameless unto the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Thirdly, believers should expect a present salvation by faith in Christ Jesus. “Let us go up at once and possess it.” To heaven we cannot go, till a watchful providence calls us hence. The Lord will come in due time; but he may come to-day; and hence we should always be ready. A great work is to be wrought, and we have no assurance of life; but this is our consolation, that the Lord is now ready and willing to accomplish it. His great oblation for sin has already been presented on Calvary; the fountain is opened to wash the defiled; and all grace is ready to sanctify the soul. His house, his arms, his heart, are open and ready to receive the prodigal: he stands in every form of grace, and cries with the most inviting countenance, “Come unto me.” Brethren, we want nothing but a heart to receive the grace of God. We have no wish to slight a progressive work in the mortification of sin. The purification of the soul is often like bleaching, a slow and difficult process; and the daily efforts of good men to repress anger, to abase pride, and guard against vain thoughts, are highly pleasing to God. But experience has taught us, and experience here is a great test, that a man may proceed in this way many years, and be only where he began; his corruptions only cropped, spring up again on the appearance of temptation. It seems a far more excellent way to look simply at the great promises of sanctification in the New Covenant, promises exemplified in the New Testament, and to ask of God a present salvation from all indwelling corruption. Without having recourse to this method, and claiming the accomplishment of the promise, we may go on to the latest period of life in a sort of bondage, as many go on from year to year, without the knowledge of salvation by the remission of sin.

Fourthly observe, that wicked men are discouraged from becoming religious, by the mere appearance of the difficulties which it presents. “Heaven,” say they, “is a happy place; it is a land flowing with milk and honey. A religious life is certainly amiable, provided people practise what they profess; but at the same time, to be strictly religious is impossible for men in our situation. We have to live in the world; its habits and opinions bear us away like a torrent. We cannot be altogether singular; and it would be extremely uncharitable to think every one lost who is not perfect in virtue.”—We would always wish to hear the wicked speak; it opens the hidden things of the heart, and enables the preacher to reply, What, is this, the language of modern sinners? What, but the identical language of the unbelieving spies? The people of the land were still deemed too numerous; public opinion and favourite vices are still the giants which cannot be conquered; they must therefore revolt against God, and continue in Egyptian bondage. How much soever these men’s characters may be distinguished by knowledge, benevolence, or partial virtues, they have an evil heart of unbelief departing from the Lord; a heart which is earthly, sensual and devilish. They hate the light, because it discovers their shame; and they bring an evil report on the good way, because their own way is crooked and perverse. They would have a religion accommodated to their passions. They wish for a gospel which soothes their conscience, which reserves purification for the grave, and promises heaven to men who have no qualifications for its enjoyment. Such a gospel, sinners, you shall never hear, for God can never change. Religion has no difficulties but what have been more than surmounted, and it requires no sacrifices so great as those which most of you have already made for the world. Your negligence has therefore no excuse, your fears have no apology, your crimes have no cover. When the glory of the Lord shall again appear, you shall be overwhelmed with the shame and confusion of this unbelieving crowd.

Fifthly, a few faithful men we see are adequate to refute and confound a whole multitude of unbelievers. “Caleb stilled the people.” He overpowered them by sound argument and divine confidence, though unable to change their hearts. What is it that our libertines and infidels would say? What are their quaint caveats against the doctrines and the duties of religion? Is adoration to be withheld from the High and Holy One, who inhabiteth eternity? Are hymns and thanksgiving to the Author of all our mercies a superfluous service? Are prayers and contrition unbecoming a sinful worm, when prostrate before his God? Is there any thing too humiliating, any thing improper in the duties of self-denial and mortification? Are they too gloomy and rigorous for social life? But we ask, what difficulties does religion present which are formidable to any class of men, excepting those who are irresolute and sordidly attached to sin? Divine aid is more than adequate to all temptations. With this Moses resumed a youthful heart from all the pleasures of the Egyptian court, and esteemed the reproach of Christ greater riches than all the treasures of the Lybian shore. With these aids Daniel and his three colleagues served the Lord in the highest splendour of the Babylonian court. Unable to fly, they bravely fought. They quenched the violence of fire, and stopped the mouths of lions. Their persecutors were so vanquished by their faith, as to become their patrons. The little flock of Christ was likewise surrounded with the Jews and Heathens, as with wolves and tigers; yet they flourished and subdued the Roman world to the banner of the cross. What do we say, sinners, many of your own age, and some of your particular friends have subdued all the sins which you think insurmountable. Yea, and we will repeat it, that you have often done more for the world than you are now required to do for God. Hide your mouth then in the dust, and no longer reproach the Lord, nor bring an evil report on religion by affirming that its precepts are impracticable. Go up at once and possess it, for God will afford you strength equal to the duty.

Farther observe, this history gives a very alarming caution to the whole christian world, and it is frequently improved in the sacred writings. St. Paul excites the Hebrews to fear, lest there should be in any of them an evil heart of unbelief in departing from the living God; and lest they should come short of the rest which he hath promised. St. Jude, in like manner reminds the faithful, that God having saved the people from the land of Egypt, afterwards destroyed them that believed not. Some of them were consumed with fire, some were destroyed by an earthquake, some were bitten with serpents, and others were cut off with the plague. Hence it is inferred, that we should neither tempt nor provoke the Lord. And if the holy apostles used those cautions, and in an age comparatively pure, what would they have said of the present age?

But did the Israelites perish through impiety? Was a whole nation cut off, and deprived of inheritance for the want of faith? Were even good men confounded for their defects in the temporal punishment of the wicked? Were but two faithful men, Caleb and Joshua, exempt? And is God less rigorous now than in the early periods of society? Can we presume that he would punish a whole offending nation in a dark age, and spare the more atrocious sinners of enlightened times? Is there any variation in his rules of rectitude, or is he become so familiar with the sight of crimes as to be indifferent about the punishment? No, no: we infer the future from the past. “Our God will come with vengeance, with a recompense he will come and save: he will not keep silence, a fire shall devour before him, and it shall be very tempestuous round about.” His sign shall appear in the heavens. He shall come with his mighty angels, taking vengeance on them that know not God; and particularly on those rebels who have seen his works, who have been acquainted with the evidences of religion, and have disbelieved his word. He will make bare his arm for the battle, his holy arm of strength; and declare that those men shall not see the land which he has promised to the saints.

Sinners, take the alarm. Christians, whose hearts are still attached to Egypt, tremble. The magnitude of the danger is equal to the magnitude of your sin. Be wise to-day, while wisdom may avail. A few more revolts, a few more slighted sermons, and you are undone. A few more foul offences, and the scale will turn; a few more days of procrastination, and the period of repentance will be past. Therefore we cry in the voice of David, who wished to warn posterity by the wickedness of their fathers; “To-day,” as when God spoke from Sinai, “If ye will hear his voice, harden not your hearts, as in the day of temptation, as in the day of provocation in the wilderness, when your fathers tempted me, proved me, and saw my works: unto whom I sware in my wrath, that they should not enter into my rest.”

Fathers, wicked fathers, heads of houses, this voice is to you. God was obliged to cut off the parents to save the children. Impunity might have emboldened them in vice. But the new generation, knowing their crimes and attesting their punishment, learned to fear the Lord. Drunkards, swearers, carnal and irreligious men, can you yet ask for instruction? Can you after this, require proof? Those unhappy Israelites are to you, both instruction and proof. How often have you been conducted home, the most pitiable objects of intoxication. How often have your children heard you blaspheme the name of God. How often have they heard you despise his word, and curse his people. You have already corrupted your tender offspring: you have initiated them into all your crimes, and laid the foundation, by impiety and vice, for their eternal ruin. Perhaps mercy cannot now save you; perhaps your children also cannot be saved, unless you are made a fearful example of divine vengeance; unless you are cast into a bed of severe affliction, and unless your conscience is alarmed with the terrors of the Lord. Unless like criminals to whom we hope repentance is granted before punishment, you confess, in presence of your family, all your profaneness and vice; and warn them, in the most impressive language, to avoid your crimes, and to seek the Lord.

Ah, sinners, our sermons have been quite too mild. We have erred by excess of candour. You are become learned in the arts of evasion. Your understanding is but partially vanquished by truth, and your heart is powerfully swayed by vice. Hence our word is without effect; hence so many barren sermons; hence so many whole congregations apparently convinced, and no conversions follow. But oh if there be yet a spark of grace unquenched, if there be yet in those hearts a susceptibility of repentance; yield, yield to the force of truth, and soften before the Lord. Rebel no longer against him, and pray that the evil may never come. Yes, and pray now, for the anger of the Lord is already kindled against you. Join those Moseses in supplication; they have long been praying for you; pray now for yourselves that he may not only mitigate, but entirely revoke your sentence, and permit you to enter “the rest which remaineth for the people of God.” May the Lord grant it, for the sake of Jesus Christ. Amen. 

15 Chapter 15 

Verses 1-41
Numbers 15:30. The soul that doeth ought presumptuously, literally, with a high hand, reproacheth the Lord—shall be cut off; or die, as Deuteronomy 17:12. But in Leviticus 6., atonement was prescribed for such; and why therefore are they now required to die? The law here respects cases which required judicial process, and witnesses, as in the case of the upright Naboth, affirming that the culprits blasphemed the Lord, or his law. The rabbins quote this passage against the Sadducees, to prove that there is a future state of rewards and punishments. If Moses meant the death of the body only, myriads of men comparatively innocent suffer the same punishment: and if so, what becomes of the discriminative justice of the Supreme Judge?

Numbers 15:35. The congregation shall stone him. The Indians of North America were formerly known to inflict this kind of punishment on offenders; a presumptive proof that they are the descendants of Shem, having many of their judicial customs.

Numbers 15:38. Bid them make fringes in the borders of their garments. If the Israelites were here specially commanded to wear fringes, containing precepts of the law in their robe or toga, lest they should be drawn aside to idolatry; it is equally binding on christians always to have the bible at hand. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, in all wisdom.

REFLECTIONS.
Having left the aged men, in the preseding chapter, under a dreadful malediction, the Lord is here pleased to console the children, by prescribing the services they should yet live to perform in the promised land. The substance of them is, that with every burnt-offering they should bring a meat and a drink-offering. The several quantities of flour, oil and wine are explained in the tables of weights and measures; and the fair proportions are prescribed between a lamb, a ram, and a bullock, to regulate the temperance and decency of religious festivals; and they serve to remind us of the richer festivals which Christ has provided in the gospel.

Presumptuous sins, whether committed against the ceremonial or the moral law, were punished with death. Of both cases we have alarming examples in the sacred writings. The Sabbathbreaker here affords a notorious case. He not only gathered the sticks, but with a view to kindle a fire, both of which were forbidden under the penalty of death. Hence the Lord, to impose reverence for his precepts, commanded him to be stoned. And if the word spoken by angels was stedfast, and every transgression and disobedience received a just recompense of reward, how shall we escape, if we neglect so great salvation?

In order that the Israelites might neither forget nor neglect the precepts of the Lord, they were ordered to be reminded of them by the fringes of their garments. These are the phylacteries which the pharisees made very broad; and our Saviour reproved them for turning a sacred precept into a vain parade. Matthew 23:5. At the same time the christian world should be reminded, never to forget the precepts and sayings of the Lord. They are the food of the soul, the guardians of our walk, and the foundation of our hope: then shall we be saved, if we keep in memory what has been delivered unto us. 

16 Chapter 16 

Verses 1-50
Numbers 16:1. Korah. One of the firstborn, a very old man, and grandson of Levi by his father Jahar. Dathan and Abiram were descendants of Reuben, the firstborn of Israel; these according to the patriarchal customs had a right to officiate at the altar.

Numbers 16:5. To-morrow; the time when justice was administered, as appears from many texts. Jeremiah 21:12. Psalms 101:8. This night of indulgence seems to have allowed them a little time for reflection and repentance.

Numbers 16:7. Put fire therein. The test had a striking resemblance to that of Elijah on mount Carmel: the fire decided between JEHOVAH and Baal.

Numbers 16:15. Moses said unto the Lord, respect not thou their offering. Woe be to him against whom the church of God shall pray. Lord, said David, confound the counsel of Ahitophel, and he did so.

Numbers 16:21. Separate yourselves—from all men of a wicked, dissatisfied and seditious spirit, against ministers or magistrates.

Numbers 16:22. God of the spirits of all flesh. The LXX read, God of the spirits, and of all flesh.

Numbers 16:29. The common death of all men. These men, being descendants of princes, seem to have had larger tents and more wealth than many others. When the earth swallowed up the tents and families of Dathan and Abiram, with Korah and On, who were with them, it is remarkable that the children of Korah should escape; they being, no doubt, at some distance from the scene of convulsion: Numbers 26:11.

Numbers 16:33. Alive into the pit. Many read here, alive into hell, that is, into the grave; and they further mean that their souls went into a place of torment, as in Matthew 11:23. Luke 16:23.

Numbers 16:34. All Israel fled at the cry of them. They were not even in that age, wholly ignorant of the nature of earthquakes: but this earthquake was local, special, and divine. Numbers 16:35. A fire from the Lord consumed the two hundred and fifty men that offered incense. These men had seen the fire at the consecration of Aaron; they had seen the death of Nadab and Abihu, there could therefore be no excuse for their sin. God would not suffer the hallowed types and figures of our redemption to be gaited and marred by the revolts of men.

REFLECTIONS.
Carnal men do but ill support the judgments of the Lord. The enmity of their hearts is ever ready to revolt against the word, and against the servants of the Lord; and yet they always cover their designs with some popular plea. They are either seeking truth, or endeavouring to reform abuses, and befriend the people. Here, embracing a crisis of discontent, they pleaded that Moses and Aaron had deprived the firstborn of their ancient and unquestionable right of attending the altar; and they were ready, at the same time, to punish them with death for the offence. They who had not believed in the possibility of conquering Canaan, now affect to disbelieve that God had substituted the Levites for the firstborn: and expressly with a view to presignify the Messiah and his church, and to relieve them of the painful toils of being detained from their farms and families by attendance on the altar. To the patriarchs, these occasional services were easy; but the constant devotion of the nation required the regular attendance of the Lord’s anointed. And let all christians be cautious how they speak and act against faithful ministers regularly appointed by those whose right it is, and by the prayers and good wishes of the people.

Korah and his faction, instead of seeking to resume their supposed rights by counsel and prayer, endeavoured to resist Moses and Aaron by open force, and in language which indicated a wish for their destruction. Surely that was not a spirit becoming the priesthood. Language and tempers so inimical, would soon have made the sanctuary of God a desolation. The Lord’s work must always be done in the Lord’s spirit.

We learn, that the Lord will not forsake his servants when surrounded by wicked and unreasonable men. Moses, acting for God and trusting in him alone, had not surrounded his person with guards; for what has a patriarch to fear when surrounded by a nation of children, if Israel had been worthy of so faithful a father. However, he and Aaron fled to the sanctuary for refuge, and it proved to them an alsufficient refuge in the day of trouble. Dathan and Abiram, with their families who despised the Lord and his servant, sunk to rise no more. Had they obeyed, and come to the door of the tabernacle, their families would not have perished. Korah and his distinguished company, while burning incense in violation of the precept, were burnt of the Lord. Who then would not fear his judgments! Let sinners of every description tremble to violate the commands of God: for soon or late their day of visitation will surely come.

From the conspiracy of Korah, religious characters are particularly cautioned against occasioning faction and schism in the house of God. It is not necessary here to arraign the ancient schisms, because in general our information is partial. The Catharians, and the Novatians seem to have had a good cause. But it sometimes happens that one man, disappointed of preferment, or anxious to obtain some controul over his brethren, will constantly be inveighing against some Moses or Aaron. When any disorder or difference of opinion happens, which in all societies of mortal men must often be the case, instead of healing and composing the evil, he takes advantage of it to strengthen his party. The long-fostered spirit of revolt at length comes to a crisis; and finding himself then strong for battle, he openly declares all his opponents hypocrites and demons, calling aloud for their excommunication. The weak of the flock, appalled, dispersed, destroyed; a minister, and his tender family ruined, are no arguments at all with him. But whether he obtain his object, or be defeated in his design, the tempest will gradually subside; the dark clouds will clear up; the mischiefs occasioned will be appreciated; his partisans, as well as his opposers, will then fully trace his designs; and all good men will sigh at the mention of his name. Hence let ministers and members be wary and wise. Let them compose differences, and put away evils as they arise, neither fearing man, nor knowing relative or friend. And let them fear, more than death, to destroy the house of God for the accomplishment of any private object.

We are next awfully taught, that God will not only destroy the factions of the wicked and the proud, but also the roots of factions where fear does not sanctify. Scarcely had this people, accustomed to miracles, slept a single night; scarcely had the sun arose, before they were assembled in open revolt, and charging Moses and Aaron with having martyred the Lord’s people. Therefore the plague broke out, and fourteen thousand were consumed under the high displeasure of heaven. Let us never murmur at God’s judgments, as those men who were destroyed of the destroyer. 1 Corinthians 10:10. Alas, alas, will nothing humble some proud and haughty men but a consumption, an asthma, a burning. Will nothing cure them of bringing God and his word on all occasions to their bar, but the being brought to the gates of the grave. Let the faithful, forgetful of wrongs, run like Aaron to save them, when fallen vanquished at the Lord’s feet. Let them run with a censer of tears and glowing piety, if peradventure the Lord will heal them, or at least, save the soul in the day of visitation. 

17 Chapter 17 

Verses 1-13
Numbers 17:8. The rod of Aaron was budded. In this sign there could be no imposition. The sedition was suppressed by the decision of God, who graciously in this way condescended to settle forever all future disputes. On the one hand we see that the aspiring of wicked men to the sanctuary, is highly displeasing to God; and on the other, ministers may learn to bud and bloom, and bear fruit in the sanctuary, by that power which could make the dry rod flourish. God will not forsake the faithful pastor, when an arrogant faction is formed against him.

REFLECTIONS.
The Lord having destroyed the two revolted families by an earthquake, burnt the profane with fire from heaven, and destroyed the murmurers with the pestilence; was now graciously pleased to compose all disputes about the priesthood by a full and final test. The rights of the firstborn to officiate at the altar, had originated from custom and authority rather than from a divine command, and their utmost claims could not extend beyond the limits of their own houses. To be national priests they had no call, no just plea. Nor could they spare more than occasional time to officiate at the altar, and the arduous nature of the duty would now require the preparations and study of their whole lives. Besides, under the christian ministry, the Lord never designed to pay regard to the order or preëminence of men’s birth. Therefore, once for all, to show his sovereign right to choose his own peculiar servants, and to settle all disputes on that head; he assembled the elders of Israel, and enjoined the firstborn, or a prince of each tribe, to deposit his staff, his staff of office or sceptre of power. And on the morrow, Aaron’s almond rod was adorned with leaves, blossoms and fruit. The dry rod in a desert land at the divine pleasure, produced fruit, as well as the dry rock a torrent of water. How gracious is the Lord to the weakness, the passions, and prejudices of man!

In this rod we have a very distinguished figure of Christ. “There shall come forth a rod out of the stem of Jesse, says Isaiah, and a branch shall grow out of his roots.” Isaiah 11:1. The sceptre of his kingdom was to be a sceptre of righteousness. In his person and family, it is true, he was poor; and on the cross, according to David, he was dried up like a potsherd. But he arose from the dead, he flourished as the dry almond-tree, and filled all the earth with the beauty of righteousness and the fragrance of his holy name. In this rod we see his ministers also, poor and dry in themselves, made fruitful in the Lord. We see in it the resurrection of the saints; fainting with afflictions, and dried up with tears, they revive as the spring, and flourish for ever in the paradise of God.

This rod was preserved to instruct future generations, that there might be no more contests about the priesthood. May one error more than suffice for each of us, and may we never run into it a second time.

God would not suffer order to be violated, to teach us that no new doctrines, no new forms of worship, can be imposed on man, without divine authority and power. Let us rather seek to profit by what we already know, than desire any new discoveries of the will of heaven; and especially, as we are brought from the rigours of the law to the mild and unfading glory of the gospel.

We may next remark, that the people sunk from presumption to despair. Behold, say they, we die, we perish, we all perish. How common is this sentiment with infidels, and hardened men. When the judgments they despised overtake them, they are forsaken of all their boasted confidence, because they have no confidence in the Lord. Let us live well with God, and then we shall be composed and calm when surrounded with his judgments. 

18 Chapter 18 

Verses 1-32
Numbers 18:1. Thou and thy sons shall bear the iniquity of the sanctuary. You, and you only, shall be responsible for all breaches and errors in the holy pavilion: the levites might assist in labours, but not touch the holy things. We find old Eli and young Samuel watching by night. The sanctuary being a figure of heaven and all the offices of Christ, the hallowed types must not be marred by the touch of unhallowed hands. This however has nothing to do with the liberty of prophesying, which was left open to men of any tribe. Yet the pastors of the seven churches of Asia bore the iniquity of the people, and are blamed and menaced for all their faults. By consequence, no mere layman should give the Lord’s supper, neither should any canon compel a minister to give it to any man who lives in known and wilful sin.

Numbers 18:14. Every thing devoted shall be thine; whether by blessing or cursing. The Lord having so amply provided for the priesthood, the sons of Aaron were not to follow secular trades of barter and gain, profit and loss. It is a pity to see a minister of religion working, except in the culture of his garden; because a man should “give himself wholly to the ministry.” And note well: he who detains a thing once devoted to the Lord, detains also the curse.

Numbers 18:17. The firstling of a cow. שׁור shor, a bull or bullock, as it is translated in Deuteronomy 33:17. The Chaldee is תור tor or taur, agreeing with the Greek ταυρος, and the Latin taurus. The paucity of words in the Hebrew text does not always distinguish the species of the genus: “cow” is therefore the proper reading in this place.

Numbers 18:19. A covenant of salt; that is, incorruptible; for the word of the Lord is clean, and abideth for ever. See on Leviticus 2:13; 2 Chronicles 13:5.

REFLECTIONS.
The Lord having prescribed the priests and the levites their several branches of duty, and having prohibited the approach of any stranger to his altar, thought proper to guard the ritual code by sentencing the invader to die. This he would not have done, had not the holy sanctuary been figurative of the heavenly glory. The violation of the first covenant was death; and the second death is denounced against all those who despise the gospel. Hence the Lord has awfully guarded the glory of his covenant and grace. Let every one therefore in the church of God be mindful of his salvation and his calling, for life and death are before him.

That Aaron and his household might be grateful, holy and diligent, the Lord most amply provided for his maintenance. The Levites gave him a tenth of all their tithes: and considering their number, it was a princely portion. Nehemiah 10:38-39. The free-will offerings, including those arising from vows, provided him and all the families with food. They had the redemption money of persons and of beasts, of the firstlings of the cattle. They had the appointed share in all the sin and trespass-offerings; but of these, whatever remained not eaten was burnt upon the altar. The skin of every burnt-offering was also the priest’s. Besides these they had cities to dwell in, and gardens to the extent of five hundred yards around, in the suburbs. The Lord satiated the soul of the priest with fatness, and delighted the people with his goodness. Jeremiah 31:14. What an account must those ministers give to God whom he has thus blessed with revenues, if they do not seek to be holy; to devote their time and talents to his service, and their superfluities to the poor. What an account must rich men give, if they suffer the families of diligent ministers to languish and want.

The levites, as well as the priests, being amply invested with the tenths, were commanded to give to the altar its just share. If the ministers of religion who preach devotion be not devout; if they who preach charity be not liberal, they must, according to the 1st and the 32nd verse, bear the iniquity of the sanctuary. And oh, how difficult are sins of this nature to be purged; yet hypocrisy in religion is a crime that men will scarcely ever forgive. Oh Lord, clothe thy priests with salvation; let the people around them share in the glory of righteousness, and may the beauty of holiness forever adorn thy courts. 

19 Chapter 19 

Verses 1-22
Numbers 19:2. A red heifer, a young and spotless cow, which in the third year had nearly come to her full growth. The whole body of this victim was burnt with holy fire from the altar. From her ashes the water was secreted which purged from sin, and brought the unclean near to the tabernacle. The rabbins make many remarks on this sacrifice, as indeed do the prophets. They say that these ashes were conveyed to every city of Israel, and that the sprinkling was made with three sprigs of hyssop. The christian fathers also are fertile in remarks on this singular and hallowed victim, which made all the priests and levites unclean by the tragic deed, and then purified them by its mystical virtues. Augustine, Theodoret, and others affirm that these waters prefigured baptism, the outward sign of regeneration and purity. Most christian churches baptize infants; and if the sprinkling of these waters was perfect in figure, no man can condemn sprinkling with water. It is the contumacy of the wicked, not the modes of worship, which destroys the souls of men.

Numbers 19:9. A water of separation; that is, a water of sprinkling, of expiation, of purifying, or of cleansing, as the versions read.

Numbers 19:12. The Septuagint and other copies read, He shall be purified with it the third day, and the seventh day, and shall be clean. So Numbers 19:18-19.

REFLECTIONS.
We now come to the grand atoning sacrifice of the Jewish nation, a sacrifice which St. Paul has particularly noticed in the ninth chapter of the epistle to the Hebrews. Seven days before this beast was burnt, the priest was secluded from society, that no ceremonial impurity might he contracted to obstruct his officiating on this most solemn occasion. The Lord required a red heifer. This might mark first, our Saviour’s name, as the second Adam, which signifies red earth, but it is more generally understood to indicate the bloody state of his body when scourged and crucified, Isaiah 63:1; and the deep and grievous colour of our sins, which are compared to scarlet and crimson. Isaiah 1:18. This heifer was to be without blemish, to indicate the spotless nature of Christ. It was to be slain without the camp; and on subsequent occasions, it was slain with a vast parade of the elders, without the gates of Jerusalem, to presignify that our Saviour should be crucified on Calvary, without the gate of the city. The victim being led without the camp, marked its great impurity, for it bore the whole iniquity of the Jewish nation; on Jesus also was laid the sins of the whole world. Leviticus 24:14. Hebrews 13:12. Let us glory in his shame, and go without the camp, bearing his reproach. The priest having slain the beast and secured the blood, next applied his burning torch to the pile, and the whole victim was consumed, to indicate that the whole humanity of Christ suffered for us. And what shall we say? Was he consumed by the unrelenting fire of justice, or was it by the flame of divine love which constrained him to devote his life for our redemption? After the victim was thus consumed, the priest proceeded to sprinkle the blood before the tabernacle seven times; and the frequency of this sprinkling not only marks the perfection of the atonement, but also that it may often be repeated to take away our sin. Here we are consequently reminded, that the theory of religion does nothing for us, unless we are actually purged with the blood of Christ. The cedar, the hyssop, and the scarlet lace, or cloth thrown into the pile, evidently associate this oblation of the victim with all the other sin-offerings in which these were used. Leviticus 14:6-7. Showing in fact, that there is but one atoning sacrifice for man, but one altar, but one redemption.

Nor were the ashes of this typical victim suffered to be trampled under foot; the heifer being but occasionally offered, its ashes were carefully preserved; and being daily mixed with running water, the congregation was sprinkled with it, and cleansed from every species of uncleanness. In this water we see the Holy Spirit conveying to our hearts and consciences the purifying merits of the Redeemer’s blood. Here justification and sanctification are joined in one act of approach to Christ by faith. And if the blood of bulls and of goats, and the ashes of a heifer, sprinkling the unclean Hebrew or stranger, sanctified to the purifying of the flesh, how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without spot to God, purge our conscience from dead works, to serve the living and the true God?

Every person who assisted at this awful sacrifice, whether priest or levite, was made unclean. This is a very remarkable circumstance, which, according to good bishop Babington, marks the great sin of those who crucified the Lord. Their crimes were of a double dye. It also shows that purification did not proceed from the burnt victim, but from the crucified Redeemer, which it presignified. They were all defiled by the dead; but we are sanctified by an approach to his covenant.

These are the highly famed waters to cleanse the Hebrew nation, and universally applied to every species of uncleanness mentioned in the levitical law. But Ezekiel, viewing in the Spirit their insufficiency, says, Then will I sprinkle clean water upon you, and ye shall he clean. Let us then avail ourselves of the double sprinkling here prescribed, the one on the third, and the other on the seventh day. Let us seek in Christ Jesus to be redeemed from all iniquity, to be purified to God as a peculiar people, zealous of good works. If God has cleansed our hearts from guilt, let us look for the second and great cleansing of the heart from all unrighteousness. The devout servant can never he satisfied till he resembles his Lord and Master, and is in all things conformed unto his death. 

20 Chapter 20 

Verses 1-29
Numbers 20:1. The desert of Zin. Critics are not agreed whether this was the same wilderness, and the same Kadesh to which the people arrived on the eighth journey after leaving Egypt. The arguments on each side are strong. But the wilderness and the town being both of the same name, seem to be a weighty circumstance in favour of its being the identical spot they had left thirty eight years before; and it is said that they journeyed from mount Hor by the way of the Red sea. Numbers 21:4. Exodus 17:1.

Numbers 20:12. Because ye believed me not. This strong charge which the Lord brought against Moses and Aaron, justifies the sentence passed upon them. But in the world, the carnal world, where can we find a Cæsar, and other generals, who had purity and honour enough so faithfully to confess their errors in public life. They have left us histories of their wars, but cover their errors in silence.

Numbers 20:14. Moses sent messengers to the king of Edom, Moses is here a perfect model to christian kings, in doing his utmost to avoid war. Josephus reports, that he had been a general in the Egyptian expedition to Ethiopia, and consequently he knew the bitterness of the sword. War is the worst of evils, and should be the last of national resources.

REFLECTIONS.
On entering the fortieth year of the wanderings in the wilderness, Miriam gave up the ghost. And if, according to Josephus, she was seventeen years of age at the birth of Moses, she had lived a hundred and thirty six years. Both her brothers followed in the same year. How gracious was providence, in prolonging the lives of these personages till they had accomplished their work.

The miraculous torrent of Horeb was now dried up. The waters were stayed when Israel had marched beyond the course of its stream. The droughty desert was destitute of water; and the people, little instructed by all the calamities of their pilgrimage, were more disposed to quarrel with Moses than to seek from God a plentiful supply. Stone hearts seem to have become so stubborn as to be incapable of reform by judgments, and of instruction by wisdom: and above all calamities, let us fear that awful state. Their hardness was so great as to wish they had died thirty eight years ago, with the rebels who fell in that place. How great was the indulgence of God to an impatient people. He once more gave them water from the rock. But ah, though God had patience, Moses and Aaron were too weak to sustain the shock: the last moments of a long life and feeble age were embittered by a provoking people. These rulers, finding themselves yet so far down in the desert, it would seem they in some sort gave way to unbelief, concerning an entrance into the promised land; and irritated by the chiding of the people, excess of anger for once tarnished a long life of the most spotless meekness and love. Ye rebels, said Moses, must we fetch you water out of this rock? And he smote the rock twice, probably because the water did not flow at the first stroke: and because he and Aaron did not sufficiently glorify God in this most trying crisis of the murmuring at Meribah, they could not enter the promised land. While on earth we must expect afflictions to the end of life; let us watch and tremble, for whether in youth or in old age, one unadvised and impassioned step may blast or embitter all the hopes of future years.

In the embassy which Moses sent to the king of Edom, to solicit a passage through his dominions, we see much to convey instruction to the heart. We see that christians are to regard life as a pilgrimage, and we only ask of the world a quiet and peaceable passage, offering to labour quietly for our bread, and pay honestly for our food and raiment by the way. In the refusal, and warlike dispositions of the Edomites, we see the temper of the unbelieving world, who are ever ready to oppose the gospel, and to fight against the Lord’s people. Well, if the world will not receive our testimony, nor suffer us to live peaceably, let us if possible turn away like Israel, who would not fight with his brother. We had better go a little out of the direct road, than be embroiled with quarrelling and strife. Let Edom triumph for the time; he shall surely be visited in his day.

This chapter began with the death of Miriam, and it closes with the death of Aaron. So the most ancient families fall in succession as the leaves, until the fathers have all given place to the rising age. But how many consolations had this venerable priest and prince in his death. Having run a long course with his brother and sister, they were scarcely divided in their death. All his sins were pardoned, and all his errors repaired. He saw Eleazar, a faithful son, invested with the priesthood; and he saw Israel about to enter the promised land. His work was done; and cheerfully submitting to his sentence, he ascended mount Hor, and died in the faith. His faults were few, his virtues many; and these were greatly eclipsed by the superior mission and glory of his brother. See Reflections on Deuteronomy 34. 

21 Chapter 21 

Verses 1-35
Numbers 21:1. King Arad; that is, Arad king of Arad.—The way of the spies, is understood to be the route of the twelve spies sent from Kadesh-Barnea. But the LXX not understanding it so, render it, ‘by the way of Athairm;’ and as the Israelites did not follow the route of the spies, they seem to have rendered the words properly.

Numbers 21:2. I will utterly destroy their cities. I will utterly devote, raze, or anathematize their cities. When a city or a nation was devoted, no spoil could be taken, as is exemplified in the case of Jericho, and of Amalek. Now, though they utterly destroyed those cities, yet the king of Arad and of Hormah escaped, it is thought, for the present, with part of their people, and were afterwards destroyed: or if they did not escape, they are enumerated among the vanquished kings. Joshua 12:14.

Numbers 21:6. Fiery serpents; this text is cited, Deuteronomy 8:15, which the LXX render biting serpents. Here they read it, deadly serpents. St. Paul merely says, that they were destroyed of serpents. Herodotus says that he saw some preserved flying-serpents in Egypt, which resembled water- serpents. Their wings were destitute of feathers, and resembled those of the bat.—Euterpe. These semi-wings were designed to assist them to leap on their prey.

Numbers 21:14. The book of the wars of the Lord. A book of poetry, containing the fugitive odes, which celebrated the victories that the Lord had accorded to his people. It is presumed that some of those songs are still extant in the Psalms. This book of the wars was in high repute among the Hebrews, and was more ancient than the Pentateuch. It was lost by the Jews, as also the book of Gad, of Nathan, of Iddo, and of others. From odes of this kind, as well as histories, Homer composed his Iliad.

Numbers 21:28. A fire; the flame of war, as in Isaiah 47:14. Amos 1:7.

REFLECTIONS.
In the destruction of Arad, of Sihon, and of Og, a man of gigantic stature, we see realized an adage of the heathen. “He whom God is about to destroy is first mad.” These men seemed successively infatuated to rush into immediate destruction. They commenced this war as wild beasts, without having the slightest recourse to treaty. Let us beware of rash and ill advised steps; and let the wicked fear, lest their iniquities being full, they should be hurried away by passion into the vortex of destruction.

In the murmuring of the Israelites, because of the wants and difficulties of travelling in the dreary desert, we see at last on a full scale the incorrigible character of certain wicked men. Surely the race redeemed from Egypt were deeply wicked both in heart and habit, or by so many miracles, and by so many deliverances they would have become resigned to the disposal of God, and confident in his care. Yet so far were they from having acquired these dispositions, that the moment fatigue, hunger or thirst, assailed them, they opened their mouths in the most venomous and malignant speeches against Moses and against God. What had they profited by all those judgments, and all those mercies which fell to their lot. Would no grace soften, no judgments humble hearts so hard and proud? Then they must perish, for the Most High must be glorified in all his ways. Behold now a multitude of serpents biting the people, whose mouths had emitted the poison of asps. Behold the subtle venom, freezing, even in their boiling blood, destroying life in its progress; and terribly announcing that, without a miraculous pardon, their souls would become a prey to the old serpent who is called the devil and Satan, and endure everlasting burning far more intolerable than that by which they were now consumed. It appears from St. Paul that they had tempted, or invoked the Lord to destroy them. He in anger answered their prayer, and now they fall vanquished at his feet.

In their distress they applied to Moses, whom just before they perhaps had openly cursed. The Lord, ever waiting to be gracious to the penitent, directs him to make a serpent of brass, and put it on a pole, that the wounded might be healed on beholding it by faith. This serpent was a most striking figure of our crucified Redeemer, and a proof not less striking of the truth of our religion. Let us illustrate the parallel. Israel was justly punished for his sin; and so it is with the whole human kind. No mediator being able to avail, a supernatural mode of healing was prescribed. We are of ourselves in the same situation, helpless, hopeless and dying. Christ, crucified on Calvary, is graciously set before us. There he was elevated in a conspicuous place. Proclamation was made throughout the camp, that the wounded should look and be healed. Christ also is exalted in the gospel, that all the ends of the earth may look to him and be saved: thus the means of the cure were free, easy, and well adapted to the helpless situation of the people. On looking, the cure was effectuated by a secret virtue from God, and instantaneously; and the moment a wounded sinner properly beholds the Saviour, all his guilt and all his fears subside, and the love of God is so shed abroad in his heart as to heal his disorderly propensities by sanctifying grace. The serpent continued to convey the virtue, or to be a sacramental test of conveying it, till all who looked were healed; and if any man despised it, he perished without remedy. The parallel is exactly true with regard to Jesus Christ and the gospel. This was the last miracle Moses performed for the people; and it was on the cross that our Saviour finished transgression, and presented his oblation to the Father for the healing of the nations. The comparisons might be far more enlarged; but they are so many and so striking, that it is morally impossible they should have happened by accident or chance. We will therefore glory in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ. Galatians 6:14. If the Jews stumble, if they pity us, and wonder that we should believe in a man crucified for salvation, we will rise higher in confidence; we will hurl back the feeble javelins of an infidel and infatuated sneer. We will ask how their offending fathers could rely on a serpent of brass to be healed of their deadly wounds. We will rest our faith on the letter of their own scripture, and force them to attest that the Old Testament is full of the Messiah crucified for us. 

22 Chapter 22 

Verses 1-41
Numbers 22:5. To Pethor, which is by the river. A Pethor was in Mesopotamia; the river is thought to be the Euphrates, or one of its branches, distant at least 500 miles from Moab. Deuteronomy 23:4.

Numbers 22:6. Curse me this people. See note on Genesis 9:25.

Numbers 22:12. Thou shalt not go with them. This indicates that Balaam had once been a good man; though now he ultimately disobeyed the Lord, being allured by the sin of covetousness, which in this awful journey proved to him “a sin unto death.” The fall of ministers has mostly proceeded from covetousness, liquor, or women.

Numbers 22:29. Now would I kill thee. A fallen man is apt to be violent in passion, and furious like a hariolus, a diviner or prophet of the heathen. Let us not forget the proverb, Ira est furor; anger is madness.

Numbers 22:34. I have sinned. Yea, when death is at the door the wicked confess.

REFLECTIONS.
Security and hardness of heart are naturally consequent on a long course of crimes; but when danger is at the door, alarms and fears have sevenfold force. The Amorites and the inhabitants of Bashan had fallen in battle before the arms of Israel. It was time for Moab and Midian to take the alarm. The hauspices of home were embarrassed and silent; and Balaam, the far famed prophet, or diviner of Mesopotamia, seemed the only character worthy of confidence in so great a crisis of danger; for this man had not been wanting to court fame, and to combine his ministry with his interest. His house was often crowded with embassied fools, who sought their help in man, instead of God. But for once he saw an embassy of Moabian princes, encumbered with presents, enter his house. He courteously invited them to repose for the night, that he might have time to teaze and importune heaven for revelations; for God seldom employs an unsanctified prophet, unless he willingly offers himself. And the Lord at once said, Thou shalt not go; thou shalt not curse the people, for they are blessed. The prophet obeyed, and declared that all the treasures of Moab would not induce him to violate the divine command. This disinterestedness imposed by divine fear, perfected the celebrity of his character. It was resolved to send again, and to double the embassy and the presents. The wavering prophet now began in his heart to importune the Lord for permission to go; and the Lord in anger permitted him to follow his inclination, provided he would speak his words. On the road he farther enforced obedience by an angel, whose brandishing sword menaced the prophet with death. What instruction does this character convey to certain ministers of religion, who seek popularity and gain from their profession, and whose reverence for God is extorted by fear. And what idea must Moab have formed of Balaam’s God, when a double present could make him change his mind! 

23 Chapter 23 

Verses 1-30
Numbers 23:1. Seven altars. The Lord commanded Job’s friends to take seven bullocks and seven rams, offered no doubt on seven altars: Job 42:8. This was the highest sacrifice a nation could present. 1 Chronicles 15:26. 2 Chronicles 29:26.

Numbers 23:21. He hath not beheld iniquity in Jacob, nor seen perverseness in Israel. The Vulgate reads, ‘There is no idol in Jacob, nor similitude in Israel.’ Our Poole also cites one class of interpreters who read, ‘He does not behold injury to Jacob, nor see vexation against Israel.’ Dr. Wall reads the Septuagint to the same effect: ‘There shall not be calamity in Jacob, nor shall there be seen painfulness in Israel.’ Others read, ‘He doth not approve of any outrage against Jacob, nor allow of vexation to Israel.’ The annotations of the assembly of divines are to the same effect. The original terms, rendered iniquity, or vanity, and perverseness, signify molestation, grief, wrong, misery, and violent strength, rather than sin. How much then has this text been abused, by men who would force upon it an antinomian sense.

Numbers 23:22. The strength of an Unicorn. Mr. Campbell, who visited the African missions, has been heard to say that he himself killed two unicorns, when about 800 miles north-east of the Cape of Good Hope. They were each as large as four horses. The horn rises in front of the head, and a smaller horn rises below. It is therefore a bicorned animal. Our painters give this animal the horn of the sea-unicorn, being unacquainted with its natural history; they are correct however in giving it a divided hoof. This, like many other animals, is now almost extinct.

REFLECTIONS.
Balaam, most joyfully received as the salvation of Moab, and little less than adored, began to consult the Lord by a sevenfold sacrifice on the high places of Baal; for it would have been deemed impious for a nation to have commenced a war without consulting the gods. And why all this religious parade, when he already knew the mind of God? And what could his ministry be, however angelic the language, but a curse and a consternation to the people. So the issue realized. Behold now the altars smoking to the Lord. Behold the prostrate prophet, who before he had cleansed his heart from covetousness, ambition and anger, seek revelations from on high. The bright cloud of vision opens to his soul, the glory and happiness of Israel stand pourtrayed; and his heart impressed for the moment, breaks forth in effusions of sacred song, scarcely equalled by the best of prophets. Mark the sublimity and force of his language. He begins with the dignity of the prince, who had invited him; the greatness of his journey, and its object to curse Israel and defy Jacob. The antithesis, How shall I curse whom God hath not cursed; how shall I defy whom JEHOVAH hath not defied? is extremely striking and pertinent. And seeing the trembling princes on his left hand, and the smiling camp of Israel on his right, he adds, The people shall dwell alone, and shall not be numbered with the nations. Who can count the dust of Jacob, and number the fourth part of Israel. Let me die the death of the righteous, &c. From the wide spreading host of the Israelites, Balaam predicted the situation and glory of the christian church. They shall dwell alone; being Christ’s new or peculiar people, they shall not be numbered with the wicked; they are also a great multitude which no man can number. This church, blessed of God, travels on to Canaan, and can neither be cursed by Balaam, nor all the Midian host. But how true soever Balaam’s prediction might be, his prayer for a happy death it is feared had no effect. It is evident, this man of eloquence and extensive knowledge, was not unacquainted with the triumphant manner in which Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had died. The memory of Melchizedek, of Job, and others could not be unknown to him. They reached the haven full of faith, and mature in virtue; they cheerfully resigned the cross for the crown: their souls overflowing with heaven and the prophetic spirit, took their flight, leaving streams of blessings on all their sons. For such a death Balaam, devoted to covetousness and gain, equally ready to worship JEHOVAH or Baal, and ferociously cruel to his beast, seems to have had no qualification but that of empty desire; nor was it his lot, for he presently fell by the sword, leaving the world no proof of his repentance. Let all ministers who have dishonoured the sanctuary, read and tremble; for many will say, on the coming of Christ, Lord, we have prophesied in thy name, and in thy name have done many wonderful works. And yet he shall answer, I know you not: depart from me, ye workers of iniquity.

Balak absorbed in the idea of danger, urges the venal prophet to a second sacrifice. This misguided prince, seeing the servant purchased by a doubled present, seemed to think that heaven might be gained to reverse its sentence by a double oblation. And what an account must those give, who charge themselves with the morals of a court, and whose sordid conduct drives a nation to infidelity? Behold this prince accompanied with the Druid of Aram, and followed by all the princes, ascending the hill in Zophim, whence the distant camp of Israel might be seen. New altars smoke, and new revelations are invoked, but no fastings, no supplications are enjoined for national guilt. Yet the Spirit of God, ever indulgent to the ignorance and weakness of man, condescends to say that God is not as man, that he should lie, nor as the son of man that he should repent. Balaam frankly tells the king, that there is no enchantment against Jacob, nor divination against Israel. Why then did they not cease from their vain works?

But Balak, frantic with fear, and still blind concerning his prophet, first reproves and then employs him again. He leads him to a third sacrifice on the Jeshimon side of mount Peor. But now the altars smoked in vain; there was neither voice nor vision from the Lord. Why was the king so eager, as though he would have forced heaven with gifts. He exhibits a striking figure of wicked men, when they think that their day is come. Better to have said with Ahaz, I will not ask a sign, neither will I tempt the Lord. But why did Balaam comply? Ah, because allured with the gold of Moab, he was in his heart more ready to curse than to bless the Israel of God. Balak, impiously enquiring of God by Balaam, received no alleviation of his fears. He heard nothing but Israel’s aggrandizement and glory; that all future generations acquainted with the works of the Lord should say, What hath God wrought? Consequently the humiliation of Moab was understood. He could neither bring a curse upon Israel, nor prevent their receiving a thousand blessings. 

24 Chapter 24 

Verses 1-25
Numbers 24:7. He shall pour the water. This is a fine prediction of the increase of Jacob’s seed, and of the temporal blessings which should fall to their lot. Agag, a perpetual name assumed by the kings of Amalek, was, it would seem, the strongest prince of his age. This nation, devoted to destruction, was nearly cut off by Saul. 1 Samuel 15.

Numbers 24:9. He couched—as a lion, and as a great lion. The original term here rendered a great lion, is rendered in some versions a lioness; in others, an old lion, and in others, a fierce lion. But are not all lions fierce? From the variety of readings it is evident, that the meaning of Moses is not now distinctly ascertained. Homer also mentions the ‘great lion.’ I will not affirm that either Moses, Balaam, or Homer had any allusion to the Carnivorus Incognitum; an entire skeleton of which has lately been discovered. But evident it is, that the Behemoth, described in Job 40:16, was an animal far superior to the elephant. What inspired man would say of an animal but ten or twelve feet high, that his tail was like a cedar; and, Behold he drinketh up a river? It has been observed by moderns, that the ancients, often local in their situation, were very much circumscribed in knowledge; and on that account the christian fathers had not sufficient information to clear up many passages in the old testament. Bones however of very enormous animals have long been dug up in different parts of Siberia, and in other parts of the world, some of whose teeth are formed for eating herbs, and others for eating flesh.

In America, and particularly on the shores of the Mississippi, and the Wabash, bones of this kind were so frequently found as to interest learned inquiries. At length two entire skeletons were dug up; the one carnivorous, the other herbivorous, which seem to have perished in battle with each other, or to have been thrown together by some catastrophe of nature. The herbivorous animal called Mammoth, or Behemoth, shall be described in the fortieth chapter of Job. But the huge terrific animal which subsisted on prey, called the Megalonyx, or great lion, whose skeleton has been removed to William and Mary’s college, and erected at the expense of the congress, is said to be twenty five feet high, and to measure from the nose to the tail, not less than sixty feet. The bones of one of his feet are now exhibited in the Liverpool Museum. “It is sheathed,” says Mr. Ashe, “and ertractile, in the manner of a cat, tiger, and lion. When this paw was dilated on its prey, filled with muscles, flectors, and cartilage, clothed with flesh, with turgid skin and hair, it must have covered a space of ground four feet by three. In a word, this animal must have had a body of unequalled magnitude and strength, joined to the greatest agility, which rendered him the terror of the forest and of man. And from the force expressed by the visible seat of the muscles, his bounds must have been prodigious, enabling him to fall on his prey, to seize it with his teeth, tear it with his claws and devour it. Accustomed to measure his strength with that of all the other animals he used to encounter, the habit of conquering must have rendered him haughty, and intrepid, great and ferocious beyond conception.”

Finding however no clear traces, that the Megalonyx has existed since the flood, I give no confidence to the tradition of the Shawanece orator, quoted by the above gentleman.

Numbers 24:17. I shall see him, but not now. I do see him by faith, or by the revelation of the Spirit. The future tense is often put for the past, and for the present tense. He speaks of David, and of the Messiah, of whose regal power and victories, David was a remarkable figure. He was the day star of the world.

Numbers 24:22. The Kenite shall be wasted until Asshur shall carry thee away captive. The Kenites seem to have been a branch of the Midianites, dwelling under the protection of Amalek, whom Saul spared when Amalek was cut off. 1 Samuel 15:6. Jethro’s family was probably a branch of this people, for they also are called Kenites. 1:16; 4:11. Asshur was the Assyrians, Genesis 10:11, whose empire was absorbed in that of Babylon. We have here therefore a prediction of the vast conquests of the Babylonians.

Numbers 24:24. Ships—Chittim shall afflict Asshur (Assyria) and afflict Eber, the father of the Hebrews. Genesis 10:21. Kittim is the name of the patriarch, Genesis 10:4, whose posterity populated Cyprus, the Isles and coasts of Greece and Italy. These invading armies, according to Daniel 11:30, should utterly destroy the Assyrian empire, and after that afflict Heber, and burn the city of the Jews. Daniel 9:26-27. Moses calls these Roman armies that came in the ships of Chittim, a nation from afar, whose language the Hebrews could not understand. Deuteronomy 28:59; Deuteronomy 28:64. This most luminous prophecy, which the prophets recite one after another, is then of itself a grand proof of the certainty of divine revelation, and was fully accomplished when the Romans, invited as allies, delivered the Jews from oppression, and afterwards destroyed Jerusalem for revolt.

REFLECTIONS.
This Balaam, this druid of Chaldea, this mercenary prophet, having three times complied with Balak, and dared to seek divinations against Israel, at last desisted from his wicked design. And surely he would have been destroyed in the attempt, had not God reprieved him a few days, that he might awe the nations to quietness whom providence would not now destroy, and drive those to despair, whose doom was near by the brightest predictions of Israel’s prosperity. Nor let the christian be surprised, that the richest truths should drop from the lips of a wicked man: it is no new thing in the history of the church. Pharaoh was inspired with dreams respecting the famine for the salvation of nations; and both the Abimelechs had dreams concerning the safety of Abraham. Leaving therefore his seven altars, Balaam came and contemplated the camp of Israel. Here the light of vision broke in upon his soul, and unfolded futurity to a daring mortal. The sight of the tabernacle in the centre of the host, the rivers flowing in the vales, the cedars adorning the hills, the lions couching in the forests, and the power of Agag, aided by a glare from the Shekinah, inspired him with ideas respecting the prosperity of Israel. And it is evident from his blessing the friends, and cursing the enemies of this people, that he was not unacquainted with the promises made to Abraham. What an account must he have to give for the abuse of knowledge and gifts!

Balaam, who made his person venal, and his ministry profane, when reproached by Balak for blessing instead of cursing his enemies, was extremely solicitous to support a fair appearance. He pleaded, that though the impetuosity of the Spirit constrained his tongue to speak; yet his heart was firm to Moab: for he was very unwilling to forfeit the king’s favour and promised rewards. So false apostles, however divine their words, seek their own interest, and not the glory of Christ. They preach themselves, and not their Lord and master. Now it was, we may presume, that he taught Balak to cast a stumblingblock before the children of Israel. 2 Peter 2:15-16. Seeing divinations fail, and Israel rising to empire, he advised the king to cultivate friendship with them by religion and marriage, as in the succeeding chapter. Here Balaam discovered his real character, and the nakedness of his heart appeared. Sooner than lose the wages of unrighteousness, he gave the king advice worthy only of a devil. Lord, what is man! One grain of holiness is worth all the gifts, and all the fame in the world.

If Balaam was favoured with all this light, and all these views of futurity, to quiet and intimidate Moab and Midian; it should greatly humble the popular preacher, who is conscious of an unsanctified heart and habit; who displays an angelic eloquence in the pulpit, but who never feels more at home than when in company with gay and carnal people. Why, it may be asked, is this man qualified to speak as the best of saints, and as the greatest of ministers? Why is he enabled to draw religious characters, and religious affections to the life? Why does he with gracious smiles lead the people to Pisgah, and show them the promised land; and why do they all weep under the unction of his word? It is because God still gives Balaam light for the sake of the people. But after all these fine speeches have escaped the lips of the speaker, he has nothing left but his covetousness, his pride, his voluptuousness, and all the miseries of a hypocritical character.

This prophet not only saw Israel’s prosperity, but he saw the Messiah’s kingdom and glory under the figure of a star, and a sceptre: and all his victories by his gospel, and his judgments over the gentile world. It is common for prophecies to have a double acceptation; the one present, or near, the other remote. The man of God who came to Bethel gave Jeroboam a sign of the accomplishment of his prediction, by rending the altar, and scattering the ashes. David, in this view, was the star, and the sceptre of Israel. David vanquished Moab, put all the neighbouring nations to tribute, and extended his borders to the Euphrates, as God had promised. 2 Samuel 7. But Jesus Christ is the everlasting light and glory of the church. He is the root and offspring of David, the bright and morning star. Revelation 22:16. He is the day-star that shall arise in his people’s hearts. 1 Peter 1:19. In a word, he is the day-spring from on high which hath visited us, to give light to them that sit in darkness, and in the shadow of death. Luke 1:78. And it was, no doubt, in consideration of this prophecy and expectation, that providence announced the Messiah’s birth to Chaldea by a singular star, which guided the wise men to Bethlehem. They worshipped him, and rejoiced while all Jerusalem was troubled at his birth: and God forbid that we should ever slight the Lord Jesus, while the nations abroad welcome his beams. Balaam, who was at first received as a god, is now dismissed as a hypocrite. He lost all preferment, and all additional rewards. But God did not let him go unrewarded. Leaving Moab impressed with the badness of his character, he seems to have lingered in Midian till many of them fell by the sword; and Balaam, poor Balaam, with all his sordid wisdom, was numbered with the slain. Hence the angel by the way brandished not his sword against him in vain. He cried, I have sinned, but his repentance vanished with the idea of danger; like the disobedient prophet, slain by a lion, he was not suffered to come to the sepulchre of his fathers. In him let every wary and sordid hypocrite read his end. 

25 Chapter 25 

Verses 1-18
Numbers 25:1. The people began to commit whoredom. Balaam stands accused of being the adviser of this intercourse with the Israelites. These illicit practices prepared the way for the feast, so that this pollution was double, bodily and spiritual.

Numbers 25:3. Baal-peor. See on Numbers 32:38. The Priapus of the Romans.

Numbers 25:4. Take all the heads of the people, and hang them up. The number was about a thousand that now perished; these were chief men, and of what are called the better sort of families. The captains of thousands and hundreds readily executed the divine command. The execution was according to the law of the Lord, to which they had all subscribed. See Deuteronomy 29:18-20, and other places. It is a recent fact fully substantiated, that the Egyptians put many women to death who had been attached to the French army under Buonaparte, and afterwards women who had been connected with the English. What then shall we say of Christians, who actually in Paris and in Amsterdam license brothels!

Numbers 25:9. Twenty and four thousand. This includes the thousand who were hanged. St. Paul says that twenty three thousand fell in one day. 1 Corinthians 10:8.

Numbers 25:14. Zimri—a prince. When noblemen violate marriage, it has a wide influence on the morals of the people, and they are so much the more guilty. It is difficult to say what the consequences may be.

REFLECTIONS.
In this chapter we have one of the most singular scenes which either sacred or profane history can afford. Moab and Midian, not daring to appear before the Israelites in arms, and availing themselves of the advice of Balaam, sent a multitude of their most beautiful women, probably with fruits and favours, to the camp, while the priests prepared a great sacrifice to Baal; and these proved far more fatal to the Israelites than an army with banners. Having first succeeded in drawing the men to their embraces, they next succeeded in alluring them to the altars of Baal. Here was a double crime in one; and here the victims received a fatal fall. Let us learn to beware of the wiles of the devil. If providence surrounds us with danger, let the greatness of the sin and the terror of the punishment ever be before our eyes. Let us remember how many have fallen here, whose reproach cannot be wiped away.

Zimri, a prince by birth, equally despising Moses and the law, brought a princess of Midian into his tent, having presumed that his rank would exempt him from punishment. In Zimri we see an original portrait of a multitude of men in our own age, distinguished by fortune or by birth, who despise marriage, and insult the lenient laws of their country. From these the poor take a license to indulge in sin: and where are the people to weep; where are the magistrates to act; and where is the Phinehas zealous for his God? Lord God, are then our sins to go unpunished? Are they to accumulate till there be no more remedy?

Though the charms of vice may draw the crowd; though good men, seeing the multitude of the wicked, may merely mourn, and seclude themselves from the contagion; yet God will testify his indignation with a high voice. Take, said he to Moses, the heads of the people, the ringleaders in the revolt, and hang them up till the going down of the sun. But who will dare to hang Zimri, son of Salu, a prince of Simeon? Here human prudence would have suggested a thousand cautions, and a thousand fears. But Phinehas, the young priest, having received his commission in common with the rulers, and fearing none but God, took his javelin or spear, and going alone to the prince’s tent, pierced both him and the Midian princess, probably at a single stroke. Great occasions cause worthy characters to become great: and as one bad action may undo a man for ever, so one heroic deed may procure him immortal fame. The magistrates having slain about a thousand men who had been joined to Baal, the plague from God, and apparently the same day, consumed twenty three thousand more. May the christian church be instructed by such a divine visitation. And though ministers cannot now approach the adulterer’s bed with the shafts of death; they may nevertheless assiduously pursue him with the sharper sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God, who will speedily execute the sentence. And in a cause so divine, why fear that daring offender? Is it because he is rich, because he has influence, because he will resent your holy zeal? Remember Phinehas, and stand on the Lord’s side.

The young priest, by this noble act of faith and confidence, is classed by St. Paul among those who “obtained promises.” The Lord gave to him and his seed the covenant of peace, and an everlasting priesthood. No man that faithfully acts for God shall ultimately lose his reward.

The judgments having first begun at the house of God, must next be extended to his enemies. This is altogether proper, that his vanquished foes may never be able to impeach his justice. The Midianites, who had combined craft with crimes, must not be suffered to exult in Israel’s fall. They fly in all directions; they fall wounded by the sword of Israel. Many of their towns surrender as a helpless prey. Balaam, blinded by his sin, unable to foresee or avert the invasion, is slain among the crowd, and all the secrets of his wickedness come to light. Hoping that many who died obtained pardon; yet that being doubtful, we cannot but tremble for the interview which these priests of Midian and those dancers around the altars of demons would have in the invisible world. Imagine therefore for a moment, that you see a multitude of the men of Israel in the dark shades of Tophet. Imagine that presently you see an equal number of the men and women of Midian, with Balaam at their head, rush into the awful abyss. The ruined and ruiners meet together, and without much lapse of time. Full of anguish, horror and despair, how would they now accost one another? What sort of embraces would now ensue; what sort of songs and dances would now follow; and how would Balaam be treated? What sort of attacks would be made upon him on the ground of his prophetic character, his avarice and pride? Ah, who can bear the irony of hell! Let all christians then be warned, and let them neither touch nor taste the unclean thing; but abide in close covenant with God; for every christian, so called, who leaves the vows of baptism to indulge in whoredom and riotous living, is, like Israel, under the wrath of God, and liable every moment to be visited with this awful death. 

26 Chapter 26 

Verses 1-65
The genealogies here labour under the usual difficulties arising from variation of orthography, or from the omission of a name. The five or six names omitted here of those who went down into Egypt, are supposed either to have died without issue, or to have changed their names. Ard is omitted in the Hebrew, but supplied in the English in italics. Jezer, Joshua 17:2; and Shuham is called Hushim. Genesis 46:23. Families will sometimes obstinately persist in varying the orthography of their names. This consideration, with the recollection that men had frequently two names, and that the grandsons of a patriarch are frequently called his sons, should check severity of scrutiny in regard to genealogies in the sacred writings.

Numbers 26:11. The children of Korah died not. The divine law is lenient; it did not cut off the children of the three rebels from inheritance.

Numbers 26:53. To these the land shall be divided. What faith: to divide the land before they had conquered it! Lord, increase our faith.

REFLECTIONS.
From this poll of the people we see, (1) The faithfulness of God to his promise. Genesis 15. He made Isaac and Jacob’s seed as the dust of the earth.

(2) We see the care of providence over his people. God not only registers their names and families, but he numbers the hairs of their heads.

(3) The first numbering was on leaving Egypt, for paying the half shekel towards the erection of the tabernacle, for every man in the church must do his part; now they are numbered, that God may pay them back again by a family inheritance in the promised land. May the Lord register our names also in the book of life, for an inheritance among all them that are sanctified.

(4) In this poll we see farther, the great waste of all flesh, and the shortness and uncertainty of life. All the men above twenty years of age on leaving Egypt were now dead, except Caleb and Joshua, whose faith prolonged their lives; and Moses, who was about to see the land, and die. Life, short and uncertain in itself, is alas very much shortened by reason of sin.

(5) Though providence punished the rebellious fathers, it nevertheless extended its care to the children. Notwithstanding all the hardships of the desert, and all the tremendous visitations of God, the aggregate number of the men was not two thousand less than when they left the land of Goshen. Surely God had been a father to the people, and had never for a moment lost sight of his covenant care. 

27 Chapter 27 

Verses 1-23
Numbers 27:3. Our father died in the wilderness. These five daughters of Zelophehad allow that their father would not only have forfeited life but estate also, had he joined himself to the company of Korah. The magistrate and the church should be careful to protect the rights of females, who cannot contend as men for many of their equitable claims.

Numbers 27:18. Joshua. Moses had sons, and it is natural for a father to wish his place to be filled by a son, but Joshua was more qualified; and Moses, perfectly absorbed in the divine pleasure, cheerfully assisted at the investiture of Joshua, as his successor in the high and arduous office.

Numbers 27:21. Eleazar shall ask counsel. Livy, the Roman historian, says, Nothing of importance is to be undertaken without consulting the gods. Consulting the oracle was therefore anterior to the Mosaic economy, and ancient as the altar.—The judgment of Urim. What the Urim and Thummim were, many of the rabbins have confessed their ignorance; why then should we enquire? But others affirm, that these were the twelve stones in the pectoral or breastplate; and that the answers made to enquiries proceeded from the coruscations, or glitterings of the stones. Others think that the answers proceeded from the rising up, or sparkling of certain letters which expressed the answer. It is however plain enough, from 1 Samuel 23., that David received his answers by a voice; and that none but an eminent person was allowed to consult heaven in this way.

REFLECTIONS.
This chapter opens with a new trait of the excellence of the Hebrew Theocracy, and of the superior protection the law afforded to the weaker branches of families. No sooner were the people numbered for inheritance, than the five orphan daughters of Zelophehad saw that they would be dependent, in case of not marrying, on their nearest relatives, their father having died under the common sentence which passed on Israel at Kadesh- Barnea. With equal modesty and wisdom they prevent an objection which might have been made against their father, as one of the infidel and rebel class. How great a joy to children, when they can mention a parent without either fear or shame: and this portion the poorest man may leave to his children. This case was undefined by law; for no law can express every case to which it may be applied. Moses laid it before the Lord; and the Lord applauded the plea of the women, and awarded the inheritance which should have fallen to their father. So this became a statute in Israel, for the daughters to inherit when there is no son. How happy, concise, and equitable was the administration of justice in Israel, when the bench was filled with worthy princes and elders. How preferable to the chambers of our lawyers, and the tedious and expensive process of our courts.

We have at last the gracious word of kind release to Moses. The Lord bid him ascend the range of hills called Abarim, of which Nebo and Pisgah were the chief, that he might see the land, and die. And what can a pilgrim desire more than to see the land, and leave it to others? The particulars of his triumphant exit we shall leave to Deuteronomy 34. Suffice to say here, that he felt no anxiety but for Israel. The patriarch of his country, having loved the people, he loved them still. His sole concern was for a successor divinely appointed. Seeing Israel guided by the cloud, and commanded by God’s vicegerent, he could then cheerfully resign his charge; and putting off a body little impaired with age and cares, triumphantly ascend to the holy patriarchs, and to God.

The Lord was most graciously pleased to nominate and anoint Joshua to succeed Moses as chief magistrate and general of Israel. The pillars fall, but the house stands, because God is the rock of his people. The seventy elders are gone, Aaron has resigned his breastplate and mitre, and Moses has cheerfully surrendered his charge: yet Israel prospers, and is just ready to enter the long expected inheritance. Let the church learn to trust and to rejoice in all calamities; for the Lord can readily heal a breach, and more than repair every loss.

The inauguration of Joshua was peculiarly solemn. Moses brought him to the door of the tabernacle, for nothing must be done without God. He laid his hands upon him, which act implied the transfer of civil power and authority, and by the consent and congratulations of the elders and the people. This, in addition to the divine call, was no small honour; for the voice of the people, in such cases, is the voice of God. Moses by the imposition of hands, and by a divine charge, conferred on him a portion of his excellent spirit, or qualifications to govern and command. Happy is a prince when his throne is surrounded by wise and aged men, who have long been accustomed to share in the successful government of their country. Happier still when that prince shall so acquaint himself with the law of the Lord, with history and human nature, that he shall bring to the throne a mind fraught with the wisdom of antiquity, and a heart adorned with every manly and regal virtue. The auspices of such a reign are a rising throne, and a happy empire.

In addition to all these endowments, the Lord provided for Joshua, the judgment of the Urim, as already explained. Exodus 28:30. The knowledge of the wisest men is very much circumscribed; their experience limited; and their speculations, beyond a certain point, dubious and dark. Hence we should pray for kings and ministers with unfeigned and fervent piety. The great actions of a state, whether respecting war or peace; alliances abroad, or regulations at home, intimately involve the happiness of posterity. And what mind can adequately trace the combinations and contingencies of those actions, but the Eternal Mind? Hence we should pray that providence would bless, guide, and counsel our sovereign, and our rulers; that the Urim of heaven directing all their consultations, we may, like Israel while in covenant with God, be infallible in judgment, and for ever happy under the high defence of JEHOVAH’S wings. 

28 Chapter 28 

Verses 1-31
Numbers 28:11. The beginnings of your months; the new moons, as many affirm. Colossians 2:16. Every Hebrew at the new moon made some small offering, or performed some extra devotion to the Lord.

Numbers 28:15. And one kid of the goats, as soon as the new moon was seen. The Sabians at this time, Numbers 28:11, made offerings to the moon, calling her the queen of heaven; here the Lord diverts the people from those practices by a hallowed attendance at his altar. The fat &c. of this goat was burned on the altar, and the flesh of all the ordinary sin-offerings was eaten by the priests.

REFLECTIONS.
The old generations having passed away, the Lord here reports to the rising age, the leading sacrifices prescribed in the Levitical law: viz. the daily, the weekly, the monthly, and the annual victims. Next follow in order the national festivals, all of which have been illustrated. These sacrifices forming here the subject of a new revelation, we may notice not only their importance, but also the necessity of inculcating with new force, religious precepts on the young people of every age. Man, attracted by the glare of the exterior world, forgets his God, and forgets himself. Religion has need to be obtruded on his regards, pressed on his conscience, and enforced by every new motive which providence daily affords. If the religious precepts are not thus often inculcated, and if discipline is not maintained, the church of God very soon becomes as a neglected garden, or a desert.

We find here a double lamb ordained for the sabbath. On that hallowed day we should appear before the Lord with a double devotion, and with peculiar diligence and fervour. We should, in particular, ever have before our eyes the Lamb of God, that taketh away the sin of the world. A lamb was the most frequent victim presented on the Hebrew altar, being most expressive of the innocence and meekness of our Saviour. A male of the first year was chosen to indicate his sovereignty and strength; and a lamb without spot, to mark the innocence of his nature, and consequently his fitness to atone for our guilt. And as these lambs, and pieces of the other victims, were kept burning night and day on the altar, we learn that the merits of Jesus, embraced by faith, are every moment the ground of our standing approved in the sight of God. The Lord having been graciously pleased to repeat to the new generation, the heads of the ritual law, let us be cautious to keep and revere every command of Christ; and lest we should forget, let us pray the Holy Spirit to be a remembrancer to us, and to write the law of kindness and love on all our hearts. The souls most exact and conscientious in the discharge and exercise of religion, are generally found the most stedfast in the time of temptation, and happy in the hour of death. 

29 Chapter 29 

Verses 1-40
Numbers 29:39. Beside your vows, and your free-will offerings,—for your peace-offerings. See Leviticus 7:11; Leviticus 7:16; Leviticus 22:21-23.

REFLECTIONS.
This and the preseding chapter refer to the whole Leviticum; and it appears that the appointed regular sacrifices consumed on the altar in one year, amounted to a thousand lambs, one hundred and twelve bullocks, thirty seven rams, and thirty goats or kids. To these were added one hundred bushels of flour, with oil; one hundred and fifty gallons of wine, and an equal quantity of oil. But of the lambs slain at the passover, the occasional burnt-offerings for sin, and of the freewill-offerings, or peace-offerings, no idea can be formed. The number was inconceivably great. How happy that Israel was here reminded of the law, and the service of their God; and especially of their sin-offerings, and of the duties of personal purity both of body and mind. Christians have need likewise to afflict their soul, and mourn for sin; for the world exhibits a state of great wickedness and impiety. Let us, on this subject, be thankful that God has sent his beloved Son, not only to take away our sin; but to make us holy, without spot or wrinkle, or any such thing. How rich his grace, how infinite his love, how full and sufficient the all-availing oblation on the cross. May it impress our hearts; and may we testify our love to him again by an entire conformity to his will, and obedience to his word. 

30 Chapter 30 

Verses 1-16
Numbers 30:15. He shall bear her iniquity. The Samaritan pentateuch, and the Septuagint read, Then “he shall bear his iniquity,” which conveys the just idea that by disannulling the vow, he took the blame upon himself.

REFLECTIONS.
This revelation respecting vows is addressed to the heads of the tribes, that it might be thence conveyed to the heads of houses: and it is an essential branch of the ministry to acquaint masters and parents with the several branches of their duty. Full of cares and labours they have less time to study, and consequently are not in a situation adequately to comprehend and discharge the several religious duties of their station. Hence they often need the aid of divine instruction.

The vows here are understood to be on an inferior scale to those mentioned in Leviticus 27.; and merely to respect small oblations, abstinence from certain meats, or the performance of some particular devotion; all good in their kind, or at least well intended.

A daughter or a wife before she vows in this way, should consider her relative situation. The devotion she proposes to pay to God, must not interfere too much with the deference and duties she owes to her father or her husband. One covenant must not supersede another. Consequently, God will accept from a child an extra duty in religion, but with the consent and approbation of the parent; and surely this is a considerable argument in favour of filial obedience, and equally so in favour of deference in the wife towards her husband.

When once a vow is made it is an oath of the soul, by which it is bound to perform those purposes which have been uttered before the Lord. And from the faithful and sacred manner in which the Lord performs his promises to man, we learn in how sacred a manner he expects we should pay our vows to him. He who swears falsely to his God must bear his iniquity. But though a daughter cannot perform any extra devotions of this kind without her father’s consent, nor a wife without the approbation of her husband; yet the law does not relate to the duties of prayer, praise, and ordinary devotion. Every child, on coming to the knowledge of good and evil, is bound to be religious, whether the parents will consent or not: so it is with the wife in regard to a carnal husband. No man has a right to supersede the word of God, and force either wife or child into compliance with the sinful vanities of the age. A woman is bound to perform all the duties of conjugal life to her husband; but she is bound by superior and more durable ties to be a faithful follower of God; and those who are most faithful to the Lord, are found in the issue to have performed their relative duties from the most pure and noble principles. 

31 Chapter 31 

Verses 1-54
Numbers 31:2. Avenge the children of Israel of the Midianites. If it were just to cut off twenty four thousand of the Israelites for the awful feast, apostasy, and fornication at Baal-peor, it was equally just to punish Midian.

Numbers 31:4. Of every tribe a thousand. The twelve thousand sent against the Midianites were picked men, such as the enemy could not resist; and they were the more encouraged to see the priests and the ark of God marching at their head. The people of Midian seem to have been surprised in their sins, and to have made no defence.

Numbers 31:6. The holy instruments and the trumpets. Phinehas took the ephod, that he might on an emergency consult the Lord by Urim and Thummim.— Trumpets, being mentioned in the plural number, any person it appears, might aid the priest in blowing them for various purposes. All Gideon’s men were allowed to blow their trumpets.

Numbers 31:8. Five kings. As every tribe had its prince, so when they built cities every town had its king: greater kingdoms and empires were all formed by conquests.

Numbers 31:15. Have ye saved all the women alive? These were to be saved alive, according to Deuteronomy 20:14; but exceptions were made here, because these women had seduced the Israelites; and exceptions were made also against the women of the seven nations. Deuteronomy 20:16. In all the east, the married were known by their dress. The prostitutes of Baal-peor must not be turned loose on the Hebrew camp. The sentence, though severe, was just.

Numbers 31:22. The tin; בדיל Bedil, stannum or tin is mentioned four times in the old testament. There is no doubt that this beautiful metal came even at that early age from Cornwall in Phœnician ships, as Pliny afterwards reports.

Numbers 31:24. Ye shall wash your clothes. Livy says that the Macedonian army, on returning from war, marched between the two parts of a dog cut across, and hung on each side of the road. Men with bloody hands ought to wash their hands and hearts before they enter the house of God. Numbers 31:34. Sixty one thousand asses. Horses are not named; they were not so well adapted for the mountainous ranges of Moab. In Spain also the asses are preferred for the hills.

Numbers 31:40. Sixteen thousand female children. The boys slain would be the same in number: yet great numbers of this nation must have saved themselves by flight, for in less than two hundred years the Midianites gained the ascendancy over the Hebrews. See Judges 6.

REFLECTIONS.
We have seen in chapter 25th, how the Midianites basely ensnared the Israelites, to whom they were brethren by Keturah, Genesis 26:2, by sending artful and impudent women with favours to the camp. We have seen how twenty four thousand of the guilty perished for the sin. Now, the day of Midian is come. Their judgment did not slumber long. On the part of Midian, the crime was fairly a national act. The diabolical scheme had originated with Balaam; it had been adopted by the king and his nobles; the whole nation had not only consented, but now they triumphed in its success. Therefore the fathers, in all cases of this nature, acting for the children, caused the covenant of God’s protection to be forfeited, and justly incurred on their country the penalty of destruction. How soon do the judgments of God, on many occasions, follow the commission of crimes, and even involve the children in the punishment of their fathers!

We have next the singular success of this expedition. They surprised and took the whole country, or southern branch of this nation; they slew every male whether old or young, who did not escape beyond the limits of the sword; burnt their cities, and brought the women and the spoil to the camp. The affrighted heathen fell as grass behind the scythe, while the Israelites lost not a single man. When God has commissioned an enemy to invade a nation, all counsel is but confusion, and defence itself is an unavailing effort. The enemy is inspired as a minister of justice, and the guilty victims faint with fear. How vain then to promise ourselves security in our sins, indulgence in vice, and exemption from punishment.

The fall of Balaam is here particularly noticed. He had been dismissed with shame from Moab; but still lingering in Midian, he had scarcely time to rejoice in the success of his counsel before vengeance fell upon him. God taketh the wise in their own craftiness. The wicked dig a pit, and fall into it themselves. Neither men nor nations have so great an enemy as those who seduce them to sin. How wretched are the people who seek counsel in man, instead of help from the Lord.

The officers mistaking their instructions, to kill every woman who had known man, and to spare the female children only, acted on the general law in Deuteronomy 20:14, and spared all the women; and the distinction was obvious, from their ornaments and dress. This singular oversight, which seemed in itself a mere accident, brought the delinquents once more to the camp, where they had ensnared the Israelites, and occasioned the death of twenty four thousand men. The wages of sin is death, and these wages they received on the spot where the crimes and the calamities began. How striking is the retributive justice of God!

In Moses, who was wroth with the officers, for sparing the women alive, and firm in administering the just sentence of God, as one of the last and best actions of his life, christian magistrates have a high model of conduct, when women of ill-fame are brought before them. It is true the lenient laws of nations do not now inflict so great a punishment on offenders in this way; yet the mere sight of a group of women, who have caught the unwary in their net, and occasioned disease and death to so many persons, ought to inspire the guardians of the public with every sentiment of abhorrence and indignation. Connivance at houses of ill-fame, and violations of the marriage covenant once allowed, are sure omens of destruction to a nation. Hence it is the smallest punishment that women of this character should be secured in places of retreat, and be compelled to labour for their bread, till some family will take them under protection. Oh how dearly did Israel and Midian pay for one day of divination, and consummate wickedness!

In the respect and condescension of Moses and the elders who went to meet and congratulate the victorious army, we see the duty which a nation owes to the men who risk their lives for the defence and independence of their country; and in the purifications and oblations of the conquerors, we see the duty of soldiers; they should purge themselves from every sin before they dare to approach the church of God. 

32 Chapter 32 

Verses 1-42
Numbers 32:12. Save Caleb—the Kenezite. Kenaz was probably Caleb’s grandfather. This solves all the difficulty in this passage. Raguel is called the father of Moses’ wife, and he was evidently her grandfather. So Othniel, Caleb’s brother, was evidently his kinsman; for the Israelites could not marry a niece. Leviticus 18:14. Joshua 15:17.

Numbers 32:14. An increase of sinful men. It is the glory of a prince and a magistrate to address the wicked in becoming language. Moses well knew that every new generation of men were liable to so strong a charge.

Numbers 32:38. Baal-Meon; a city on the borders of Moab, afterward called Menes, from Misor, the Mitzraim of Egypt, the Zeus of the Greeks, and the Jupiter of the Romans. Men before the flood had begun to call themselves by the name of God. Menes is thought to be the title of Misor. Peor (Priapus) was a name of abhorrence, because of the immodesty of the place. Zebub, or flies, is added by way of contempt. See on 2 Kings 1:2.

Numbers 32:40. Unto Machir; that is, to the posterity of Machir.

REFLECTIONS.
Whether the tribe of Reuben and of Gad had contributed more than the other tribes in the conquest of the countries of Zihon and Og, we are not told; but they fixed their heart upon the fertile banks of Arnon and Jordan; and they urge no plea but the abundance of their cattle. How many are the glosses and fair pleas which covetousness assumes. To make an advantageous purchase, how artfully will that dealer plead that he is seeking your interest. He dazzles, he captivates you by a show of disinterestedness, and by a plausible display of seeking your advantage. Time wears off the tinsel, and then you perceive that all those fine speeches proceeded from avarice and self-love. Ah, how contrary to the childlike simplicity of the gospel.

Moses, knowing their character of old, was bold to avow his suspicions, and to urge the consequences of their sin; that a base and cowardly repose, while their brethren were in arms, would discourage the tribes, who certainly had a right to ballot for those districts, if they had chosen to urge their claims. It was this bold speech which brought forward the overture to go over the Jordan armed, with their brethren; and the proposal would have come with a much better grace, had it been mentioned when they asked for the inheritance. Let all christian ministers learn of Moses to use plainness of speech, when tracing the depravity of the human heart. The man who fears to speak the whole truth, when occasions so require, cannot be called a servant of Jesus Christ.

Moses not only cautioned them, but pointedly averred, that their sin would certainly find them out. Moses could assert this with more authority than any other man. He had lived to a great age, he had a large acquaintance with providence, and had compared the works of the Lord in Egypt, and in the desert, with all that antiquity had recounted of the patriarchs. Here we see is a pursuing hand of providence, to discover and punish the sins of men. What are the leading crimes of which a wicked man has been guilty. Is it theft, robbery, adultery, or perjury? Has he wronged the widow, or defrauded the orphan; and what are the measures he has adopted to cover his crime? Has he dipped the coat in the blood of a kid? Has he caused Uriah to be slain, that no witness may survive against him? Has he committed a multitude of crimes to cover one? Does he daily tell one side of the story, and conceal the other? Vain are all his cares, for the two principal witnesses, God and his conscience yet live. The labourings of his mind appear in the gloom and anxiety of his countenance; society has lost its charms; he sighs when he ought to be cheerful; the bloody ghost of Uriah, the image of ruined innocence, the tears of defrauded orphans, or the heaps of wealth unjustly acquired, accompany him wherever he goes. As the seeds sown in the earth discover themselves by their growth, so vice is unfolded by its fruits. The sins covered with the thick gloom of midnight darkness all come to light by their consequences and connections. The same in fact may be said of every other sin.—Besides, the hand of justice very often repays the wicked in kind. The sword does not depart from the murderer’s house; the leprosy of Naaman cleaves to Gehazi; and those who have shed the blood of the saints, are made to drink the same cup in return. The measure they have meted to others is meted to them again. Let all men therefore, troubled in conscience, and afflicted with the load of sin, no longer conceal, but open their case to God, and even to those who are able to afford them help. By so doing the heart will be relieved, and the consequences of such sins much diminished by the fruits of repentance. Moses, after cautioning those men in a singular boldness of language, and receiving promises of their fidelity, grants their request, and takes measures for the confirmation of the grant. He was about to die, but he charged Eleazar and Joshua to carry it into effect. When rulers set a fine example of fidelity to the people, it is often a powerful means of their fidelity in return. This covenant was an act of faith on both sides; for no man any longer doubted of God’s giving them a speedy possession of the promised land. 

33 Chapter 33 

Verses 1-56
To understand this chapter, the map must be carefully consulted; reference must also be made by the margin to the principal places. Some of them were no more than a rock, or a well; others were small towns. The Septuagint, and especially in the 10th of Deuteronomy, varies in the orthography from the Hebrew.

Numbers 33:1. The journeys; the mansions, or resting places. Some divines have spiritualized these names very curiously, to illustrate our journey to heaven.

Numbers 33:2. Moses wrote; for writing was then in common use. It is ridiculous to see every art approaching perfection, and to suppose that writing was unknown till Moses entered the desert.

Numbers 33:4. Upon their gods. Upon their temples, as well as upon their great men, whose firstborn and cattle were destroyed.

Numbers 33:11. Sin; afterwards called Sinai, the final i being added, which signifies ten, from the decalogue or ten commandments. They stayed here eleven months.

Numbers 33:18. Rithmah. Kadesh-barnea was nigh to this place, from which Moses sent the twelve spies. Here the men of war received their sentence to die in the wilderness; and many are the calamities of sin. From this time they seem to have rested thirty eight years, and little is said of their history.

Numbers 33:31. Bene-Jaakan. From this place, having turned their backs of God, they turned their backs of Canaan, and took a southern course on the west of Edom, to Ezion-gaber near the Red sea.

REFLECTIONS.
The wanderings and windings of the Israelites from Egypt to the promised land, are allowed by all christian writers to be a figure of our pilgrimage through this world to heaven. The Lord began by taking vengeance on the Egyptian gods, and power. So on the cross he commenced our redemption by vanquishing death, and all his power.

In the revolts, the murmurings, the guidance of the cloud, the kind supplies of heaven in the manna and the water, we see a portrait of our own stubbornness, and of God’s gracious indulgence and care, as has already been illustrated under the several heads of this history. Happy at last to have come in sight of the land.

In Numbers 33:50 we have a new revelation to drive out all the inhabitants, and consequently neither to spare the parents nor the children, who did not flee from the sword. Children are benefited by the covenant made to their fathers, and it seems inseparable from a mysterious providence that they should suffer temporally, in many views, when their fathers forfeit the covenant protection of God. Heaven had waited four hundred years for their repentance, and they still grew worse. Their iniquities were now full. Hence they were doomed to die, that justice might be glorified; that Israel might not be corrupted with their doings; and that their land might, according to promise, be given to Abraham’s seed.

If Israel spared the guilty Canaanites, it was said, they would be pricks in their eyes and thorns in their sides; and so the event proved. Strike then, oh my soul, a fatal blow at the risings of anger, pride, and low desire. Crucify the flesh, with all its affections and lusts. Pray God to create in thee a clean heart, lest he do unto thee as he thought to do unto those old inhabitants whom he destroyed. The man who basely spares his sin, in the issue, shall neither be spared by his sin, nor by his God. 

34 Chapter 34 

Verses 1-29
Numbers 34:2. This is the land. It was proper to fix the line of the boundaries to prevent war for aggrandizement. It reached from the river of Egypt to the river Euphrates, as in Joshua 1., and mount Lebanon, and was circumscribed south and east by the desert; yet they never properly possessed more than from Dan, the colony in the north-east, Judges 7., to Beersheba. The nations that surrounded them were indeed made tributary to some of the kings of Judah, but never dispossessed of their country.

Numbers 34:5. The river of Egypt, is thought to have been the small river which divided Egypt from Philistia.

Numbers 34:6. The great sea. The Mediterranean is here, and in Daniel, called the Great sea, in comparison of the sea of Sodom, and of Galilee.

Numbers 34:8. The entrance of Hamath, in the defiles of mount Lebanon. The Assyrian armies entered here.

Numbers 34:11. The sea of Chinnereth. This is mentioned in Joshua 12:3; Joshua 13:27; Joshua 19:35. The city of Chinnereth is mentioned among the fortified towns. It is written Gennesaret in Matthew 14:34, and is mostly called the sea of Galilee.

REFLECTIONS.
The original boundaries of Israel’s Theocracy, extended from the river, or brook, entering Egypt, to the Euphrates. The seven devoted nations only were to be either cut off or expelled. Edom and other small nations were to be tributary, which David carried into full effect. It is for dividing the soil of the seven nations, that fourteen commissioners were now appointed. Joshua and Eleazar, two disinterested men, were appointed presidents of this commission. They were instructed to measure and divide the land into fair proportions, then to ballot the districts to the tribes; and lastly, to vary the proportions of land to the number of people in each of the tribes. It is well for our temporal affairs to be judiciously arranged. But the christian can best say, the lines are fallen to me in pleasant places; I have a goodly heritage. The Lord is a satisfying portion, saith my soul, therefore will I hope in him. 

35 Chapter 35 

Verses 1-34
Numbers 35:4-5. A thousand cubits—on the east side two thousand cubits. A line of one thousand cubits extending from the centre of the city, east, west, north, and south, would make each side of the square two thousand cubits. This would make the levites happy in gardens, and convenient retreats. God would have his ministers easy in domestic cares, that they may care for the church alone; and from the care he takes of his ministers, they may learn what care they ought to take of his flock.

Numbers 35:24. The congregation shall judge; that is, the elders surrounded by the people, as appears from Deuteronomy 19:12.

Numbers 35:25. He shall abide in it to the death of the highpriest, who was regarded as the spiritual father of all Israel; and while a man was mourning for the death of a father, he could not think of avenging a case of manslaughter with the blood of a brother.

Numbers 35:33. Blood defileth the land. Therefore it must be purged by the blood of him that shed it. This principle seems fully to justify the war against Amalek and Moab. By consequence every man-slayer was tried by the elders in the gate, before he could be admitted to the asylum.

REFLECTIONS.
The Lord having made the levites comfortable by the tithe, and by forty eight cities, next made them protectors of the man who might have the calamity to kill his neighbour without design. Three cities of refuge lay to the east, and three to the west of the Jordan, and almost parallel with its stream. It was the business of the sanhedrim, says Maimonides, as quoted by Dr. Lightfoot, to keep the roads of those cities in good repair, and thirty two cubits wide. No hillock, or river destitute of a bridge was allowed; and at every cross or parting road, the word Refuge, Refuge, was inscribed on a finger post in large letters. Maccoth, as quoted above, says, that the mother of the highpriest used to feed and clothe the manslayers, that they might not pray for the death of her son. It is also added, that if a man slew the highpriest, he was never more to return to his place. And surely this law has been awfully enforced against the Jews for slaying the Lord of glory. We may farther observe, that the refuge provided for men guilty of homicide, was highly expressive of the refuge which God has provided in Christ and the church, for poor sinners. See that soul awakened and alarmed by the terrors of the law. A life of folly and sin stands unveiled to his view. He grieves for having grieved the Lord, but he can no more undo his sin than the man-slayer could restore his neighbour to life, though he would give all the world to do it. See, on the other hand, justice, as the avenger of blood, brandishing her sword against the offender, and menacing his soul with death. What shall the sinner do? Whether can he flee; where can he find a refuge, when heaven is the assailant? Let him now turn his eyes, hopeless and desponding as he is, to Christ crucified for sinners. He has died the death for man, he has disarmed the terrors of justice, and now opens the refuge of his wounded side to receive the penitent and believing soul. In him we have redemption, mercy, and love. In him we have the new covenant, branching forth with a thousand promises; a covenant confirmed by an oath to Abraham, that by virtue of two immutable things, the promise and oath of God, we might have strong consolation, who have fled for refuge to lay hold on the hope set before us. Hebrews 6:18. See not only the Saviour, but likewise the church, with her arms and her gates extended to receive the poor and afflicted sinner. Here is a sanctuary, not in Hebron, not in Shechem, or Kadesh, but in “Mount Zion, the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem—and God is known in her palaces for a refuge.”

The way to the city was plain, and the distance short. When a man is not in a proper frame to be blest, conversion seems difficult, or impossible. But when the mind is deeply impressed, God is easy of access. The sinner has but to ask, and he shall receive; but to seek, and he shall find. He may come with all his misery to obtain mercy, with all his wants to be supplied. The way is so plain, that he who runs may read; and the wayfaring man, though a fool, shall not err therein.

It was a consciousness of the sure approach of danger, which drove the manslayer to the sanctuary. The case is parallel with the sinner. While a man fancies himself safe in his sins; while he believes that the evil day is distant, or shall never come; while health and affluence smile around, he glides with the stream, and despises fear. But let him remember, that heaven is already armed against the guilty; that the tempest sometimes bursts at noon; for the Son of man cometh at an hour when we are not aware. No man could take refuge in those cities in his sins, no murderer could find a sanctuary there; and even in a case of chancemedley, when a man fell by an accidental blow, his case was cautiously heard. Here the superior glory and liberty of the gospel appear over the law. Sinners of the foulest class may find life and refuge in Christ, provided they hate and renounce their sins; provided their repentance is accompanied with all the fruits of restitution and reparation in their power, and with the purest purposes of piety for the future. Oh how happy is the sinner, sheltered in the arms and protected with the covenant of God. Let him for ever abide in his refuge, for his Highpriest having once died, liveth for ever in glory with the Father. If he leave this city, the divine justice is ready to punish his apostasy, and all his former sins. 

36 Chapter 36 

Verses 1-13
Numbers 36:8. Every daughter that possesseth an inheritance, shall be wife to one of the family of the tribe of her father. An heiress was obliged to marry in her own tribe; but other women might marry into any of the tribes, of which we have many examples in the sacred writings. David, and other kings, did not consider this law as binding to them; neither did the priests. Jehoiada, the highpriest, married the king’s sister; and Zachariah was married to Elizabeth, the cousin of Mary.

Numbers 36:11. Married unto their father’s brother’s sons. Marriage with cousin germans or first cousins, as in this case, is nowhere forbidden. The lawyers and divines who have entertained scruples on this subject have been few in number: it is nowhere forbidden in the scriptures.

REFLECTIONS.
When the great branches of the patriarchal families dispersed to populate the earth, they kept very much together in clans, hordes, or tribes. Small civil communities, thus closely connected, tended very much to internal peace and to public safety. The Tartars, the Arabs, and many of the Negroes, partially adhere to it still. Remains of it from the Celtæ nations still exist in Scotland, Ireland, and Wales. It appears from the application which the fathers of the families of Gilead made to Moses, that the Israelites were jealous to preserve the purity of their tribes. But empires, conquests, the charms of a metropolis, or the advantages of residing in commercial towns, gradually superseded these habits of early society.

From the partiality of the Israelites to their own tribes, and the jealousy to preserve their paternal estates, people should learn, as far as possible, to marry by prudence and affection. As passion should be guided by the judgment, so prudence should govern affection. But christians, called to be the new and peculiar people of God, should contract no marriage but in congruity to the laws and hopes of their heavenly inheritance. Let them marry with their brethren in the Lord, that by so doing they may, like the daughters of Zelophehad, have a double portion in the promised land. We had better be martyred with Naboth, than exchange the inheritance of our fathers for Ahab’s vineyard. 

