The Story: Week Six – Day One
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

We begin our journey through Chapter Six titled (perhaps appropriately) “Wandering.”  The children of Israel spent forty years wandering in the wilderness.  And that’s not because they didn’t have a GPS.  They wandered as a consequence of their sin.  We will see the details of that later on this week.

In some ways, this part of Israel’s history can be described by the phrase, “If you can’t be a good example, then be a horrible warning.”  And our response to Israel’s actions is best illustrated by what I used to say about my parents: “I’ll never say that to my kids” or “You won’t ever see me doing that.”  I have often been slapped in the face with the reality that I am very much like my parents.  It is a rude awakening when I see that I am just as rebellious as Israel.

So we begin.  Israel sets out from Sinai.  God is on the move and the people follow.  He was present with them in the pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night.  They couldn’t miss it.  They couldn’t deny that God was with them – leading them.  When the cloud lifted from above the tabernacle, the people followed.  You would think that the level of trust would be very high.

They complain because of the hardships of traveling in the desert – of a nomadic life.  They complain about food.  And it wasn’t because they had nothing to eat.  They had plenty to eat.  They received their daily supply of manna.  But they focused on what they didn’t have – on what they had back in Egypt – cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic.

Even Moses falls prey to this.  He complains to God that the burden of this people is too great.  Faced with the impossibility of getting meat for all of Israel, Moses says to God, “I cannot carry all these people by myself; the burden is too heavy for me.”  Focused on what he lacks, he has become blind to God’s presence and His blessings.  Moses is not carrying these people by himself.  In fact, Moses isn’t carrying them at all.  It is God who is giving direction – giving guidance through His Word and by His presence in the cloud and fire.  That He doesn’t work according to our time schedule shouldn’t be an opportunity to complain.

Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses.  Their justification was that Moses had married a Cushite woman rather than an Israelite woman.  The reality was that they were jealous of Moses.  He was their brother after all – their younger brother (it’s Joseph and his brothers all over again).

In the midst of the complaining and jealousies, God acted.  He gave them meat.  He afflicted Miriam with leprosy to demonstrate how her jealousy was eating away at the family of God in the same way that leprosy eats away a person’s flesh.  She was confined outside camp for seven days until God healed her.

In the midst of their complaining, God continued to lead them.  He brought them to the borders of the land God had promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  And the Lord told Moses to send some men to explore the land of Canaan.

Tomorrow, we’ll see what impact that will have on the people of Israel.
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The spies have been sent into Canaan.  They have explored the land.  Is it a lush land?  They bring back a branch with a single cluster of grapes on it.  And it takes two men to carry it between them.  After time spent in the desert, this should be great news.

Two of the spies give a good report.  The land was indeed flowing with milk and honey.  But the people there were strong and the cities were fortified.  Caleb told the people that they could take possession of the land.  God was with them.  However, ten of the spies focused only on the negative.  The people of that land were huge and powerful.  The Israelites looked like grasshoppers in comparison.

Their report was a cause for grumbling among the people.  They wondered why the Lord brought them out of Egypt so that they could die by the sword in Canaan.  They wanted to choose a new leader who would take them back to Egypt.  When Caleb and Joshua tried to convince the people that the land would be theirs because God was with them, the people talked about stoning them.

They saw God’s mighty hand and outstretched arm at work for them through the ten plagues in Egypt and the parting of the Red Sea.  He gave them water to drink and food to eat – manna each day – meat to eat for a month (so much meat that they got sick of eating it).  And now they are convinced that the people of Canaan will put them to the sword.  God has been with them – leading them day and night.  And still they don’t believe.  They don’t trust God’s Word.

The consequence for their rebellion is that the whole generation of those who grumbled against God (those twenty years old and more) will die in the wilderness.  They will not enter into the land that God swore to give them as their home.  They will wander in the wilderness for forty years.  Their children, who they feared would be taken as plunder, would enter and enjoy the land that they rejected.  By rejecting the land, they reject the promise of God.  By their rejection, they place themselves outside of His care and protection.  Only Joshua and Caleb of the present generation will enter into the land because they did not reject God and His promise.

For our generation, rejecting the promises made YES in Jesus places us outside of God’s mercy.  Those who don’t believe – who reject Jesus as the Savior of the world – place themselves outside of God’s mercy.  They become like the older brother in the parable of “The Father and Two Sons” in Luke 15.  They stand out in the courtyard and refuse to come home.  The Israelites have been brought to the very doorstep of the Promised Land and they refuse to come home.

Forty years later, I’d like to say that things got better.  But the grumbling continues.  The tendency to focus on the negative – on the apparently insurmountable problems they continue to face – continues.  We all become our parents at some point.  This is Paul’s lament in Romans 7.  He knows the good that he should do – that he wants to do.  But he does the things he hates.  By his own strength, he can’t get out of that cycle.  Who will deliver him – and us – and the Israelites?  It’s Jesus Christ – the YES to every promise of God made and kept since He first spoke His promise to Adam and Eve.

By faith in Jesus, we live in the YES.
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Forty years have passed and Israel is once again on the brink of entering the Promised Land.  The present generation is older but not much wiser.  They grumble against Moses and against God because there is no water to drink.  Even Moses and Aaron waver in their trust.  By striking the rock (rather than simply speaking to it), Moses puts himself in the place of God.  He failed to give honor to God and His Word.  As a result, Aaron will die in the wilderness and Moses, though he will get to see the land, will not enter it either.

The events that follow involve more grumbling by the people against God.  It also involves warfare.  The people of Israel defeat Sihon king of the Amorites and Og king of Bashan.  They settle in the land of the Amorites.  And this won’t be the last time that they go to war.

For myself, I’m going to focus on what happened when Israel grumbled against God as they sought to go around Edom.  The complaint is the same old sad song: “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness?  There is no bread!  There is no water!  And we detest this miserable food (the manna from heaven)!”

In response, the Lord sends venomous snakes among the Israelites.  They bit the people and many died.  The people come to Moses and confess their sin.  They ask Moses to intercede for them – to ask God to take the snakes away.  And Moses does.

God’s answer is: “Make a snake and put it up on a pole; anyone who is bitten can look at it and live.”  And Moses did that.  Anyone who was bitten by a snake and looked at the bronze snake on the pole lived.

God didn’t take away the snakes.  God doesn’t remove sin from the world.  It still finds us.  It still bites us.  Sin is still at work to bring death and destruction.  But when we look to the cross – when we trust ourselves to Jesus and His promise of forgiveness and life – when we look to Him and confess our sin, we live.  He is our rescue.  He is our strength and salvation.  He is our life.
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In this portion of Chapter Six, we see some highs and lows in the lives of the Israelites.  They defeated the king of the Amorites and the king of Bashan.  As a result, the other local kings fear the Israelites.  We see God work through Balaam and his donkey to turn the army of Moab away from Israel.  But we also see how the devil was at work through the women of Moab to turn the men of Israel from the one true God to worship the Baal of Peor.

The account of Balaam is interesting when placed in contrast to Israel’s disobedience.  Balaam was a pagan diviner called by Balak, king of Moab, to curse Israel.  He was on his way to do just that when his donkey stopped and would go no further.  When Balaam struck the donkey to get him moving, the donkey spoke telling Balaam to look up the road and see why he wasn’t moving.  The angel of the Lord was standing in the road opposing him.

God speaks to a pagan through his donkey and Balaam listens.  He returns to Balak and tells him that Israel would be blessed and Moab cursed.  In contrast, God has spoken to Israel through Moses.  He has shown them great signs and wonders.  He has cared for their every need.  And they do not listen.

Instead, they go their own way.  The men of Israel indulged in sexual immorality with Moabite women.  They ate the sacrificial meat and bowed down to their gods.  Balaam’s donkey had more sense than they did.  The men of Israel did not honor God.  They turned from Him and His promise.  God’s anger burned against them and He instructed Israel’s judges to put to death those who had yoked themselves to the Baal of Peor – who had turned away from God and His promises.

It is good to know that God can speak to and through an ass when needed.  It is a comfort to me because I have spent much time in my almost 62 years being an ass.  Yet God continues to speak to me and hopefully through me to call His people back to Him – to speak both Law and Gospel – warning and promise – so that we don’t turn to our own ways or follow others gods.

Moses gathered the people together at the entrance to the tent of meeting.  They were weeping before the Lord.  As they gathered in repentance, an Israelite man brought a Midianite woman into camp in the presence of Moses and all the people – before the tent of meeting in the sight of God.  This shows the arrogance of rebellion and unbelief.  Such arrogance says that I can do as I please.  I am in control.

Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest could not stand by and let God’s name be dishonored in such a way.  He took up his spear, followed the man into his tent and drove his spear through both the man and woman.  God will not be mocked.  He will not hold guiltless those who misuse or dishonor His name.  In this concrete way, the cancer of sin is removed from the camp and atonement is made.

It is also in this section that Moses has to deal with the consequences of his sin.  Moses will get to see the land that God is giving to Israel.  But he will not enter it.  That is the consequence – the result – of his disobedience against God when he struck the rock with his staff.  He did not honor God at His Word.  And, even though he is forgiven, he will not enter into the land of promise.

Even now, Moses is concerned for the people of Israel.  He asks that God not leave them without a leader – that He not leave them without a shepherd.  So Moses is instructed to lay his hand on Joshua and commission him to take Moses’ place.  God will take care of His people.  Moses (and I) need to be reminded at times that we aren’t God – that we need to trust God to work according to His will and promise for the benefit of His children.

The Story: Week Six – Day Five
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Here at the close of Chapter Six, Moses speaks words of encouragement to the people of Israel.  They have come again to the Promised Land and are being prepared to enter.  As Moses speaks – as he reminds them of God’s past actions and His relationship with Israel – he speaks of the unique aspects of that relationship.  No one from any other nation can witness to such works of power and deliverance.  No other nation has been lead by God or heard His voice in the way that Israel has.

In theological terms, what Moses is talking about is the difference between the natural knowledge of God and the revealed knowledge of God.  There is a natural knowledge of God that comes from observing His creation and the law of God that He has written in the hearts of all men.  From nature and our conscience, we can make some claims about God.  He is powerful and He punishes evil and rewards good.  Every religion of Moses’ day is based on that knowledge – all except for Israel.

They have seen with their eyes and heard with their ears the works and words of God.  The one true God has made Himself known to them in an intimate way.  He has revealed His mind and heart to them.  They are not left to wonder about His character.  They have been given a great gift.  And Moses encourages them to remember that – to not turn to other gods – to not be swayed by the nations that they will come into contact with on the other side of the Jordan.  They (and we) have been brought into a truly unique relationship with God.  The warning for them and for us is that we don’t turn away from that gift and pursue instead our own ideas about God.  We have a sure and certain word – a sure and certain knowledge – revealed to us in Jesus Christ.  He is a God like no other.  He is the one and only true God and He is our Lord and friend.

