Wilderness Wanderings 07
The Israelites in the Wilderness Discussion # 07—Prepare for 8/26/20
Read:  Numbers 17:1-18:7
How many rods were there?  Why?
There were, according to 17:1, twelve rods.  These were the official symbols of the tribal authority vested in the princes.  The reference is not to rods or sticks freshly cut from trees.  The same Hebrew word is used of the staff of Judah in Genesis 38:18 and of the rod of Moses in Exodus 4:2.  There were twelve tribes in addition to Levi, but there was also a rod for Aaron.  Apparently it’s debatable whether Joseph was counted as a single tribe or separately as Ephraim and Manasseh, or whether Aaron’s rod was in addition to the twelve for the tribal princes.  I personally read verse 6 as clearly stating that there were twelve rods including Aaron’s rod.  
What was written on them?  Why?
The names of the leaders of the twelve tribes were written on the rods.  Aaron’s name was written on the rod of Levi.  There was evidently still a certain amount of unrest regarding Aaron’s status as high priest.  Even though Korah’s rebellion had been firmly put down (twice), it seems that God needed to make a further statement about His chosen leaders.  So it wasn’t sufficient to have the rod of the tribe of Levi.  The rod needed to be personally associated with Aaron.  So names were written on the rods to allow God to make a statement about individuals as well as tribes.  
What did Moses do with the rods?  What was the point of this exercise?    
Moses took the rods and put them in the “tabernacle of the congregation before the testimony.”  Since the “testimony” is the law, the Ten Commandments, this suggests that the rods were placed in the Most Holy place, before the Ark of the Covenant.  Intriguingly, in 17:4 God adds the phrase, “where I meet with you.”  The point of this exercise is clearly stated in 17:5.  It was to “make to cease” the “murmurings of the children of Israel, whereby they murmur against you,” that is, against Moses and Aaron.  
What happens to the rods?  Why is Aaron’s rod to be taken back?  
Moses placed the rods in the tabernacle (here called the tabernacle of witness), as he had been directed.  The next morning Moses went into the tabernacle and saw that the rod of Aaron had “budded, and brought forth buds, and bloomed blossoms, and yielded almonds.”  This was clear evidence of God’s will.  The staff that had been placed there for Aaron could not have received life, germinated, brought forth bud, flower, and mature fruit if God had not imparted to it life and miraculous growth.  None could doubt that a miracle had been performed.  Each of the leaders identified his own staff.  The evidence was clear.  And Aaron’s rod was to be taken back into the Most Holy Place, where the miracle had been performed, and kept as a token of God’s favor toward Aaron’s family in the priesthood.  
What were the people saying in Numbers 17:12-13?  Why?  
The people finally began to recognize God’s authority.  A fitting sense of awe and fear entered into the hearts of the people and made them willing to approach Moses as the mediator chosen by God.  They also began to realize that their future safety depended upon obedience to God’s will.  Anyone aside from God’s chosen priests approaching too closely to the tabernacle was indeed at risk.  The people began to realize that access to Jehovah, the privilege that they had sought through Korah, might be theirs only through the mediatorship of those appointed by God.  But as appears to be typical (for humanity), they rather overstate this conclusion with a suggestion that they were being mistreated in some way.  “Shall we be consumed with dying?”  This seems to me tantamount to the statement, “We’re all going to be killed!” which is of course neither accurate nor helpful.  
What “iniquity” is God speaking of in Numbers 18:1?  Why?  
The priests bore responsibility for preventing unauthorized people from approaching the tabernacle.  It’s not that they would “bear the iniquity” in the sense of being responsible for sin.  They would “bear the iniquity” in the sense that they were responsible for preventing the sin of defiling the tabernacle.  This role was unique to the priests, not extended to the rest of the Levites.  Thus the priests fulfilling the role of protecting the tabernacle could allay the fears of the rest of the congregation that in coming near the tabernacle they risked death.  
Explain Numbers 18:3-4.  How can a group “keep the charge” of something without coming near it?  
The Levites were responsible outside the tabernacle, as the priests were within.  Only the priests were to be involved with the holy things—the tabernacle furniture, the altar of burnt offering, and so forth—and to cover them when they were to be moved.  But the Levites still worked in and for the sanctuary system.  They assisted the priests in the ministry of the Lord.  You must have noticed that there are always a lot of jobs around a church that don’t involve the most sacred things.  I suspect that this has always held true!  Someone had to administer the details:  Every firstborn male animal (if clean) had to be sacrificed or redeemed, or of course killed if it were unclean.  Tithes had to be collected and allocated.  Sacrificial animals had to be held at the gate of the tabernacle in some kind of organized fashion, and they had to be checked for blemishes.  Different combinations of animals, food, and drink were appropriate for different kinds of sacrifices (sin offering, peace offering, heave offering, wave offering, and so on), and someone needed to check that all required elements and amounts were present.  Probably they also needed a list of the particular types of sacrifices to be completed in a given afternoon.  Someone had to haul water, wash the ephods, carry the firewood, and keep track of the olive oil supply.  I don’t know which, if any, of these tasks were accomplished by the priests rather than the Levites, but it seems safe to assume that the Levites were kept busy with sanctuary-related chores.  Thus they had a closer relationship with the sanctuary than most of the Israelites, and they were responsible for preventing unauthorized people from doing any of the jobs associated with the sanctuary.  In this sense they were keeping the charge of the tabernacle.  But their tasks did not extend to the holy things of the sanctuary, which they were not to touch.  Notes and Observations:  
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Numbers 18:6-7 gives a wonderful description of roles within the sanctuary system.  The Levites were “given as a gift” to do God’s work in service to the church.  The priest’s office also was a gift.  Both groups have important (though distinct) roles within the church.  The Levites were not to seek the office of the priesthood, as Korah had done, but to assist the priest in the ministry of the Lord.  But the priests were not to look down upon them, but always bear in mind that they were to be regarded and treated as “brethren.”  We have such similar issues in the church today!  




