Wilderness Wanderings 08
The Israelites in the Wilderness Discussion # 08—Prepare for 9/16/20
Read:  Numbers 20
When do the events of this chapter take place?  Explain your reasoning.  Compare Numbers 27:14; 33:36-38; Patriarchs and Prophets pg. 410.  
This was probably the 40th year of the wilderness wanderings!  (It was in the first month, Abib, when the grass was still green.)  Patriarchs and Prophets pg. 410 states that, “From Kadesh the children of Israel had turned back into the wilderness; and the period of their desert sojourn being ended, they came, "even the whole congregation, into the desert of Zin in the first month: and the people abode in Kadesh." Numbers 20:1.”  This fairly clearly identifies this story as happening very close to the end of the 40-year time of wandering in the desert.  
In verses 2-6, what is the problem?  What do the people do about it?  Why?  
There was “no water for the congregation.”  The people complain to Moses and Aaron, sounding much like their fathers just after they left Egypt.  They accuse Moses in particular of having condemned them to a slow and torturous death by thirst.  They apparently have fond remembrance of living in Egypt, and they object to the “evil place” in which they find themselves.  There is also (again) the suggestion that Moses has been deceitful in telling the people that they are traveling to a good land.  They complain that the land in which they find themselves is not a good land at all, and “neither is there any water to drink.”  The attitude of the people seems to have become threatening, since Moses and Aaron retreated to the sanctuary for counsel and protection.  It seems that complaints and threats were the only ways that the Israelites knew how to respond to a problem!  
What are God’s instructions in verses 7-8?  What does Moses do in response to these instructions?  
God’s instructions were for Moses to take the rod, gather the people, and with Aaron by his side to speak to the rock where the people could witness it.  Moses took his rod, gathered the people, and hit the rock twice.  Despite the circumstances, God still worked a miracle and water came out of the rock.  It poured out of the rock in such abundance that there was plentiful water for the people and their animals.  But Moses had not obeyed God’s instructions!  And his attitude left something to be desired as well.  In all fairness, it must have been very frustrating to hear the same accusations and complaints—in the same places and for the same reasons—from two generations of people.  Although it may have sounded that way, the people’s complaints and accusations weren’t really directed against Moses.  They were truly addressed to God.  Unfortunately, it’s easy to take such things personally!  
What did Moses do wrong?  
God says that Moses didn’t believe Him.  Having faced just such a situation before, Moses fell back on something that he knew had worked before—hitting the rock with the rod.  But that wasn’t the intention on this occasion.  God told Moses merely to speak to the rock.  But apparently Moses failed to trust that this would work.  Also, Moses’ statement to the people, “must we fetch you water out of this rock,” carries the implication that he and Aaron were responsible for the miracle of water from stone.  Surely Moses didn’t really mean it this way, but he spoke incautiously.  He had forgotten the patience of God in His dealings with the people, which should have been (and mostly was) reflected in his own attitude.  In this case, Moses spoke and acted as if the murmurings were against himself.  
Why are the Israelites so circumspect with the aggressive Edomites in verses 14-21?  Why is the king of Edom so difficult?  Compare Deuteronomy 2:1-6.  
God instructs them firmly in Deuteronomy 2:4-5 that they are not to interfere with the “children of Esau,” that is, the Edomites, on this occasion.  God had promised that particular territory to Esau, and He would not grant any of it to the Israelites.  The inhabitants of Edom were aware of the history of the Israelites—and of God’s backing of the Israelites.  They were nervous and apprehensive, and might as a result make a sudden attack upon Israel.    On the other hand, the Israelite’s awareness of the Edomites’ apprehension might lead Israel to take advantage of that fear and invade the country.  Wanting to avoid either of these problems, Moses is extremely gentle with the Edomites.  But the Edomites were too nervous to allow the Israelites passage, mustering a show of force to prevent the Israelites from entering their territory.  They did, however, consent to sell provisions to the Israelites, as God directed.  
Why is Aaron “stripped of his garments” before his death?  
Aaron was probably NOT “stripped of his garments” in the usual sense.  Instead, this refers to a ceremonial passing down of the special garments of the High Priest from Aaron to his successor in office, his son Eleazar.  The transference of the garments was symbolic of the transfer of the high priestly office, which was to continue despite the death of the current office holder.  The ceremonial transference was to take place in front of all the people, so that there might be neither mystery nor question regarding the legality of the succession.  Moses himself apparently conducted the transfer.  It took place on the mountain in sight of all the people, at God’s direction.  And then, as God had warned would happen, Aaron “died there in the top of the mount” and Moses and Eleazar came down.  

Notes and Observations:  
· No details are given regarding Miriam’s death, either as to cause or date.  She was probably 132 years of age.  Aaron, who died about four months later, was 123.  The death of Moses, at the age of 120, occurs about eleven months after Miriam’s death.  She was the oldest of the three siblings.  
· There is no record of an appointed period of mourning for Miriam, as there is for Aaron, but the Israelites remained in Kadesh for some months.  
· “Meribah” is formed from a Hebrew root meaning “to strive,” “to contend,” or “to quarrel noisily,” often with bodily violence.  
· [bookmark: _GoBack]The Edomites, as descendants of Esau, were related to the Israelites.  Moses mentions this when he appeals for passage through their territory, but the Edomites do not acknowledge this relationship or respond positively to Moses’ claim of kinship.   


