Wilderness Wanderings 13
The Israelites in the Wilderness Discussion # 13—Prepare for 10/21/20
Read:  Numbers 25
Recall Patriarchs and Prophets Chapter 40 (pgs. 451-452), and see Numbers 31:16:  
“Disappointed in his hopes of wealth and promotion, in disfavor with the king, and conscious that he had incurred the displeasure of God, Balaam returned from his self-chosen mission. After he had reached his home the controlling power of the Spirit of God left him, and his covetousness, which had been merely held in check, prevailed. He was ready to resort to any means to gain the reward promised by Balak. Balaam knew that the prosperity of Israel depended upon their obedience to God, and that there was no way to cause their overthrow but by seducing them into sin. He now decided to secure Balak's favor by advising the Moabites of the course to be pursued to bring a curse upon Israel.
He immediately returned to the land of Moab and laid his plans before the king. The Moabites themselves were convinced that so long as Israel remained true to God, He would be their shield. The plan proposed by Balaam was to separate them from God by enticing them into idolatry. If they could be led to engage in the licentious worship of Baal and Ashtaroth, their omnipotent Protector would become their enemy, and they would soon fall a prey to the fierce, warlike nations around them. This plan was readily accepted by the king, and Balaam himself remained to assist in carrying it into effect.”  
What’s happening in Numbers 25:1-3?  Why?  
This is Balaam’s plan in action.  The men of Israel began to have inappropriate interactions with the “daughters of Moab.”  And literal whoredom was fallowed rapidly by its spiritual counterpart—the worship of idols.  Already being firmly in the wrong, it was easy for the Israelites to be led further astray.  The Moabite women called the Israelites to participate in the sacrificial feasts in honor of heathen gods.  “Feast” seems to have been something of a euphemism, as participation in the feasts was evidently a natural sequel to literal whoredom.  And the Israelites participated in the festivities in honor of heathen gods.  In eating the of the sacrificial meal and bowing down to the heathen god the Israelites thus declared themselves to be followers of these fictitious deities.  Thus “Israel joined himself unto Baal-peor:  and the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel.”  So Israel joined willingly in Balaam’s plan, and his plan was highly effective in separating Israel from God’s protection.  
What does God direct Moses to do to solve this problem in verses 4-5?  Why?  
The chiefs of the tribes, if guilty, were to be executed.  Their position among the people and their participation in idolatry made them primarily responsible.  Exactly what form this punishment took is hard to say, but many commentators believe it was hanging or impalement.  Whatever form it took, it took place publicly, as a warning to the entire camp.  By this drastic course, the judges would prove their zeal for God and His worship.  The “judges” here are probably the 70 elders.  Each chief or elder—assuming he survived—would carry out the sentence upon those under his authority and for whom he was responsible.  These actions were to be taken to alleviate another judgement that was already being enacted against the Israelites—a plague.  I gather that this is what was meant by the “anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel.”  
What event interrupted the “judgment,” when Moses was instructing the Israelites about God’s directions?  How was it resolved?  Who did the resolving?  
Even as Moses was describing God’s directions for dealing with the transgressions of the people, one of the Israelites came into camp with a “Midianiteish” woman.  Although this is not spelled out in detail, it’s clear that the woman was there for immoral purposes.  And the man who brought her seems to have been rather flaunting his immoral purposes.  That this man and this woman came together in this particular locale, drawing everyone’s attention at this particular meeting, in the sight of Moses, makes it an act of deliberate disrespect for Moses as well as God.  And when Phinehas saw it, he took up a spear, chased the couple into a tent, and killed them both with a single blow.  Phinehas was, apparently, the only son of Eleazar (thus grandson of Aaron).  He would eventually succeed his father in the office of high priest (1 Chronicles 9:20).  And his actions in defense of God led to the end of the plague.  
How can the murder of these two people be a good thing?  What about “thou shalt not kill?”  
These two people weren’t murdered!  Murder occurs when an individual decides that some concern of their own is more important than the continuation of someone else’s life, and takes action on that decision.  This isn’t murder, because Eleazar is not acting on a concern of his own.  He is, as God states, “zealous for his God.”  Unable to tolerate the flagrant disrespect directed against God by this impious couple, Eleazar acts as an instrument of justice.  It’s not a murder.  It’s an execution.  The difference is personal motive.  And the sixth commandment—thou shalt not kill—is an injunction specifically against murder rather than exactly against killing.  There are places in the Bible where God directs His people to kill—execute—others, but never murder them.   Execution of certain wayward individuals, while certainly a tragedy, is sometimes necessary for the survival of everyone else.  
Whose fault was this?  What are God’s directions regarding the Midianites?  The Moabites?  Why?  
This whole unfortunate situation seems to have been the fault largely of Balaam (a Midianite) and the Moabites—although the Israelites seem to have cooperated readily enough.  The Midianites had collaborated with the Moabites in the campaign of evil against Israel.  As descendants of Abraham, they should have manifested a different attitude toward God’s people.  The Moabites did not completely escape due punishment, but, presumably because of the promise made to Lot (Deuteronomy 2:9) or because their cup of sin was not yet full, they were passed over for the time being.  Eventually, the Moabites were shut out even to the tenth generation from the congregation of Jehovah (Deuteronomy 23:3-4).  More immediately, however, God directed that the Israelites take arms against the Midianites.  They were participating enthusiastically in the effort of leading the Israelites astray, and they had no promise to claim, as the Moabites had.  Notes and Observations:  
· In the first verse, where it states that Israel was “in Shittim,” this may literally be translated, “among the acacia trees.”  It is from here that Joshua subsequently sent men to spy out the land of Canaan in the vicinity of Jericho.  The more complete form of the name is Abel-Shittam, located somewhere in the plains of Moab.  
· The rebellious couple fled from Phinehas into a “tent.”  But the word translated “tent” is not used elsewhere in the Old Testament, and its meaning is therefore somewhat uncertain.  It may refer to the inner part of the main tent, to which the women of the household would retire.  Others suggest that it may refer to special tents erected by the Israelites when they joined with the Moabites and Midianites in the idolatrous worship of Baal.  
· 24,000 people died of the plague before it was stayed.  
· The difference between murder and execution here is one of motivation, but God’s comment on Phinehas’ motivation makes it clear that his actions on this occasion were as the instrument of justice, not murder.  
· The short-lived couple in this story was apparently quite high status.  Zimri, the Israelite man, was a prince of the tribe of Simeon.  The woman, Cozbi, was a “daughter of Zur,” one of the five Midianite kings slain by the Israelites.  Both were of prominent families, but this did not deter Phinehas, whose zeal for God made him lose sight of any personal danger that might have followed.  
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