Wilderness Wanderings 14
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Israelites in the Wilderness Discussion # 14—Prepare for 10/28/20
Read:  Numbers 31
Why did the Israelites go to war?  Who went?  What preparations did they make?  How did the Israelites go about making war?  
The Midianites, at the suggestion of Balaam, had attempted to separate the Israelites from God.  God had already pronounced judgement on them in chapter 25.  Here, God gives him an additional command to organize the military expedition to execute God’s will.  In response to these orders, a thousand men were chosen from each of the twelve tribes to go against the Midianites.  It is not entirely clear whether or not the tribe of Levi was counted among these twelve tribes, but it does seem unlikely.  That the Levites received their share of the booty from that portion of it assigned to those who did not go to war seems a strong indicator that the Levites did not supply their 1,000 men.  Phinehas did go with them, but we aren’t told whether he went as a commander of the expedition or only in his role as priest.  In any case, he took “the holy instruments,” that is, sacred vessels.  We are not told which vessels were taken… it may have been the ark or just the plate of gold that Aaron wore upon his head.  It may even be permissible to think of the trumpets of the sanctuary as being “holy instruments.”  Certainly trumpets are mentioned!  The number of warriors—twelve thousand—seems small in comparison with the Midianites, who had five kings with their armed forces.  But the Israelites were not really depending on human strength to fight the battle!  They were going in God’s will as He had directed.    
Who won the battle?  Who was killed?  See Judges 8:12.  Who was taken captive?  Why?
The Israelites, of course, won the battle handily.  Verse 7 states that they “slew all the males,” which is a bit misleading, as they didn’t kill every male Midianite.  They killed all the males of the opposing force.  We know the Midianites weren’t wiped out at this time, because they continued to oppose the Israelites for many years.  Another destruction of the Midianites is recorded in Judges 8:12, by Gideon.  But this was still a clear victory.  They “slew the kings of Midian” as well as Balaam.  Five kings of Midian, Evi, Rekem, Zur, Hur, and Reba are mentioned specifically, as well as “the rest of them that were slain.”  The Israelites took “all the women of Midian captives, and their little ones.”  It was an ancient custom to slay the men but not the women and children.  The law of God later required, in certain instances, simply the slaying of the males, but in other instances the slaying of the whole population.  In this case it appears that all the women and children, along with all the livestock and other material goods belonging to the Midianites, were captured and taken by the Israelites as spoils of war.  
Why is Moses “wroth” in verse 14?  What are the directions for dealing with the captives?  Why?  
Unacceptable Midianite women had been brought in as captives, including the very ones who had been involved in the sinful idolatry of the Israelites.  There was no way in which it would be tolerable to allow these women to become part of the camp.  The punishment of the women who had been used as instruments of Satan to bring sin into the camp of Israel was implicit in the command to “avenge the children of the Midianites” in verse 2.  The directions for dealing with the captives therefore involved the death of every woman who was not a virgin.  It also involved the death of all male children, in order to reduce an idolatrous nation to impotency.  Since the female children were young and impressionable, there was the possibility of them being weaned from idolatry and its unclean practices.  
What were the directions for purification of the people and goods before coming into the camp?  Why?  
The men who had fought the Midianites, along with the captives and the spoils, could have been carrying any sort of germs.  They had been exposed to corpses and death.  And there could be no telling what the goods in the Midianites’ possession might have been exposed to.  But I suspect a psychological purpose for the cleansing as well as a practical one.  The opportunity to wipe away all of the terrible things that they had seen and done in battle was probably valuable for the returning men.  They were isolated for seven days, washing themselves, their clothes, tents, baggage, bedding, and other supplies as proscribed by the appropriate cleansing rituals.  Anything that could survive the fire was to be cleansed by it.  Everything else was to be thoroughly washed with water.  
Consider verses 48-50.  What are they doing here?  Why?  
Those in command, the “officers,” were making a personal report to Moses of the discharge of their responsibilities.  And they had noticed a remarkable thing.  When the roll was called of all who had been engaged in the expedition, it was revealed that the Israelites had not suffered a single casualty.  It had indeed been a battle of the Lord.  Those in command wanted to thank God for His protection, so they had brought a gift for the Lord of ornaments from their personal share of the spoils.  But it was not only the officers who wanted to express their gratitude!  Undoubtedly there had been individual plundering, but of all that each man received, he gladly gave a portion to God.  Each wished to offer something to Jehovah in thankfulness for the victory and safe return.  These precious metals were brought into the sanctuary “for a memorial.”  Much of the great quantity of gold was no doubt melted down and made into vessels for use in the sanctuary.  
Notes and Observations:  
· The “goodly castles” referenced in verse 10 is actually a reference to the circular encampments of nomadic tribes.  The destruction of fortified cities as well as major encampments would help prevent a serious uprising later.  
· The entire camp had suffered at the hand of the Midianites; therefore it was proper that even those who had remained in the camp rather than going into battle should receive a share of the spoils.  


