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THE ISRAELITES’ JOURNEY 
Numbers 11-16 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
The Journey: 
 
 Place: Sinai, Horeb, Jebel Musa (names for 

the same mountain) 
 
 Time: Sinai for about a year, through the de-

sert of Paran to the tip of the Gulf of Aqa-
bah, then the oasis of Kadesh-Barnea, 
about forty miles south of the Promised 
Land. Remained there for 38 years. 

 
The Experience: 
 
 Theme: 
 
  a. Experience of the people: They endure 
desert trials, a test of their disposition and will 
rather than of their ability. 
 
  b. Experience of God: The people “test” 
Him, unwilling to trust His power, uncertain that 
His will to save is enduring. 
 
  c. Experience of Moses: He endures the 
loneliness of the charismatic leader. He keeps the 

delicate balance: to be faithful to God, continuing 
to trust Him; at the same time, to refuse to re-
nounce the people he is sent to guide, however 
unfaithful they may be. 
 
 In response to these relationships, God reveals 
His holiness through both punishment and mercy. 
Clearly He is totally Other, even as He is unfail-
ingly present and involved. 
 
 As for the people, we saw in the last lesson 
that Numbers 10 shows the Israelites as setting 
out to war. We listened to trumpets and war cries, 
and heard of the census of able-bodied men. What 
we need to recognize is that the physical combat 
to be encountered was a symbol. The Israelites 
looked upon their enemies as enemies of God. 
Their God was to fight on their side to overcome 
the god of their enemies. Actually, the battle is 
seen as an apocalyptic struggle between good and 
evil. Evil was to be given no quarter. The prob-
lem, of course, was that they identified themselves 
with Yahweh, seeing themselves as the “good 
guys” who had a God-given right to triumph. 
They had to learn the awful lesson that the evil 
they fought was in themselves as well as in their 
opponent. That is a lesson that each of us learns 
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only after maximum resistance. Only Jesus can 
truthfully say, as He does at the Last Supper, that 
the Prince of Darkness “has nothing in me.” “I 
have made no covenant with evil.” Much of the 
Old Testament narrative shows the hard lessons 
by which the people are invited to an understand-
ing of this truth. 
 
I. DISASTERS 
 
 A. Fire. The event remembered here had not 
been preserved in detail. There had, at some point, 
been a destructive fire. The author has tagged the 
event to a place name that means “Pasture land,” 
but which is close to a similar root meaning “to 
burn.” The offense, one we recognize as chronic, 
is complaining about the difficulties of the jour-
ney, forgetting the deliverance that made the jour-
ney possible, and the gratuity of the promised land 
toward which the journey moves. (Let anyone 
without guilt cast the first stone at them!) 
 
 The outcome of this, as of all the incidents of 
rebellion, threatens to be totally disastrous. As 
with all the other occurrences, Moses’ interces-
sion averts the anger of God. The importance of 
the incident is its assumption: God protects them; 
God is faithful. Therefore, if evil befalls them, it 
is a result of their own unfaithfulness. However 
much this assumption may be justified in some 
situations, it is clearly inadequate as an explana-
tion of all disaster, a fact that Job will struggle 
with at a much later date. Jesus Himself will enter 
into the very depths of that mystery as He cries 
out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken 
me?” 
 
 B. Complaints. But back to the desert. The 
complaint of the people is concretized in Numbers 
11:4-9, “Who will give us meat to eat?” Notice 
that the complaint is attributed first to “the rabble 
who had joined the people,” (proof that the nation 
of Israel did not consist exclusively of Jacob’s 
descendants), but in the same verse “the Israelites 
began to weep again.” And notice how the menu 
in Egypt has improved in memory. It is no longer 
just the “fleshpots” of Egypt: it is the cucumbers, 

melons, leeks, onions and garlic! And they were 
eaten “free.” (Shades of the good old days!) 
 
 C. Manna. Again we are told, as we had been 
in Exodus, of the manna, which modern scholars 
believe is excreted by insects that suck the sap 
from the tamarish bushes common in this area. 
Arabs today still use it as food, though not as the 
basis of a diet. 
 
 D. Moses’ Prayer. Again we have the pro-
foundly moving prayer of Moses. He is not above 
complaining to Yahweh: “Why do you treat your 
servant so badly? In what respect have I failed to 
win your favor, for you to lay the burden of all 
these people on me? Was it I who conceived all 
these people, was I their father, for you to say to 
me, ‘Carry them in your arms like a foster-father 
carrying an unweaned child...’” Clearly an un-
weaned child is most at home in its mother’s 
arms. Only she can give it nourishment. This is an 
indication of God as both mother and father, since 
Moses clearly implies that it is He who conceived 
this people who ought to carry them, and he him-
self is tired of playing nursemaid! 
 
II. GOD’S RESPONSE 
 
 This serves as a link connecting us with an-
other narrative: the appointment of elders who 
will share Moses’ responsibility for the people. 
Exodus connected that event with the arrival in 
the Israelite camp of Jethro, the father-in-law of 
Moses, bringing to him in the desert his wife and 
sons. The oral tradition from which the Numbers 
account flows bears some trace of that linkage, 
since it mentions a foreign wife as a reason for 
reproach in the event that immediately follows 
this one. 
 
 A. Selection and Appointment of the 
Elders. At any rate, the selection of the elders is 
the responsibility of Moses, though it is Yahweh 
who will lay upon them some of the spirit that 
rests upon Moses. The only requirements men-
tioned in Numbers is that they be “men you know 
to be the people’s elders and scribes.” The Exodus 
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account directs that they be “capable and God-
fearing men, trustworthy and incorruptible.” The 
two descriptions are complementary, and not a 
bad set of requirements for selection of bishops! 
 
 Yahweh goes on to announce that He will give 
the people meat to eat in an abundance that will 
almost be their downfall. Moses calls God’s atten-
tion to the impossibility of what He is promising. 
His question, “Would that be enough for them 
all?” will find echo in the Apostles’ response 
when Jesus tells them to give the people bread. 
 
 Notice how verse 24 picks up on verse 17. 
This is the kind of clue that justifies scholars’ 
claims that a final redactor is combining stories he 
has received. 
 
 The elders are appointed, and the gift of 
prophecy is given them, though apparently only 
on a temporary basis, in contrast to Moses. An-
other minor story has a special interest for the 
question of lay participation in ministries normal-
ly belonging to clerical orders. Eldad and Medad 
were not among the men who went to the Tent of 
Encounter. Yet they, too, prophesy. Joshua, repre-
senting the expected view, demands that Moses 
stop them, but he rejects any trace of jealousy 
guarding his own prerogatives. 
 
 B. Quail. Back to the promised meat. Notice 
how verse 31 picks up from 23. The “miracle” 
narrated probably lies in the timing rather than in 
the event itself. Every autumn, great flocks of 
quail migrate from Europe to the warmer climate 
of Africa. After their long flight over the Mediter-
ranean, they often drop exhausted over the land, 
and are easily caught. The place-name given, Ki-
broth-ha-Taavah, means “graves of greed.” 
 
III. REVOLT (Numbers 12) 
 
 This tells of a revolt that must have been espe-
cially painful to Moses: the revolt of those closest 
to him. They consider it unfair that Moses, who 
has married outside his own people, the people 
chosen by God, should nevertheless be favored by 

that God. Their complaint finds echo in every 
generation: “Is he the only one through whom 
Yahweh has spoken? Has He not spoken through 
us, too?” 
 
 A. Miriam and Aaron. Their position is not 
unreasonable. Miriam is spoken of as a prophet 
when she sings Yahweh’s praises immediately 
after the crossing of the Red Sea. And perhaps she 
is the “older sister” who hid the infant Moses in 
the bulrushes. What indignity that he should su-
persede her! 
 
 The narrator tells us that Moses says nothing 
in his own defense, since he is “the humblest man 
on earth.” It is Yahweh who takes up his cause. 
Prophets, God says, may experience revelation in 
a vision or a dream, but to Moses he speaks face 
to face. Only he sees Yahweh’s form or glory. 
 
 In what seems a totally unjust assignment of 
punishment, it is Miriam only who is stricken with 
something resembling leprosy. (One commentator 
believes that the original narrative has both of-
fenders afflicted, but that the redactor cannot dare 
to speak of such uncleanness for the archetypal 
priest. That is an interesting conjecture, which we 
have no way to verify.) 
 
 Aaron quickly acknowledges his total depend-
ence upon his brother, and pleads for Miriam’s 
release. Again Moses’ prayer for those who had 
meant him no good is a dramatic foreshadowing 
of Jesus’ prayer, “Father, forgive them.” 
 
 B. The People’s Despair. The next inci-
dent of rebellion is on a more universal scale. 
Having carefully included all the people through 
naming the representative of each family, the nar-
rator tells us that they reconnoitered the land they 
were promised. Reports vary: in 13:23 we are 
shown a cluster of grapes so heavy it had to be 
carried on a pole between two men. Yet 13:32 
shows the scouts disparaging the country they had 
reconnoitered, saying that it “devours its inhabit-
ants.” Yet those same inhabitants are of enormous 
size, even giants. 
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 That last title probably refers to some mytho-
logical beings, not unlike the Greek’s “Cyclops.” 
There is no anthropological evidence that the in-
habitants of Palestine at this time were especially 
large, but there is evidence of towns surrounded 
by massive walls 30-50 feet high and 15 feet or 
more thick. Small wonder that such fortifications 
seemed to the semi-nomadic people of Israel to be 
absolutely impenetrable. 
 
 The effect of this report upon the people was 
utter despair. They go beyond their earlier mur-
muring; they decide to appoint a new leader and 
go back to Egypt. They no longer accept the lead-
er God has chosen, nor do they believe in His will 
or His power to save them. The sense of triumph 
they experienced in seeing the horses and chariots 
of the Egyptians prove ineffectual is lost now. 
Their despair is in exact opposition to the hope in 
God to which He has tried to lead them. They will 
rely solely upon themselves. 
 
 C. Moses’ Prayer. Now Aaron joins Moses 
in prayer for forgiveness. Joshua and Caleb, the 
only two scouts who counsel trust in God, admon-
ish the people: “If Yahweh is pleased with us, he 
will lead us into this country and give it to us. It is 
a country flowing with milk and honey. But do 
not rebel against Yahweh or be afraid of the peo-
ple of that land, for we shall gobble them up (in 
contrast to “the land devours its people”). The 
“protecting shade” who has deserted them is 
seemingly their counterpart of Yahweh. 
 
 But what is happening is a kind of coup. The 
people are ready to execute Moses and Aaron 
when the glory of God takes a form visible to all 
the people. Addressing Moses, Yahweh complains 
about the people. “I shall strike them with pesti-
lence,” he says, “and disown them.” Again Moses 
is made a tempting offer: “I shall make of you a 
new nation, greater and mightier than they are.” 
 
 Moses’ argument is one we have heard be-
fore—but with an addition: He repeats what he 
had learned of God in earlier experience, what 

God Himself revealed to him, hidden in the cave: 
Yahweh is slow to anger, and rich in faithful love. 
So no, says Moses, “in your most faithful love, 
please forgive this people’s guilt, as you have 
done from Egypt until now.” This term “faithful 
love” (hesed) is sometimes translated “kindness”; 
it implies loyalty to the covenant, and is one of the 
adjectives most used in the Old Testament to de-
scribe God’s attitude toward His people. 
 
 Yahweh hears Moses’ prayer; the people are 
not to be destroyed, but neither are they to be de-
livered from the consequences of the choice they 
have freely made. They have said they will not 
enter into the Promised Land. So be it. They shall 
wander in the desert until all of those adult 
enough to participate in the decision have fulfilled 
it. But their children will enter the land and pos-
sess it, simply because God is faithful. 
 
 Like children who always pick up the wrong 
clues, the people made another decision, namely 
to go ahead and fight the battle needed for entry 
into the land. But they have missed the point of 
what has happened: instead of accepting Yah-
weh’s decision, they again decide to act inde-
pendently. Verse 40 shows them carrying out that 
decision, in spite of Moses’ warning. The result is 
disastrous. 
 
IV. Secondary Offerings 
 
 With Numbers 15, the narrative is again inter-
rupted by a series of regulations most of which 
would be applicable only after the people have 
entered the land. The first deals with three kinds 
of sacrifice: animal, cereal, and libation. The na-
ture of the offering does not concern us, since we 
have only one Sacrifice, but the command in 
15:13-16 does raise questions for us: “There will 
be one law for you, members of the community, 
and the resident alien alike... Before Yahweh you 
and the alien are no different.” Inserted in the sto-
ry exactly in the midst of the experience in which 
the Israelites come to know themselves as God’s 
Chosen People, it offers a broader understanding 
of what that means. 
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 Again we find mention of the first fruits, with 
its theological significance. Then we move into 
the question of sins of inadvertence. It is interest-
ing to reflect on what a communal sin of inadvert-
ence might be—but when we look at our own his-
tory as a nation we can see a number of offenses 
that might be so defined. Inadvertence does not 
imply unconsciousness; the act was deliberate, but 
the consequences were devastating beyond the 
expectation of those who made the decision. The 
actual evil was not chosen with deliberation. The 
notion of expiation is central to theological devel-
opment even in our own day. The first step, it 
would seem, is to become conscious that the act 
was indeed sinful. 
 
 15:27-29 distinguish the sin of the individual 
from that of the community. Here, too, the stress 
is on the inadvertence of the action as basis of 
forgiveness; the offering of the sacrifice of expia-
tion is an acknowledgment of error, a claiming of 
the wrong act as one’s own, a recognition that the 
wrong must somehow be righted. 
 
 15:30-31 introduce a different element, that of 
the deliberate sin. Notice its elements: “He has 
treated Yahweh’s word with contempt and has 
disobeyed his order. The concept is clear, though 
the notion of deliberation is not spelled out, nor is 
any mention made of the seriousness of the of-
fense in itself. The essence of sin is the choice to 
put one’s own will above that of God, to play god 
in one’s own life. We look at that more closely 
when we study the story of Eden. 
 
 The narrative of 15:32-36 is intended to un-
derscore the seriousness of such an act. We find it 
hard to understand the seriousness of violation of 
the Sabbath. For the Israelite, at least at the time 
Numbers receives it final reaction, Sabbath rest is 
related to the command, “Be still a while, and 
know that I am God.” On six days the human per-
son is called to work with God in the ongoing act 
of creation. But on the seventh he is to recognize 
that finally it is God who creates, and that the 

meaning of his life and his actions flow from his 
relationship with God. 
 
 The fact that the offender is taken outside the 
camp and stoned is one more example of the 
community’s effort to preserve its purity by ex-
pulsion of the sinner. A look at the gospels helps 
us understand where this attitude had taken the 
people, and what absolute reversal Jesus brought 
to the consciousness of His people. 
 
 The command to put tassels on the hems of 
clothes takes us by surprise. We have seen that the 
priest wears special vestments when engaged in 
acts of cult, but this command is to touch all the 
people at all times. Scholars tell us that the tassel 
played an important part in religious costume, and 
that ancient reproductions of Palestinian costume 
show tassels hanging all round the hem. In the 
Jewish period the tassels were almost always con-
fined to four corners of the garment. The thread of 
violet color, sign of royalty, marked a people who 
were kingly, just as the special fringe suggested 
the priestly nature of even mundane acts. As a 
point of reference, this custom explains the action 
of the woman who wanted to touch the hem of 
Jesus’ garment: this would have been the tassel, a 
sign of His participation in the holiness of the 
Chosen People. 
 
 Numbers 16 returns to the central idea of the 
rebellion narratives. Most critics agree that two 
parallel narratives are fused together in this ac-
count. The Yahwistic or Elohistic (verses 1b-2a, 
12-15, 25-34) is concerned with the political re-
volt of the Reubenites, Dathan, and Abiram; the 
Priestly (verses 1a, 2b-11, 16-24, 35) with the re-
ligious pretensions of the Kohathites at the 
Aaronites’ expense. Such distinctions are not at 
the center of our interest, which focuses on anoth-
er difficulty for Moses. We might say that both 
God and the people “test” Moses, and always he 
is faithful. We might also notice that ultimately 
the rebellion is against God and His way of han-
dling things, though it is cloaked in pious lan-
guage: “The whole community, all its members, 
are consecrated, and Yahweh lives among them. 
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Why set yourself higher than Yahweh’s commu-
nity?” 
 
 Moses leaves the affair to the judgment of 
Yahweh. “The one he allows to approach is the 
one whom he has chosen!” The Levites, he says, 
are taking too much on themselves. He underlines 
the sacredness of God’s call by which they are 
already singled out of the community, called to 
serve Yahweh’s Dwelling and represent the com-
munity. And now they want to be priests as well! 
 
 Summoned to accounting by Moses, Dathan 
and Abiram refuse to come. “Is it not enough,” 
they say, “for you to have brought us away from a 
land flowing with milk and honey to kill us in the 
desert, without your making yourself our absolute 
ruler?” Notice what has happened. Egypt has tak-
en the place of the Promised Land. “Do you think 
you can hoodwink these people?” the rebels de-
mand. 
 
 We are hardly surprised by Moses’ flying into 
a rage! “Disregard their cereal offering,” he says 
to God, which effectively implies, don’t let them 
have any way to assuage your anger! Apparently 
they have likewise accused Moses of using his 
position for his own profit, since he states: “I have 
not taken so much as a donkey from them!” 
 
 The solemn gathering of the community on 
the following day is to be marked by Yahweh’s 
judgment. There has been no rallying to the side 
of Moses and Aaron. The people seem to partici-
pate in the challenge of the rebels. God seems, 
therefore, to have reached the end of His patience. 
“Get away from this community,” He tells Moses 
and Aaron, “I am going to destroy them here and 
now.” 
 
 In Moses’ place what would you have done? 
Descendants of the Israelites present for the earli-
est narration must have stood in awe as they heard 
of what happened. Moses and Aaron throw them-
selves on their faces once more—a gesture of hu-
mility and of repentance for a sin that is not theirs. 
The line of argument shows a new turn: “O God, 

God of the spirits that gave life to every living 
thing, will you be angry with the whole communi-
ty because one man has sinned?” It is because 
God is life-giver that it would be appropriate for 
him to deal death, however much deserved! 
 
 Notice the solidarity of a community. Not on-
ly does a person’s family share the shame or guilt 
of one member; the nation stands or falls together. 
Recall Abraham’s plea for Sodom and Gomorrah. 
It is not the just men who are to be saved, but the 
community that is to be saved because of the just 
men, or condemned because of the sinners. Some 
understanding of that communal solidarity helps 
us to grasp both the significance of Adam’s sin 
and of Jesus’ saving act. 
 
 But back to the narrative. Yahweh tells Moses 
to command the people to move away from Ko-
rah’s tent. For once, they obey him—or those who 
fail to do so do not live to disobey again. We see 
the interweaving of the two stories as Moses goes 
also to the tents of Dathan and Abiram and gives 
the same order, with the same results. The testing 
time is at hand, and Yahweh renders judgment as 
the earth opens and swallows the offenders and all 
who, by nature or by choice, are one with them. 
We might wish that judgment today could be 
equally clear and decisive—or perhaps we rejoice 
that it isn’t! So might the Israelites have wished, 
at a later period in their history. The story is told 
here, for us and for them, that we may know 
God’s attitude about such rebellion. It is a once-
taught lesson, not to be repeated in its external 
signs, but calling attention forever to the abyss 
between human sinfulness and the holiness of 
God. 
 
APPLICATION 
 
 When I read this account I wonder why the 
rebels dared carry their challenge so far. Didn’t 
they know they were in the wrong? What the story 
points up is that serious sin is an attitude, a mind 
set or heart set that may be manifested in an ac-
tion but that lies much deeper than any single act. 
Those rebels had set their minds against Moses, 
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and, therefore, closed themselves off from one 
area of truth in their lives. The entire person was 
caught up in a decision to choose their own way. 
Already they have “gone down to Sheol,” no 

longer sensitive to the call of God. Their fate in-
spires the hearer with holy awe. 
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QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 22 
Numbers 17-26 

 
Day 1  In Numbers 11-16, what problems, questions, and actions touch your own life and call you to 

greater obedience to God? 
 
 
 
 
Day 2  Read Numbers 17 and the footnotes in the NAB. 
 a. What was the purpose of the twelve staffs test? 
 
 
 
 
 b. Who does Aaron foreshadow in the Catholic Church? Levites? 
 
 
 
 
 c. Read Numbers 18 and footnotes in the NAB.  How does the footnote on verse 19 relate to 

Matthew 5:13? 
 
 
 
 
Day 3  Read Numbers 19 and footnotes in the NAB, John 19:20, and Hebrews 13:12. 
 a. What does verse 3 prefigure in the New Testament? 
 
 
 
 
 b. Read Numbers 20 and footnotes in the NAB.  What was the sin of the people in these verses? 
 
 
 
 
 c. What was the sin of Moses and Aaron? 
 
 
 
 
 d. Is there a lesson for you in verses 7-12? 
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Day 4  Read Numbers 21 and 22. 
 a. How does the Gospel of John 3:14 interpret Numbers 21:8-9? 
 
 
 
 
 b. How are the Israelites’ battles and victories over Sihon and Og examples of our Christian 

lives? How is Lent like this time of the journey? 
 
 
 
 
 c. In the story of Balaam, what do you learn about God’s relationship with non-Israelite 

“prophets”? 
 
 
 
 
Day 5  Read Numbers 23 and 24. 
 a. What did the Balaam story mean to the Israelite author? 
 
 
 
 
 b. How do you think the Israelite author learned of the story? 
 
 
 
 
 c. What did the Fathers of the Church believe this prophecy in Numbers 24:17 meant? 
 
 
 
 
 d. What does the Balaam story say to us today? 
 
 
 
Day 6  Read Numbers 25, Numbers 31:15-16, Hosea 9:10, and Revelations 2:14. 
  Compare this account with accepted practice in the U.S. today. 
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