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These two chapters discuss the dispatching of spies
from Kadesh or Kadesh-barnea (the extreme southern
border of Canaan [Num. 34:4]) to Canaan to determine
the advisability of attacking Canaan, the reports
brought back, and the repercussions. We should note
that the original plan in God’s: The Lord said Moses,
‘Send men to spy out the land of Canaan.’ One might
think that God could have supplied the information
about Canaan directly and thus have saved all the time
and bother of this adventure. Nevertheless, the people
must do the searching and the investigation.
The two chapters abound in inner contrasts. Chapter 13 focuses on the negative response of the spies, ch. 14
on the negative response of the whole congregation. The report of the spies is defeatist and pessimistic, that of
Caleb is positive (13:25-33). The fruit in the land is huge (13:23, 24, 27b), but its occupants are bigger still
(13:28, 31, 33). The people debate about returning to Egypt (14:1-5) or fighting to possess Canaan (14:6-9). God
threatens to destroy these people (14:11-12); Moses pleads with him not to (14:13-19). The narrator relates,
“All the people of Israel murmured against Moses and Aaron” (14:2); God asks, “How long shall this wicked
congregation murmur against me?” (14:27). Caleb and Joshua will enter Canaan; none of their peers will
(14:28-30). The children of the faithless spies will enter Canaan (14:31), but they also must suffer for their father’s
faithlessness (14:33). The unbelievers wanted to stone Moses, Aaron, Caleb, and Joshua (14:10); Moses seeks his
antagonists’ forgiveness and pardon (14:19). God metes out immediate chastisement (14:37), and he promises
delayed chastisement (14:29, 32, 34).
It has been pointed out the number of ways that what people wanted, ironically, they got, so that God grants a
desired result, or as Yahweh says in 14:28 “I will do to you the very things I heard you say.” They say that they
want to die right there in the wilderness (14:2), and they will get their wish (14:32). Joshua tries to convince the
people that “the Lord is with us” (14:9), but they discover it is not so (14:42). Forty days of scouting out Canaan
(13:25) lead into forty years of judgment (14:34). The people’s desire not to be brought into “this land” by God
(14:3) is granted: “not one of you will enter the land” (14:30).
Here the entire congregation is indicted for faithlessness, not just selected individuals within the larger group.
Only a few survive unscathed, like Noah in an earlier generation. And as surely as Noah had to tolerate the
majority opinion of his day, so do Caleb and Joshua. The faith of these leaders in the integrity of God’s promise
gives Noah victory over sarcasm, and Caleb and Joshua victory over hostility. The taunters and the incredulous,
on the other hand, are denied the ark and the land.
Further Revolts against Moses (15-18)
Chapter 15 breaks sharply into the narrative of Numbers, having no immediate observable relationship to what
follows and what precedes. It is a unit given completely to cultic matters, and it is sandwiched between
incidents of murmuring against Moses (13-14; 16-18).

To dismiss the placement of the chapter as a pointless insertion and intrusion is unwarranted. Five issues are
broached in the chapter: additional information about the first three sacrifices spelled out in Leviticus-whole
burnt, cereal, and peace (vv. 1-6); and offering of first-fruits (vv. 17-21); supplementary and repeated information
about the sin offering, revolving around the theme of sins of ignorance or inadvertence (vv. 22-31); an instance
of the death penalty for violation of the Sabbath-specifically, gathering sticks (vv. 32-36); wearing tassels on
one’s clothing (vv. 37-41). The importance of the tassels ornament in later Judaism can be gauged by the two
references to it in Matthew: “the fringe of his [Jesus] garment” (9:20) and “they [the scribes and the Pharisees]
make…their fringes long” (23:5).
Numbers 15 seems to be related to its immediate context in several possible ways. Conceivably, it serves as a
pause in the drama, but why is such a pause needed, and what is accomplished thereby? Is the law of (general)
association at work here? Chapter 14 dealt with the sin of the congregation; ch. 15 (vv. 22-26) provides, via the
sin offering, atonement for the whole congregation. Or does the incident in chs. 13-14 provide a powerful
illustration of the wording of 15:30-31 about those who ‘sin defiantly’ ? For them there is no atonement. They
will be “cut off.”
We further see the law of contrast at the end of ch. 14 when Israel is unable to attack Canaan and thus has to
abort plans to penetrate Canaan from the south (vv. 39-45); at the beginning of ch. 15 we read, “when you come
into the land you are to inhabit….” (v. 2). Judgment, yes, but that is neither God’s goal nor ultimate word.
The first three sacrifices of the Levitical code, addressed in 15:1-6, are not the expiatory sacrifices, but those that
are voluntary, spontaneous, given to God in gratitude and praise. One finds precious little gratitude and praise
in Numbers 13, 14, and 15.
The whole issue of inadvertent sin, both of the congregation (15:22-26) and of the individual (15:27-29),
contrasts vividly with sin done “defiantly” (15:30). The scenario described in 13-14 and 16 is the latter type, for
these there are no sacrificial provisions. Only the intercessory prayers of Moses save the perpetrators (14:13-19;
16:22), and even then, not completely.
The tassels (vv. 37-41) on the clothing are a way for God to communicate to Israel that they are to be holy to
their God-not a moralistic holiness, but a holiness rooted in obedience (15:40). This chapter serves to highlight
that reality-holiness.
With the beginning of ch. 16 we find more criticism of Moses. Thus far, opposition to him has come from the
congregation (ch. 11), his family (ch. 12), and the spies (ch. 13). We now add to that list clerical opposition (ch. 16).
The instigator is Korah, a Levite of the Kohathite branch. Joined by two laypersons, Dathan and Abiram, plus 250
prominent men of the congregation, Korah attacks Moses (16:3).
Does Moses have a monopoly on sanctity? Asks Korah. What makes Korah’s rebuke hard for Moses to take is
that Korah is Moses’ first cousin. According to Exod. 6:14-25, Moses’ father, Amram and Korah’s father, Izhar, are
brothers, and both fathers as sons of Kohath, one of Levi’s three sons. So, the opposition directed at Moses in
ch. 12 from siblings continues in ch. 16 with opposition stemming from a first cousin on the father side. And it is
also understandable why Korah, a Kohathite Levite, and two laypersons from the tribe of Rueben would join
forces. Numbers 3:29 informs us that the Kohathites were to camp on the south side of the tabernacle. Right
behind them on that south side is the tribe of Reuben (Num. 2:10). Not only does misery love company, but so
do big egos-people who believe that they deserve something bigger than what they currently have.
The criticism is strong, but is it legitimate or is it a falsification? In one sense Korah is quite correct. All of God’s
people are holy. God himself says so in Exod. 19:6 (‘you will be …. a holy nation’ ). Restraining any impulse to
defend himself, Moses is willing to leave the matter to God’s adjudication (vv. 5-7).

The motivation behind Korah’s protest is discovered in 16:8-10. Why be content with being a parish priest when
a bishopric is a possibility? God is not quite as patient as Moses is! God wants to solve the impasse in blitz
fashion (v. 21). Moses and Aaron, however, make intercession for the transgressor (v. 22). Let any necessary
punishment be limited to the culprit instead of something pervasive. And that is precisely what happens: Korah
and his kin are swallowed up by the earth (vv. 31-33).
The sin of Korah is twofold. It consists of an attitude of defiance plus the actual performance of duties not
appointed to him. The earth’s swallowing of Korah and his accomplices is ‘to be a reminder to the people of
Israel, so that no one who is not a priest, who is not of the descendants of Aaron, should draw near to burn
incense before the Lord’ (v. 40).
Chapter 17 relates in several ways to what preceded. Through the incident of Aaron’s budding rod, the attempt
is made to establish Aaron’s position of preeminence. In both chs. 16 and 17 the theme of divine selection is
sounded. They key word is “choose.” In one case the acceptance of an incense offering (16:7) establishes the
one whom God has chosen as holy and in the other case the acceptance of a rod establishes the one whom
God has chosen as his priest. The decisions are left to God. God’s clear response on the second issue should stifle
further murmuring.
What is the emotional response by the people to the hole in the earth, the demise of Korah, the plague, and the
divine attestation placed on Aaron? They are shocked, dumbfounded, filled with terror, and are about as eager
to approach the sanctuary as was Daniel to walk into the lion’s den. Why precipitate one’s death (17:12-13)?
I believe the purpose of ch. 18 is to show God’s response to this outbreak of embarrassment and fear. After all,
can there be any corporate worship if God’s house is perceived as a trap that lures the unsuspecting to their
deaths?
The purpose of 18:1-7 (and for that matter, vv. 21-23) is to alleviate the people’s concern. Here we are informed
that the priests “shall bear iniquity in connection with the sanctuary …In connection with your priesthood”
(18:1). Later we are told that the “Levites shall do that service of the tent of meeting, and they shall bear the
iniquity” (18:23). The purpose is stated in 18:5: “so that wrath will not fail on the Israelites again.”
The interpretation of the key chapter of 18:23, “they shall bear their iniquity,” is problematic. What is the
identification of “they” and “their” ? Is it “they” (the Israelites) shall bear their [own] iniquity? Hardly. Or is it
“they” (the Levites) shall bear their (the Israelites) iniquity? That is one party bears the guilt of a second party.
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