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“The LORD bless you and keep you;
the LORD make his face to shine upon you 
and be gracious to you;
the LORD lift up his countenance upon you 
and give you peace.”
NUMBERS 6:24-26
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A Word to Those Who
 Preach the Word

There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary — through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

There is nothing quite like it — the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

The first reason for his smile is the logos — in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneu­tical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is — so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos —what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

Last, there is pathos — personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile — the Holy Spirit in your sails!

R. Kent Hughes

Wheaton, Illinois



Preface

Before I began work on this volume, I had little exposure to the book of Numbers. I had never preached on a text from Numbers, nor, as far as I know, had I ever even heard a sermon on the book of Numbers. According to my anecdotal surveys of other pastors, I am far from being alone in that regard. When I told another Old Testament professor that I was currently preaching through the book, he expressed the opinion that it was scarcely meant to be preached. I’m sure he was simply saying out loud what many pastors have thought, and at times during the past eighteen months I have been tempted to sympathize with that opinion.

However, I hold firmly to another conviction that trumps any practical difficulties, the conviction that “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16, 17). In addition, I understand the central message of the Scriptures from beginning to end to be the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow (1 Peter 1:10, 11; see Luke 24:44-47). I believe that a Christ-centered approach to preaching, which seeks to explore the way in which Old Testament passages prepare for and foreshadow the gospel, makes its truths accessible again to God’s people. This approach feeds the hearts and souls of believers, as well as challenging unbelievers, with the result that even less familiar passages can speak powerfully to our congregations.

What I found as I proceeded was that the book of Numbers confronted us week by week with the challenge to live faithfully as pilgrims and aliens in a wilderness world and the encouragement to look to the One who has gone through this wilderness world ahead of us. I would therefore like to thank Dr. Kent Hughes for the generous invitation to write this book and undertake the challenge of preaching through the book of Numbers. Thanks are due, too, to Ted Griffin and the staff at Crossway for their help in the production of the book.

I would also like to thank the people of Grace Presbyterian Church, Fallbrook for being such eager hearers of God’s Word. Every preacher needs people who have the gift of listening, and it has been a delight to preach the unsearchable riches of God’s Word to you and to see your evident love for Christ and his gospel week after week. As I leave this pastoral position and move to a college teaching ministry at Grove City College in Pennsylvania, I will miss you all. Special thanks are due to my co-pastor Ken Han, who has shared the ministry with me for the past two years and will continue to feed the flock there faithfully from God’s Word.

Finally, the greatest thanks are due to my family. My wife, Barb, is my truest friend, constantly reminding me of my own desperate need of a Savior and pointing me to God’s grace, while my children are a wonderful encouragement to me as they grow in their knowledge
 of and delight in God’s Word. As a father, my greatest joy is to see my children walking in the truth.

Iain Duguid
January 2006
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In the Wilderness


NUMBERS 1:1

Sports come in many different levels of complexity. At the simplest level, some sports are easily understood by everyone. What is complex about the 100 meter dash? Someone shoots a gun, the athletes run as if the man was firing at them, and the one who breaks the tape first wins. The next level up is baseball. Once again, it is a fairly straightforward game to follow, at least in broad outline. You hit the ball, you run, and you try to get all the way around the diamond. The field positions are easily comprehensible from their names: right field, center field, left field, first, second, and third base, and so on. More complex still is American football. The first time I watched it, I had no clue what was going on. The players kept stopping and starting inexplicably, while the umpires were constantly throwing their handkerchiefs in the air. Why in the world did they do that? Why is a tight end called a tight end? What is the difference between a fullback and a halfback? I’ve been watching for years now, and I still don’t know the answers to some of these questions.

However, when it comes to truly complex sports, there is nothing to match cricket. None of the fielding position names make any obvious sense: there is a third man, but no first man or second man, and the long leg may be only five feet, two inches in height. If you are batting on a sticky wicket and fail to distinguish between a googly and a leg-break, you may end up caught in the slips or at silly mid-on. Are you following me? What other sport could be played for five full days and still end in a draw because they ran out of time? The uninitiated novice certainly needs an experienced guide to comprehend the complexities of England’s national summer pastime.

It is the same way with literature: it comes in differing levels of complexity. At one end of the range, you have the simplicity of a children’s story, like The Tale of Peter Rabbit. At the other, there is the mammoth and sprawling canvas of books like The Lord of the Rings, which comes complete with interspersed songs about totally unrelated events from the fictional history of Middle-Earth and citations in several completely fabricated languages such as Dwarf and Elvish. It is a daunting step upward from Peter Rabbit to The Lord of the Rings, and still further to complex Russian novels like War and Peace or Crime and Punishment, where every character seems to have at least three different names and a deeply tortured relationship with his or her soul. When you read such books, there are often times when you wish for an accompanying wizard to shed a little light on what is going on.

THE BOOK OF NUMBERS — A COMPLEX BOOK

The Bible too is made up of books of varying complexity or, perhaps, different kinds of profundity. Even the simplest tale in the Bible, such as the epic battle of David and Goliath, is actually far more profound on close reading than it at first appears. The Bible is, to paraphrase something Augustine once said, shallow enough for a child to paddle in and yet at the same time deep enough to drown an elephant. There are really no simple tales in the Bible. Yet even having said that, there are some books of the Bible where the elephant will disappear from view more easily and in which the child sees little benefit in splashing.

The Book of Numbers is certainly no Peter Rabbit story: it is a complex and involved tale that, like Tolkien’s mines of Moria, seems likely to swallow up the unwary. At the same time, however, this too is the Word of God, all of which is inspired and profitable for reproof, correction, and training in righteousness (2 Timothy 3:16). There is a blessing attached to the reading and hearing of God’s Word, and it is my prayer that over the course of these chapters, with the guiding of the Holy Spirit, we will unfold some of the riches of this book.

THE BOOK OF NUMBERS — A CHRIST-CENTERED BOOK

Nor is the book of Numbers simply a book about ancient Old Testament history. The gospel is not a New Testament invention; on the contrary, it is the center of the whole Bible. When Jesus caught up with the dispirited disciples on the road to Emmaus that first Easter Sunday, he rebuked them for being “foolish” and “slow of heart” because they had failed to recognize that fact (Luke 24:25). Then, taking them on a tour of the Old Testament, beginning with Moses (Genesis to Deuteronomy) and continuing through all the Prophets (Joshua to Malachi), he showed them how obvious it should have been that the Christ had to suffer death and then enter his glory (vv. 26, 27). Sometimes we may wish that we had been able to eavesdrop on that conversation, because it may not always be immediately obvious to us as we skim the book of Numbers exactly how this book points to the sufferings of Christ and the glories that will follow. Yet if we approach the book with an understanding of this apostolic hermeneutical key,1 we will find that what seemed at first sight dusty and irrelevant antiquities open up their pages to us and yield rich food for our souls.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK OF NUMBERS

To begin our study, we need to get a perspective of the big picture of the book. This is one book of the Bible where it is extremely helpful to have a sense of the overall organization of the book before we plunge into the details. This is all the more important, paradoxically enough, precisely because the book at first sight doesn’t seem to have much order to it. We look in vain for a developing plot line, with a beginning, a middle, and an end. This is a different kind of story from the ones with which we are familiar. It is a story that doesn’t really have a beginning. Grammatically it starts in midsentence, as it were, with a Hebrew narrative form that usually links back to the preceding verb. That is because the book of Numbers wants you to know that it never existed as an independent narrative: it is itself a continuation of the story of God’s dealings with his people already begun in Genesis, Exodus, and Leviticus.

 Nor does the book of Numbers really have much of an ending: it seems to peter out with the story of the request by Zelophehad’s daughters that they too might share in their father’s inheritance, even though they had no brothers (36:1-13). We’ll see later why that is, after all, a fitting ending to the book, but it is not exactly a resounding conclusion. Contrast that with the book of Genesis, which begins in the Garden of Eden and ends with a coffin in Egypt. There is movement there — a story. Or consider the book of Exodus, which begins with Israel enslaved in Egypt and ends with them set free to worship the Lord, who is present in their midst in the tabernacle, just as he promised. There’s a story there.

TWO GENERATIONS IN THE WILDERNESS

The book of Numbers, however, starts out in the wilderness and ends up in the wilderness. In fact, the Hebrew name for this biblical book, fittingly enough, is precisely that: “In the Wilderness.” Israel started out the book of Numbers on the brink of the Promised Land, being counted for the holy war that would be required to enter, and they ended it still on the brink of the Promised Land, ready to have another chance to enter into the enjoyment of what God had promised. In between the beginning and the end are thirty-six chapters of wandering, chapters that cover some forty years and record the lives of a whole generation. Yet at the end of the book, even though geographically the Israelites had progressed in three stages from the sojourn at the wilderness of Sinai (Num. 1:1 — 10:10), by way of the journey to Kadesh-barnea (10:11 — 20:1), and then on to the plains of Moab (20:1 — 36:13), they had in some ways simply come full circle, back to where they started. They are still in the wilderness, waiting to enter the Promised Land. The essentially circular narrative structure, lacking in progress, is not an error or failure on the author’s part but is a mark of his literary skill, a part of his message.

In fact, though, the end is not quite a complete return to the beginning. The book of Numbers is essentially the story of two generations.2 Each generation undergoes a census in the book: the first generation at the beginning of the book, and the second generation in Numbers 26. Numbers 1 — 25 is the story of the first generation — a story of unbelief, rebellion, despair, and death. It shows us what happens to the generation that refuses to place their trust in the Lord in spite of his manifest trustworthiness: they are unable to enter
 his rest, and their bodies are scattered over the wilderness. Numbers 27 — 36, though, starts the story of the next generation, a story that begins and ends with Zelophehad’s daughters, whose appeal for an inheritance is the first issue to be addressed in the beginning of that story in Numbers 27 and the last to be covered as the book concludes in Numbers 36. These women of faith are emblematic of the new generation because they were deeply concerned about ensuring that their descendants would have an inheritance in the Promised Land — even though not one inch of it had yet been won by Israel at the time when they first raised the issue in Numbers 27. Zelophehad’s daughters believed firmly in the promises of God, and so they acted in faith on those promises, claiming a share in the future inheritance of God’s people for themselves and for their children too. So, in broad terms we may say that the story of the book of Numbers is the story of two consecutive generations, a generation of unbelief that leads to death and a generation of faith that will lead to life.3

A PEOPLE LIVING BETWEEN SALVATION ACCOMPLISHED AND SALVATION CONSUMMATED

We’re going to explore all of this in much more detail in the chapters ahead, but for now I just want to pick out a couple of fundamental observations that follow from the opening verse of the book and its overall structure. The first verse runs like this:

The LORD spoke to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai, in the tent of meeting, on the first day of the second month, in the second year after they had come out of the land of Egypt.

The story of the book of Numbers is written to a people whose lives are lived between the accomplishing of their redemption and its consummation, between the exodus and the Promised Land. The book starts by identifying this people as those who came out of Egypt. The story of the book of Numbers essentially picks up where the books of Genesis and Exodus left off. God chose for himself the family of Abraham and redeemed them from their bondage in Egypt. He then brought them into the wilderness to Mount Sinai where he graciously entered into a covenant with them. They were to be his people, and he would be their God. As a token of that promise, he gave them the tabernacle, a tent in which he would dwell in their midst. The Lord has done what he promised Abraham in bringing his descendants out of their bondage — but he has not yet brought them into the Promised Land. They live in between the times, and their present experience is not one of the fullness of their salvation but rather of the wilderness along the way.

This should all sound familiar to us. We live as they did — between salvation accomplished and salvation completed. We live between the work of God in accomplishing our salvation at the cross and the time when that salvation will be brought to its consummation when Christ returns. We too live between the times. What is more, our experience of this world is likewise one of wilderness rather than fullness. Jesus promised his disciples one sure thing in this world — tribulation (John 16:33), and he has been faithful to his promise. Wars, sickness, sin, broken relationships, misunderstandings, pain, tears — all of these are part of our experience in this world. We should surely therefore be able to identify with the experiences and temptations of the first wilderness generation.

However, as we journey toward the consummation of our salvation when Christ returns, there is one other certainty that Jesus promised his disciples, isn’t there? Jesus promised us his presence with us in the wilderness: “Behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20). This too matches Israel’s experience in the wilderness, for God did not bring them out of Egypt and then abandon them to make their own way through the wilderness. The provision he made for them in the tabernacle in the wilderness should therefore speak to us also, for we have God’s presence with us through his Holy Spirit.

THE TEMPTATION TO LOSE THE PLOT

What are the chief temptations of life in the wilderness? The first temptation is surely the danger of losing the plot. The people of Israel were constantly tempted to doubt that there really was a Promised Land ahead. All they could see with their eyes was the barrenness of the wilderness. All they could hear with their ears was the howling wasteland around them. All they could taste on their tongues was the hunger and thirst of the wilderness. The wilderness was very real, and the obstacles in terms of opposition and lack of resources were very visible, while the Promised Land seemed very remote. Life must often have seemed to be a succession of completely unrelated and random events that were getting them nowhere. They surely felt as if their whole lives were slipping away from them in one meaningless round of unsatisfying experiences.

Isn’t that somewhat like our lives? The surface structure of our lives often appears chaotic and random, just one frustration after another, like the surface narrative of the book of Numbers. You wake up, you go to work, you go home, you go to bed. There is never enough time to get everything done, never enough money to meet all your commitments, never enough of you left for yourself or to give to others. Events that God could so easily have orchestrated to make your life more straightforward regularly become tangled and twisted. This life is often a chaotic wilderness.

So what is life all about? Sometimes we are tempted to believe that the wilderness we see is really all there is: that when all is said and done, there is no guiding purpose or meaning to this world. Our lives appear as meaningless as the game of cricket is to the uninitiated: days full of incomprehensible activity that at the end of them accomplish exactly nothing. Yet the deeper structure of the book of Numbers points us in a different direction. On the surface our lives may seem to wander from one place to the next, driven apparently off-course by our grumbling and sin and the vicissitudes of fate. Yet under and through and behind it all, there is a guiding hand, a divine author, who holds the whole grand narrative in his hand and brings it around to the ending he himself has written for us. There is a story line to our personal stories, an intricate plot that will, after all of life’s twists and turns, end up with him bringing us into the place he has prepared for us. That is the reality to which we need to firmly hold.

THE NEED TO LIVE BY FAITH

That is what it means to live by faith: to affirm the reality of God’s plot for our lives even when we cannot see it with our eyes. The first generation did not live by that faith; they believed their eyes and distrusted and abandoned God and so experienced the bitterness of death in the wilderness. The second generation, however, had a new opportunity to begin again on that journey and start afresh to live by faith. The story of the next generation has just begun at the end of the book of Numbers. The end of their story is left open because the writer is not simply interested in recording the faith or folly of ancient generations. He is far more concerned to challenge us as to our faith in God’s promises. As Paul put it in 1 Corinthians 10:6, after summarizing the wilderness experience, “Now these things took place as examples for us, that we might not desire evil as they did.” The question for us, therefore, is: “Do we believe the Word of God, and are we consistently willing to act upon it, whether or not it makes sense to those around us?” The lives of faithful pilgrims show the indelible marks of their faith. Their lives are utterly inexplicable unless the Word of God is true and Heaven is their ultimate destination. Everyone around them can see that they have staked everything on the faithfulness of God to do what he has promised. In contrast, others live as if their lives are simply tied to eking out the best existence they can in the wilderness, as if this really is all there is.

It is profoundly challenging to ask ourselves how our lives would be different on Monday morning if there were no Heaven. I suspect that for most of us the answer would be, “Not much.” That’s why we grumble so much about the food and the accommodations along the way, as if this temporary way station were really our home. That’s why our lives are not radically different from the non-Christians all around us. We’ve lost the plot of our story and have forgotten that we are in the middle of an incredible exodus from death to life, a journey from the city of destruction to our heavenly home.

KEEPING FAITH ALIVE: THE PRESENCE OF THE LORD

How do we keep faith alive in the wilderness? How do we hang on to the plot? The answer is surely that we must remember and respect the presence of our holy God in our midst.4 It is therefore no coincidence that having identified
 the people as those who have come out of Egypt, the other item that Numbers 1:1 mentions is the presence of God, who speaks to Moses in the Tent of Meeting. The Tent of Meeting is another name for the tabernacle, a name that focuses our attention on its function as the place of communication from God to man. We follow a God who speaks, who orders the existence of his people. The Lord is the one who orders their lives; he is the one who commands their worship. That is why blocks of law are regularly interspersed with narrative throughout the book of Numbers, to remind us that the God who is with us is our covenant overlord who demands our obedience. The God who dwells in the midst of his people is holy.

To keep your life in this present wilderness on track, you need to orient it constantly around the presence of God. You need to seek his face daily, reading his Word, the place where he promises to meet with us and communicate to us by his Spirit, just as the Israelites went individually to the Tent of Meeting to seek the Lord (Exodus 33:7). However, the primary focus of the tabernacle was not as an individual meeting place with God. The tabernacle was the place of corporate worship, where the tribes of Israel worshiped together. There is no place for becoming isolated in the wilderness: isolated believers will die alone in the desert. We need each other and the encouragement and challenge that comes from the church gathered together. 

In order to keep a firm hold on the plot of life, we therefore need to come together as God’s people weekly to celebrate his redemption, to remember the exodus that Jesus accomplished for us through his incarnation, perfect obedience, crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension, and to remind ourselves of the place he has gone to prepare for us. Our hearts need to be constantly refreshed by his gospel announced in the preaching of the Word and tasted in the Lord’s Supper. Our lives need to be re-submitted to his ordering, as his Word challenges us week after week to live a life worthy of the calling we have received (Ephesians 4:1). In the wilderness, we desperately need the blessings that flow to us through the means of grace that God has established in the church.

THE CENTRALITY OF THE GOSPEL

Do you ever get tired of hearing the gospel? Is it possible to focus on it too much in church? If you think that, you are in desperate danger of losing the plot and starving to death in the desert. For the amazing truth of the gospel is that God himself has shared our wilderness wanderings with us, first in the Old Testament tabernacle and then in the person of Jesus Christ. The Word became flesh and tabernacled in our midst (John 1:14). He came from the undisturbed glories of Heaven and took on himself the frustrations and temptations of wilderness life. In fact, at the beginning of his earthly ministry, after his baptism in the Jordan, Jesus went out into the wilderness just as Israel had done for a forty-day fast (Matthew 4:1-11). In that way, he shared fully in the experiences and sufferings of his people. He went into the wilderness, where he faced exactly the same temptations that his Old Testament people had faced, but he remained faithful to the end. This was a picture of his earthly ministry in microcosm: voluntarily facing the same temptations that his people face and passing the tests that we fail. Where we grumble constantly, he never grumbled. Where we doubt God’s goodness and question his provision, he never doubted or questioned.

Jesus has thus gone through the wilderness for us, as the author and perfecter of our faith (Hebrews 12:2), the one who himself accomplished our salvation. He journeyed through the wilderness not simply to show us that it could be done and that it was possible for a human being to live a life of obedience there. That would simply have added to our condemnation and sense of guilt because we have not obeyed as he did. No, the gospel is not that Jesus survived the wilderness and so can you. It is that Jesus went through the wilderness faithfully in our place, establishing the perfect righteousness that he now gives to us. His obedience credited to us as a free gift is what enables us to stand in God’s presence.

What is more, having passed through the wilderness, Jesus has now ascended into Heaven to prepare a place for us. This wilderness will eventually end, to be replaced by the promised land of rest. How can you know that for sure? You can be certain of Heaven because Jesus has already reached it, and he has promised that where he is, we too shall be one day. If you are united to Christ by faith, then his destiny is yours: where he is, so shall you also be. That is the ultimate plot structure of your life. That certain assurance for the future is what then stirs our faith in the present to become like Zelophehad’s daughters. We too should be those who in the midst of our present wanderings are so sure of our future inheritance that we become unbelievably bold in what we ask for by faith and incredibly eager to reach that place where our inheritance will finally be received. We should have the boldness and eagerness that comes from true faith. We should cry out, “Come, Lord Jesus, and feed our hungry hearts with your presence now. Come back, Lord Jesus, and slake our thirst for your presence with us in a communion that will never end!” This is what the book of Numbers should do for us as we study it: it should stir us up to present faith in Christ and thanksgiving to his name, along with a hunger for the end of the wilderness and the beginning of our final rest.
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Stand Up and Be Counted


NUMBERS 1:1-46

I recently went to a large online bookstore to see if I could find a book entitled The Joy of Accounting. I didn’t find it. I found The Joy of Cooking, The Joy of Photography, even The Joy of Juicing. But there was no book called The Joy of Accounting. Why in the world would that be? I wonder. The answer is, perhaps, that for most people accounting — organizing endless columns of numbers — doesn’t seem like all that much fun. Now before some of you besiege me with protestations that accounting is really far more complicated than that and that accountants are profoundly interesting people with hearts and souls as well, let me hasten to agree with you. My own sister and brother-in-law are accountants. Accountants are wonderful people who are immensely useful in society. But admit the point: not many schoolchildren fantasize about growing up to be accountants. They want to be teachers and nurses, firemen and astronauts, sports heroes and presidents... but not accountants. For all its strong points as a career path, there is not much glamour and glitz in that profession.

That is one reason why our eyes instantly glaze over at the sight of lists of names and numbers such as we find in Numbers 1. It looks like a runaway accounting file. What spiritual truths could possibly be lurking in this passage, or even in a book that contains such passages? This certainly does not seem at first sight to be a promising text in which to spend our time. Some of us are perhaps thinking that we should have chosen to study the book of Romans instead. In reality, though, our first response to this passage is profoundly wrong. Our society actually loves lists of names and numbers every bit as complex and apparently obscure as this one. All we need to make the list jump to life are keys to understanding what the list is all about and why it is relevant to our situation.

THE JOY OF NUMBERS

Let me begin by showing that each one of us has some area of life where we obsess about names and numbers. We could start with the daily newspaper. Turn to the sports pages, and what else is there but names and numbers? Baseball is all about RBIs, ERAs, and slugging percentages. Football is rushing yards, third down completions, and interceptions. Next turn to the business section. There you will encounter the Dow Jones Index and the S&P 500. There is the Price/Earnings data and year on year growth. Perhaps, though, we are not investors or sports fans. Consider the advertisements section. There we find yet more lists of items and numbers. Some of those numbers describe performance data (256 gigabytes, 172 horsepower, 72-inch screens, 1 carat diamonds, 24 cubic feet capacity, and so on); some of it is price data (50 percent off; buy one, get one free). The newspapers wouldn’t fill their pages with lists of names and numbers if everyone’s eyes glazed over whenever they saw such lists. They publish them precisely because they know that in certain areas that are of personal interest to us we are intensely fascinated by lists.

Let me add one more example for those (like my wife) who still think that I haven’t included them. Let me rehearse a fairly typical domestic conversation for you. Myself: “Honey, I just got a call from Brian to say that Julie had her baby.” My wife: “Tell me all about it.” Myself: “She had a boy.” My wife: “When was he born? What’s his name? How
 long is he? What was his weight? How long was the labor?” Myself: “Ummm...” Believe me, we all have some area of life in which names and numbers mean a great deal to us — the exact same statistics that to an “outsider” may seem to be boring and irrelevant details.

THE MESSAGE IN THE NUMBERS

The problem with this text is therefore not that it consists of a list of names and numbers. Rather, it is simply that we come to the text like non-sports fans to the baseball pages, clueless about the vital meaning of the numbers contained there. Once we learn what the numbers are about and what these stats tell us, then it will all make sense and come to life. So what is this set of names and numbers all about?

First, this set of names and numbers is about commitment. In the United States, the government takes a census every ten years. There are two main reasons for doing this: they want to know how many resources they have and how many resources they need. A census tells us how many people should pay taxes and could theoretically be drafted to fight in our armed forces, and also how many roads and schools and senators each town and state should have.1 By means of a census, we find out how many citizens we have in our country, how many people are willing to “stand up and be counted,” as we say. Those are the people who contribute resources to the community and who we need to ensure have resources available to them.

It was basically the same in the ancient world. The primary reasons to take a census in the ancient world were for taxation and for military planning. You wanted to know how many people you could call up to fight for you in case of need and how much money you could raise from them. Think of some well-known censuses from Biblical times. Why did Caesar Augustus order a census throughout the Roman Empire when Quirinius was governor of Syria, at the time when Jesus was born (Luke 2:1, 2)? It was because the Romans wanted to check their tax records. Why did King David want to count the people in the book of Samuel? It was because he wanted to know how many fighting men he had (2 Samuel 24:2). What then does it mean for Israel to be numbered here in the book of Numbers? It was an opportunity and obligation for them to say, “I’m here. If there are taxes to be paid, you know where to find me. If there is a war to fight, I’m on your list. You can count on me.”

Of course, that kind of commitment is not always willingly given. That’s why censuses have often been unpopular, both then and now. Not everyone wants to be counted in and counted on. People try to dodge being tallied one way or another, precisely because they don’t want to have to be committed to their community. But we read of no census dodgers in Numbers 1: everyone was on board; everyone was willing to stand up and be counted. They were willing to be identified by name as part of the community and to pay the cost that went with being a member of the people of God.

EDGE-BOUNDED GROUPS

Sociologists tell us that there are essentially two ways in which people come together into groups. There are edge-bounded groups and centerfocused groups. Center-focused groups are organizations in which the glue that holds the group together is a common interest or center, around which the group comes together. So the Audubon Society comes together because everyone there is excited about birds, while those in an operatic society meet because they share a common love of opera. In a center-focused group, everyone can tell you what holds the group together, but they can’t necessarily put an exact count on who is in the group and who is outside. The edge of the group may well be rather fuzzy, with people moving in and out around the fringes.

An edge-bounded group, on the other hand, has a clearly defined boundary. Everyone in the group knows who is in and who is out, though they may not be equally clear on what this particular group has in common. The family is an edge-bounded group: you either are part of the family or you are not. There are no fuzzy boundaries. Yet it is not always clear what this disparate mass of individuals have in common, particularly once you get up to the level of extended family. We are so different in our interests, in our beliefs, in our concerns, and yet we are all part of the same family. People can come into the family through birth or marriage, and they can leave the family through death, divorce, or being disinherited, but there is no fuzzy middle. With an edge-bounded group, you are either in or out.

So what kind of group is the people of God? Numbers 1 shows us that the people of God is an edge-bounded group. It is a family. You are either in or you are out. Nowhere is that clearer than when there is a census among the people of God. A census presses the question, “Are you in or are you out? Do you want to be counted in or do you want to be excommunicated? What’s it going to be?” We will see in the next chapter that the people of God make up an edge-bounded group that is also center-focused, but here in Numbers 1 the focus is on the people of God as an edge-bounded group. To be counted means being identified as part of the people of God, with all of its responsibilities and privileges.

This is true just as much for the present-day people of God as it was for Old Testament Israel. The church, which Paul calls “the Israel of God,” is God’s family or household (Galatians 6:16). It is a flock, a fellowship of people who are bonded together in covenant with God and with one another. It is a group with defined limits, and you are either inside or outside. Otherwise the book of Acts could hardly have talked about specific numbers of people being added to the church (e.g., 2:41).

RESPONSIBILITIES AND PRIVILEGES

So what responsibilities and privileges go with being part of the people of God? The first responsibility that came with being part of God’s people was giving. There is mention in Exodus 38:21-31 of a similar census2 that took place during the previous year in the wilderness wanderings, a census that provided many of the materials for the construction of the tabernacle. Everyone who was counted had to contribute exactly the same amount to the Lord’s work: one half shekel. If you were to be part of the community, anticipating the blessings of the inheritance that would come to you as part of God’s people, you had to contribute financially to support the work of the ministry. There are responsibilities that go with being part of the people of God.

The purpose of this new census in Numbers 1, though, was not to raise money. It was to get organized for war, which is the second responsibility that comes with being part of God’s people. That purpose is prominent throughout the listing: Moses was not to count everyone but only those men twenty years and older, who would serve in the army (1:3, 22, 24, etc.). Unlike some similar census lists in the ancient world, there was no upper age limit to those who were to be counted.3 This was one war in which there was no exemption for senior citizens. All those who could fight, should fight, and the census was a means of finding out who they were and how many they were. 

TOTAL COMMITMENT

The idea of the kind of total commitment that this census embodies is not a popular one in the modern world, not even in the modern Christian world. We live in a world where advertisers promise us “Nothing more to buy” or “No annual contract.” People don’t stay with the same employer for life or live in the same town in which they grew up. In many cases they don’t even remain with the same partner for life. In our modern world we live very disconnected lives in which it is easy for us to become fragmented individuals, only loosely connected to other people.

You see exactly the same problem in the church: people float from one fellowship to the next, loosely connecting with those who attend there, hanging around on the fringes, but never really coming in and being committed. Many today don’t want to stand up and be counted as part of any particular church, with the obligations and benefits that come with it. One of the attractions of worshiping at a mega-church is that you can be anonymous, slipping in and out unobserved. The vision of the counted people of God in Numbers 1 challenges this aspect of modern society. The church’s motto is not, “Brethren, hang loose.” We are to be a family of insiders, people who have made a commitment to one another and a commitment to this particular expression of God’s people, with all of its faults and foibles and quirks. That’s what being family is.

That is not to say there are never legitimate reasons for leaving one church and joining another. Certainly not! We may need to leave a church if we discover
 that it is built on significantly flawed theological foundations, or that the gospel is not being faithfully preached in a way that feeds our souls, or that we cannot trust those in leadership to shepherd our souls faithfully. But we should only leave in order to find a place where we can truly cleave. Our goal must always be to find an expression of the family of God where we can fit and commit. The inheritance of the saints toward which we press is not a vision of myself and Jesus sitting down at a table for two: it is a vision of the people of God gathered together to feast with him. That is our equivalent of the inheritance in the Promised Land that God’s Old Testament people were pressing toward. What we press toward is not an individual heavenly cottage in a clearing in the forest but rather a place in the midst of the city of God, surrounded by his people, worshiping together at his throne. Now if this is what Heaven is, and if we are truly excited about that prospect, then its realization must also be something for which we strive constantly while we are here on earth.

That is why church membership is an important step to take. It is the equivalent of standing up to be counted in the census. When you become a member of a local fellowship, you are saying to them, “You can count me in. You can count on my contributing my resources to this community of believers, and I’d like you to count me when you think about the flock you are watching over.” You are saying that you are going to contribute as much as you are able to the work of ministry in that place, both in terms of financial support and using your own personal spiritual gifts to edify and build up that particular expression of Christ’s body. You are saying that you are joining up with that battalion of Christ’s army in the spiritual warfare that engages all of us, young and old, men and women. You are saying, “I’m going to fight alongside this family, wrestling together in prayer, reaching out together with the good news, tending the wounded with love and care, sounding the trumpet of God’s greatness together with you in worship.” God’s people still need to stand up and be counted.

THE PRIVILEGE OF BELONGING

However, this census in the book of Numbers is not just a call to commitment. It is not simply a paraphrase of John F. Kennedy’s famous challenge: “Ask not what your God can do for you; ask what you can do for your God.” In fact, it is quite the reverse. The first privilege of being counted is precisely that of belonging to a family. The people of God were not counted as 600,000 disparate individuals, essentially disconnected from one another. The individuals were counted family by family, clan by clan, tribe by tribe. To be in the people of God was to fit somewhere in this order that God had set up, with other members of the family of God around you. The only way to be part of Israel was to be part of a family network.

What makes this striking is that not all of these family members necessarily came into Israel’s family by birth. When Israel came out of Egypt, a multitude of others came with them (Exodus 12:38). Many who had seen the Lord’s power wanted out of the bondage of Egypt. Others also sought to join them on their pilgrimage for a variety of personal reasons. Even at the very first Passover, there were outsiders who wanted to join them; so there needed to be regulations about how they could participate in the feast (Exodus 12:48). Yet Moses was not instructed to create a thirteenth tribe, a kind of Israelite Foreign Legion, for the ragtag assortment of strays and immigrants who wanted to be part of what God was doing. On the contrary, in order to be part of Israel, you not only had to be part of one of the twelve tribes but part of a family and clan as well. These strays who joined Israel, who were circumcised and came by faith to Israel’s God, had to be welcomed into the family structure, where they fully became a part of the people of God.

The second privilege that came with being part of the people of God was having a share in the division of the Promised Land. This was the greatest blessing of being in God’s people. To be counted in the census meant that when your tribe and your family and your clan received an assignment in the Promised Land, you would be listed there too. Even those who had been adopted into the family structure of Israel would receive an inheritance along with their adoptive family. Being counted as part of Israel thus meant the prospect of an inheritance among the Lord’s people when they reached the land of Canaan. This was, after all, the goal of the whole exodus, the end for which they had begun their journey. Being counted in as one of the Lord’s people was therefore an act of faith that what God had promised would one day be theirs, even though in the present they could not yet see it with their eyes.

THE FOUNDATION OF GOD’S FAITHFULNESS

However, the act of faith was not a complete leap in the dark. It was a leap based on God’s past faithfulness. God’s faithfulness was the foundation for this census. The most prominent feature of the numbers that are returned from the accounting is their huge size!4 This was an enormous people! From the family of seventy or so that went down to Egypt in the time of Jacob and Joseph, the people of God had swelled to become an enormous nation, more than 600,000 men of fighting age, plus women and children. This is a vast host, a dramatic fulfillment of God’s promises to Abraham. God had said to Abraham in Genesis 12:2, “I will make you a great nation,” and he did. He had said to Abraham in Genesis 15:5, “Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them.... So shall your offspring be.” In answer to that promise, here now was the host of Israel, as abundant as the stars of the sky. The Lord had said to Abraham in Genesis 17:4, “you shall be the father of a multitude of nations,” and now he was.

The census was thus a tangible, physical reminder that God had been faithful to the promises he had made to multiply his people and to bring them out of Egypt (see 1:1). God had been faithful to his Word: the numbers don’t lie. This should have been a source of great encouragement to God’s people as they headed into battle to take the Promised Land. They certainly didn’t lack the resources to do the task that God had assigned them. Since God had been faithful to his promises in the past, he could be counted on also in the future.

A GREATER FULFILLMENT TO COME

Yet even while the census figures show us God’s faithfulness to his promises in the form of a concrete head count, they also leave us looking for more. God didn’t just tell Abraham he would become many, but specifically that he would become innumerable, like the stars in the sky. Paradoxically, the same counting process that shows us God’s faithfulness in the past leaves us looking for a greater fulfillment in the future: Israel was huge, to be sure, but she could still be counted. Israel had come out of Egypt, just as God promised, but she had not yet received the land of promise. She had tangible tokens of God’s faithfulness to do what he had promised, while at the same time being reminded that there was still more for God to do.5 The wilderness is not Heaven; this world is not our home. However, the God who has brought us safely thus far can be trusted faithfully to complete everything that he has committed himself to do.

This is an important aspect of church membership as well. When we stand up and make vows to join the church, we do not simply commit ourselves to do our part in the spiritual battle. We first affirm our testimony that God has done his part thus far and our faith that he will continue to be faithful to his promises until our redemption is complete. We confess that when it comes to standing up and being counted, God has already done that for us. The army with which he accomplished our salvation consisted not of 600,000 men but of one single God-man, Jesus Christ. Jesus entered the wilderness of this world in our place and persevered faithfully through all of its trials and tribulations. He became part of a human family and then committed himself to twelve disciples, into whose life he poured his own. He gave everything he had to his mission — all of his financial resources and all of his personal resources. Everything he was and everything he possessed were poured out without reserve on behalf of his people.

There was nothing fringe about Jesus’ involvement in the world either. On the contrary, he came into this world to fight for our lives. He entered into a spiritual battle for our souls, a battle that on the cross took the ultimate commitment on his part: “Greater love has no one than this, that someone lays down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). On the cross Jesus not only called us his family — he called us his friends. He laid down his life for us, so that we who by nature were not part of his family could be brought in.
 The result of his death is that those who were once strangers and aliens have now become naturalized citizens of the kingdom. Those who were once the enemies of God have become his friends and now experience the peace and blessing that flow from a living relationship with him.

It is because Jesus has committed himself to us in that extreme way that he calls us to take the extreme and countercultural step of belonging, of standing up today and being counted as part of his people in our local communities. Jesus calls us to belong to his church and to be one of his counted ones. Have we each received the gift of life from Jesus? If we have, then we can praise God for the family he has given us in our churches. With all of our faults and failings, we are God’s gift to one another. We should let others know that we appreciate their presence and involvement in our churches. 

If we are part of Christ’s people but not yet connected with a particular local church, we should find a family that we can fight alongside. Membership in Christ’s church is not restricted to those who were born insiders or to those who can pass some complicated theological entrance test. Membership in the church is open to all who simply confess their faith in Christ, to those who believe that his victory in the battle with sin is also their victory and that by faith they are insiders with God through Christ. If that is you, stand up and be counted! Be committed to a local group of believers, a fellowship where you can give your resources generously and cheerfully. Find a place where you can support the work of ministry with your financial and spiritual gifts, that the promise of God that he would establish a family without number may be fulfilled.

God will fulfill his purposes either way — with or without our help. God is going to establish his church and make it an innumerable host from all nations, tribes, and languages, a family brought together in his Son and bonded together into local fellowships. He will build his people and give them their inheritance, with or without our involvement. Yet he invites us in his grace to be counted, and thus to count: to have a part in his cosmic plan of blessing for his people and the world. Make sure your name is recorded on his list today, added to the number of those who are enrolled in his service and to the fellowship of those who are ready and eager to serve him right here in their own community and to the ends of the earth.
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A Place for Everyone and
 Everyone in His Place


NUMBERS 1:47 — 2:34

One of my daughter’s favorite television programs is called Clean Sweep. On that show a group of professionals come into an incredibly messy room and transform it into an ordered paradise, with storage places for everything and everything in those storage places. Our family, for one, could certainly use some help in that department. Perhaps some of you would be eager to volunteer for that program as well. It seems to me that the writer of the book of Numbers would have been well-qualified to work on that show. He had a mind for order and structure, an eye for a world in which everything and everyone had their place. In that appreciation for order, of course, he was simply following the lead of God himself, the one who first took formless chaos and rendered it into an ordered cosmos in Genesis 1. The creation of this universe was the original clean sweep.

The key to order, though, is not just having a place in which to put things. It is having the right place in which to put things. If we don’t understand the writer’s concern for locating everything in the right place, we may miss what is going on in this chapter. As I write this, we have just completed a sleepover for one of my sons, with a dozen or so of his friends. At bedtime we piled them all into a big bedroom and told them to find a place for their sleeping bags. We knew there was enough floor space for everyone and weren’t too concerned which child occupied which piece of carpet. This chapter of the book of Numbers, however, is not content simply with everybody having a place to pitch their tent somewhere in the camp. Rather, the writer wants everyone to be in the right place, the place assigned to him by God. That is the driving vision behind this particular set of names and numbers and locations: it is designed to put people in their proper place. Essentially, what we will see in this chapter is this: first, that the people of God are arranged around God; second, how the people of God are arranged around God; and third, that the Levites were assigned the key task of standing between the people and God.

ARRANGED AROUND GOD

First, then, the passage shows us that the people of God are arranged around God. Sometimes important elements of a story may be so obvious that we can completely overlook them. That is the case here. The Lord instructed Moses and Aaron: “The Israelites are to camp around the Tent of Meeting” (2:2, NIV). At the very center of this vast and complicated arrangement of an enormous people was a simple reality: the presence of God was to be at the heart of everything they did. After all, the presence of God with his people was the goal of the covenant that the Lord made with Israel, in which he promised, “I will be your God, and you will be my people.”

That promise was far more important to Moses than the Lord’s promise of land or blessing for his people. He wanted the presence of God with them more than anything else in the whole world. Thus in Exodus 33, when the people had broken covenant with God through their sin with the golden calf, and the Lord threatened not to go with his people on their journey to Canaan lest he destroy them along the way, Moses pleaded that he would indeed be with them. God offered to send an angel to make sure they received the land he had promised them, but that offer was not enough for Moses. He responded, “If your presence will not go with me, do not bring us up from here. For how shall it be known that I have found favor in your sight, I and your people? Is it not in your going with us, so that we are distinct, I and your people, from every other people on the face of the earth?” (vv. 15, 16). Moses was saying, “Who cares about the Promised Land, or about abundant food and drink, if you are not with us, Lord? Other nations have wonderful lands in which to live, with palm trees and blue skies and abundant food. But only we are the Lord’s people. The only truly distinctive thing about us as a people is your presence in our midst, Lord.” God heard his prayer and answered it with an assurance that his presence would indeed be with the people. The Tent of Meeting in the center of the camp was the answer to Moses’ request.

A CENTER-FOCUSED GROUP

What this means is that the people of God is not only an edge-bounded group, an entity defined by its outer limits. They are that, as we saw in the last chapter, but they are also a center-focused group, an entity held together by a common center. The people of God, both in its Old Testament manifestation and in the church, is a fellowship focused on the reality of God’s pres­ence in our midst. Both elements that define the church — the boundary and the center — are important. The boundary line reminds us that the church is a community, and you are either inside or you are outside. There is a clear line around the perimeter of the people of God, and you need to make sure you are on the right side of it. You need to repent of your sins, trust in Christ for your salvation, and stand up and be counted as part of the fellowship of faith. Yet some churches and individuals spend so much time patrolling the boundaries of the faith that they run the risk of losing sight of the center, the guiding reality that calls us all together.

This loss of focus can happen in a variety of ways. Some people confuse crossing the physical line into the community of faith with crossing the finish line in the race of faith. They will tell you that they made a decision for Christ at a particular event or church service or that they were baptized into the church, and they think that is all they need to do. Yet Jesus did not tell us to go out into all the world to seek professions of faith but to make disciples. All of his followers, no matter how young or how old, need to be looking toward the center, pressing toward the mark, moving on in discipleship. We need to grow constantly in our knowledge of the truth, our love for all the saints, our obedience to God’s Word, and our desire for our heavenly home. In fact, we can say it more strongly than that: if you are genuinely inside the community of faith, you will inevitably press on toward the goal of holy living. This is certain because Christ not only dwells in the midst of his church, he also dwells in the hearts of all of his people by his Holy Spirit. If there is no fruit of that indwelling, no movement of your heart toward Christ as the center of your life, then there is good reason to doubt whether you are
 genuinely on the right side of the line. Crossing the line physically into the church is the beginning of the adventure of faith, not the end of it.

Another way in which we can lose sight of the center in our zeal for the boundaries is to form a doctrinal or behavioral correctness patrol. This is not for a moment to undervalue doctrinal correctness. There is a boundary, an edge to the camp, and it is important to discern where it is. It is as ridiculous to say, “Let’s all love Jesus and forget about theology” as it would be for a husband to say to his wife, “Honey, let’s not talk about who we are, or the story of our lives before we met and since we came together, or what we like and what we dislike, or what our deepest hopes and dreams and aspirations are — let’s not talk about any of that stuff. Let’s just love each other.” Such a proclamation would lead you to suspect that the man had a very shallow understanding of what a true loving relationship looks like. Doctrine and theology are our food and drink as believers, because they are the foundation for healthy growth in our relationship with God. They are the means by which we grow in a true and accurate knowledge of the God whom we profess to love. Likewise, living in accordance with God’s Word will be a matter of passionate desire and great delight to the believer. Yet just as some people become overly obsessed with the food they eat, so too it is possible to become overly obsessed with minor theological details or minor lifestyle concerns to the point that we lose the big picture. We can become like the Pharisees, meticulously tithing the herbs that grow in small quantities in our gardens, while ignoring the weightier matters of our relationship with God. In our constant search for boundary transgressions, it is possible for us to lose sight of the center of the camp, God himself.

THE IMPORTANCE OF WORSHIP

That is why worship is so important to our hearts and souls. Worship is not just a warm-up exercise that we do on Sundays before we plunge into the rigors of the sermon, lest we pull a spiritual muscle when we attempt some theological heavy lifting. Worship is a reorientation of our souls toward the center of the camp — a reminder that God is at the heart of everything that we do and are. He is the one for whom and by whom we exist: he is our Creator, our Redeemer, and our Sustainer. The Lord is our Rock and our Refuge, our Shepherd and our Savior. Daily we need to refresh our vision of who he is, opening up the Scriptures on our own so that our hearts can be reoriented toward him. Weekly we come together with others to sing God’s praises and turn our eyes toward him once more. That is why it is so important that we make the content of our songs of praise, and indeed of our whole worship service, as fundamentally God-centered and Scriptural as possible. We don’t simply want to sing about our commitment to love God or to spend our time looking at one another looking at him; we want instead to look directly at him as he has revealed himself in his Word. In worship we turn our hearts away from ourselves and our preoccupations and toward our true center, God himself, experiencing and enjoying his presence in our midst.

That worship, the enjoyment of who God is and his favor toward us in Christ, is to be what we seek above all things. It is the one thing that is truly distinctive about us as God’s people. If the church does not provide political commentary and social action, others may step into the gap. But if the church doesn’t worship God, no one else will give him the glory he deserves. What is more, just as Moses didn’t want the Promised Land if it came without God’s presence, so too we are not to seek God because of the blessings that may come to us when we do, but simply for himself. Heaven itself should be desirable to us not just because it offers a preferable lifestyle option to the alternative destination, Hell, but because there we will truly be able to know and appreciate God as we ought. There we will be able to worship him without the sin and distractions that hinder our relationship here. That is why for the true believer the prospect of Heaven is far more desirable even than the very best this world could ever offer.

THE GOD-CENTERED LIFE

How can we know if that is really our attitude? Let me suggest a couple of simple tests. First, what is our reason for going to church? Some people go to church to see their friends. Some go because it is entertaining and intellectually stimulating. Some go to be seen as respectable members of the community. Others, however, go to church to meet with God. These people assess the worship service by the answer to these questions: “Did I meet with God today? Was his Word proclaimed in a way that showed me clearly the glory of Christ and the gospel? Did the songs remind me afresh who God is? Did the prayers help me enter his presence, confess my sin and unworthiness, and bring my petitions and praise to him?” As a pastor, I long for all of my people to come to church with those concerns on their hearts — and I pray for myself and the others who assist in leading worship that God would help us lead them toward that goal.

The second test is this: what are we living our life for? If the goal of our whole life is to glorify God and enjoy him, then our heart’s desire will be to become oriented more and more toward the center, to be increasingly submitted to God’s plan for our life. God’s tent was in the midst of the camp not just because he is the center of our devotion, but because the center of the camp in the ancient world was the location of the king’s tent.1 God is our King. This is not unrelated to the previous point, of course: we worship God, among other reasons, because he is our King. Yet it is worth making the point explicitly that for God to be at the center of our lives must mean obedience to his commands. Following God is not simply a matter of emotional attachment and warm fuzzy feelings in church on Sundays: it must also result in transformed lives of obedience. We have not become true disciples of our Lord until we have gone beyond learning information about his ways to putting them into practice. God is not really at the center of our lives unless his truth finds expression in every corner of them.

Such a radically God-centered focus for our existence is far more of a commitment than what most modern people want from their religion. Edmund Clowney describes the normal preference today in these terms:

[Many people] do not want to lose all contact with God, but prefer that their relations with him be handled by a professional. Let a clergyman do the praying. It is as well to have God available at no great distance. We might need his help — in a counseling center perhaps, or as a national deity who could restrain the Kremlin. But to have God at the center of our lives — that is decidedly too close. His presence would be most inconvenient for some of our business deals, our entertainment, or our grabbing a little of the gusto that the TV commercials advertise.2

Do we really want God at the center of our lives? That is a challenging test. If God were to call me to leave my comfortable home and life and go somewhere else to serve him, would I really be willing? I used to be willing to drop everything and go anywhere at God’s call when I was younger. Of course, it was a whole lot easier then: there was so much less to leave behind. It is so easy now, however, to think that I couldn’t possibly do without all of the comforts and securities to which I’ve grown accustomed and step out in faith. Or what if God were to take my life through pathways of suffering and pain —either my own suffering or the suffering of someone I love? Would I be willing in the midst of that harsh and bitter reality to say, “Lord, I have no clue why this is happening to me, but I know you are both good and all-powerful. You are my King, and I accept this assignment from your hand as designed to glorify you and to sanctify me”? Am I ready for that? Is my whole life so camped around the presence of God as my King that I can say, “Lord, so long as I have you, there is nothing else that I need. My life is yours to command, for sickness or health, for prosperity or poverty, for useful service or an apparently wasted life, given up for you”? That is a profound test, isn’t it?

THE ARRANGEMENT OF THE CAMP

The most fundamental reality expressed in Numbers 2, then, is that the camp of Israel was to be arranged around the central presence of the Lord. However, the camp was also to be arranged around the central presence of the Lord, and this is what takes up most of the detail of the chapter. It only takes one verse to tell us that the camp is arranged around the Lord; it takes another thirty-two verses to tell us exactly how they are arranged. Once again the extensive details may look at first sight as useless as a page of football trivia to those who hate sports. Look again, though, and let me show
 you what is being accomplished here.

First of all, you need to understand that the people are arranged by their tribes in a square shape around the tabernacle. In the old English legend, King Arthur is said to have had a round table constructed for his knights to prevent any of them from claiming that he held a higher position than the others. This, though, is the opposite. Israel’s tribes are not placed in a circle, in which every position is equally significant and valuable, but rather in a square, with three tribes on each side. In the order in which we meet them, there are three tribes to the east, three to the south, three to the west, and three to the north. That order itself is significant because in the orientation of the Bible, east is forward, the most important direction.3 The prime position in the camp is to the east, and then (in clockwise direction) to the south, the west, and the north.4

So who receives the prime assignment in the camp of Israel? Judah. To see clearly the fact that this is not simply a random assignment, it is worth noting that this is the third different order given for the twelve tribes in the book of Numbers. The first order of the tribes is in Numbers 1:5-15, where the princes of the tribes who will assist Moses are named. This was the order of natural precedence. It starts with the firstborn, Reuben, and proceeds through the children of Leah (omitting Levi who is not to be counted). That takes us down to Zebulun. Then we have the children of Rachel, who were born after Zebulun: Joseph has a double share, Ephraim and Manasseh, to keep the number of tribes at twelve even though Levi is removed, and then comes Benjamin. Only after we have heard all of the names of the children of Leah and Rachel do we get the names of the four sons born to their maid­servants: Dan, Asher, Gad, and Naphtali. Although they were born before Issachar, Zebulun, Joseph, and Benjamin, these brothers rate behind them. Their names are also given without reference to their mother or their order of birth, another way of putting them in a lower place.

The second order in which the tribes are given is the order of the census itself. Here there is the same order of natural precedence, with one excep­tion: Gad is moved up to third place. Why this sudden promotion for Gad? The answer is that the census is already preparing the tribes in groups of three for the march. Gad needs to be where he is in the census, in company with Reuben and Simeon, to get the whole people organized for the place they will have in the camp.

That background then prepares us to look at the order in the camp. On the east side, the prime location, we have Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun, who were the second threesome in the census list. On the south, we have Reuben, Simeon, and Gad, the first threesome. To the west, we have Ephraim, Manasseh, and Benjamin, while to the least favored north we have Dan, Asher, and Naphtali. So the tribes are arranged like this:
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Notice the crucial exchange of the first and second threesome from the census order when it comes time to order the camp. Natural precedence is not decisive for your place in the kingdom. Reuben was born first, but he lost his privileged place as firstborn through sexual sin: he slept with his father’s concubine, Bilhah (Genesis 35:22). For that reason, when his father Jacob blessed his sons at the end of his life, his words for Reuben were a mixed “blessing”:

Reuben, you are my firstborn, my might, and the firstfruits of my strength, preeminent in dignity and preeminent in power. Unstable as water, you shall not have preeminence, because you went up to your father’s bed; then you defiled it—he went up to my couch! (Genesis 49:3, 4)

Simeon and Levi, who would normally have been next in line, likewise lost their position through sin. When Dinah was raped by Shechem as recorded in Genesis 34, they tricked the inhabitants of his city into thinking they could incorporate Jacob’s family into their community if only they would agree to be circumcised. Then, once they had gained their trust, Simeon and Levi slaughtered them all. Their father’s blessing on them too was more of a curse:

Simeon and Levi are brothers; weapons of violence are their swords. Let my soul come not into their council; O my glory, be not joined to their company. For in their anger they killed men, and in their willfulness they hamstrung oxen. Cursed be their anger, for it is fierce, and their wrath, for it is cruel! I will divide them in Jacob and scatter them in Israel.(Genesis 49:5-7)

Jacob’s blessing on Judah, however, was a true blessing, assigning him the place of leadership and ultimately of kingship. The ordering of the tribes in the book of Numbers reflects the words of Jacob. Reuben and Simeon have lost their position of natural precedence and are placed on the south side, alongside the son of one of the maidservants, facing the other three sons of the maidservants. Meanwhile, Judah and the other brothers of Leah are on the favored east, facing the three tribes descended from Rachel — Ephraim, Manasseh, and Benjamin. The arrangement of the camp shows us that the words of the old blessing were being fulfilled.

Yet the point being made here is not quite the one you might think at first. You might assume that since Reuben and Simeon lost their primary positions due to their sexual sin and violent disposition respectively, the message is simply a warning against illegitimate sex and meaningless violence. Certainly that is part of it: the writer is showing us that sin has consequences, and those consequences may affect our children as well as ourselves. It was not just Reuben and Simeon personally who suffered because of their sin: 400 years later their tribes were still feeling the effects of their actions. That should caution us against ever taking sin lightly. Satan wants us to think we can sin without it hurting anyone, but the camp of Israel shows that sin has serious and lasting consequences.

CURSE TRANSFORMED

Yet if the main point is that sin has lasting consequences, then it is hard to explain the present layout of the camp. After all, Judah was not exactly blameless on the sexual integrity front. In Genesis 38 we read of his liaison with Tamar, whom he mistook for a Canaanite prostitute. Meanwhile, all of the brothers together, including Judah, plotted to bring Joseph’s life to a violent end in Genesis 37. Judah, however, learned through his experiences and came to a greater understanding of God’s grace. The result of that learning process was evident when the brothers went down to Egypt a second time in search of food to sustain the family. Judah was the one who volunteered to take the punishment in his younger brother’s place, after Joseph had accused Benjamin of stealing a silver cup. Judah’s thoughts were now solely of the sorrow that the loss of Benjamin would cause his father. He was willing personally to pay any cost to save his father from that pain. Thus the life of Judah shows us a different lesson. It shows us that even though sin may have its consequences, the experience of grace can have lasting consequences of its own: it can take and transform the results of our sin. Because of Judah’s willingness to substitute himself for his brother and bear the living death that had been assessed on his brother, he was now a fit ancestor for the line from whom Jesus would come.

The same point, that curse may be transformed into blessing, is seen also in the fate of the tribe of Levi. Jacob’s “blessing” on Levi condemned him, along with his brother Simeon, to be scattered throughout Israel for their massacre of Shechem. Yet when the people of God went astray and worshiped the golden calf while Moses was on Mount Sinai, the tribe of Levi’s moment of transformation came. There the Levites joined with Moses in bringing judgment on those who were rebelling against the Lord and had their own curse transformed into a blessing (Exodus 32:27-29). Their confrontational temperament, under the direction of the Lord, had now been harnessed as an asset in their service of him rather than a liability. They would still be scattered among Israel, just as Jacob had prophesied, but now their scattering would be a blessing to them and to Israel, not a curse. The tribe of Simeon was scattered and ultimately disappeared, mainly absorbed by the tribe of Judah. However, the tribe of Levi was scattered and prospered, in numbers if not materially, as they brought the Law of Moses to all of the towns and communities of God’s people. Their radical commitment to protect God’s holiness at Sinai earned them the privilege and responsibility of camping immediately around the tabernacle.

Do you see the principles, then, that God is making clear by the way he arranged the tribes around the camp? On the one hand, the people are being reminded that
 sin has consequences. Sometimes our sin has long-term results that affect our children as well. Whether divorce or adultery, alcoholism or eating disorders, even gossip or pride, our sins can be a negative legacy that has a lasting impact on our children. From my own family I learned the art of making sarcastic remarks, dismissive words that cleverly cut someone else down to size. As a result I have spent my whole lifetime trying to unlearn that “skill” and retrieve situations damaged by my tongue. Learning how to sin was easy; unlearning it is much harder. Learn this, then, from the arrangement of Israel’s camp: our sins have consequences that are real and may be lasting.

Yet at the same time God’s grace is greater than our sin or the sins of our parents. God will in some cases reverse or modify those consequences, and even turn them to his own glory. Sometimes God takes the damage we have done and turns it around in our own lives, as he did with Judah, or in the lives of our children, as he did with the Levites. We all come to God as intensely damaged people, damaged by our own sin and the sins of our parents; yet God in his grace and mercy can restore what sin has torn asunder. Sometimes God demonstrates his power by delivering us dramatically from our patterns of sin. At other times our pain and ongoing personal struggle is precisely what equips us to minister God’s grace to others in the midst of their pain. At all times, awareness of the depths of our sin is what drives our appreciation of the enormity of God’s mercy toward us.

We certainly cannot presume on God’s grace, however. Reuben lost his place of primacy forever, and Simeon was irretrievably scattered, lost as a separate tribe. Not every effect of our sin can be waved away with a wish and a pinch of pixie dust. Yet it is worth noting that for all of the ongoing effects of their sin, Simeon and Reuben were still there within the camp of Israel around the Lord’s Tent. For all of its consequences, even their flagrant and deep sin couldn’t remove them from the circle of God’s care. God had chosen all of the sons of Jacob to be his people, and not even their transgressions could prevent God from achieving his purposes. God’s grace will win the final victory, not our sins.

THE ROLE OF THE LEVITES

Finally, though, the third thing to notice about the arrangement of the camp is that the Levites were assigned the key role of camping between the Lord and the people. We will address this role more fully in the chapters that fol­ low, but for now we will simply note the fact that they needed to be there. There was a reason why God was reluctant to go with his people on the journey up to Canaan: it was because of the risk that he would get angry with their sin and destroy them along the way. The Lord is a holy God, so it is a dangerous thing to have him present in the midst of the camp. There needs to be a separation between him and the unholy, lest that which is unholy be vaporized by his holiness.

It is this role of acting as a human safety cordon around the tabernacle that the Levites filled within the camp. They were to camp between the Israelites and the tabernacle and to take care of all of the responsibilities associated with it “so that there may be no wrath on the congregation of the people of Israel” (1:53). All who stepped out of their appointed place in God’s order risked bringing judgment upon themselves and upon the whole community of God’s people: the Levites were to do all of the work associated with the tabernacle and to keep the rest of the people away, or those who transgressed would be put to death (see 3:10, 38). That this warning is no empty threat will become clear when we get to Numbers 16, 17, the rebellion of Korah along with Dathan and Abiram. These chapters show what happens when the order set up by God is violated: the result is death. The Lord is not a tame God: to be in his presence is not safe, and the warlike Levites were there to protect against precisely such tragic incursions.

This is a profound picture of our dilemma in the world in which we live. In Eden it was safe for man to be in God’s presence because Adam and Eve were created holy. In the garden they could walk and talk with God in the cool of the day. But then Adam and Eve fell and sinned against God: they were cast out of the garden, and a barrier was placed between them and the life-giving presence of God (Genesis 3:24). The cherubim and a flaming sword kept them at a distance, a kind of heavenly equivalent of the Levites. Yet herein lies our dilemma. In order for our life to have meaning, it needs to be centered around the Lord, our Creator and God; at the same time, though, his holy presence means certain death to sinners such as us. His presence in the midst of his people, while surrounded and protected by fierce guards to keep people at a safe distance, can only be an interim solution. It is better than not having him present in the midst of his people, but it is rather less than a return to Eden.

A RETURN TO GOD’S PRESENCE

The final solution to our problem comes in the person of Christ. In him, the Word became flesh and tabernacled in our midst (John 1:14). God took on safe human form in Jesus, so that we could look upon his glory and experience his presence among us. Our King came to live with us on our wilderness journey,sharing our hardships and trials. Yet Jesus came to do more than sim­ply show us God. He came to bring us into God’s presence by equipping us with his perfect righteousness, imputed to us by grace. That is what effectually bridges the gap between God’s holiness and our sin: Christ gave us his holiness that enables us to be welcomed in. The guards are waved aside, and we can enter into God’s presence, clothed in his righteousness.

At the same time, our sin had to go somewhere. It couldn’t just be ignored; it had to be paid for. The wages of death had to be deposited into someone’s account. So Jesus took into himself the death that unclean sinners deserve for the sins that separate them from God. He placed himself under the flaming sword that separated us from God and paid in full for Adam’s sin and ours as well. Through his death, he made a way through the Levites into the very presence of God for you and me, so that in him we can approach with boldness the throne of God’s grace.

God dwelling in the midst of his Old Testament people was remarkable grace, given their track record of rebellion and sin. What, then, shall we say of our own experience of God? There are now no barriers and no secondclass citizens in our camp. Descendants of Judah and of Reuben, Jews and Gentiles, males and females, black and white, slave and free — all are one in Christ Jesus, and all are welcome to come in and abide with God forever. He has prepared a place for us and has given us the promise that where he is, there we shall be also. There is a place for us, and at the end of all things we shall find ourselves in our place forever.

 Will you be there? When they call the roll in Heaven, will your name be on the list? Then give thanks for that assurance, and center your life here and now around the presence of your awesome, almighty, and holy King. Celebrate his goodness and his grace. Magnify his holiness, and delight in his love and favor to you. Rejoice that in Christ you too have been found worthy to stand in his presence.
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Do or Die!


NUMBERS 3

Most jobs are not exactly life or death. For most of us, a simple error in the way we carry out our tasks will not kill anyone. This is true not simply for relatively unskilled occupations like hamburger flipping and garbage collecting but even for more highly skilled professions like lawyers and teachers. The cashier who rings up your purchase wrongly may cost you or the company some money, but nobody dies. The teacher who gets mixed up on the names of the different kinds of cloud formations or who misrepresents the true causes and effects of the Russian revolution may contribute to the ignorance of the next generation, but nobody will have to be buried as an immediate result of the error. There are some jobs, however, where each day people take their own lives and the lives of others into their hands. Airline pilots and air traffic controllers, anesthetists and surgeons, parachute packers and bomb disposal experts — these people have a job that must be done right or someone may die.

DO OR DIE MINISTRY

Into which of these categories do religious professionals fit? Surprisingly enough, the focus of Numbers 3 is that in the economy of God the ministry of the priests and Levites is literally “do or die,” a life or death service on behalf of the community. If they do not carry out their job correctly, it will lead straight to the morgue. Moreover, this message is not just ancient history. God has not changed in the time between then and now, and so we still need someone
 to perform that “do or die” ministry on our behalf. As the chapter unfolds, we will see exactly what this ministry of the priests and Levites is, who it is that undertakes this role for us, and the lessons that communicates to us in our situation.

The theme of a ministry that leads to life or death is introduced right at the outset of the chapter. It begins with the words, “These are the generations of Aaron and Moses” (v. 1). This is actually a standard formula in the book of Genesis that marks the transition into a new section of the book, with a focus on a new group of people. Invariably, the center of attention in the new section is on the offspring of the people named in the opening formula. So the words “Now these are the generations of Terah” in Genesis 11:27 introduces the story of Terah’s son, Abram, while “These are the generations of Isaac” in Genesis 25:19 launches the story of Jacob and Esau. So too here in the book of Numbers the account draws our attention immediately to the next generation, the four sons of Aaron: Nadab, Abihu, Eleazar, and Ithamar (3:2).

What we learn about these young men, in very brief terms, is that in carrying out their “do or die” ministry, two of them “did,” and two of them “died.” Nadab and Abihu, the older pair, offered unauthorized fire before the Lord, a story that is recorded in more detail in Leviticus 10. Instead of using “kosher” coals from the altar to burn their incense (see Leviticus 16:12), they used coals from another source. These coals had not been authorized by God for such use. As a result, fire came out from the presence of the Lord and burned them up (Leviticus 10:2). The message to be gleaned from their fate is not hard to discern: carelessness in serving a holy God can be fatal. Not only were they themselves killed — their lines in the family tree came to an abrupt halt, for they had no children (Numbers 3:4). Just as in parachute packing and brain surgery, in ministering before the Lord there is no room for error.

Their brothers Eleazar and Ithamar learned that lesson. As a result, they served the Lord safely as priests alongside their father Aaron (v. 4). Those who were careless died, but those who honored and respected the Lord’s holiness served him faithfully throughout their lives. Air Force pilots have a saying: “There are old pilots and there are bold pilots, but there are no old, bold pilots.” In that profession, if you cut corners and take risks, your chances of living to retirement age are slim. It was the same way with serving the Lord: it had to be done right, in accordance with his commands, or the priests might well die. There were no old, bold priests in the service of the Lord.
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