Numbers – Lesson 8
Numbers 16:1 – 16:49
In Lesson 7 we studied several instructions the LORD gave to the Israelites for when they went into the land. These were given at that time to reassure them that in spite of the judgment they had brought on themselves, the LORD was still going to bring them into the land. They included instructions for the giving of offerings. They also included instructions for a special offering they were to make when they first entered the land.

It included an occasion when the LORD made an example of a man who was caught gathering wood on a Sabbath Day. He was punished according to the Law the LORD had already given them. They were also given instructions to wear blue tassels on the corner of their garments to remind them that the LORD should always be remembered in every moment of their day.
The history of the Exodus continued.
Numbers 16:1a Korah son of Izhar, the son (descendant) of Kohath, the son of Levi,
Of all the Levites, apart from Aaron and his two sons, the Kohathites had the most prestigious responsibility. They were responsible for carrying the Holy things of the Tabernacle, including the Ark (Numbers 4:15). Korah was a member of the Izharites, one of the four sub-clans of the Kohathites. Those were Amram,
 Izhar, Hebron and Uzziel (Exodus 6:18). He was evidently the patriarch of one of the three sub-clans of the Izharites which were Nepheg, Korah, and Zicri (Exodus 6:21).
Numbers 16:1b-2a and Dathan and Abiram, the sons of Eliab, and On, the son of Peleth, sons of Reuben, took men: KJV
Perhaps these Reubenites had talked themselves into believing that the tribe of Reuben deserved the preeminence because Reuben had been the first-born son of Jacob. Dathan and Abiram were members of the Palluite clan, one of the four clans of the Reubenites (Numbers 26:5-9). Of the greater family tree of On there is no record.
Numbers 16:2b two hundred and fifty princes of the assembly, famous in the congregation, men of renown: KJV
This is one of the verses that indicate that the “assembly” here was different from the “congregation.” This “assembly” probably consisted of the leaders of thousands that Moses had appointed under the advice of his father-in-law Jethro (Exodus 18:21). If so, there would have been about 604 of these to help Moses rule over the original 603,550 men of the census (Exodus 38:26). If 250 of those came forward to support Korah’s complaint, that would mean that 41% of the “assembly” were supporting Korah. Some of these would have been newly appointed, as many of the old ones would have died in the recent battles with the Amalekites and Canaanites.
Numbers 16:3a They came as a group to oppose Moses and Aaron
Korah would have purported to have represented the interests of the rest of the Levites, and the 250 assembly members would have purported to represent the rest of the tribes.
Numbers 16:3b and said to them, “You have gone too far! The whole community is holy, every one of them, and the LORD is with them. Why then do you set yourselves above the LORD’s assembly?” 
They made their argument by twisting the truth. It was true that everyone who was truly a member of the LORD’s community were Holy (set apart to the LORD) and equal in His eyes. However, that did not mean that they all had the same ministry in Israel.
They were not happy with the LORD’s appointment of Moses as leader and Aaron and his son’s as priests. They wanted an election. The LORD had already had an election and He had the only vote.

Numbers 16:4 When Moses heard this, he fell facedown. 
I think Moses was dumbstruck by this arrogance in rejecting the LORD’s choice, particularly in light of the recent outcome of the last time they rejected the LORD’s choice. Then they had invaded the land against the LORD’s command and had been slaughtered. I think he was also discouraged to see what high proportion of the “assembly” was still so faithless.
Numbers 16:5 Then he said to Korah and all his followers: “In the morning the LORD will show who belongs to him and who is holy, and he will have that person come near him.
 The man he chooses he will cause to come near him. 
We are not told specifically how this proposal originated. We don’t know if the LORD revealed it quietly to Moses’ spirit while he was prostrate before the LORD or whether Moses came up with the plan on his own. The details that follow suggest that the LORD had revealed it to Moses.
Numbers 16:6-7 You, Korah, and all your followers are to do this: Take censers and tomorrow put fire and incense in them before the LORD. The man the LORD chooses will be the one who is holy. You Levites have gone too far!” 
As we shall see “Korah and all your followers” were made up of Korah and the 250 Assembly leaders. Moses comment that “you Levites have gone too far” indicates that Moses knew that Korah also represented a widespread attitude among the Levites.
Numbers 16:8-9 Moses also said to Korah, “Now listen, you Levites! Isn’t it enough for you that the God of Israel has separated you from the rest of the Israelite community and brought you near himself to do the work at the LORD’s tabernacle and to stand before the community and minister to them? 
Moses pointed out that, as a Levite, Korah had already been given a privileged position. Korah couldn’t accept that in spite of their particular office, all who believed in the LORD were equal before Him. This was also clearly spelled out in the New Testament (1 Corinthians 12).
Numbers 16:10 He has brought you and all your fellow Levites near himself, but now you are trying to get the priesthood too. 
Korah was rebelling against the LORD’s decision and wanted the priesthood for himself as well. In standing forth as the spokesman of the Levites, he was attempting to seize the leadership of the Levites from Moses and Aaron.
Numbers 16:11 It is against the LORD that you and all your followers have banded together. Who is Aaron that you should grumble against him?” 
Korah should have understood that it was the LORD’s decision he was trying to defy. In fact, neither Moses nor Aaron had wanted burden of the positions the LORD had given them.
Numbers 16:12 Then Moses summoned Dathan and Abiram, the sons of Eliab. But they said, “We will not come! 
Evidently, the Reubenites Dathan and Abiram had nothing to do with Korah. They had just taken the occasion to mount their complaints.
Numbers 16:13 Isn’t it enough that you have brought us up out of a land flowing with milk and honey to kill us in the desert? And now you also want to lord it over us? 
Their true complaint was that the authority of Moses over them offended their arrogance. Perhaps they thought that, as descendants of Reuben the eldest son of Jacob, they deserved the preeminence.
Numbers 16:14 Moreover, you haven’t brought us into a land flowing with milk and honey 
 or given us an inheritance of fields and vineyards.
 Will you gouge out the eyes of these men?
 No, we will not come!” 
They had already been given all the reasons they were not in the land. It was all because of their disobedience. They still had not learned that disobeying the LORD was not a wise course of action.
Numbers 16:15 Then Moses became very angry and said to the LORD, “Do not accept their offering. I have not taken so much as a donkey from them, nor have I wronged any of them.” 
This is further testimony that the instruction about the censers had come from the LORD. Moses had no idea of what was going to happen when they brought the censers, but he felt compelled to defend himself to the LORD, even though he knew that the LORD sees everything.
Numbers 16:16 Moses said to Korah, “You and all your followers are to appear before the LORD tomorrow--you and they and Aaron. 
Not only they, but Aaron was to come.
Numbers 16:17 Each man is to take his censer and put incense in it--250 censers in all--and present it before the LORD. You and Aaron are to present your censers also.” 
Bringing burning incense before the LORD was an action of a priest. It had been the action of Aaron when the LORD consecrated his family for service:
Leviticus 16:11-12 “Aaron shall bring the bull for his own sin offering to make atonement for himself and his household, and he is to slaughter the bull for his own sin offering. He is to take a censer full of burning coals from the altar before the LORD and two handfuls of finely ground fragrant incense and take them behind the curtain.”
Numbers 16:18 So each man took his censer, put fire and incense in it, and stood with Moses and Aaron at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. 
In essence, each man was to stand before the LORD as if he was an ordained priest of Israel and see if the LORD accepted them.
Numbers 16:19 And Korah gathered all the (members of the) assembly against them unto the door of the tabernacle of the congregation meeting:
 and the glory of the LORD appeared unto all the (members of the) congregation assembly. KJV
The “assembly” here seems to refer to just the 250 members of the “assembly” who had joined Korah’s rebellion. The Hebrew word translated “assembly” here is עֵדָה {ā·dä'} which can also be translated as referring to the whole “congregation.” However, here it clearly refers to just the 250 members of the elite “assembly.” Although the pillar of cloud and pillar of fire were always visible to the people, the glory of the LORD was only visible at selected times. It was evidently awesome.
Numbers 16:20-22 The LORD said to Moses and Aaron, “Separate yourselves from this assembly so I can put an end to them at once.” But Moses and Aaron fell facedown and cried out, “O God, God of the spirits of all mankind, will you be angry with the entire assembly when only one man sins?” 
Evidently Moses, with his limited knowledge, saw the situation as caused by the sin of one man, Korah, who had led the other 250 astray. He pleaded for mercy for them. The LORD saw all their hearts and knew that they were all guilty.
Numbers 16:23-25 Then the LORD said to Moses, “Say to the assembly congregation, ‘Move away from the tents of Korah, Dathan and Abiram.’” Moses got up and went to Dathan and Abiram, and the elders of Israel followed him. 
Before the LORD would address the matter He would take care of the other rebellion, that of Dathan and Abiram. The Hebrew word translated “assembly” here is also עֵדָה {ā·dä'} which clearly in this case is talking about the “congregation” of Israel. In this particular case it would refer specifically to the other Reubenites camped near the tents of Dathan and Abiram and others who might have business in the vicinity. The Reubenites were camped just south of the Tabernacle beyond the small camp of the Levites which encircled the Tabernacle.
Numbers 16:26-27 He warned the assembly congregation, “Move back from the tents of these wicked men! Do not touch anything belonging to them, or you will be swept away because of all their sins.” So they moved away from the tents of Korah, Dathan and Abiram. Dathan and Abiram had come out and were standing with their wives, children and little ones at the entrances to their tents.
Again, here at the beginning the LORD was going to set a terrible example as He already had with Aaron’s sons.
Numbers 16:28 Then Moses said, “This is how you will know that the LORD has sent me to do all these things and that it was not my idea: 
As if the fact that Moses’ authority had been given by the LORD had not already been established many times, the LORD had to do it again.
Numbers 16:29-30 If these men die a natural death and experience only what usually happens to men, then the LORD has not sent me. But if the LORD brings about something totally new, and the earth opens its mouth and swallows them, with everything that belongs to them, and they go down alive into the grave, then you will know that these men have treated the LORD with contempt.” 
They might have been shocked and offended when Moses had ordered the death of the man gathering wood on the Sabbath according to the Law of the LORD. Here it would be the LORD who passed the judgment just to underscore the fact that Moses was only doing what the LORD wanted done.
Numbers 16:31-32 As soon as he finished saying all this, the ground under them split apart and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them, with their households and all Korah’s men and all their possessions. 
Not only were the families of Dathan and Abiram swallowed up, just south of the Tabernacle in the camp of Reuben, but just in front of the Tabernacle in the camp of Levi, the household of Korah was swallowed up. The term “Korah’s men” seems to refer to those of Korah’s family who followed him. We know that members of Korah’s family survived (Numbers 26:11). The prophet Samuel was a descendant of Korah as were those who wrote the twelve Psalms of the Sons of Korah (Psalms 42-49, 84, 85, 87, and 88).
Numbers 16:33-34 They went down alive into the grave, with everything they owned; the earth closed over them, and they perished and were gone from the community. At their cries, all the Israelites around them fled, shouting, “The earth is going to swallow us too!” 
Needless to say the people camped next to those tents were terrified.
Numbers 16:35 And fire came out from the LORD and consumed the 250 men who were offering the incense. 
Just as this was going on, the LORD ignored Moses’ previous plea for mercy for the 250 besides Korah standing in front of the Tabernacle and consumed them with fire. There was evidently nothing left but ashes and the still burning brass censers.
Numbers 16:36-38 The LORD said to Moses, “Tell Eleazar son of Aaron, the priest, to take the censers out of the smoldering remains and scatter the coals some distance away, for the censers are holy-- the censers of the men who sinned at the cost of their lives. Hammer the censers into sheets to overlay the altar, for they were presented before the LORD and have become holy. Let them be a sign to the Israelites.” 
The brass in the censers was used to add to the brass already overlaying the altar (Exodus 38:29-30).
Numbers 16:39-40 So Eleazar the priest collected the bronze censers brought by those who had been burned up, and he had them hammered out to overlay the altar, as the LORD directed him through Moses. This was to remind the Israelites that no one except a descendant of Aaron should come to burn incense before the LORD, or he would become like Korah and his followers. 
The Bronze Altar was in the outer courtyard of the Tabernacle and would be seen by people as they came to make animal and grain offerings. This would remind them that only the priests could go inside the Tabernacle where incense could be burned before the LORD.
Numbers 16:41 But on the morrow all the congregation 
 of the children of Israel murmured against Moses and against Aaron, saying, You have killed the people of the LORD. KJV
This underlines the almost incredible refusal of that generation of Israel to learn anything. Apparently, the people had persuaded themselves that Moses had pulled the wool over the eyes of the LORD, so that He didn’t know whose people were His. What contempt they seemed to have had for the omniscient, omnipresent, almighty LORD!

Numbers 16:42 And it came to pass, when the congregation was gathered against Moses and against Aaron, that they looked toward the tabernacle of meeting: and, behold, the cloud covered it, and the glory of the LORD appeared. KJV
Prominent in the “congregation” in front of the Tabernacle would have been the leaders of Israel (men) who had survived so far.
Numbers 16:43-45a  And Moses and Aaron came before the tabernacle of the congregation. And the LORD spake unto Moses, saying “Get you up from among this congregation, that I may consume them as in a moment.” KJV
The LORD proposed to get rid of the whole group of men assembled there which was in the tens of thousands.

Numbers 16:45b And they fell facedown.
Moses and Aaron fell facedown in evident supplication.
Numbers 16:46 Then Moses said to Aaron, “Take your censer and put incense in it, along with fire from the altar, and hurry to the assembly to make atonement for them. Wrath has come out from the LORD; the plague has started.” 
This was the procedure that was followed on the Day of Atonement, with exception that the incense was burned in the Holy of Holies (Leviticus 16.12). Here the LORD was allowing them to make a special atonement for those people. Evidently, the plague of sudden death had started in the midst of the assembly, probably with their spokesmen, and started spreading out from there.
Numbers 16:47-48 So Aaron did as Moses said, and ran into the midst of the assembly. The plague had already started among the people, but Aaron offered the incense and made atonement for them. He stood between the living and the dead, and the plague stopped. 
Evidently as Aaron ran through the assembly, those on the side the plague started died, and those on the outside of his position survived.
Numbers 16:49-50 But 14,700 people died from the plague, in addition to those who had died because of Korah. Then Aaron returned to Moses at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting, for the plague had stopped.

The total number gathered together was large enough that 14,700 died before Aaron could get between them and sudden death. Always remember when trying to imagine scenes during the Exodus that the total number of the people in the camp probably still numbered close to two million people and was spread out over many square miles. Those that had assembled were probably all men from the group that had been condemned to die in the desert.
� Amram was the clan of Moses and Aaron (Exodus 6:18). Of them only Aaron’s sons had the priesthood.


� In Exodus 28:1 He appointed Aaron as Priest and in Exodus 32:34 Moses as leader.


� In the Exodus, Moses was God’s prophet. He was also a type of “the prophet” like him, who was to come (Jesus Christ). Any attempt to assert that anyone other than God’s choice was qualified to approach God was gross heresy.


� This was the promise of the Lord that Moses had given the people in Exodus 13:3 at the first Passover.


� This was the implicit promise of Leviticus 25:4.


� In other words “Would you have them deny the evidence of their eyes that we are still in the desert?


� The Hebrew word here is מוֹעֵד {mō·ād'}. For some unknown reason in the KJV it is usually translated “the congregation” when it follow the words “Tabernacle of.” Otherwise the word means “meeting or appointed.” It comes from the root word יָעַד {yä·ad'} which has been variously translated “meet, together, assemble, appointed.” I think “tabernacle of meeting” makes more sense as it was where the Israelites would meet the LORD. The NIV, ASV, NAS, NRSV all have this translated “tent of meeting.”


� “All the congregation” included all those men counted in the census.
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