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      Covenant

Session Scripture Reading Assignment:  Numbers 
5 – personal crimes 







  
6 - Nazirites 








9  - Passover








11 – murmuring/riffraff 








15 – offense offerings, fringes








19 – Red Heifer








25 – apostasy








34-36 settling the land

Session Objectives   

· the post-exilic context of the source

  Numbers is attributed almost exclusively to P, with some narrative elements considered to have derived from the JE source. There is also apparent a collection of poetic fragments of which many, if not all, belong to a lost document/tradition referred to at the Book of the Battles of YHWH. The general consensus is to date the final redaction of the book of Numbers to the post-exilic period.

  The  concern of the book is to document the experiences of Israel as they journeyed through the Sinai peninsula from Egypt to Canaan.  His concern is much more closely reflected in the Hebrew title of the book (taken, as customary, from the first phrase of the book): bemidbar  meaning 'in the wilderness'. A second layer of concern is to outline the development of the ritual traditions which were later  part of the Temple rites. 

   The tribal division and cultic unity of the nation of Israel is a pervading focus. Viewed from a post-exilic perspective this memory of journey and of  the development of the nation bears even more significance. The people have just returned from another 'journey' and now must confront the task of rebuilding their Temple, their ritual and their national identity.  

· the community and cultic purity

 The nation is first defined in terms of a census of men of age for military service, this census yields a count of over 600, 000 men, which would cause an estimate of over 2 million Israelites if we assumed a nuclear family of 4 for each man. 

      Enumeration is made of each tribe, but Joseph is split into Manasseh and Ephraim (recall that Jacob had promised Joseph that he would consider his sons as his own) to maintain the count of 12 tribes after the tribe of Levi is set aside to serve the Tabernacle. From this also arises the ritual of the redemption of the 1st born male children.

    Purity is critical – it is a means of keeping apart from others, establishing Israel as a people 'set apart', it is also a reflection of a profound sense of the holiness of God and a recognition of the danger of approaching that holiness; this is combined with a recognition that life is God's to give and to take – hence blood, understood to be the source of life, is sacred to God and death, or anything that resembles it or has touched it, is believed to profane or pollute the people who must remain clean/pure/holy in order to properly serve and 'belong to'  God.

  This sense is reflected in the selection of the tribe of Levi to serve the Tabernacle, and the family of Aaron to function as priests. The kohanim (sons of Aaron) and the Levites serve as representatives of the people, maintain a purity that those involved in secular life cannot, and provide a barrier to protect the Sanctuary from the pollution of death/sin and to protect the people from the innate danger of  the holiness of God dwelling in/over the Tabernacle.

· the maintenance of identity while wandering/identity and settlement

Several areas are involved in Israel's developing sense of nationhood as they journey. Ritual purity, moral law and social responsibilities are inextricably intertwined. We see an example of this in chapter 5. We first read of the requirement to keep the unclean outside of the community, this is immediately followed by rules concerning theft/embezzlement and restitution, which then leads to the question of adultery and the very interesting outline of the trial by ordeal. This trial seems to bear hallmarks of ancient traditions which depended upon a belief in sympathetic magic and is also reflected in fragmentary literature of  Mesopotamian cultures. The adultery is linked to the other two categories by both the concern about life/death and the mention of property ( a woman, then, being considered her husband's property).

    The rituals prescribed for the Holy Days are again laid forth. These, especially

Passover and Yom Kippur were essential to Israel's self-identity. The one recalled their history and the role of God in those events, the other emphasizes the unique relationship between Israel and her God.  We also find a concrete result of the concern for accidental violation of purity, especially a problem as Israel dwelt among other nations, in the establishment of the rituals using the water of purification which was made using the ashes of a red cow.

 The repetition in ch. 15 of  the ritual for offense sacrifices, the harsh punishment (stoning) for violation the Sabbath, and the requirement of  purple fringes on outer garments all point to concern with maintaining identity in the midst of another culture. It is by all of these that they identify themselves, are 'set apart' from those around them. 

   Settlement: boundaries are extensive, some tribes settle in the trans-Jordan, cities for Levites are established, including 6 cities of asylum for homicides, case law is established for keeping the property of daughters in the tribe of the father.

· the threat of  foreign cults

   The people of Israel are fickle. They swear to follow, then question and complain. We find variant repetition of the murmuring incidents familiar from Exodus. These frequently bear hallmarks of connection to pagan influences on the people, especially in their persistent desire for idols and demand for miracles. Moses repeatedly intervenes to save Israel from the wrath of God.  One critical juncture is found in ch. 25, where we first read of Ba'al. The Israelites' idolatry now is not just metaphorically, but literally, 'whoring after other gods'. 

   The description of Nazirite vows and the rules surrounding them are a complex issue. Was this a unique way for an Israelite to demonstrate sincere dedication, a hubric humility, or a strange admixture of pagan rites into the development of  the Israelite cult?

Comments: the story of Balaam

