
 Free Bible Study Notes on Numbers 16-23 
 
 
 
Introduction:  A climate of rebellion has developed in Israel and more rebellion erupts in our current 
section.  Korah, Dathan and Abiram contest the leadership of Moses and Aaron and are destroyed by 
God.  At this the people also rebel and are struck by a plague from God.  God sets up a test to show 
everyone that Aaron is God's appointed high priest.  God gives additional regulations for the support of the 
priestly service and for cleansing from ceremonial defilement.  Miriam dies at Kadesh.  The people need 
water and again rebel, putting such pressure on Moses and Aaron that they speak rashly and fail to honor 
God.  This will cost them their entrance into the Promised Land.  Aaron dies at Mount Hor.  Israel destroys 
in battle a Canaanite king who bars their way.  When the people again rebel against the hardships of the 
desert, God sends venomous snakes among them.  Israel destroys two more Canaanite kings and 
occupies their land east of Jordan.  The king of Moab, afraid his people will be consumed by Israel, hires 
the prophet Balaam to curse Israel. 
 
This section contains some of the most fearful and powerful lessons in the Old Testament against 
rebellion and a divided heart. 
 
 

Notes on Numbers 16-23 
 
16:1 - Korah was a Levite but not a priest.  He had his cronies, Dathan, Abiram and On.  Rebels always 
flock together.  If there are two rebels in a large assembly, they seem to always find each other in a very 
short time.  Rebels are often gifted people who are full of themselves and have never learned to humble 
themselves under authority.  This begins at home where parents fail to teach submission and respect. 
 
Rebellion is a spirit or attitude toward authority.  Anyone can find fault in a leader.  Do we obey an authority 
only when he or she is right and perfect?  Only when the authority pleases us?  That would not be 
obedience at all.  We do not obey an authority because the person is perfect, but because the person is in 
authority.  The principle of respect for authority is right and is necessary if any organization or society is to 
hold together and accomplish its purpose. 
 
God hates rebellion, comparing it to the sin of divination or witchcraft - 1 Samuel 15:22, 23.  If a son 
became utterly rebellious, the Law of Moses required the son to be stoned to death - Deuteronomy 21:18-
21.  This seems harsh but rebellion is that serious and had to be dealt with at its roots.  The freedom we 
have in America is wonderful, but there is no such thing as absolute freedom with no authority or control.  
Our ideas about freedom sometimes make it hard for us to respect authority. 
 
16:2 - 250 Israelite men - This rebellion has grown to serious proportions. 
 
16:3 - set yourselves above - They accuse Moses and Aaron of taking authority to themselves.  In fact, in 
the beginning Moses was reluctant to lead Israel at all, and he and Aaron were only leaders because God 
had specifically appointed them such. 
 
16:4 - fell face down - After the serious rebellions of the recent past, and the failure to enter the Promised 
land, Moses must have been extremely stressed. 
 
16:5 - the LORD will show - When his authority is contested, Moses does not attack his opponent but 
takes the matter to God.  Moses had no doubt that God had made him leader.  Time and again God had 
backed him and helped him in times of crisis and would not fail him now.  Moses knew God hates 
rebellion and would deal severely with Korah and his people. 
 
16:6 - Take censers - (Bowls in which incense was offered by the priests).  You want to be priests.  You 
will have your chance and we will see whose priestly service God accepts.  (If we are really walking in 
God-given authority, we do not have to fight with people about it but can turn to God who will verify and 
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confirm our authority.) 
 
16:9 - Isn't it enough - They were unwilling to serve humbly and joyfully in the place given them by God.  In 
the same way the church has been damaged by people like Diotrephes - 3 John 9, 10 - who are not 
satisfied unless they are first.  God is pleased when we concentrate on serving well wherever he has 
placed us and wait for him to advance us if he wishes. 
 
16:11 - against the LORD - Because the Lord is the one who placed Moses and Aaron in authority.  All 
rebellion against earthly authorities is ultimately rebellion against God, because all authority comes from 
God - Romans 13:1-7.  Thus when one rebels against one's parent, husband, teacher, supervisor, church 
leaders, an officer, or the government (all authorities ordained by God), one is really rebelling against God 
himself. 
 
16:14 - haven't brought us - Rebels can always find supposed grounds for complaint.  All authorities are 
imperfect and even unfounded grievances can be made to sound real. 
 
16:15 - became very angry - Moses had already been pushed to his limits by the unbelieving Israelites.  
The charges made by Korah and his men were false and it grieved Moses that numbers of the Israelites 
were believing them. 
 
16:16 - appear before the LORD tomorrow  - God will judge the case and decide between us.  Moses is 
setting up the terms of the contest just as Elijah does with the prophets of Baal on Mt. Carmel many years 
later - 1 Kings 18. 
 
16:19 - gathered all his followers [NASB:  assembled all the congregation against them] - If the latter 
translation is correct, Korah had succeeded in subverting the entire nation.  From vv. 21, 22, the NASB 
seems to be correct.  One reason rebellion is so serious is that it grows and is contagious.  One rebellious 
youth in a youth group can poison many others.  One rebel member can corrupt other members and turn 
them against their leaders.  The rock culture glorifies moral rebellion and is spreading it throughout the 
world.   
 
16:21 - Separate yourselves - God is weary with Israel's constant rebellion and once more is ready to 
destroy the nation and start over. 
 
16:22 - fell facedown - Moses intercedes for Israel as he has done so many times before.  He knows that 
even if Israel has listened to Korah, they have been deceived and are not as blamable as Korah and his 
immediate cronies. 
 
16:24 - Move away - Something terrible is about to happen. 
 
16:26 - Do not touch - There is some wickedness which is so serious that nothing but absolute separation 
by God's people is sufficient - compare 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1; 2 Timothy 2:19-22. 
 
16:27 - wives, children and little ones - The destruction of the whole families is hard for our modern mind 
to understand.  But several things can be said:  For one thing, in the Old Testament system members of a 
family often shared in the penalty for a sin committed by the leader of the family.  Second, at least the 
wives and older children may have supported the rebels and thus shared the blame.  Third, temporal 
punishment is not the same as eternal punishment.  If some of the family members were innocent, there is 
no reason to think their souls were eternally damned. 
 
16:28 - This is how you will know - God will make plain who his appointed leaders are. 
 
16:32 - all Korah's men - Those who listened to Korah's poisonous complaints paid dearly.  Korah himself 
also died - Numbers 26:10. 
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16:41 - whole...community grumbled - The same evil spirit of ingratitude and complaint still remained in 
the heart of the people. 
 
killed the Lord's people - Instead of seeing it as a judgment from God, the people try to make Moses and 
Aaron responsible for the deaths.  The minds of the people are still blinded by the subversion of Korah.  
Punishment can instill fear, but it cannot, by itself, convert the heart.  Punishment arrests people and gains 
their attention so that teaching can get into their hearts and change them. 
 
16:45 - Get away - Again God is ready to make an end of the Israelites. 
 
16:46 - hurry...make atonement - Always faithful as priests, Moses and Aaron work to appease God's 
wrath and reconcile the people to him. 
 
16:48 - stood between the living and the dead - The work of an intercessory leader. 
 
16:49 - 14,700 people died - It was a costly lesson but it had to be learned.  Rebellion has to be dealt with 
because it is a fatal disease.  It is progressive and contagious. 
 
17:2 - get twelve staffs...one from the leader of each...tribe - God will now prove to the leaders of Israel 
that he has appointed Aaron as high priest. 
 
17:10 - so that they will not die - God's discipline is not against us but for us, to save us from death.  Have 
you ever felt like thanking God for the disciplinary things that have happened to you? 
 
18:1 - bear the responsibility - It will be up to you to see that no one offends against the sanctuary.  If they 
do, you will be held accountable.   
 
18:5 - not fall on the Israelites again - God makes the responsibility clear so that the priests will do their 
job and prevent Israel from coming under wrath.  God is protecting the people. 
 
18:9 - belongs to you and your sons - God has always provided for the material support of his full-time 
servants - compare 1 Corinthians 9:14;  Galatians 6:6;  Luke 10:7;  2 Timothy 2:3-7;  1 Timothy 5:17,18. 
 
18:12 - finest olive oil...new wine...grain - Although the Lord placed heavy requirements and 
responsibilities on the priests, he also provided well for them. 
 
18:20 - no inheritance - When the land of Canaan would be divided among the tribes, the tribe of Levi 
would not receive an equal portion with the other tribes.  They did receive some cities to live in and a small 
amount of grazing land, but God wanted them to be free from regular farming duties to devote themselves 
to God's religious service.  They would live on the tithes of the people. 
 
18:26 - must present a tenth - Even though the Levites were supported by tithes, they must themselves 
give a tithe of the tithes.  Leaders must set an example in giving.  Thus today ministers and church 
leaders supported by church funds must give their own offerings to the church. 
 
18:31 - it is your wages - Compensation of God's workers is a Biblical idea.  Honest work deserves its 
reward.  Some people think ministers don't work.  "The minister only works on Sunday.  All I see him doing 
is giving a couple of 30-minute sermons a week."  Little do most people realize all the demands made on 
a minister's time by sermon preparation, counseling, administration, correspondence, visitation, etc.  
There are some lazy preachers who collect a salary but do little during the week (and these are a reproach 
on the ministry), but generally ministers are overworked, not underworked. 
 
19:2 - red heifer - God gives direction for the cleansing of persons who have been defiled by contact with a 
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dead body. 
 
19:18 - hyssop - A dried plant which held water much like a sponge. 
 
19:20 - if a person...does not purify himself - Here is a principle for the church.  New converts need to 
understand the obligation to make and keep themselves holy.  The whole church needs a renewed 
commitment to holiness.  God is waiting to do wonderful things through the church once we take holiness 
seriously. 
 
20:1 - Miriam died - The sister of Moses, who had watched over baby Moses when he floated in the Nile. 
 
20:2 - no water...people gathered in opposition - You would think after all the times God had provided in 
emergencies, that the people would have quietly waited for Moses to act. 
 
20:3 - If only we had died - The people didn't really mean that.  If they had only listened to themselves!   
 
20:4 - die here - After all Moses has done for them, they still slanderously accuse him of wanting to 
destroy them. 
 
20:6 - fell facedown - They are at the end of their endurance. 
 
20:10 - Listen, you rebels - For the first time in his life as a leader, Moses under stress loses control and 
speaks rashly to the people.   
 
must we bring you water - Moses does not give credit to God but makes it sound as if he and Aaron are 
supplying the water.  This dishonors God and it costs Moses and Aaron their entrance into the Promised 
Land. 
 
20:11 - struck the rock twice - God had commanded Moses to speak to the rock.  Moses was usually very 
careful to obey God.  But here again Moses' anger and frustration have caused him to lose control.   
 
20:12 - you will not bring this community into the land - Moses would die and Joshua would lead the 
people into Canaan. 
 
Moses and Aaron were weary from dealing with repeated rebellion, but that was no excuse.  They should 
have maintained self-control.  Control is needed most of all when we are tired, provoked, stressed and 
vulnerable.  As good soldiers we have to maintain discipline in the heat of battle where loss of control can 
be costly.  There are times of tension in families and churches where self-control has prevented much 
damage, or the loss of self-discipline has given Satan much destructive opportunity. 
 
20:13 - Meribah - This name in Israel's history, along with the name Massah, came to symbolize 
quarreling and rebellion - see Psalm 95:8, 9. 
 
20:14 - Edom - Edom lay south of the Dead Sea.  The Edomites were descendants of Esau, son of Isaac 
and brother of Jacob.  Thus they were close relatives of Israel and should have been friendly to them.   
 
20:15 - Our forefathers went down into Egypt - Moses updates the Edomites on what has happened with 
their cousins.  But like most nations at that time, the Edomites could only see the Israelites as a threat to 
themselves and their territory.  They did not trust Israel's promises.  One sees this same spirit in local 
churches today who all have a relationship to each other in the family of God, but they resist calls to unity 
or united effort toward revival, seeing other congregations as a threat to themselves.  Such self-centered 
and limited vision often weakens the overall cause of Christ right at the time when conditions in our nation 
cry out for the church to be strong in its message and impact. 
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20:17 - not go through any field or vineyard (The Edomites would have feared for their crops). 
 
20:21 - Israel turned away - They had to either fight with their brother Edom or else take a long detour.  
They chose the latter. 
 
20:28 - Aaron died - The first high priest of Israel had finished his work.  Of the principal first generation 
leaders, only Moses is left and he will die soon. 
 
21:1 - attacked - Like most of the Canaanite nations, Arad probably was in fear of Israel and figured the 
best thing was to make the first move. 
 
21:3 - Hormah means destruction (NIV text note). 
 
21:5 - miserable food - The people seem to never learn to be grateful. 
 
21:6 - venomous snakes [NASB, KJV:  fiery serpents].  It is not certain whether the name refers to the 
appearance of the snakes or to the pain of their bite.  But it is a fit punishment for rebellion. 
 
21:7 - We sinned - God does not discipline his people because he likes to punish, but to straighten out 
their thinking and help them face truth. 
 
21:9 - bronze snake - This snake, lifted up above the people on a pole, prefigures Christ, lifted up on the 
cross, so that all who look to him for salvation are saved from eternal death - John 3:14.  After this incident 
someone stored this bronze snake, for King Hezekiah had to destroy it hundreds of years later when it had 
become an object of idolatry - 2 Kings 18:4.  Perhaps because people were healed when they looked at it, 
some people thought the object itself had healing power. 
 
21:31 - Israel settled - That is, some of the Israelites.  Later two and a half tribes took their territory on this 
east side of Jordan.  It must have been pleasant to the people to settle down in normal towns and villages 
after wandering so long in the desert. 
 
22:1 - Plains of Moab - Moab lay to the east of the Dead Sea.  Moabites were also related to Israel, being 
descendants of Lot, the nephew of Abraham. 
 
22:3 - Moab was terrified, thinking that it would happen to them as to the kingdoms of Sihon and Og.   
 
22:4 - Midian - A neighboring nation, an ally to Moab. 
 
22:5 - Balaam - This non-Israelite prophet had a reputation for being able to bring curses from God on 
people.  Balak thought he could fix Israel by getting Balaam to zap them with a curse. 
 
the River - The Euphrates in Mesopotamia. 
 
The story of Balaam is one of the most fearful in scripture.  It is the detailed, step-by-step picture of a 
person sliding toward destruction while he is still formally serving God.  There is terrible danger in trying to 
have it one's own way while serving the Lord.  From Balaam we learn the importance of purifying our heart 
when destructive desire begins.  We must not play with greed, bitterness, anxiety or lust.  When 
something wrong appeals to us, continuing to think about it or move closer to it increases its power over  
us.  Like our bodily immune system, there needs to be something in us that immediately attacks wrong 
desires that would carry us away from God. 
 
22:6 - those you curse are cursed - Balak wanted to hire the best practitioner possible. 
 
22:8 - the answer the LORD gives me - Balaam did right by asking God before agreeing to Balak's 
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proposition. 
 
22:12 - Do not go with them...not put a curse on those people - God's will is very clear at the outset.  
Balaam can never claim he didn't understand.  Israel is not to be cursed.  People usually know right and 
wrong.  We only confuse the issue because we don't want to obey God. 
 
22:13 - The LORD has refused - So far, Balaam is handling this thing the right way. 
 
22:17 - reward you handsomely - Some people think money is the answer to anything.  And it was in the 
case of Balaam. 
 
22:18 - I could not do anything - This is like Peter's avowals of faithfulness before he denied Christ. 
 
22:19 - find out what else the LORD will tell me - This is the turning point and the beginning of Balaam's 
slide into hell.  Balaam already knew very well what God's will was.  There should have been no question 
of asking God again.  And there should have been no thought of going into any association with the 
enemies of God's people.  But grievous falls often begin when we start thinking the unthinkable, and 
gradually the unthinkable becomes more and more thinkable, then doable. 
 
Balaam could not stop thinking about the money and honor promised by Balak.  For some time in his 
profession Balaam had been using God rather than serving God.  His greed and self-love had gotten too 
great a hold.  If our thoughts are not cleansed when they first begin to need it, they can pull us to 
destruction.  We reach a point where we cannot resist.  This may occur before we realize it. 
 
A person may think he has not gone beyond recovery when he has.  On the other hand, Satan often 
plants the lie that one has gone beyond redemption when he hasn't.  He likes to destroy us with false 
despair. 
 
22:20 - go with them - God had not changed his will about cursing Israel.  But he knew Balaam's hopeless 
obstinacy and was giving him up to the path that Balaam insisted on, the path that would destroy him. 
 
22:22 - God was very angry - Why was God angry when he had told Balaam to go?  Because God hated 
what Balaam was doing and had only allowed Balaam to go because Balaam was determined to go the 
way of destruction.  God gives hardened sinners the delusions they choose - 2 Thessalonians 2:10-12; 
Romans 1:24-32. 
 
angel...stood in the road to oppose him - This reminds us of the angel who tried to kill Moses on the way 
to Egypt because Moses had neglected to circumcise his son - Exodus 4:24, 25. 
 
22:28 - What have I done - If anyone ever doubted that God has a sense of humor, this passage shows 
that he does.   
 
22:29 - Balaam answered - Balaam is so frustrated that he has not stopped to realize that donkeys don't 
talk! 
 
22:32 - Why have you beaten your donkey - The donkey had been able to see things Balaam was too 
spiritually blind to see.  The donkey had more sense than Balaam did.  God used the donkey to reprove 
Balaam and humble him - 2 Peter 2:15, 16. 
 
your path is a reckless one - God did not want Balaam to go. 
 
22:34 - if you are displeased - The "if" shows that Balaam still cannot completely face the truth.  God had 
revealed his will to Balaam plainly in the beginning. 
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22:35 - Go - God has not changed, but he knows from Balaam's language that Balaam is determined to 
follow the money.  God gives the obstinate sinner his way. 
 
22:38 - speak only what God puts in my mouth - And that is all Balaam will speak during the current 
phase.  He sounds very faithful to God but his heart has already compromised with evil.   
 
23:1 - Build me seven altars - Balaam had learned the right actions to approach God.  But he did it to 
manipulate God, not to serve him.  Religion can be used for self-service as readily as for God-service.  I 
perform the right worship so God will bless me so I can do my own thing. 
 
23:10 - may my end by like theirs! - Balaam has pronounced a blessing!   
 
23:13 - another place - Let's change our approach, get a psychological advantage.  If we try enough 
angles, there must be some way to get our own way and still do God's thing. 
 
23:21 - The LORD their God is with them - Again Balaam pronounces a blessing. 
 
23:25 - Neither curse...nor bless!  Every time Balaam opens his mouth, things get worse for Balak. 
 
23:27 - another place...perhaps it will please God - Balak has a very erroneous estimate of God, 
comparing him to the pagan deities who can be manipulated by man for man's purposes.   
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