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Week 4: Korah’s Rebellion (Numbers 16-20) 

“Then YHWH spoke to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not trust me enough to show me as holy 
before the Israelites, therefore you will not bring this community into the land I have given them.”” – 
Numbers 20:12 
 
Outline of the Class/Book 

• Week 4: Korah’s Rebellion (16-20) 
• Week 5: Balaam and the Moabites (21-25) 
• Week 6: A New Generation (26-27) 
• Week 7: Offerings and Holy Days (28-30) 
• Week 8: Preparation to Enter the Promised Land (31-33) 
• Week 9: Cities and Boundaries (34-36); Conclusion 

 
Opening Discussion:  

• What did you notice or observe as you read that you had not noticed before? What stood 
out to you?  

• How do these chapters describe God? What can we learn about God in these chapters? 
How is He portrayed? 

• What questions do you still have about the text? What didn’t make sense?  

Rebellion Cycle 2: Korah’s Rebellion (16:1-19:22) 

Rebellion of Korah and the Reubenites (16:1-50): 

• Korah’s Complaint: Korah, a Levite, and Dathan and Abiram, two Reubenites, took 250 
leaders from the community (the text calls them “famous men”  and rebelled against 
Moses and Aaron saying, “You take too much upon yourselves, seeing that the whole 
community is holy, every one of them, and YHWH is among them. Why then do you exalt 
yourselves above the community of YHWH?” 

o Sympathizing with Korah: At first glance, it may seem as though Korah a 
legitimate point and complaint. Moses is “taking too much on Himself.” This has 
been said before and, following the text, seems to be appropriate. Also, Korah’s 
contention that the whole community is holy has a basis in truth. Israel is to be a 
“nation of priests” and YHWH really is among them. So isn’t Korah right?  

o What is Korah after? Korah is likely after more than his words portray. His 
gathering of 250 leaders from the community represents an attempted coup. He 
is airing grievances the people may have felt (or could be made to feel) in order 
to incite them to place him in Moses’ position.  

o Why Korah is wrong: Korah is arrogating himself to a position that isn’t his. By 
doing this, he is going against the revealed will of YHWH. As YHWH’s 
representative, a rebellion against Moses really is a rebellion against YHWH.  



• Moses’ Response: When he heard this, Moses fell with his face to the ground and 
replied, “In the morning YHWH will make known who are his, and who is holy.” He proposes 
that they each approach Him and allow YHWH to choose who will be holy.”  

o Moses’ Critiques: Moses offers several critiques of Korah and the rebels: 
§ They take too much on themselves (they are arrogating themselves above 

their position).  
§ They (the Levites) regard their separation from the community of Israel 

and closeness to God as not enough. 
§ They are seeking something beyond their proper station.  
§ They are not murmuring against Moses and Aaron, but YHWH. 

o Dathan and Abiram Refuse to Appear: Moses summoned Dathan and Abiram 
to come up, but they refused saying, “We will not come up. Is it a small thing that 
you have brought us up out of the land that flows with milk and honey, to kill us in 
the wilderness? Now do you want to make yourself a prince over us? Moreover, you 
have not brought us into a land that flows with milk and honey, nor given us an 
inheritance of fields and vineyards. Do you think you can blind these men? We will 
not come up.” 

o Moses’ Anger at Dathan and Abiram: Moses was very angry, and he said to 
YHWH, “Have no respect for their offering! I have not taken so much as one donkey 
from them, nor have I harmed any one of them!” 

• Moses’ Proposal: Then Moses said to Korah, “You and all your company present 
yourselves before YHWH—you and they, and Aaron—tomorrow. And each of you take his 
censer, put incense in it, and then each of you present his censer before YHWH: 250 censers, 
along with you, and Aaron—each of you with his censer.” Everyone did as Moses proposed 
and stood before the tabernacle and the glory of YHWH appeared to the community. 

• YHWH’s Judgement on Korah:  
o YHWH orders Moses and Aaron to separate from the community so that He can 

consume them, but Moses and Aaron intercede on behalf of the community and 
they are spared. Instead, they and the community are to move away from the 
homes of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram, which they do.  

o Moses said to the people, “This is how you will know that YHWH has sent me to do 
all these works, for I have not done them of my own will. If these men die a natural 
death, or if they share the fate of all men, then YHWH has not sent me. But if YHWH 
does something entirely new, and the earth opens its mouth and swallows them up 
along with all that they have, and they go down alive to the grave, then you will know 
that these men have despised YHWH!” 

o When he had finished speaking, the ground opened up and swallowed them  and 
their households (all of their goods) whole and they went alive into the pit and 
the ground closed over them. 

o A fire then went out from YHWH and devoured the men who offered incense.  
• Atonement for the Rebellion:  

o The Collection of the Censers: The priests are commanded to collect the 
bronze censers used in this ritual and hammer them into sheets to cover the 
altar.  This is to be a memorial reminder that only Aaron’s line is to be altar 
before YHWH.  



o The People Assemble Against Moses: On the next day, the whole community 
of Israelites murmured against Moses and Aaron for “killing YHWH’s people” 
and assembled against them in front of the Tabernacle and the glory of YHWH 
came over it. Moses and Aaron stood between the people and YHWH who was 
ready to consume them.  

o The Plague: Moses instructed Aaron to take a censer with burning coals in it 
and to make atonement for them because a plague had begun among the people. 
Aaron did so (the text says he “stood between the dead and the living and the 
plague was stopped”). 14,700 people died in the plague. 

Aaron’s Budding Staff (17:1-13): YHWH instructed Moses to gather a staff from each tribal 
leader (12 staffs) and write each man’s name on his staff with Aaron’s name on the staff for 
Levi. They are to be placed in the tent of meeting in from of the ark of the covenant and the 
staff of the man whom YHWH chooses will blossom and He will rid Himself of the complaints of 
the Israelites. They did this and on the next day, Aaron’s staff had sprouted and produced buds, 
blossoms, and almonds. Aaron’s staff was preserved as a memorial and a sign of YHWH’s 
choosing of Aaron. The people were terrified and afraid that they would die if they approached 
the Tabernacle.  

The Priests and the Levites (18:1-23): Aaron, his sons, and his tribe must “bear the iniquity 
of the sanctuary” and he and his sons must “bear the iniquity of the priesthood.” They are, in a 
real sense, a shield that protects Israel from God’s wrath and holiness. They receive the 
blessings of being in closer proximity with YHWH, but also the danger.  

• Responsibilities of the Priests: The Levites will join with Aaron’s line, minister to 
them, and care for the tabernacle, but they will not come near the furnishings of the 
sanctuary or altar or they and the priests will die. They alone are to be responsible for 
the care of the sanctuary and the altar so that there will be no more wrath on the 
Israelites. The priesthood is a gift for service but unauthorized persons who approach 
must be put to death.  

• The Portion of the Priests: The priests have the responsibilities of the priests and, to 
provide for them, a portion of the offerings. They are to eat of the offerings preserved 
for them and they are to be holy to them. The firstfruits belong to priests and whoever is 
ceremonially clean may eat of it. This same principle of the firstfruits applies to 
firstborn children and animals, but children and unclean animals must be redeemed. 
The firstborn of the cow, sheep, or goat are holy and are set apart for the priests. The 
blood is sprinkled on the altar and the fat is burned as a pleasing aroma to YHWH.  

• Duties of the Levities: The priests will have no inheritance in the land or portion of 
property. The Levities are to be given the tithes of Israel for an inheritance for the 
service that they perform, but no land. Again, we have their service characterized as 
bearing the iniquity of the people.  

• Instructions for the Levites: The Levites are to offer up a tithe of the tithes they 
collect to the priests and it will be credited to them as their portion.  

• Covenant of Salt: In summary, this is to be a “covenant of salt” before YHWH. The idea 
here is that the priests have the preserving property of salt in the midst of the people.  



Red Heifer Ashes and the Waters of Purification (19:1-22): The red heifer ritual deals with 
the purification of those who have had contact with a dead body. It is a provision cleansing the 
ritually unclean without having to sacrifice an animal each time. The redness reflects the color 
of blood. It is placed here in the text because of the problem confronting the community with 
the excess of dead bodies as a result of the plague in chapter 18.  

• The Sacrifice of the Red Heifer:  
o Israel is to bring a red heifer without blemish or defect that has never carried a 

yoke.  
o The priest is to take it outside the camp and it must be slaughtered in front of 

him. He is to take some of the blood with his finger and sprinkle it seven times 
towards the tent of meeting.  

o Then the heifer is burned up completely. The priest must take cedar wood (which 
is red), hyssop (this is the traditional translation but probably refers to 
marjoram, sage or thyme, chosen because their leaves are very absorbent1), and 
scarlet wool and throw them into the fire where the heifer is burning.  

o The priest is then to wash his clothes and bathe himself and can come into the 
camp but he and the one who burned the heifer are to be ceremonially unclean 
until evening.  

o Then a man (who must be ceremonially clean) must gather up the ashes of the 
red heifer and put them in a ceremonially clean place outside the camp. These 
ashes are to be used in the water of purification.  

• The Use of the Water of Purification 
o Uncleanness Caused by Dead Bodies: 

§ Whoever touches a corpse is unclean for seven days. He must purify 
himself with water on the third and seventh days and then he will be 
clean. Those who are not purified with water remain unclean.  

§ If a man dies in a tent, everyone who was in the tent or comes into the 
tent are unclean for seven days. Every open container is unclean.  

§ Whoever touches the body of someone who died outside (or a human 
bone or grave) are unclean for seven days.  

o Cleansing those rendered unclean by dead bodies: For the unclean person 
they must: 

§ Take the ashes of the heifer and pour running water over them in a pot. 
§ Then a clean person takes hyssop, dips it in the water, and sprinkles it on 

the tent, the furnishings, the person(s) who was rendered unclean on the 
third and seventh days.  

§ After the second sprinkling, the unclean person is to bathe and wash his 
clothes and he will be clean in the evening.  

§ The person who does not purify himself is to be cut off from Israel 
because he has polluted the sanctuary of YHWH. 
 

 
1 Dennis R. Cole, Numbers: An Exegetical and Theological Exposition of Holy Scripture (Nashville, Tenn: Holman 
Reference, 2000). 307 



Rebellion Cycle 3: From Zin to Moab (20:1-25:19) 

From Kadesh to Mount Hor (20:1-29): The Israelites entered the wilderness of Zin and stayed 
at Kadesh. Miriam died and was buried there. 

• Israel Complains (Again!): There was no water so the people gathered against Moses 
and Aaron saying, “If only we had died when our brothers died before YHWH! Why have you 
brought up YHWH’s community into this wilderness? So that we and our cattle should die 
here? Why have you brought us up from Egypt only to bring us to this dreadful place? It is no 
place for grain, or figs, or vines, or pomegranates; nor is there any water to drink!” 

• Moses Responds: Moses and Aaron left the assembly and threw themselves down with 
their faces to the ground before YHWH in the tent of meeting.  

• YHWH’s Instructions: Then the Lord spoke to Moses: “Take the staff and assemble the 
community, you and Aaron your brother, and then speak to the rock before their eyes. It will 
pour forth its water, and you will bring water out of the rock for them, and so you will give 
the community and their beasts water to drink.” 

• Moses’ Failure: Moses took the staff before YHWH, just as He commanded him. Then 
he and Aaron gathered the community together in front of the rock and said to them, 
“Listen, you rebels, must we bring water out of this rock for you?” Then he raised his hand 
and struck the rock twice with his staff. Water came out abundantly and the people and 
animals drank.  

o What is Moses’ sin? 
• YHWH’s Judgment: But YHWH spoke to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not trust 

me enough to show me as holy before the Israelites, therefore you will not bring this 
community into the land I have given them.” These were called the waters of Meribah 
because Israel contended with YHWH and His holiness was maintained among them.  

• Edom Rejects Israel: Moses sent messengers to the king of Edom reminding him of 
their relationship (brother nations) and their hardships, asking for permission to pass 
through Moab on the King’s Highway. They will not take any of their food or drink their 
water or turn off the road. But Edom refused to allow Israel to pass through, threatening 
to attack them if they entered their land so Israel went around Edom.  

• Aaron’s Death: Israel came from Kadesh to Mount Hor. YHWH told Moses and Aaron 
that Aaron will die because of his rebellion at the waters of Meribah and that the 
priesthood is to be passed to Aaron’s son, Eleazar. Moses removed Aaron’s priestly 
garments (as YHWH had commanded) and put them on Eleazar and Aaron died on the 
top of Mount Hor. Moses and Eleazar came down from the mountain and when Israel 
saw that Aaron was dead they mourned him for thirty days. 

Reading Numbers Together:   

• Week of 8/8: Numbers 21-25 
• Week of 8/15: Numbers 26-27 
• Week of 8/22: Numbers 28-30 
• Week of 8/29: Numbers 31-33 
• Week of 9/5: Numbers 34-36 


