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Week 8: Preparation to Enter the Promised Land (31-33) 

 “And YHWH spoke to Moses in the plains of Moab by the Jordan at Jericho, saying, “Speak to the 
people of Israel and say to them, When you pass over the Jordan into the land of Canaan, then you 
shall drive out all the inhabitants of the land from before you and destroy all their figured stones and 
destroy all their metal images and demolish all their high places. And you shall take possession of 
the land and settle in it, for I have given the land to you to possess it.” – Numbers 33:50-53 
 
Outline of the Class/Book 

• 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?  

Preparation for War and Entry into the Promised Land (31:1-36:13) 

The Midianite Campaign (31:1-54): We are, in a sense, picking up where we left off at the end 
of chapter 25, but with a new generation. After Balak, king of Moab, failed in his attempt to hire 
Balaam to curse Israel, who was forbidden to do so, Moabite and Midianite women succeeded in 
drawing Israel into idolatry. Although we didn’t know this at the time, Balaam was 
instrumental in the plan. The idea was that since cursing Israel had failed, they could incite 
YHWH to destroy Israel in they could seduce her to betray Him. This plan mostly succeeded and 
the deadly plague was only stopped when Phinehas was overcome with zeal for YHWH and 
followed Moses’ command to “impale” the leaders of the rebellion. Now we come to retribution 
and punishment on Midian for their role in Israel’s failure.  

• Israelite Armies Gather to Battle the Midianites (31:1-6): YHWH spoke to Moses, 
saying, “Avenge the people of Israel on the Midianites. Afterward you shall be gathered to 
your people.” So Moses told the people to prepare themselves to go to war against 
Midian in order to “execute YHWH’s vengeance on Midian.” One thousand from each tribe 
was sent to war against Midian (for a total of 12,000 men) accompanied by Phinehas and 
Eleazar (with the vessels of the sanctuary and the trumpets for alarm in his hand).  

o Midian and Moses: These are likely not the same Midianites from which Moses 
received a wife and with whom he lived forty years in the wilderness. The 
Midianites with whom Moses associated were further south. The identity of the 



Midianites is a little unclear. They seem to be a group of loosely associated tribes 
that spanned the region from Sinai to the Negev and even to Arabia.1  

o Why Midian not Moab? The eleventh century Jewish interpreter, Rashi, sees 
the contrast between Moab and Midian’s motivations. The Moabites were 
motivated out of fear but Midian enters into a quarrel that wasn’t theirs.2 
Perhaps there is also a sense of treachery given Moses relation to Midian, even if 
these Midianites are not the same as those with whom Moses lived.  

o YHWH’s vengeance: The word for vengeance can also mean to vindicate and 
perhaps in this case has shades of both uses of the word. The idea here seems to 
be that as Midian/Moab attempted to turn YHWH against His people and His 
people against Him, He is vindicating them and condemning the 
Moabite/Midianite treachery by this act of, as Cole calls it, “punitive 
vindication.”3 

o Gathered to your people: This appears to be Moses’ last campaign as leader of 
Israel before he prepares to die and is “gathered to his people.”  

o Phinehas: The presence of Phinehas recalls his role as the one who ended the 
plague and preserved YHWH’s people. He is, in a sense, as Milgrom calls him, 
“the antidote to Balaam.”4 

o Vessels of the Sanctuary: There is a lot of speculation but not much agreement 
on what is meant by the “vessels of the sanctuary.” If it were the ark of the 
covenant, it seems that the text would have indicated this. Perhaps what is 
meant are the Urim and the Thummim for the purpose of seeking God’s direction 
in the battle.  

• Israelites Battle the Midianites (31:7-12): The Israelites did as YHWH commanded 
and killed every male, including the kings of Midian and Balaam, son of Beor. They took 
the women and children of Midian captive as well as the plunder of all of their cattle, 
flocks, and goods and brought them to Moses and Eleazar. The Midianite cities and 
encampments were burned with fire. 

o As YHWH commanded: The first of four times this is observed in the chapter – 
a signaling of a brighter beginning for the new generation of Israelites.5 

o Killed every male: Leaving aside (for now) the apologetic concerns, it is obvious 
that this was not carried out as stated since the Midianites continued to exist 
after this incident (see Judges 6-8) and it seems that, given YHWH and Moses’ 
response later, they had not in fact killed every male. This is typical of so-called 
“holy war,” not only in Israel but among other Ancient Near Eastern (ANE) 
peoples. They are said to have been completely destroyed with no one left alive 
but they continue to exist and the ANE accounts (including the OT) show 
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evidence of their continued existence. This is at least a hint that what we are 
reading isn’t exactly what the plain meaning of the text appears to be.  

o Kill every male (2): It is also worthy of note that the command to kill every 
male did not, in the text, issue from YHWH’s lips but from Moses.6 This is not to 
say that YHWH did or did not approve, but it is more reflective of how war was 
carried out in the ancient world than it is of God’s ideal for war.  

o Kill every male (3): In our context, the command to kill every male sounds like 
ethnic cleansing, but we must resist the urge of anachronism. All of the 
indications in the text are that this battle/killing is a one-time event, not a 
continuous campaign. The command to kill every male should be understood as 
“killing every male you find” rather than “killing every male of the Midianites.”7  

• Preserving the Integrity of the Camp (31:13-24): After the battle was over, Moses 
was angry with the officers of the army because they let all the women live. At Balaam’s 
advice, they had let Israel astray and caused them to act treacherously. Instead, every 
male among the children must die and the women who has lain with a man. The young 
girls may be kept alive. Whoever has killed any person or touched a dead body must 
purify themselves and their captives on the third and seventh day. Every garment, 
articles made of skin or goat’s hair, and every article of wood must also be purified. That 
which can be put through the fire (gold silver, bronze, iron, tin, and lead) must be 
cleansed with fire and with water. Whatever cannot stand the fire shall be cleansed with 
water. Only after the seven day cleansing period may the soldiers who took part in 
killing or touching dead bodies can enter the camp.  

o “Let the women live”: In most cases of “holy war” in the ANE and the OT, there 
were certain stipulations on what could and could not constitute plunder from 
war. Usually men were killed, but women and children could be taken for slaves 
or wives (see Deuteronomy 20, esp. verse 14). Here, however, is a special case 
because the adult women were central to the offense for which retribution is 
being meted out.8  

o Killing male children: The killing of male children is to prevent their becoming 
future warriors who might rise up against Israel in the future. Does  

o Women as plunder? 
o Cleansing period 

• Division of the War Booty among the Israelites (31:25-54): The plunder, at YHWH’s 
command, is taken and divided into two parts, between the warriors and the 
congregation. 1/500th of the plunder from the warriors is to be taken and given to the 
priest as a contribution to YHWH. From the people of Israel, 1/50 is to be given to the 
Levites. Of the Israelites that went out to fight against Midian, not one was missing – an 
indication of YHWH’s protection and Israel’s vindication as His people.  

o Counting the plunder: 675,000 sheep, 72,000 cattle, 61,000 donkeys, 32,000 
women who had not known a man.  

 
6 Alter, The Hebrew Bible. 588 
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8 Dennis T. Olson, Numbers (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996). 177-178 



o Dividing the plunder: The text details the division and YHWH’s portion from 
each half. The gold taken was brought to the tent of meeting as a memorial for 
YHWH.  

Settlement of the Transjordan Tribes (32:1-42): As Israel approaches the land that is given 
them, we have what, at first glance, seems like a repeat of Numbers 11-14 at the cusp of the 
promised land – Israel (at least a portion) does not want to enter the promised land. The text 
makes this link explicit with a several textual ties back to these earlier chapters.9 But this story 
serves to demonstrate a contrast between the old generation and the new one. The old 
generation refused to enter, but here, those tribes who settle the Transjordan reach an 
agreement with Moses to fulfill their obligation and honor their duty to Israel and YHWH.10  

• Reubenite and Gadite Request (32:1-5): The people of Reuben and Gad saw the land 
that had been taken (on the eastern bank of the Jordan) and, seeing it was good for 
livestock, came to Moses, Eleazar, and the chiefs of the congregation and asked that this 
land be given to them and that they not be required to cross the Jordan into Canaan.  

• Moses’ Response (32:6-15): Moses is concerned that honoring this request will 
discourage Israel from entering into the promised land and sees this as a possible repeat 
of the failure at Kadesh-Barnea and reminds them of the consequences in the past and 
the danger of repeating this.  

• Moses’ Agreement with the Reubenites and Gadites (32:16-32): The Reubenites and 
Gadites offer a compromise. They will build sheepfolds and cities for their livestock and 
children but will enter the promised land and help to take the land, not returning until 
each tribe has its inheritance. Moses agrees to this. If they stay until the land is 
subdued, they can settle in the Trans-Jordan as their inheritance and be free of their 
obligations.  

• Moses Grants Trans-Jordan Tribal Territory (32:33-42): As the compromise was 
agreeable to all, Moses formalizes this agreement before Eleazar, Joshua, and the heads 
of the tribes. The tribes of Gad and Reuben built cities and settle their families in the 
Trans-Jordan. The sons of Machir, of Manasseh. Went to Gilead (also on the eastern side 
of the Jordan), and settled in it. Moses gave Gilead to Machir as their inheritance.  

The Israelite Victory March: From Ramses to the Plains of Moab (33:1-49): Numbers 33:1-
49 is mostly a record reviewing the movements of Israel from when they left Egypt. As Israel is, 
once again, on the cusp of the promised land, this time with a new generation, we have a 
recounting of how YHWH has lead, provided for, and delivered them from the Exodus to the 
present. It serves to help the people reflect on the goodness and faithfulness of God in the past 
as they move into the next stage of His plan.11 

• They set out from Ramses in the first month on the fifteenth day of the month 
(Passover). On the day after Passover, they went out in triumph in the sight of all of 
Egypt. YHWH executed judgements on their gods. 

 
9 See discussion and chart in Cole, Numbers. 509 
10 Olson, Numbers. 182 
11 Ashley, The Book of Numbers. 626 



• The text moves to record all of the places where they camped, recounting few details 
(having no water to drink at Rephidim and the death of Aaron) until they came to the 
Jordan in the plains of Moab.  

Instructions for Entering the Land (33:50-56):  

• Command to Drive out the Inhabitants (33:50-53): YHWH spoke to Moses in the 
plains of Moab by the Jordan at Jericho to give commands to Israel. When Israel enters 
the land, they are to: 

o Drive out all of the inhabitants from the land 
o Destroy their images 
o Demolish their high places 
o Take possession of the land and settle in it. 

• Division of the Land (33:54): Inheritance shall be according to a tribe’s size and will 
be chosen by lot.  

• Consequences for Disobedience (33:55-56): If they do not drive out the inhabitants of 
the land, then those who are left will be like barbs in their eyes and thorns in their sides 
and will trouble them in the land. YHWH will, if they do not obey, do as He had meant to 
do to the people of the land.  

Theological/Apologetic Excursus: God and Holy War: Many people see the God of the Old 
Testament as a violent, malevolent, and hateful being. One of the most commonly cited 
“proofs” of this is “God’s ordering of the Israelites to kill every man, woman, and child of the 
Canaanites during the conquest of Canaan.” Many skeptics might identify with the following 
quote from Richard Dawkins: 

“The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction: jealous 
and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic 
cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, 
megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.”12  

Our purposes here are too narrow to address all of these accusations, but, if you are like most 
people (myself most definitely included!), the depictions of Israel killing women and children is 
disturbing. How does a God who would tolerate, much less sanction, such actions be considered 
a “good God?” Christopher Wright, in his book, “The God I Don’t Understand,” has some 
helpful discussion on answers to this problem that work and don’t work, which I think can help 
steer us in the right direction when responding to this difficulty.13 

• Answers that don’t work 
1. That’s the Old Testament, we live in the New Testament era. This doesn’t work 

because: 

 
12 Dawkins, Richard. The God Delusion pg. 31 
13 Adapted and abridged from: Christopher J. H. Wright and John R. W. Stott, The God I Don’t Understand: 
Reflections on Tough Questions of Faith, 1st Edition. (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2008). Pgs. 76-108. 
Notes applying his principles to Numbers are my own adaptations. 



§ The Old Testament speaks of God as a God of mercy and compassion 
for not only Israel but also Gentiles (Deuteronomy 10:17-22). The Old 
Testament does not seek to portray a cruel and violent God. The Old 
Testament is consistent in portraying God as the creator of all people 
and, as such, is concerned with how the stranger and sojourner is treated.  

§ God does not change. Although there are aspects of the Old Testament 
that have been fulfilled in the New Testament era, all of Scripture is 
consistent in maintaining that the God of Numbers is the same God as 
the God of Jesus. Although His actions may change, His character does 
not. 

§ The New Testament has just as much to say about judgment as the 
Old Testament does. Hell is primarily a New Testament concept and the 
book of Revelation portrays the wrath of God in detail. Furthermore, the 
New Testament accepts, builds from, and embraces the Old Testament. It 
never claims to nullify or replace the Old Testament 

2. The Israelites misunderstood God’s commands: The rest of the Old and New 
Testament never corrects what Israel did in Numbers or Joshua. In fact, Joshua 
and Judges blames many of the problems of the pre-monarchial period as a 
result of the Israelites not fully obeying God’s commands to drive out the 
Canaanites. Further, the Israelite’s possession of the land is a fulfillment of 
promises made by God to Abraham and is seen as a positive outcome not a 
failure on Israel’s part.   

3. The slaughter of the Canaanites is an allegory for spiritual warfare: 
§ Bible clearly presents the Israelites as physical real people who killed 

physical real Canaanites. 
§ Christianity depends upon claims of historical truth, rather than 

mythology (this is true especially of the Exodus and the Resurrection of 
Jesus). Unless the genre of a text dictates that it be read differently, 
historical narratives should be read as real depictions of history. There 
are no indications in the text that this text should be read as anything 
other than actual history.  

• Answers that can help: 
1. Because God is the giver of life, He can take life. 

§ We owe our existence to God and are not owed any given amount of time. 
If I give you something you did not have and did not earn, who are you to 
say how much of this I should give you? There is no moral obligation on 
God’s part to give us more time than he chooses to give us. 

§ Joshua presents God as the one who is fighting these battles; not Israel. 
Often Israel doesn’t have to actually do anything for victory. In Numbers, 
the killing is carried out by Israel, but under the command of YHWH 

§ Often, we talk about God as if we were talking about another human 
being. The “rules” are different.  



2. We must read the conquest in light of the Old Testament context:14 
§ Avoid anachronism! These texts were not written to 21st century 

westerners, but in an ancient world and context. Some texts read a bit 
different when you investigate the texts through a historically informed 
perspective. 

§ When the text says, “kill everything that breathes” it actually doesn’t 
quite mean what it sounds like in English. 

• Rahab and her family were spared 
• Other ancient texts repeatedly use similar phrases, but the 

context makes it obvious that it is not literal.   
• OT texts say to completely wipe out the Canaanites, immediately 

followed by a prohibition to intermarry or make treaties.  
• The concept of “holy war” has more to do with wiping out and 

eradicating a national identity and driving them from the land 
than the ethnic cleansing of a people. 

• Sometimes groups are said to be wiped out completely in Joshua 
only to be spoken of again in Judges.  Similarly, 1 Samuel portrays 
the Amalekites as being completely wiped out, but then speaks of 
them again.  

• There is little evidence that Israel actually carried out these 
commands as stated (in a literal sense). 

• Although it says “men, women, and children”, there would be 
plenty of time for populations to flee and opportunities to make 
peace would have been given. The wars carried out in Joshua 
(perhaps Numbers?) would have been mostly carried out against 
adult men as civilian populations usually fled.  

3. There is a difference between God’s sovereign will and moral will.  
§ The OT law says a man can divorce his wife on the condition of a 

certificate of divorce. Jesus says that only for adultery can a man divorce 
his wife.  

§ Polygamy is tolerated at times in the Old Testament but goes against 
God’s original design in Genesis 1-2.  

§ Slavery is tolerated in both testaments, but undermined theologically.  
§ God works within cultural contexts. The way war is carried out in the Old 

Testament fits ANE norms not contemporary western norms (can a war 
be truly ethical?). 

4. The killing of Canaanites and Midianites is an execution of God’s 
sovereign justice. 

§ There is a difference between genocide and what was executed in Joshua. 
§ Scripture says that God waited until the sins of the Canaanites had 

reached a certain point before Israel entered the land. 
§ The Canaanites formed an evil and corrupt society.  

 
14 This point is adapted from Paul Copan, Is God a Moral Monster?: Making Sense of the Old Testament God (Grand 
Rapids, Mich: Baker Books, 2011). Pgs. 158-197. What follows returns to an adaption from Wright.  



• Canaanite worship included child sacrifice. 
• Male and female prostitution in acts of worship 
• Bestiality was involved in acts of worship 

5. These texts, though ugly, are an integral part of the bringing about of 
God’s plan of salvation for all people.  

§ The conquest of Canaan is a step in the path towards God’s ultimate plan 
of salvation for the world, including Gentiles. 

§ The Jebusites, for reasons not explicit in the text, are absorbed into Judah 
and are even called a clan of Judah by Zechariah. 

§ The worship of God and God’s jealousy towards other gods is different 
than our jealousy. 

• All evil and sin in the world stem from wrong worship and 
idolatry.  

• We were created to worship and serve God. Human flourishing is 
stunted when we are not living for the purposes God gave us. 

§ The first story in the conquest of Canaan is Rahab’s conversion (who is 
part of Jesus’ genealogy). 

§ The OT looks forward to a time when all peoples everywhere will worship 
God.  

Some Correctives of Common Misperceptions about the Old Testament: 

• God, in the Old Testament, is not merely the God of Israel. The Old Testament 
consistently portrays God as the God of all people and as being concerned for all people. 

• Despite the conquest of Canaan, the Israelites were to be a peaceful people. Kings were 
prohibited from multiplying wives, gold, or horses (Deut. 18). This is a prohibition on 
offensive warfare. They were also to offer and seek peace before going to war. David and 
especially Solomon’s violations of these prohibitions are seen as the beginnings of 
cracks in the Davidic line’s faithfulness. 

• Although we often see the Old Testament Law as oppressive and archaic in its cultural 
context, the Law was a means by which the weak, including the foreigner, were 
protected. The Law has a strong focus on protecting those who have no one to protect 
them, especially the widow, orphan, and foreigner. Boaz, in the book of Ruth, is a good 
example of how this ought to work. The prophets routinely condemn Israel and Judah 
for their neglect of the widow, orphan and foreigner. The Old Testament is anything but 
xenophobic; the Israelites were to welcome and protect the migrant and foreigner, 
remembering that they too were foreigners in Egypt.  

Another thought: God’s violence and Christian nonviolence. Although many may see God’s 
“violence” (judgment, temporal and eternal) as indicative of a violent religion, the opposite is 
true. Christianity is a religion of nonviolence and this only makes sense with a God of just 
wrath. Christians are told “vengeance is mine, declares the Lord,” to “do good to those who 
hate you,” and to not “repay evil for evil.” This is possible because we can trust God to enact 
justice. God does not operate under the same rules that we do. Humans cannot be trusted to be 
impartial or disinterested. We tend to enact revenge that does not fit the crime. But Christians 
should refrain from violence not because the wrongs against us do not matter and do not 



deserve punishment but because it is not our place to do so. A vengeful and violent Christian is 
putting him or herself in God’s place. Only a view that leaves justice to God can both recognize 
the seriousness of evil done against us and refrain from ever-escalating degrees of violence.  

Final Discussion (if times allows): What is (y)our relationship to these chapters? What can be 
applied to your individual context, our context as an American church, and/or our context as 
the Church? What can you learn from these chapters about how to live in a way that is pleasing 
and honoring to God? 

Reading Numbers Together:   

• Week of 8/29: Numbers 31-33 
• Week of 9/5: Numbers 34-36 

 


