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The Great Rebellions Against God and The Consequences

Numbers Chapter 16

In this chapter we are introduced to Korah, who was of the tribe of Levi, who challenged the authority of Moses and Aaron and was aided and abetted by Abiram and Dathan, who came from the tribe of Reuben. The revolt involved the assumption of priestly functions by non-Levites, which was forbidden by God. Korah himself was of the priestly tribe but his plot, which included Reubenites, was contrary to God’s express commandment. God wiped out the entire families of Dathan and Abiram. He also killed Korah but did not extend the punishment to his sons. The Israelites blamed Moses and Aaron for what happened. Subsequently, God sent a plague that killed 14,700 Israelites.
12-18. With hot heads and hardened hearts Dathan and Abiram refused to obey the call of Moses, God’s appointed leader. They were insolent, impudent, and treasonous. We have no doubt that this instigation by Korah and his associates were due to the fact he had seen the advantage of the priesthood in Egypt. Egyptian priests had great wealth and political influence, something Korah desired for himself. Korah might have assumed that the Israelites priesthood would be the same kind of political machine. He did not understand that Moses main ambition was to serve God rather than control them.
But Moses saw through their charge to their true ambition: some of the Levites wanted the power of the priesthood. Like Korah, we often desire the special qualities God has given others. Korah had significant, worthwhile abilities and responsibilities of his own. He was a Levite who assisted in the daily functions of the Tabernacle. In the end, however, his ambition for more caused him to lose everything. Inappropriate ambition is greed in disguise. Concentrate on finding the special purpose God has for you instead of wishing you were in someone’s shoes. There is one thing Mr. Sin also known as a Satan does so well to get us to fall away from following God is to have us looking at our present problems and inflate their unpleasantness. Dathan and Abiram did just that when they began to long for better food and more pleasant surroundings. Egypt, the place they had longed to leave, was now looking better and better, not because of slavery and taskmasters, of course, but because of its mouthwatering food! These two men and their followers had completely lost their perspective. This happens all the time when we begin to lose or perspective as well. Overrating problems can hinder our relationship with God. My friend, do not let difficulties make you lose sight of God’s purpose for your life.
The list of complaints by Korah and his co-conspirators boiled down to three statements: (1) You are no better than anyone else; (2) Everyone in Israel has been chosen of the Lord; (3) We do not need to obey you. It is amazing to see how Korah twisted the first two statements, both true, to reach the wrong conclusion. No doubt Moses would have agreed that he was no better than anyone else. He would also have agreed that all Israelites were God’s chosen people. But Korah’s application of these truths was wrong. Not all Israelites were chosen to lead. Korah’s hidden claim was this: “I have as much right to lead as Moses does.” His error cost him not only his job, a position of service that he enjoyed, but also his life. 

The lesson to learn here and the warnings are: (1) Do not let desire for what someone else has make you discontented with what you already have. (2) Do not try to raise your own self-esteem by attacking someone else’s. (3) Do not use part of God’s Word to support what you want, rather than allowing it entirely to shape your wants. (4) Do not expect to find satisfaction in power and position; God may want to work through you in the position you are now in.
19-34. Here the glory of God appears before Israel. This glory can be a sign of judgment as in this case, or a sign of divine approval as when the glory appeared to Aaron in his office (Leviticus 9:23). The people were now told not even to touch the belongings of the wicked rebels. In this case, doing so would have shown sympathy to their cause and agreement with their principles. Korah, Dathan, and Abiram were directly challenging Moses and God. Moses clearly stated what God intended to do to the rebels. God did this so that everyone would have to choose between following Korah or following Moses, God’s chosen leader. When God asks us to make a fundamental choice between siding with wicked people or siding with him, we should put ourselves 100 percent on the Lord’s side. The pit, or sheol in the Hebrew, is a term often applied to the grave or the world of the dead. Korah and the other rebels were buried alive when the earth split open. God executed swift and final judgment against those who had rejected him.

We cannot expect to reap benefit by the prayers of our friends for our salvation, unless we ourselves are diligent and faithful in making use of the means of salvation; for God never promised to save by miracles those that would not save themselves by obeying him. Moses had prayed for them, and must preach this to them, and warn them to flee from this wrath to come. Moses accordingly returns to the head-quarters of the rebels, leaving Aaron at the door of the tabernacle. Dathan and Abiram had contumaciously refused to come up to him, yet he humbly condescends to go down to them, to try if he could yet convince and reclaim them. Ministers must thus with meekness instruct those that oppose themselves, and not think it below them to stoop to those that are most stubborn, for their good. Christ himself stretches out his hand to a rebellious and gainsaying people.

Those that would not perish with sinners must come out from among them, and be separate. In vain do we pray, gather not our souls with sinners, if we save not ourselves from the untoward generation. God’s people are called out of Babylon, lest they share both in her sins and in her plagues, (Revelation 18:4). The congregation takes the warning, but the rebels themselves continue obstinate. God, in mercy, inclined the people to forsake the rebels: They got up from the tabernacle of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram, both those whose lot it was to pitch near them, who doubtless with themselves removed their families, and all their effects and those also who had come from all parts of their camp to see the issue. It was in answer to the prayer of Moses that God thus stirred up the hearts of the congregation to shift for their own preservation. To those whom God will save he gives repentance, that they may recover themselves out of the snare of the devil. Grace to separate from evil doers is one of the things that accompany salvation.

35-38. The blaspheming malcontents were consumed by the fire of God for their transgression. They had offered incense and in so doing had taken fire from the altar, an act which was forbidden. As soon as they had kindled their fire, the fire of God consumed them. But the sacred fire which had been placed on their censer plates then became holy. God had no respect for the abominable sacrifice of the wicked. Yet he commanded that the censer plates containing the true fire be recovered and beaten into a cover for the altar. This was to remind the Israelites forever that rash actions provoke the wrath of God. Impressions that are deep are not always durable. So God provided this outward memorial to warn all future aspirants seeking to take over what belonged exclusively to the Levitical priesthood. It is probable that when the earth opened in the camp to swallow up Dathan and Abiram a fire went out from the Lord and consumed the 250 men that offered incense, while Aaron that stood with them was preserved alive. This punishment was not indeed so new a thing as the former, for Nadab and Abihu thus died; but it was not less strange or dreadful, and in it appeared, that our God is a consuming fire. Is thunder a sensible indication of the terror of his voice? Lightning is also the power of his hand. We must see in this his fiery indignation which devours the adversaries, and infer from it what a fearful thing it is to fall into the hands of the living God, (Heb. 10:27-31). That it is at our peril if we meddle with that which does not belong to us. God is jealous of the honor of his own institutions, and will not have them invaded.
41-50. The Israelites blamed Moses for what God had done when the fire from heaven consumed two hundred and fifty Israelites and their leaders, Korah, Dathan, and Abiram. Blaming Moses was an insult to God, who stood behind his servant. Their charge runs very high: You have killed the people of the Lord. Could anything have been said more unjustly and maliciously? They canonize the rebels, calling those the people of the Lord who died in arms against him. They stigmatize divine justice itself. It was plain enough that Moses and Aaron had no hand in their death; they did what they could to save them, so that in charging them with murder they did in effect charge God himself with it. The continued obstinacy of this people, notwithstanding the terrors of God’s law as it was given on Mount Sinai, and the terrors of his judgments as they were here executed on the disobedient, shows how necessary the grace of God is to the effectual change of people’s hearts and lives, without which the most likely means will never attain the end. Love will do what fear could not. God’s speedy appearance against the rebels. When they had gathered against Moses and Aaron, perhaps with a design to depose or murder them, they looked towards the tabernacle, as if their misgiving consciences expected some frowns thence, and, behold, the glory of the Lord appeared, for the protection of his servants, and the confusion of his and their accusers and adversaries. Moses and Aaron thereupon came before the tabernacle, partly for their own safety (there they took sanctuary from the strife of tongues, (Ps. 27:5 Ps. 31:20 ), and partly for advice, to know what was the mind of God upon this occasion. Justice hereupon declares that they deserve to be consumed in a moment. Why should those live another day who hate to be reformed, and whose rebellions are their daily practices? Let just vengeance take place and do its work, and the trouble will soon be over; only Moses and Aaron must first be secured. Consequently, further judgment fell and 14, 700 died from a plague.  The malcontents obviously had no fear of God and suffered for their willfulness.  
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