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Numbers 10:11-36 “Arise, O LORD”   October 27, 2013 

Psalm 68 

Ephesians 4:1-16 

 

We are singing Psalm 68  

because there are a lot of connections with Numbers 10. 

Psalm 68 sings of how God led Israel through the wilderness – 

 how the Spirit filled the sanctuary – 

  and how the nations will come and sing praise to the LORD. 

 

Psalm 68:1 says “God shall arise, his enemies shall be scattered;  

 and those who hate him shall flee before them” – 

  in other words, the first part of Psalm 68 reflects on Moses’ prayer for the march. 

Psalm 68:17 speaks of how the chariots of God  

are “twice ten thousand, thousands upon thousands” – 

  in other words, the 2
nd

 part of Psalm 68 reflects on Moses’ prayer for the camp 

And Psalm 68:32 says that the kingdoms of the earth will sing praise to God – 

 and v18 even says that the rebellious will yield to God. 

 

[Sing Psalm 68 

Read Ephesians 4:1-16] 

 

I chose to preach on the book of Numbers this fall  

 precisely because of this event tonight. 

 

I think the book of Numbers provides an essential lesson for us as a church – 

 and not just Michiana Covenant – 

  but for the church as a whole. 

Usually when you think of the book of Numbers 

 (that is if you think of the book of Numbers!), 

  you think of Israel’s rebellion in the wilderness. 

But most of the book is not about rebellion. 

 The first 10 chapters are all about Israel’s faithfulness. 

 And the last 11 chapters are all about Israel’s faithfulness. 

 It’s only the middle 15 chapters that focus on Israel’s rebellion! 

 

The story of the book of Numbers is a story of a church that needs Jesus – 

 a church that got in trouble every time she thought that she knew what she was doing. 

 

The story of the book of Numbers has some external villains – 

 but God takes care of all that – 

  the real problem in the book of Numbers is us. 
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Our biggest problem is not the “world” out there. 

 It’s not that “others” do bad things to us. 

Our biggest problem is ourselves. 

 We do not love God – we do not believe his promises – 

and so we do not obey him – or love one another. 

 

David Stubbs says it well: 

“While in this middle part of Numbers Israel battles with other nations,  

it becomes clear that the chief obstacles to the achievement of its vision and calling  

are not the surrounding nations  

but the shadows within. 

Because of this, the wilderness not only is a place of redemption, care, and covenant; 

 it also becomes a place of testing and purgation, punishment and forgiveness.” (106) 

 

Israel will spend 40 years wandering in the wilderness. 

 

As a church, we are halfway there! 

 

We are twenty years into our march through the wilderness. 

 The story of Michiana Covenant is not a pleasant story. 

  Like our fathers in the wilderness,  

“the history of our church is a bloody trail of carnage.” 

  Some of you lived through the worst of it. 

 

 I’m not going to recite all the bloody details. 

 

But the basic outline of the story fits well with the story of the book of Numbers. 

 Israel must die so that Israel may live. 

 

 Indeed, Moses penultimate line in chapter 10 is poignant: 

  “Arise, O LORD, and let your enemies be scattered, 

   and let those who hate you flee before you!” 

 

 Two verses later, the LORD will arise and attack Israel! 

 

And over the next 15 chapters, Israel will rebel 7 times – 

 and in the end, that whole generation will lie dead in the wilderness. 

 

We – like our fathers – have sinned. 

 Like our fathers, ours is a story of faithfulness – and a story of grumbling and death. 

  

 But, like the book of Numbers – ours is also a story of God’s faithfulness 

in bringing life out of death! 
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Tonight, in the three opening scenes of Israel’s departure from Sinai, 

 we see in miniature what the whole of Israel’s journey should have been. 

 

First, they obey God in the order of the march (v11-28). 

Second, they extend the blessings of God to the nations (v29-32). 

Third, they trust in the LORD for guidance and protection (v33-36). 

 

1. The Order of March (10:11-28) 

a. The Cloud Lifted (v11-13) 
11 

In the second year, in the second month, on the twentieth day of the month, the cloud lifted 

from over the tabernacle of the testimony, 
12 

and the people of Israel set out by stages from the 

wilderness of Sinai. And the cloud settled down in the wilderness of Paran. 
13 

They set out for the 

first time at the command of the LORD by Moses. 

 

For months, the people of Israel have been busy at Sinai. 

 For around 6 months they had been collecting materials and constructing the tabernacle. 

 Then, in the second year, on the first day of the first month, 

  the tabernacle was consecrated. 

 

Now, 50 days later (7X7+1), the LORD says that it is time to depart. 

 The first ten chapters of the book of Numbers are all about those 50 days. 

  The altar was inaugurated. 

  The Passover was celebrated. 

  The census of the tribes was conducted. 

  The camp has been organized around the tabernacle. 

  And now everything is ready. 

 

Everyone has been so busy with all the preparations 

 that it would have been easy to confuse the preparations with the work of the church! 

 

I wonder if Israel made that same mistake! 

 Because in the first ten chapters of the book of Numbers, 

  you see Israel faithfully obeying the command of the Lord by Moses. 

 But no sooner are they out in the wilderness in chapter 11, 

  then they rebel and grumble – and forget the LORD. 

 

The book of Numbers records both the faithfulness of Israel in the first ten chapters – 

 and the faithfulness of Israel in the last 11 chapters – 

  sandwiched around 15 chapters of rebellion in the middle. 

 

But the book of Numbers is not just interested in reporting this as a historical curiosity. 

 Rather, the book of Numbers is preaching to us from the history of Israel. 
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 Israel began well! 

  Israel began – led by the Spirit – led by the command of the LORD by Moses. 

  And as the glory of the LORD – as the Spirit of God – 

   led them through the wilderness – 

    they should have responded in faith. 

 But as Paul will say to the Galatians (3:2-3): 

  “Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing with faith? 

   Are you so foolish? 

  Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?”  

  

It was, after all, the Spirit of God that brought Israel to Sinai. 

It will be the Spirit of God that brings Israel to the Promised Land. 

 

Yes, the Law was given at Sinai – 

 and the Law taught Israel how to live in the Land; 

 but the Law was not the means by which Israel would inherit the Land. 

Israel had to believe God’s promises. 

  

And you see this in how God leads Israel through the desert. 

 The Spirit (the glory-cloud) lifted up from the tabernacle 

  and went out into the wilderness – 

   leading Israel “by stages.” 

 

Verses 14-28 then describe the order of Israel’s departure. 

 The most obvious point here is to say 

  that Israel does precisely as God had said earlier in chapters 2 and 4. 

 They have organized the camp as God said – and now they set forth in good order.  

 

b. The Standard of Judah Set Out First (v14-16) 
14 

The standard of the camp of the people of Judah set out first by their companies, and over their 

company was Nahshon the son of Amminadab. 
15 

And over the company of the tribe of the people 

of Issachar was Nethanel the son of Zuar. 
16 

And over the company of the tribe of the people of 

Zebulun was Eliab the son of Helon. 

 

As God had said, the standard of the camp of Judah set out first. 

 Issachar and Zebulun as well travel under the standard of Judah. 

 

i. The Tabernacle Carried by the Sons of Gershon and Merari (v17) 
17 

And when the tabernacle was taken down, the sons of Gershon and the sons of Merari, who 

carried the tabernacle, set out. 

 

And then the tabernacle followed. 
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c. The Standard of Reuben (v18-20) 
18 

And the standard of the camp of Reuben set out by their companies, and over their company 

was Elizur the son of Shedeur. 
19 

And over the company of the tribe of the people of Simeon was 

Shelumiel the son of Zurishaddai. 
20 

And over the company of the tribe of the people of Gad was 

Eliasaph the son of Deuel. 

 

And then the standard of Reuben – with Simeon and Gad – 

 

i. The Holy Things Carried by the Sons of Kohath (v21) 
21 

Then the Kohathites set out, carrying the holy things, and the tabernacle was set up before 

their arrival. 

 

followed by the Kohathites with the holy things. 

 

d. The Standard of Ephraim (v22-24) 
22 

And the standard of the camp of the people of Ephraim set out by their companies, and over 

their company was Elishama the son of Ammihud. 
23 

And over the company of the tribe of the 

people of Manasseh was Gamaliel the son of Pedahzur. 
24 

And over the company of the tribe of 

the people of Benjamin was Abidan the son of Gideoni. 

 

Then the standard of Ephraim with Manasseh and Benjamin (the sons of Rachel). 

 

e. The Standard of Dan, the Rear Guard (v25-28) 
25 

Then the standard of the camp of the people of Dan, acting as the rear guard of all the camps, 

set out by their companies, and over their company was Ahiezer the son of Ammishaddai. 
26 

And 

over the company of the tribe of the people of Asher was Pagiel the son of Ochran. 
27 

And over 

the company of the tribe of the people of Naphtali was Ahira the son of Enan. 
28 

This was the 

order of march of the people of Israel by their companies, when they set out. 

 

And finally the rear guard – the standard of Dan with Asher and Naphtali. 

 Each tribe has its place. 

  

Nowadays you would hear many complaints – 

 “why does Judah always get to go first?” 

 “Why don’t we take turns going first?” 

 

 (In fact, we’ll hear that by Numbers 16!) 

 

Nowadays we have a strange sense of equality. 

 We are not content with equality before God – 

  or equality before the law. 

 We want everything to be the same – 

  so that every kid gets the same amount of candy, 
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   every worker gets the same amount of money, 

   every student gets the same education. 

 Everyone has a turn to go first! 

 

But that is not the way that Christ has set up his church. 

 Christ has established diversity in the body for our good! 

 What do we get that is the same? 

  We have the same Spirit! 

  There is one Lord, one faith, one baptism – one God and Father of all. 

  But this one God exists in three persons – 

   Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – 

   and so we should not be surprised to find that the church is also one 

    without all being the same.  

 

 We need one another. 

  When the foot says to the hand, “I don’t need you” – 

   then the whole body becomes dysfunctional. 

  When a young man thinks that he has nothing to learn from his elders – 

   when an old man thinks that he has nothing more to learn – 

    then comes grumbling and decay. 

  When women give each other the silent treatment because they disagree – 

   then love grows cold, and the light fades. 

 

 “But that is not the way you learned Christ – assuming that you have heard about him  

and were taught in him, as the truth is in Jesus,  

to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life  

and is corrupt through deceitful desires,  

and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds,  

and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God  

in true righteousness and holiness!” (Eph 4:20-24) 

 

 Jesus died – he gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God – 

  so that we might walk in love – 

  so that the new creation might be made manifest among us. 

 

After all, what is the point of Israel’s order? 

 what is the point of “church order”? 

 In Numbers, it is quite clear: 

  this order is designed to maintain the holiness of the people 

   as they travel from Sinai to the Promised Land. 

 It is for their protection  

  (after all, if everyone wanders through the wilderness on their own, 

   they may – or may not – make it to the Promised Land!). 
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 And as the nations see the good order of Israel, 

  they will see the glory of God – and so through the seed of Abraham, 

  all nations will be blessed. 

 

In other words – 

 the point of church order is salvation – for the Jew first, but also for the Greek. 

The reason why we do things in an orderly fashion  

 is in order to bring salvation to the whole earth! 

 

If we ever start thinking of “order” as an end in itself, we are in big trouble! 

 To paraphrase Jesus (in the words of one wise Old School Presbyterian), 

  “The church order was made for man – not man for the church order!” 

 All the details of Israel’s order in the wilderness 

  were designed to bring them into the Promised Land – 

   and to bring God’s blessing to the nations. 

 

Think of how Peter says this in 1 Peter 2:12 – 

 “Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, 

  so that when they speak against you as evildoers, 

   they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation.” 

 

And you see an example of this in verses 29-32: 

 

2. Sharing the Promises of God with the Nations (10:29-32) 
29 

And Moses said to Hobab the son of Reuel the Midianite, Moses' father-in-law, “We are 

setting out for the place of which the LORD said, ‘I will give it to you.’ Come with us, and we will 

do good to you, for the LORD has promised good to Israel.” 
30 

But he said to him, “I will not go. I 

will depart to my own land and to my kindred.” 
31 

And he said, “Please do not leave us, for you 

know where we should camp in the wilderness, and you will serve as eyes for us. 
32 

And if you do 

go with us, whatever good the LORD will do to us, the same will we do to you.” 

 

Reuel (or Jethro – he’s called both) was Moses’ father-in-law. 

 Hobab, then, is Moses’ brother-in-law. 

 But Hobab is a Midianite – 

  and the Midianites did not have great relations with Israel. 

 Midian was one of Abraham’s “other” sons – through Keturah. 

 The Midianites had intermarried with the Ishmaelites (Ishmael was the son of Hagar), 

  so that Midianite and Ishmaelite are used interchangeably in the story of Joseph. 

 (In Genesis it speaks of Ishmaelite or Midianite traders selling Joseph into Egypt). 

 

But now Moses invites Hobab the Midianite to turn away from his father’s house 

 and go to a land that the LORD would show them. 
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And Moses preaches the gospel to Hobab. 

 The good news (the gospel) in Moses’ day was pretty simple: 

 

“Come with us, and we will do good to you, for the LORD has promised good to Israel.” 

 

God had spoken regarding Ishmael to Hagar, his mother: 

 “Behold, you are pregnant and shall bear a son. 

  You shall call his name Ishmael [which means “God hears”], 

   because the LORD has listened to your affliction. 

  He shall be a wild donkey of a man, his hand against everyone 

   and everyone’s hand against him, 

   and he shall dwell before the face of his brothers.” (Gen 16:12) 

 

 Some have taken this promise in a negative sense: 

  “he shall dwell over against all his brothers” – 

  but especially in the light of Numbers 10, 

   (and in the light of Hagar’s happy response!), 

  I would tend to see the fulfillment of this promise here. 

 

 In Hobab, God’s promise to Hagar is fulfilled. 

  At least a portion of the Ishmaelites/Midianites now come and dwell with Israel. 

 

But notice how Moses persuades him. 

Hobab was reluctant at first, 

 and says that he will return to his own land and his own kindred. 

 

But Moses presses him – 

 “Please do not leave us, for you know where we should camp in the wilderness, 

  and you will serve as eyes for us.” 

  

 In one sense, Moses doesn’t need Hobab! 

  The Spirit of the LORD leads Israel through the wilderness! 

  Why do you need Hobab?! 

 

 But don’t forget – the Spirit uses means. 

  Now, it’s true that if you fail to do what God calls you to do – 

   then God will accomplish his purpose in another way. 

  (Think of what Mordecai says to Esther – 

   if you don’t act, salvation will come to the Jews from some other way) 

  You cannot thwart God’s purposes. 

 

  But something else is going on here. 

  Moses knows that God will lead them – 
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   but he sees that Hobab has gifts that would be useful for the body. 

  And so he appeals to those gifts. 

 

  Sure, the cloud will stop where it stops – 

   and Israel will set up camp where the cloud stops – 

   but Hobab knows this land, 

    and when you have a large camp, 

   there are going to be a lot of details: 

   “oh, no – I don’t recommend that Zebulun camps over there –  

too many rocks –  

     there’s a better spot over that hill!” 

   “yes, that wadi should be a safe place to camp – 

    flash floods tend to come through that valley over there…” 

 

Just because you have the Holy Spirit does not mean that wisdom and experience are useless! 

 While the text of Numbers does not mention Hobab’s reply, 

  Judges 1:16 tells us that the relatives of Moses’ father-in-law went with Judah. 

 Slowly, but surely, the blessing of Abraham comes to the nations. 

 

  (Of course, later in Numbers, the Midianites will be a snare to Israel – 

   so the decision of Hobab to come with Israel is crucial: 

   those who dwell with Israel will be blessed – 

    but those who curse Israel will be cursed.) 

 

3. The Wilderness March (10:33-36) 

Verses 33-36 then describe the pattern of the wilderness march. 

 

a. God’s Guidance: the Ark Went Before Them “to Seek Out a Resting Place” 

(v33) 
33 

So they set out from the mount of the LORD three days' journey. And the ark of the covenant of 

the LORD went before them three days' journey, to seek out a resting place for them. 

 

Notice that when the glory-cloud leads Israel, 

 the ark of the covenant leads the way. 

 

b. God’s Protection: the Cloud Was Over Them by Day (v34) 
34 

And the cloud of the LORD was over them by day, whenever they set out from the camp. 

 

I want you to think about the picture here. 

 The ark of the covenant sets out before them. 

A three days’ journey is about 45 miles. 

 So the ark of the covenant is about 45 miles ahead – 

  seeking out a resting place. 
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  In one sense, this is crazy. 

  You have a golden chest – with only a few priests around it. 

 

 And this golden chest sets out alone. 

 

 You’re just begging thieves and robbers to attack you! 

 

In the same way, the church sets out without protection – 

 looking weak and foolish in the eyes of the nations. 

 

Twelve years ago there was a man who looked at this group and told me, 

 “South Bend needs a PCA church – but this group isn’t it.” 

  He was right. 

  We are not the church that South Bend needs. 

  We are a grumbling bunch of misfits – haunted by the ghosts of our past – 

   but God takes the foolish things of this world and shames the wise. 

   

 God takes a grumbling bunch of misfits out of Egypt – 

  and they all die in the wilderness – 

   but in the end, the next generation is ready to enter the Promised Land – 

   and Joshua (Jesus) is the one who causes them to inherit! 

 

But the LORD goes before his people to lead them through the wilderness. 

 And when the LORD guides – and when the LORD guards – 

  then the people of God flourish! 

 

And our text concludes with Moses’ prayer for the march and prayer for the camp: 

 

c. The Prayer for the March: “Arise, O LORD, and Let Your Enemies Be 

Scattered” (v35) 
35 

And whenever the ark set out, Moses said, “Arise, O LORD, and let your enemies be scattered, 

and let those who hate you flee before you.” 

 

We sang of this earlier in Psalm 68. 

 Psalm 68 reflects on the wilderness wanderings. 

  Here Moses prays that God would arise and scatter his foes – 

   just like he did at the Red Sea! 

 

 Of course, the great irony is that throughout the next 15 chapters of Numbers,  

  it is Israel who becomes the enemy who is scattered – 

  and God’s people fall in the wilderness. 
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But that shouldn’t really surprise us. 

 Judgment begins with the household of God. 

 Indeed, it begins first with the Son of God himself. 

  The story of Michiana Covenant is a story of weakness, foolishness, and death. 

  But then again, that is the story of the gospel. 

   There is no way for this story to end in life – 

    if it does not first pass through the grave. 

   All we can do is deny ourselves, take up our crosses, and follow Jesus. 

 

 When Moses cries out, 

  Arise O LORD, and let your enemies be scattered – 

   he is calling down judgment on Israel! 

  Because our greatest problem is that we hate God. 

  And so we flee from God – we run away from him. 

  And we need for God to subdue us to himself! 

   We must be united with Jesus in his death! 

 

And so when the ark rested Moses also cries out: 

 

d. The Prayer for the Camp: “Return, O LORD, to the Ten Thousand 

Thousands of Israel” (v36) 
36 

And when it rested, he said, “Return, O LORD, to the ten thousand thousands of Israel.” 

 

Moses sees the church not as she is – 

 but as she should be – 

 indeed, as she will be. 

 

If you just look at the church as she is, 

 then you will see a rag-tag band of grumbling hypocrites! 

 

But if you see the church by faith, 

 then you see a glorious and radiant bride – 

  only because you see Jesus! 

 

We sing about this in our hymn of praise – Psalm 132: 

 “Arise, O LORD, and go to your resting place,  

  you and the ark of your might….” 

 God has been faithful to his promises – 

  to Abraham – to Israel – and to David. 

 And now our Lord Jesus Christ has arisen 

  and he has been seated at the right hand of the Father. 

 


