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Being a Priest by 
Numbers 16-19 

Readings: Numbers 16:1-11; Hebrews 5:1-10; Mark 1:4-11 
 
Have you ever wished the ground would open and just swallow you up? 
I suspect that many of us can feel like that we have an opportunity to share 

something of our faith, we are unsure of our ground, so we just go to ground and 
swallow our words. 

We might be asked “What makes Jesus so special?”  We may remember to say 
that Jesus said “I am the way, the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father but 
through me.” (John 14:6)”  But in doing so we realise that Jesus is making a very 
specific two-fold claim.  Firstly, you can’t just approach God any old how, you need a 
mediator, a go between, a priest.  Secondly, I and I only am that priest. 

These are exactly the kind of thing that would make people say “That’s going too 
far!”  Surely we can all work out our own way of dealing with God? 

As we consider being a Priest by Numbers there will be accusations of going to 
far, the ground opening up and swallowing people and these ancient events should push 
us to consider whether we have gone far enough in our thinking about our need for a 
priest and how Jesus is God’s fully appointed man for the job. 

THE STORY CONTINUES NUMBERS 16-19 

Rebellion and Judgement Numbers 16:1-40 
By Numbers 16 the people have started their 38 years of wandering because of 

their rebellion or refusing to enter the Promised Land. 
Yet they have not learned their lesson and for the fifth time they are in the mood 

for rebellion.  Korah, a Levite, and a group of Reubenites rise up against Moses and 
Aaron.  Partly it’s the old “We want to go back to Egypt”, which they rather perversely 
describe as the land of milk and honey.  Its all Moses fault, and they accuse him of 
planning to kill them all in wilderness.  This must particularly have stung as Moses saved 
all their lives only a few chapters before, and it was all their fault. 

But central to this complaint is “who do they think they are?”  Korah, his cronies 
and 250 community leaders take a pious angle saying the whole community is holy.  
This may have been inspired by the recent command to wear blue tassels to remind 
them that they are holy nation for God (15:40) or a royal priesthood (Exodus 19).  All 
have equal access to God and Moses and Aaron in setting themselves over God’s 
people have gone too far (3).  It is clear that behind apparent piety is blind ambition, and 
Moses see through it, this is rebellion against the Lord (11). 

Moses calls them out and challenges them to a sort of ancient version of Russian 
or even Israelite roulette.  The next morning they are to bring censors with fire and 
incense before the Lord at the tabernacle, knowing full well that very action had lead 
Aaron’s sons to be consumed by fire (Leviticus 10:1-2).  Moses says they have gone to 
far and wants to see how far they will go. 

It shows something of Korah’s conviction and arrogance, that despite a day’s 
delay to change his mind, he agrees to the challenge.  This may also help us to 
understand why when his co-conspirators are called to Moses they do not come, fearing 
the consequences. 
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When they have gathered the Lord appears and declares that he will do away 
with them all.  Moses and Aaron again call on God to be merciful on the many so God 
acts selectively.  The Reubenites are given an opportunity the coming judgement that 
Moses says will vindicate his leadership.  The people remain stubborn the earth opened 
its mouth and swallowed them up (32-33). 

Not surprisingly the community is alarmed, perhaps the ground is still hungry.  To 
make matters worse Korah and his 250 followers of Korah who had brought fire before 
the Lord receives his fire back consuming them. 

The Lord instructs that the censors of the sinner are to be collected and made 
into a cover for the altar as a permanent reminder of Aaron’s God-given role. “this was 
to remind the Israelites that no one except a descendant of Aaron should come to burn 
incense before the Lord, or he would become like Korah and his followers.”  God had 
chosen Aaron to be the priest for the people, and only in this way could you approach 
the Lord. 

Vindication of Aaron Numbers 16:41-50 
The next day the people again turn on Moses and Aaron, amazingly blaming 

them for the slaughter of the previous day.  Once again, the Lord appears in judgment 
and warns Moses to get out of the way.  Yet as a plague starts to devastate the people 
Moses instructs Aaron to act to save the people.  He is to use his censor, fire and 
incense, the very items that were central to the rebellion now to save the people.  As the 
true priest, chosen by God he can make atonement for the sin of the people.  “He stood 
between the living and the dead and the plagued stopped.” (48), but 14,700 had already 
died. 

The chapter started with the question of “Who do they think they are?”, by the 
end of the chapter it is clear that they are not putting themselves forward but God has 
chosen them and has vindicated them.  It would be so easy for Moses and Aaron to 
have said “Told you, you went to far” yet Aaron acts as a true priest going as far as to 
save his rebellious people. 

Aaron wins a staff contest Numbers 17 
The vindication of Aaron’s role continues with an odd little story about a staff 

contest.  The Lord tells Moses to get the staff from each of the tribes of Israel, and one 
from Aaron and these are to be put in the Tabernacle.  The next day Aaron’s staff had 
sprouted, indeed budded, blossomed and produced almonds.  The crop perhaps has 
symbolic meaning, the white blooms may have indicted purity for instance.  But for the 
Lord the meaning is clear he has deliberately chosen Aaron to be his priest.  Perhaps 
over optimistically says that this will stop the Israelites grumbling, so there will be no 
more deaths. 

But to this the Israelites cry out that they will die.  I don’t think they are all just 
being perverse but rather they have realised their arrogance and sin in rebelling against 
Aaron, and they know what happens to rebels, there are graves all around to remind 
them. 

Provision for Priests & Levites & Dealing with Death Numbers 18-19 
Numbers then does one of its strange changes of direction.  Rather than dealing 

with the fears of the people it moves to laws detailing the duties of the Priests and 
Levites, how they are to be feed, and how to deal with ritual uncleanness caused by 
coming into contact with a dead body. 

Yet there is a logic here.  Firstly we are told that the Lord spoke to Aaron.  This is 
unusual, as the Lord usually talks to Moses, and so part of the ongoing vindication of 
Aaron.  Secondly the duties of the Levites and Priests will ensure that people having 
nothing to fear, for there is a God given way and God given people for dealing with 
God’s rebellious people. If they follow the system there will be no more judgement. 
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Furthermore a system of tithing is put in place showing how those who serve the 
Lord will be fed.  The system should help stop priestly abuses of power.  It also points 
forward to being in the Land, whilst the Priests and Levites will not own land they will be 
provided for from the thanksgiving offerings of the people. 

The instructions about dealing with dead bodies also would have been 
particularly pertinent as there would have been a lot of dead bodies around at the time, 
at least 14,700 of them.  Moreover it shows them that they do all have a role to play in 
being a holy people. 

This is all we are told about Israel’s 38 long years in the wilderness, the brevity 
with which it is covered shows something of the waste that it was.  When we next join 
them they will be once again on the cusp of the Promised Land but they still have much 
to learn, and it is hard not to think that bad habits will continue. 

THE REAL HIGH PRIEST 

What are we to learn from these passages?  I am sure that some church leaders 
have used them to bolster their own position, “If you rebel against me you are really 
rebelling against God!”  Perhaps more helpfully there could be sermon on tithing and 
giving to support the work of the Church.  That’s the sermon the treasurer would like, it 
could be called “Has your giving gone far enough?” 

But rather these stories are there I believe to help us consider whether we have 
gone far enough the two claims of Jesus that we started with, that we need a priest and 
that Jesus is that priest. 

Dealing with a Holy God 
These stories from Numbers reminds us that we cannot simply approach God in 

our own way.  Here it is clear that he is a holy God who is to be dealt with on his terms 
and on his terms alone.   

Korah had part of the truth, was obviously sincere, or sure enough in his belief 
that God would accept him on his terms but he was sadly disappointed.  Many people 
will have their own ideas as to how they can deal with or approach God, and they may 
be very sincere in their beliefs, they may even sound to some extent Christian, using 
part of biblical truth, but that is not enough.  We are to use the God given path. 

A Priest Chosen By God 
But secondly we see that this path involve God’s chosen priest who makes.  

Someone needs to deal with our sin so that we can come to God.  This is what Aaron 
does here for the people offering sacrifice for rebellion.  The book of Hebrews in the 
New Testament is dedicated to teaching us that this is still true, but that priest is no 
longer a descendant or son of Aaron but is Jesus, son of God.   

Hebrews 5 shows us that just as Aaron did not take upon himself the role of High 
Priest but was chosen by God, Jesus he was also chosen.  Further just as when Aaron’s 
role was questioned he was vindicated so Jesus’ position has been vindicated.   

Aaron was vindicated as the earth swallowed up alive the rebels in God’s 
judgement, Jesus takes God’s judgement of rebels upon himself, is swallow up in the 
grave, and bursts free alive again from the earth.   

Aaron was vindicated by standing between the living and the dead to make 
atonement and Jesus does the same as he stops God’s judgement and secures life.   

Aaron was vindicated by a resurrected staff, Jesus was vindicated by his own 
resurrection.  Have a look at our East window you’ll see that there is life coming from the 
cross.  Here is the ultimate vindication of Jesus.  If there are another claim to lead to 
God we should check their credentials against those of Jesus.  Jesus is Jesus Christ, 
RFD (Raised from death), and he is the only one. 

The more I reflected on this week the more important I think it is.  When we speak 
of who Jesus is, how he is the way, the truth, the life, we are being arrogant, but looking 
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at the evidence.  By his resurrection Jesus has been vindicated by God, it is true.  The 
resurrection not only vindicates Jesus, it also vindicates our faith in him. 

Do we go far enough when we think about the resurrection?  When people say 
“What makes Jesus so special?” the most obvious answer should be the resurrection for 
there we have God’s verdict on Jesus.  The issue is not “Who does Jesus think he is?”, 
but “Who does God think Jesus is?”  The resurrection answers this and means we 
should be sure of our ground, no one comes to the Father but through him. 

Furthermore, to reject him is to put yourself in the same place as the rebellious 
Israelites, and a day will come for those who reject Jesus will wish that the ground will 
swallow them up for they have rejected the one who is the way the truth and the life. 

Symbols of Rebellion and Grace 
There is a grave challenge here and it may leave us alarmed but there are also 

wonderful signs or symbols of God’s grace here.   
The censors, the symbols of Korah’s rebellion, were transformed to be part of the 

altar were sacrifices for sin were offered by only person authorised to do so.  The 
symbol of rebellion became part of the means of grace. 

The ultimate symbol of humanity’s rebellion is the cross, where God’s chosen one 
is rejected.  Yet in the resurrection the cross is transformed into the great and wondrous 
sign of God’s provision as Jesus our great high priest gives himself as the one true 
sacrifice.  The cross is the symbol of our sin and that it was dealt with by the one person 
who could. 

The death of Jesus symbolised in the cross, as well as in the bread and wine, are 
wonderful and potent reminders of the one true way to God through Christ and his 
vindication as the true high priest.   

The sacrifice has been made, the priest is in place making atonement between 
the living and the dead and now we can approach God with confidence, forgiven and, 
cleansed. 

These symbols are there so we can be sure of our ground, for God has gone as 
far as divinely possible in his provision for us in Jesus.  So let us with confidence and 
with joy go as far as humanly possible share that Jesus is the way the truth and the life. 

 
 
O Holy God, 
in your Son you have given us 
our one true High Priest who has offered the one true sacrifice for us 
and yet can sympathise with us in our weakness: 
hear the cry of your people 
and lead us home to our true country, 
where with your Son and the Holy Spirit 
you live and reign, one God, in glory everlasting 


