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 Hello again and welcome to Literature and World of the Hebrew Bible.  Again, 

my name is John Strong.  This is session 21 and today we’re looking at the Books of 

Leviticus and Numbers.  This is -- Genesis through Numbers is the priestly portion of 

the Torah.  Deuteronomy belongs with the Deuteronomistic literature and the 

Deuteronomistic books.  The priests inherited that collection of literature.  It was by 

their day already authoritative and well ingrained as national literature.  And they’re 

putting their own spin on this material and they’re putting together their own collection of 

material that’s going to talk about their day and address their day and address their 

needs.  Today we’re looking at Leviticus and Numbers. 

 Let’s again review briefly.  We’ve already looked at the primaeval history, 

Genesis 1 through 1, and there we talked about and highlighted that all of humankind 

was intended to be the image of God.  The image of God is again a literary boundary 

stele.  A boundary stele is the ancient Near Eastern parallel we’ve used to sort of 

enlighten this and expand and understand this concept, image of God.  It is a large 

stone with the name of the king or deity on it who controls that area and it’s testimony to 

all the foreigners, all those not allied with that king, that that king controls the area and 

has the power to maintain that control.  And so humankind was intended to be that.  

Genesis 1 through 11 says humankind didn’t quite get the job done.  Israel is selected 

to be that.  The Book of Exodus and the plagues and the crossing of the Red Sea 

specifically narrate the creation of Israel as a boundary stele, as the image of God. 

 Now we come to highlight another feature, another part, of what the priests are 

about.  It actually gets a little bit closer to the priests’ own day in their own agenda in 

their time.  By that I mean when they’re talking about Israel being a boundary stele, 

they’re talking about what happened in Israel’s history and they’re setting up through 

that history what Israel was supposed to be, what’s Israel’s identity.  But in their own 

day, they understand their mission to be faithful and obedient priests to bring — to purify 
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the nation, to purify the land, and to maintain that state of ritual and religious purity so 

that Israel may be a good and faithful boundary stele.  If it will do that, then everything 

else will fall into place.  And so issues — when we come to Leviticus and Numbers, we 

start to deal with and see the priests dealing with issues of purity and order and by that 

faithfulness.  And so what we start to see is there is a separation from the other nations 

and there’s an orderliness to the Israelites as they’re in the wilderness.   

 Another concept — a couple of concepts that are important to know and keep in 

mind and have highlighted in your notes is, number one, the idea of contagion.  An 

contagion is actually a concept that I studied when I was in sociology — a sociology 

major in my undergraduate work, and a contagion is that which takes over a group of 

people or a society.  You see sociologists talk about — at least when I was in my 

undergrad — they talked about contagion in relationship to riots.  A group gets a little 

bit out of hand and suddenly everybody is kinda getting involved, and you start seeing 

people behaving in ways that they would behave if they were just on their own.  And 

you start to see them doing things that they would not condone or feel to be morally 

correct or right, but they do it nevertheless.  Sociologists talk about this concept of 

contagion.  That some kind of a spirit takes over the crowd and people start behaving 

in ways that they later are very sorry about and apologetic for oftentimes. 

 Well, in the same way, ancient Israel understood that sin and evil and chaos 

could take over the nation and would spread like a disease.  We’re gonna look at 

Leviticus 13 and we’re gonna look at the concept of leprosy and how literally there is a 

concept of a disease that is associated with chaos, and the worry is how to contain it, 

how to keep it from spreading — that chaos from spreading throughout the 

congregation, throughout the community.  And so contagion has this concept that 

chaos is out there and we have to maintain purity.  If chaos creeps in, if the profane 

world creeps in, how do we contain it, how do we keep it from spreading out?   
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 Another concept that’s very important for you to understand is corporate 

responsibility.  Corporate responsibility is a concept here in the United States today we 

have very much — we’re something of an individualized society.  I’m responsible for 

my own actions.  I’m not necessarily responsible for the actions of my neighbor or even 

my kinfolk.  Maybe even my spouse.  I’m not responsible for their actions as well, 

perhaps.  And also I have individual rights and it’s a very individualistic sort of society. 

 Ancient Israel, though — they lived in extended families and they even 

understood their nation themselves as Israelites, themselves as a nation, as a family, as 

a large extended family, and the concept of a patriarchal family structure — if you just 

expand that, that’s basically how Israel understood itself politically and how it defined 

itself in sort of broad terms and how it understood the other nations.  Literally, the 

Ammonites in Hebrew — the Hebrew text has oftentimes referred us to them as the 

sons of Ammon, meaning that they understood Ammon as a family.  An ethnic group is 

physically related.  The patriarchal stories, the ancestral stories with Jacob and his 

twelve sons, is another expression of that. 

 Well, what this means is that if the family has some flaw or some evil, then it’s 

the whole family.  If one individual has that, it’s the whole family that really is to blame 

and is at fault.  You saw this — we’ve touched upon this and seen this concept in the 

Book of Joshua.  Akan steals some of the booty from Jericho that he should not have, 

that was supposed to be dedicated to Yahweh.  But he steals it and next thing you 

know, all of Israel cannot defeat the City of Ai.  They go through all the families and 

they select them by lot, and eventually it’s the family of Akan is the one who has brought 

this destruction upon all the nation.  And so it’s all the family of Akan that is destroyed 

to root out that evil from the nation and to purify the nation.  It’s a concept even in the 

Deuteronomistic literature, but we see it also here very strongly and we’ll see it in the 

Book of Numbers. 
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 We’re not going to go through all the sacrifices and we’re not going to try and 

understand them, order them, structure them, that sort of thing.  Those laws have been 

studied in great detail.  They’re very confusing and I think it’s just gonna get us into a 

lot of detail without bringing a lot of clarity.  But understand that sacrifices are a part of 

this purifying religious ritual that the priests were involved in.  It is a means by which 

they would purify and move chaos, sin, evil out of the community, purify the community, 

and help keep the community ritually pure so that the community could succeed.  

That’s part of what the priests were about. 

 Note that in the biblical texts the sacrifices were seen — largely, they’re seen as 

pleasing odors and they’re things that please Yahweh.  You don’t really see the text 

talking about Yahweh eating the sacrifices or it being food.  This is different from the 

other nations around Israel.  If you recall in the epic of Gilgamesh, actually there is — 

when Utnapishtim went and the flood waters subside, Utnapishtim makes a sacrifice.  

The gods are hungry, they smell this food, they swarm like flies, and, you know, they 

consumed the sacrifices.  So it’s a different language, different concept seems to be 

associated with the sacrifices and how they understood what was going on there. 

 Well, let’s see how some of these concepts, then, play out.  Let’s turn first to 

Leviticus.  And in particular when we look at Leviticus, what we’re looking at here is 

broadly speaking something we talked about the first day of the first session of this 

class, order and chaos.  Order is life, chaos is death.  And when we look at the 

disease of leprosy, it is an expressions of chaos and it is an expression therefore of that 

which is other, that which is impure, that which could bring death to the whole 

community.  And then we also see with leprosy its concept of contagion.  Leprosy is 

contagious.  What if it spreads out through the whole community.  It’s dangerous. 

 Notice as we look in some of these texts that the people to whom a person — if I 

have some sort of a patch of skin that doesn’t look right, I don’t go to a, quote/unquote, 
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medical specialist who only deals in medicine or science.  I go to a priest if I’m in 

ancient Israel.  And it’s because again the ancient Israelites and the ancient Near 

Eastern world as a whole has not separated out science and religion.  They’re all 

wrapped up there together.  They still are in many societies today.  And the concept is 

that this is not just a medical condition, but it is a — it is chaos creeping into the 

community and it could be an opening for chaos to creep in and take over the 

community.  And that’s the danger that the priests are needing to deal with and that’s 

why a person with a little patch of questionable skin needs to go to a priest to deal with 

the impurity that’s there in the community. 

 Let’s take a look at Leviticus 13, then, and let’s look first at Leviticus 13, 2 

through 8.  “When a person has on the skin of his body a swelling or an eruption or a 

spot, and it turns into a leprous disease on the skin of his body, he shall be brought to 

Aaron the priest or to one of his sons.”  So a member of the priestly family.  “The priest 

shall examine the disease on the skin of his body, and if the hair in the diseased area 

has turned white and the disease appears to be deeper than the skin of his body, it is a 

leprous disease.”  At least in my text and a lot of the texts, biblical scholars don’t know 

exactly how to translate whatever the Hebrew word is for a leprous disease.  There are 

all sorts of medical conditions and skin diseases, and exactly what the Hebrews were 

looking at and thinking about is unclear to us.  And how we would classify this 

medically is probably a lot different from the way they dealt with it.  And so the concept, 

remember, is that what they’re looking at and trying to determine — are they looking at 

a skin condition that’s much worse and much more severe than just a surface pimple or 

something like that.  Are they looking at a skin condition that’s much more insidious 

and much deeper than that. 

 “After the priest has examined him, he shall pronounce him ceremonially 

unclean.  But if the spot is white in the skin of his body, and appears no deeper than 
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the skin, and the hair in it has not turned white, the priest shall confine the diseased 

person for seven days.”  So they’re quarantined.  “You’ve got a little bit of a problem 

here.  We’re gonna quarantine you over here so that whatever you have can’t spread.  

The chaos will subside and go away.  We’re not too worried about it.”  “The priest shall 

examine him again on the seventh day, and if he sees that the disease is checked and 

the disease has not spread in the skin, then the priest shall confine him seven more 

days.  The priest shall examine him again and if the disease has abated and the 

disease has not spread in the skin, the priest shall pronounce him clean.”  So he’s 

clean.  He can now rejoin the community and be a productive member there. 

 And there’s no worry about contagion at this point.  It’s only an eruption.  “And 

he shall wash his clothes and be clean.  But if the eruption spreads in the skin after he 

has shown himself to the priest for his cleansing, he shall appear again before the 

priest.  The priest shall make an examination, and if the eruption has spread in the 

skin, the priest shall pronounce him unclean; it is a leprous disease.”  And here you 

have something more severe medically.  But the Israelites — and this is the key point 

— they understood it to be — I wouldn’t say moral issue is quite right, but they 

understood it to be a religious issue.  It is an issue for the health of the community.  

Not the medical health, but the health of the community in its relationship to Yahweh, in 

its relationship to be clean and sanctified and therefore able to be a good boundary 

stele, a good image for Yahweh.  That’s the concept. 

 “When a person contracts a leprous disease, he shall be brought to the priest.  

The priest shall make an examination, and if there is a white swelling in the skin that 

has turned the hair white” — and here the issue, by the way, I want to point out, this is 

what happens if a person contacts someone with a leprous disease.  And here the 

question is and the emphasis is not on whether or not an individual has a leprous 

disease or not, whether an individual is impure or unclean before Yahweh, and 
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therefore is unclean and unfit to be a part of the community.  That’s what the first — 

you know, verses 2 through 8 looked at.  But 9 through 17 now look at halting the 

contagion of leprosy, of this leprous disease.  Halting its movement throughout the 

whole community. 

 “The priest shall make an examination and if there is a white swelling in the skin 

that has turned the hair white, and there is a quick raw flesh in the swelling, it is a 

chronic leprous disease in the skin.  The priest shall pronounce him unclean; he shall 

not confine him, for he is unclean.”  Meaning he’s not gonna put him in — he’s not 

gonna quarantine him for seven days, check him, and then quarantine him for another 

seven days.  He’s unclean and he has to be removed from the community in order to 

preserve the sanctity and the holiness of the community, the ability of the community to 

be the image of God. 

 And we’ll leave Leviticus there.  That is a brief treatment of a whole collection of 

priestly law.  But this priestly law was how the priests maintained — let me back up.  

Leviticus 13 is an example, one example, of how the priests understood and maintained 

the purity of the nation, the purity of the nation as the image of God or as this testimony 

to God’s power.  And all of the laws in Leviticus, in one way or the other, center around 

this idea of maintaining a sanctified, clean, pure nation in relationship with Yahweh.  

And so I wanted to highlight this just as one example. 

 Let’s move on to Numbers 2.  In the Book of Numbers we now pick up and 

return to narrative.  By and large, Numbers is telling a story and this is telling the story 

of the Hebrew people wandering in the wilderness.  Now, the wilderness is a concept 

as much as it is a place.  It is the marginal area between order and chaos.  It’s on the 

fringes of society.  When you are in the wilderness, geographically and conceptually, 

you are in that marginal area between death and life, between order and chaos, 

between civilization and death out in the wilderness.  And so the Israelites are in that 
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marginal land.  They just left chaos.  They left Egypt.  They’re moving toward the 

Promised Land.  But in the meantime, they’re in the wilderness. 

 And, to begin with, they’re making a pretty direct route.  And by the time they get 

to Numbers 2, they are in the southern part of the Promised Land and things are looking 

possibly pretty good for them.  And there you see the nation being ordered and being 

arranged.  In the census in Numbers 2 — there are two censuses taken and narrated in 

the Book of Numbers, Chapter 2 and Chapter 26.  The first one indicates that Israel is 

in order.  Here’s how the tribes should relate to one another spatially in the camp and 

here’s how they can be in the proper geographical relationship with one another.  You 

can even kind of draw this out and chart this out. 

 But the point is that for the priests, for the nation to be holy as it enters into the 

land, it needs to be orderly and have everything — a proper relationship as it relates to 

the tabernacle, as it relates to the sanctuary of God.  All of these concepts are gonna 

show up again in Chapter 26.  Now, why do we have two censuses?  It’s because 

between Chapter 2 and Chapter 26 of Numbers the Israelites go astray and they 

disappoint, and there needs to be again a purification of the land.  

 If you go back and you think about Genesis 1 through 11, humankind was 

created as the image of God.  It strayed.  It did not — it was not faithful as that image.  

And therefore there was a flood.  Nevertheless, humankind again strayed and was not 

faithful as that image.  The bottom line is — so Yahweh thought again about how to 

create an image, how to create a boundary stele.  

 Now Israel is in the wilderness.  In Chapter 2 of Numbers it’s all ready to enter 

the land.  But, as we’re gonna see, there’s unfaithfulness and the boundary stele 

doesn’t testify to Yahweh’s power as it should.  Therefore, it needs to be purified.  And 

the way it’s going to happen is that the first generation that came out of Egypt is not 

allowed to enter into the land.  That generation is going to die out.  The second 
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generation growing up is the one that will enter into the land.  So there’s a new 

purification of the nation. 

 Let’s look at some of the things that Israel did wrong in the Book of Numbers.  

To highlight two examples we’re gonna look at Chapter 13 and Chapter 20.  Chapters 

13 and 14 is the story of the spies.  They’re in the land and they send spies into the 

Promised Land to spy out the land, and it talks a little bit about all the wonderful things 

that they saw.  Nevertheless, they come back with a scary report.  The spies told 

Moses, “We came to the land to which you sent us; it flows with milk and honey, and 

this is its fruit.  Yet the people who live in the land are strong, and the towns are 

fortified and very large; and besides, we saw the descendants of Anak there.  The 

Amalekites live in the land of the Negeb; the Hittites, the Jebusites, and the Amorites 

live in the hill country; and the Canaanites live by the sea, and along the Jordan.”  So 

they say  

these are big, powerful people and you can see that the spies are intimidated. 

 “Caleb quieted the people before Moses, and said, ‘Let us go up at once and 

occupy it, for we are well able to overcome it.’  Then the men who had gone up with 

him” — verse 31 — “said, ‘We are not able to go up against the people, for they are 

stronger than we.’” Okay.  Now think about Israel in the context of being the image of 

God.  As the image of God, what are they supposed to testify to?  The power of 

Yahweh to defeat and be victorious over chaos.  What happened at the Red Sea.  

Israel was victorious over Pharaoh and his army because Yahweh defeated Pharaoh 

and the powers of chaos.  And so why, from the ancient Israelites’ perspective, why 

now are these spies afraid of the Amalekites and the people in the land?  They’re 

saying “those people are stronger than we.”  Here you have a picture of — the image 

testifying not to Yahweh’s power, but to their own weakness and saying “we can’t 

succeed.”   
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 “So they brought to the Israelites an unfavorable report of the land that they had 

spied out, saying, ‘The land that we have gone through as spies is a land that devours 

its inhabitants; and all the people that we saw in it are of great size.  There we saw the 

Nephilim; and to ourselves we seemed like grasshoppers, and so we seemed to them.’”  

And it talks about this land as being a land of chaos.  They devour each other.  They 

don’t talk about themselves or Yahweh as having that power to overcome this land.  

And so it is not an image, not a picture of the image testifying to Yahweh’s power. 

 If we look then at 14, 1 through 4: “And the Israelites complained against Moses.”  

Now you see all — you see this one report spread like contagion through all the 

congregation, all the community.  “Would that we had died in the land of Egypt!  Or 

would that we had died in this wilderness!  Why is the Lord bringing us into this land to 

fall by the sword?  Our wives and our little ones will become booty; would it not be 

better for us to go back to Egypt?”  Think of what they’re saying.  They’re wanting to 

go back and rejoin chaos and they are not testifying to the power of Yahweh to bring 

order or life out of the wilderness through Israel.  “So they said to one another, ‘Let us 

choose a captain, and go back to Egypt.’” 

 And then if we skip down and look at Numbers 15, Yahweh says how long am I 

gonna have to live with these people?  He’s ready to strike them all down and say, you 

know, “I’m gonna start all over again with a whole new image somewhere else.  This 

image isn’t working.”  Moses pleads — and that’s what we see in 15 through 17.  “Now 

if you kill this people all at one time, then the nations who have heard about you will say, 

‘It is because the Lord was not able to bring his people into the land he swore to give 

them.  He has slaughtered them in the wilderness.” 

 Think again.  The boundary stele, the image of God, is supposed to be a 

testimony to the power of Yahweh, yet they all die in the wilderness.  Moses is saying, 

“Look, Yahweh, this isn’t gonna work.  That would be a testimony to your weakness, 
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not to your strength.”  And now therefore let the power of the Lord be great in the way 

that you promised when you spoke saying the Lord is slow to anger, etc., etc., etc. 

 And so now we come to verse 20: “And then the Lord said I do forgive, just as 

you’ve asked.  Nevertheless, as I live” — and he’s making an oath there; he cannot 

swear on any power higher than himself, so he says — “as I live.”  You’ve seen 

elsewhere in the biblical text it says “as Yahweh lives.”  That’s what a human would 

say.  “As I live and as all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the Lord, none of the 

people who have seen my glory in the signs that I did in Egypt and in the wilderness, 

and yet have tested me these ten times and have not obeyed my voice” — interesting 

that he says they’ve tested me these ten times.  Note that there were ten plagues that 

were examples of Yahweh’s power. 

 Verse 23: “These people shall not see the land that I swore to give to their 

ancestors.  None of those who despise me shall see it except for Caleb because Caleb 

stood up for Yahweh.”  Yeah, we can do this.  Now, since the Amalekites and the 

Canaanites live in the valleys, turn tomorrow and set out for the wilderness by the way 

to the Red Sea.”  He’s telling Moses to lead the people back into the wilderness, back 

toward the Red Sea or the Red Sea, and to wander in the wilderness.  And they’re 

going to remain in this marginal land between order and chaos, life and death.  They’re 

gonna remain there until this generation passes away and it’s only going to be the next 

generation that is going to inherit the land. 

 So in verse 28, “Say to them as I live, says the Lord, I will do to you the very 

things I heard you say.  Your dead body shall fall in this wilderness and all your number 

included in the census from 20 years old and upward who have complained against me.  

Not one of you shall come into the land which I swore to settle you except Caleb.  But 

your little ones who you said would become booty I will bring in and they shall know the 

land that you have despised.  But as for you, your dead body shall fall on the 
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wilderness and your children shall be shepherds in the wilderness for 40 years, shall 

suffer until the last of your dead bodies lies in the wilderness.”  But it’s going to be that 

next generation — the purified Israel, the purified image — that then enters into the 

land. 

 Well, this problem with the congregation of Israel is not just a problem for the 

common person in the street or the common peasant in the field.  It’s also a problem 

for the priests.  The priests have to make sure that they do everything just right, that 

they follow the word of Yahweh and give instructions to the people because they are 

role models for the people.  And that is also an issue that shows up in the Book of 

Numbers.  And it’s a point that the priests want to make not just to the peasant farmer, 

but to each other and to other priests who are going to read and study and learn from 

this material.  And so they left stories with messages to other priests saying, “You’d 

better be particular in how you carry out your duties because it’s important.” 

 And there we come to Numbers, Chapter 20.  And In Numbers, Chapter 20 — 

and we have looked at this earlier in the semester and earlier in our sessions when we 

were looking about why Moses was not allowed to go in the land.  Numbers 20 has a 

particular perspective on that.  In Numbers 20 the people are — they’re wandering in 

the wilderness and they are thirsty, naturally.  And they say to Moses, “We need 

something to drink.”  And Moses calls upon Yahweh.  He says, “Okay.  Take your 

staff and walk up to this rock.”  He doesn’t say anything about striking it.  Just walk up 

to the rock.  Verse 8: “Take the staff, and assemble the congregation, you and your 

brother Aaron, and command the rock before their eyes to yield its water.  Thus you 

shall bring water out of the rock for them; thus you shall provide drink for the 

congregation and their livestock.” 

 Well, Moses does that.  But in the process, he strikes the rock twice.  “‘Listen, 

you rebels, shall we bring water for you out of this rock?’  Then Moses lifted up his 
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hand and struck the rock twice with his staff; water came out abundantly, and the 

congregation and their livestock drank.”  It’s a subtle shift and a subtle difference, but 

Moses says “Shall we bring water out of this rock?”  Moses strikes the rock and at that 

point the question is, is Moses or the priests involved in this story testifying to Yahweh 

and Yahweh’s power or to their own, and are they testifying to Yahweh or are they 

looking like Egyptian magicians to the congregation?  “But the Lord said to Moses and 

Aaron, ‘Because you did not trust in me, to show my holiness before the eyes of the 

Israelites, therefore you shall not bring this assembly into the land that I have given 

them.’  These are the waters of Meribah, where the people of Israel quarreled with the 

Lord, and by which he showed his holiness.” Moses and Aaron will be purified.  They 

won’t be allowed to go into the land.  The priesthood itself will be purified. 

 Now I want to take a look at Numbers 24, and this is a final story that shows the 

purified nation ordered and ready to go into the land.  And it shows them performing 

their duties as the boundary stele.  And this is a story of Balaam the prophet and Balak 

the foreign king, and they look at Israel.  And Balaam the prophet prophesied to Balak 

the foreign king representing all the foreign nations out there and all the chaotic nations 

out there the power of Yahweh.  And you see in that prophecy Israel performing its duty 

as this testimony to the power of Yahweh. 

 It’s interesting here to note that Balaam was apparently a rather popular or 

well-known figure, prophetic figure, in the ancient Near East.  In the city of Girala in the 

Jordan Valley there was an Aramaic inscription found that tells the story about a prophet 

named Balaam.  And he prophesied against the town, the town repents, and the town 

is spared because of that.  And this dates to about 700 B.C.E. — in other words, about 

the 8th century — and so this would’ve been in the time and at the area — in the area 

where Israel would’ve known of Balaam, and Balaam was apparently a well-known 

prophetic figure.  What I mean by that, Balaam would’ve been a character or a literary 
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figure, maybe a historical figure, that had a certain notoriety and was incorporated into 

the priests’ story. 

 Well, they tell — in Numbers 22 through 24 — a number of stories about Balaam 

and Balak.  Some are very humorous.  At one point the donkey prophesied because 

Balaam isn’t quite up to snuff.  But in the end, Balaam says to Balak, “I have to 

prophesy what God has given me to prophesy, and here’s what he says: “How fair are 

your tents, O Jacob” — and we’ve gone over this a little bit, but it’s worth restating.  

This is 24, 5 through 9.  “Like palm groves that stretch far away, like gardens beside a 

river.”  In other words, there’s gonna be abundance of life-giving, ordered creation.  

“Like aloes that the Lord has planted, like cedar trees beside the waters.  Water shall 

flow from his buckets, and his seed shall have abundant water, his king shall be higher 

than Agag, and his kingdom shall be exalted.  God who brings him out of Egypt, is like 

the horns of a wild ox for him; he shall devour the nations that are his foes.”  Other 

nations are not going to be able to stand.  They’re going to fall away.  The powers of 

chaos are going to fall away and be defeated.  “And break their bones.  He shall strike 

with his arrows.  He crouched, he lay down like a lion, and like a lioness; who will rouse 

him up?  Blessed is everyone who blesses you, and cursed is everyone who curses 

you.”  Very similar to Genesis 12, 1 through 13. 

 And then later on, again Balaam says, “I see him, but not now; I behold him, but 

not near — a star shall come out of Jacob.”  He’s talking about a future time.  “And a 

scepter shall rise out of Israel; it shall crush the borderlands of Moab, and the territory of 

all the Shethites.  Edom will become a possession, Seir a possession of its enemies, 

while Israel does valiantly.  One out of Jacob shall rule, and destroy the survivors of Ir.”  

And so you see the foreign prophet and the foreign king looking at Israel and saying that 

they’re going to prosper and live in an orderly created garden, that they’re going to be 

strong, they’re going to be led by a strong ruler one day in the future, and that they 
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themselves, the foreign nations, are gonna be — the chaotic nations are gonna be 

defeated.  It is Israel testifying to the power of Yahweh about, against and to the other 

nations. 

 Then you come to Chapter 26 and again, then, the nation is ordered and they’re 

sitting on the border, right across the Jordan River.  And that’s where the priests, then, 

end their Torah, their early law.  And then they attached Deuteronomy to this creating 

the Pentateuch and you have the priests leaving Israel in the wilderness.  And let’s 

then pause at this point and make a few concluding remarks about the priestly law, 

Genesis through Numbers, and really Genesis through Deuteronomy because that’s the 

entire corpus that the priests edited together.  And again, they create a picture of an 

orderly nation, ready one day to walk into the Promised Land, and to be this testimony.  

They are still — narratively speaking, Israel is still not an independent nation.  It’s still 

not in possession of the land.  It’s still in the wilderness.  And it is hopeful for a future 

success but that success, that victory, is still in the future. 

 Now, if you think about what’s the situation in which the priests themselves are 

putting together this material, telling their story, putting together their law — what’s their 

situation?  Their situation is that they’re not an independent nation; they’re a temple 

state, a province, as a part of the greater Persian empire.  They are in essence in the 

political wilderness and they are also very much aware of and literally in conversation 

with and working with the foreign and chaotic powers.  They have at that point not been 

fully separated from the chaotic powers.  If you go back and use Exodus imagery, 

they’re still a part of Egypt.  And they still are in need of purification and that’s then the 

priests’ job.  And the priests, then, through this literature are sending out the message 

and there is a certain parallel between the literature that they’re putting together and the 

historical situation that they’re living in, and that literature then puts out the message: If 

we can be pure and if we can purify ourselves as a nation, then our independence and 
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our ability to testify to the power of Yahweh — that’s going to come in the future.  It’s 

something to be hoped for. 

 At this point we’re gonna conclude for today.  But in the next few sessions we’re 

going to look at how the priests, when they go on to tell the history of their day and the 

history of Israel, how they continue these themes and how they continue to talk about 

the thesis that they’re promoting.  Israel is the testimony to the nations or the power of 

Yahweh over chaos, and it’s the priests who can purify that nation.  We’ll deal with that 

in future sessions.  Thank you for your attention today. 

  


