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Whose side are you on? Joshua asks this question of the angel that appears to him, 
and the angel responds by saying that He is the commander of the hosts of the Lord. 
The more pressing question was not whether the angel was on Joshua's side, but 
whether Joshua was on God's side. The difference is simple: who controls the 
agenda? And whose agenda are we following? Most of the time, we would rather God 
just follow our agenda. Obviously, we are much wiser than God, aren't we? Don't we 
know better than God what is supposed to happen to our lives? Our plan, our agenda! 
And wouldn't it be nice if God just rubber-stamped our agenda, and let us get on with 
it? Well, the passage we are looking at today will bring us up short if we think in such a 
way. The first question is not whether God is on our side, but whether we are on God's 
side. 

The people had shown that they were not on God's side. They had worshiped 
the golden calf. Yes, Moses had interceded for the people, but the people were still 
guilty. This brings up a difficulty. The Lord commands Moses to tell the people to 
execute even close relatives among the people. The difficulty is that the Lord had 
seemed to pardon the people in verse 14. How come punishment has to come now? 
The answer to this is very instructive for us, because it shows us two different kinds of 
sins. There is corporate sin, and there is individual sin. The intercession of Moses in 
the first part of the chapter is what God used to spare the people as a whole. Instead 
of wiping out the entire people for their corporate sin, God relented through the 
mediatorial work of Moses. There are such things as corporate sins. In the church 
today, for instance, there are corporate sins, such as abandoning the gospel, ignoring 
the needy, failing to pray, setting up idols of various sorts, and so on. These are things 
that would require a corporate confession and corporate forgiveness. Well, that had 
been done in the first part of the chapter. However, that did not take care of the 
problem of the individual sin that happened. Each person was still guilty for the part 
they had to play in the idolatry of the golden calf. In fact, some of the people were still 
dancing around even after all the stuff that Moses did by destroying the calf, scattering 
the ashes, and making the people drink the ashes. Remember that this was a very 
large camp. Not everyone would have been able to see what Moses was doing. So 
people on the outskirts of the camp might not have gotten the message that the party 
was over. Some were still celebrating. Moses may have put an end to the golden calf, 
but the debauchery was still going on. 

Notice a couple of things about this debauchery. Firstly, Moses places at least 
part of the blame on Aaron. He says that Aaron had not restrained the people. He had 
let them break loose. Secondly, notice how this sin impaired the witness of the people 
among the nations. The NKJV says at the end of verse 25 “to their shame among their 
enemies.” Quite possibly, some of their enemies were looking at this party. The word 
“shame” here indicates a derisive whispering. The world is always watching the 



conduct of the church, isn't it? Great sin among God's people will always severely 
hamper the church's witness to the world. 

Moses issues his great call to repentance. The Levites answer. We might ask 
the question: why did the Levites and no one else respond? The text doesn't answer 
the question for us, but the text does tell us that the Lord was pleased with what the 
Levites did. That approval helps us understand another difficulty. This punishment 
seems harsh to modern ears. They were supposed to go through the camp and 
execute people. It seems arbitrary and unfair at first glance. However, several things 
must be kept in mind. Most commentators agree that the Levites were looking for 
people who were still engaging in this indecent behavior. In other words, they were 
looking for people were still engaged in idolatrous behavior even after the end of the 
party had been officially announced. Secondly, the number of people that were 
executed should actually be thought of as quite small, not huge. Remember that just 
the male population alone was over 600,000. 3,000 people constitutes only half of one 
percent of the total. The truth is that all the people deserved to die. The fact that so few 
died is a testament to grace. I found a rather remarkable statement from a Jewish 
commentator: “It is better that a few Israelites should perish than that the entire people 
should perish.” Does that remind you at all of something Caiaphas, another Jew, said 
at the time of the trial of Jesus: “Better that one man should perish than that the entire 
people should perish.” Yes, there are more than hints of Jesus in this passage, as 
even the Jews seem to acknowledge, even if they are doing so unintentionally. Thirdly, 
we need to remember just how bad this sin was. As one commentator puts it, “Such 
methods are obviously not available to modern communities of faith, even if their 
future should ride in the balance. But the seriousness with which Israel takes the 
matter should occasion critical reflection by those of us who live in an age where 
virtually anything that goes by the name of religion is tolerated.” And it is true that the 
church today does not carry the power of the sword. Paul clearly tells us this in 
Ephesians 6 in the armor of God passage. Our enemies are no longer the enemies of 
flesh and blood, nor are our weapons physical weapons. Much sorrow and hurt to the 
church might have been avoided had the church remembered this in the Middle Ages, 
for instance, when the Crusades were going on. Our weapons and our enemies are 
spiritual. We need to remember that especially when we are looking at the face of 
someone who seems to want to tear the church apart with his own bare hands. He is 
not to much the enemy of the church as it is Satan who is deceiving him. 

The reward of the Levites for being on the Lord's side is that this bloodshed 
serves as their anointing oil. If you remember, Levi the patriarch, had been disowned 
by Jacob for bloodshed that was not warranted. There had been a curse placed on 
him by Jacob in Genesis 49: “Cursed be their anger, for it is fierce, and their wrath, for 
it is cruel! I will divide them in Jacob and scatter them in Israel.” God in His grace 
reversed that curse because of Levi's obedience and repentance. For the Levites 
themselves had been guilty just as much as the other people. But they had repented, 
and joined the Lord's side. 

Verses 30-35 give us the account of Moses' intercession for the people's guilt. 



This time, of course, we are talking about the individual sin of thousands of people, not 
the corporate guilt, which, as we have said, had already been dealt with.

What is fascinating about this intercession of Moses is that it doesn't work. 
Moses offers to be a substitute for the people. This is the first time anyone has 
voluntarily offered himself to die in another person's place in the entire Bible. It won't 
be the last. But the first it happens, God refuses the request. Moses would rather be 
blotted out of God's book than that the Lord would kill the people. The book referred to 
here has its background in the population lists that ancient kings would keep. Every 
town would keep track of its inhabitants, and would send a copy of that list to the king, 
who would then have a good idea of how many people he had in each city. It was a list 
of the people currently in the kingdom. We know from other Scripture that there is a 
book of eternal life, in which the names of all the elect have been recorded. It is not 
possible to be blotted out of that book. So that is not the kind of book Moses is talking 
about. He is talking about the membership roll of Israel, of all those who are alive and 
part of the people of God. It is equivalent in thought to the membership roll we keep 
here at Lebanon. Moses is asking, therefore, to be excommunicated, and possibly 
executed, on behalf of his people. But, as we said, God refuses his request. Why does 
God refuse? After all, Moses didn't try to skirt over or minimize Israel's sin. Instead, 
Moses fully admits how great the sin of the people really was. Moses knows that he 
may not succeed. He says, “Perhaps I can make atonement for your sin.” Why did 
Moses say “perhaps?” There are two reasons why he used that word. Firstly, he knew 
that he himself was a sinner. Moses was well aware that one sinner cannot make 
atonement for another sinner. Secondly, he didn't know what God's plan was. He 
makes the attempt, but he is not at all sure about the result. Moses knew, however, 
that there was a possibility that it might work. The sacrifices of the Passover had let 
Moses on to a great secret: it was at least theoretically possible for the innocent to 
suffer for the guilty. Moses was starting to understand that this was actually necessary: 
the people needed a substitute. As John 15:13 says, “Greater love has no one than 
this, that he lay down his life for his friends.” Moses thought he would give it a try. 

But the Lord says no. Moses had come closer to being sinless than most other 
people had ever come, and yet he was not sinless. Moses was a sinner, and a guilty 
person has to pay for his own sin before he can pay for anyone else's. And, because 
Moses was just a man, even if he were sinless, he would only be able to take the 
place of one other person. It was simply not good enough. The people of God need 
someone who is not only sinless Himself, but also is more than a man, so that he can 
actually bear the sins of all of God's people. When we look at this text knowing that 
Jesus Christ is this perfect substitute, then verse 34 becomes clear. The delay that 
God speaks of there is a delay that ultimately ends when God visits the sin of God's 
people on Jesus Christ. That is the day of visitation. 

When we think of applying this text to our lives, the first and most important 
question is this: whose side are you on? You need to be on the side of Jesus Christ, 
because only He can bear your sin and guilt. There is no spiritually neutral ground 
here. As Jesus said, those who are not for Him are against Him. You cannot think of 



yourself as spiritually neutral. But those who are for Jesus will find that God is 
therefore on their side, as Paul says in Romans 8: if God be for us, who can be 
against us? That is, who can overcome God's power so that God's purposes in us 
could be thwarted? So we need to make a decision, a decision that Joshua throws in 
our face; whether we will serve the gods of the Canaanites, or the gods of modern day 
comfort, or whether we and our houses will serve the Lord. 

Secondly, we need to understand what it means to look different from the world. 
As we have said, the world is always watching. The world wants the church to stumble 
and fall, and wind up looking just like the world, so that the world can say that there is 
no need to join the church. Isn't it ironic that today the watchword is that the church 
needs to be “relevant?” In the quest to be relevant, the church today is looking more 
and more like the world, and therefore actually becoming much less effective. If salt 
loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is only as the church looks 
different from the world that the church is actually relevant! After all, if God doesn't 
really make a difference in our lives, then the world will conclude that it doesn't need 
God. If we look just like the world, we will be exposed to the derision of the world. The 
world is always watching! The only way to be truly relevant for the world is to be 
different from the world. No, that doesn't mean that we have to look and behave in an 
intentionally weird manner. But it does mean that we are not worldly. We are different. 

Thirdly, we need to understand the purposes of church discipline. The Levites 
carried out the sentence of excommunication on 3,000 people. Excommunication in 
ancient Israel was the death sentence. We do not do things that way today, but 
excommunication is just as serious. What does it accomplish? It accomplishes the 
purity of the church. If the church is not to experience the derision of the world, it 
needs to prune those branches that are diseased, and that are threatening the health 
of the entire vine. This does not mean that we would get rid of all sinners, for then 
there wouldn't be anyone in the church! Rather, it means that those who are not 
repentant, even after repeated loving attempts to bring them to repentance, must be 
eliminated from the church's rolls, blotted out of the King's rolls. We can praise the 
Lord that because we live in the New Testament church, that there is an additional 
positive purpose for excommunication and all forms of church discipline. That positive 
purpose is the reclaiming of the excommunicated sinner. Excommunication means that 
the church treats such a person a non-believer to be evangelized. Excommunication 
often has the effect of bringing that person to their senses, and realizing not only the 
depth of their sin, but also the depth of Jesus' substitutionary atonement. It often leads 
to repentance. And so, the church disciplines its members not because they hate the 
members, but because they love the members, and have not only the good of the 
members in mind, but also the good of the church. Praise the Lord that we live in the 
age after Jesus Christ has come! We have more opportunities to repent, more delay of 
punishment, more light to shine on our lives and help us. So, make use of that grace 
for repentance. Live a life of doxology for God. For the Lord has visited the sin of His 
people on His Son, our perfect substitute. 




