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Numbers 31 “Vengeance Is Mine: the Violence of the Kingdom” March 30, 2014 

 

This is one of those passages that has led people to reject or abandon the Christian faith. 

 People read this and say, 

  “Can this really be the same God as the NT God of love?” 

 When you think of the seven year old Midianite girl, 

  taken into the home of the people who killed her father, her mother, 

   and all her brothers – even her baby brother! – 

  it makes you wonder: 

   what was God thinking?! 

 

Friday and Saturday we hosted the “Beauty for Ashes” conference  

put on by a group of Rwandans. 

One of the pastors who was present asked me, 

 “what would you say to someone who watched their whole family  

get butchered before their eyes?” 

 When they ask you, “where was God?” 

 What would you say? 

He gets asked that question a lot. 

 He hears it from 27 years olds – 

  who were 7 years old when they watched their whole family die. 

 Where was God? 

 

This is not a new question. 

 In the 2
nd

 century, a man named Marcion argued that the God of the Old Testament 

  was a different god – a god of strict, retributive justice. 

 According to Marcion, the kind and compassionate God and Father of Jesus 

  sent him to deliver humanity from the clutches of the intolerant Yahweh. 

 

And later, in the 4
th

 century, Augustine reports that many educated Romans  

(including himself, before his conversion) 

 objected to the OT as containing much that was unacceptable to their ideas of justice. 

 

Numbers 31 is a classic case. 

 It's hard to imagine the experience of a 10 year old Midianite girl  

who is taken into the family of those who slaughtered her parents and brothers. 

 

How could God command genocide? 

With the release of "Noah" (the movie) this weekend,  

it's worth pointing out that God is the only one  

who has the right to command genocide.  

He is the judge of all the earth -- and he is a just judge.  

He has decreed that the wages of sin is death.  
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Therefore all of humanity is under a sentence of death.  

 

And from time to time God has given us pictures of what all humanity deserves –  

the Flood, Sodom and Gomorrah. 

 

Some would object that those are different –  

because that was God acting directly.  

In Numbers 31, it is Israel that is commissioned to be the agent of God's eschatological wrath. 

 

Yes, this is different.  

But think back to the creation. 

Adam is supposed to be God's vicegerent.  

Man is supposed to execute judgment on the earth -- exercising God's authority.  

 

Our problem is that we exercise that authority for our own benefit, rather than for God's glory.  

 Israel was called to be the Son of God –  

the one who restored humanity to fellowship with God.  

And so God called Israel to be his agent of eschatological wrath against the Midianites. 

 

And as we’ll see, 

 the cross is at the heart of God’s answer. 

 

1. Vengeance Against Midian (v1-12) 

 a. Preparing for War (v1-5) 

The LORD spoke to Moses, saying, 
2 

“Avenge the people of Israel on the Midianites. Afterward 

you shall be gathered to your people.” 

 

Some think that to be “gathered to your people” simply means that you will die. 

 But I have a hard time thinking that “gathered to your people”  

  simply means that your bones will rest with theirs – 

  especially because Moses’ bones will lie on a mountaintop in Moab – 

   far from any of his ancestors! 

 Either it’s a polite and meaningless euphemism for “you’re going to die” – 

  or else it suggests that Moses has some sort of future to look forward to. 

 

In fact, it is only in the light of the resurrection of the dead and the final judgment 

 that the rest of the passage makes any sense! 
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So Moses spoke to the people, saying, “Arm men from among you for the war, that they may go 

against Midian to execute the LORD's vengeance on Midian. 
4 

You shall send a thousand from 

each of the tribes of Israel to the war.” 
5 

So there were provided, out of the thousands of Israel, a 

thousand from each tribe, twelve thousand armed for war. 
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As we have seen “thousand” can mean “a unit” – 

 so it is possible that this means “12 units” went out against Midian. 

 

Either way, the contrast with Numbers 14 is striking.  

 In Numbers 14 the whole Israelite army went out against the Canaanites – 

  in rebellion against God – and were driven back with great loss. 

 In Numbers 31 only a small portion of the Israelite army went out against Midian – 

  and (as we see later) not a single one fell in the battle. 

 

Even so, we should remember that in our spiritual war, 

 it is not numbers or might that wins our battles, 

  but the LORD Almighty who goes before us. 

 

But the key to verses 2-5 is the word “vengeance.” 

 We are used to saying that we should not take vengeance. 

 And that’s true. 

  We should leave vengeance to the LORD. 

 But here, God says that his vengeance should be executed by Israel. 

 

How do you know when to be the instrument of God’s vengeance? 

 The easy answer is: “When God says that you should!” 

  In Numbers 31:2, God directly commands it. 

 

Vengeance is not the normal pattern. 

 If everyone always takes vengeance, then pretty soon, everyone winds up dead. 

  (As Confucius said, Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves!) 

 

Paul will put it more strongly in Romans 12:19, 

 “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God,  

for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’” 

 The Christian should never seek vengeance for himself. 

 

But that does not mean that a Christian must stand idly by when others are suffering. 

 Rather, the Christian should call upon the magistrate (or should be the magistrate!) 

  to bring vengeance. 

 

After all, Paul says in Romans 13:4 – 

 The ruler “is God’s servant for your good. 

  But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. 

   For he is the servant of God, an avenger  

who carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer.” 

 

 The magistrate, simply by virtue of his office, 
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  is called to be an avenger – 

   one who brings vengeance on the wicked – 

  but not just human vengeance. 

  

 He “carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer.” 

 

Now it’s true that when Paul wrote this, 

 Nero was not nearly the monster that he became; 

 but Nero was never a nice guy. 

 

Every ruler – by virtue of his office – is a servant of God who carries out God’s wrath. 

A Christian magistrate should not seek vengeance for those who wrong him, 

but he should be ready and willing to avenge the wrongs done to his people. 

 

And you see this exemplified by Moses in verses 6-8: 

 

 b. The LORD’s Vengeance (v6-8) 

 
6 

And Moses sent them to the war, a thousand from each tribe, together with Phinehas the son of 

Eleazar the priest, with the vessels of the sanctuary and the trumpets for the alarm in his hand. 
7 

They warred against Midian, as the LORD commanded Moses, and killed every male.  

 

Back in chapter 10, the LORD told Moses to make 2 silver trumpets, 

 and then he told Israel that when they go to war against their oppressors, 

 they should sound an alarm with the trumpets 

  “that you may be remembered before the LORD your God, 

   and you shall be saved from your enemies.” 

 In other words, the voice of the trumpets speaks not only to man, but also to God. 

 Faithful Israel sounds the trumpets as they go to war, 

  trusting in God to deliver them from their foes. 

 

This is the first reference to those trumpets.  

 The Midianites oppressed Israel – and so Israel did as God said – 

  they blew the trumpets, and went out and destroyed the Midianites. 

 
8 

They killed the kings of Midian with the rest of their slain, Evi, Rekem, Zur, Hur, and Reba, the 

five kings of Midian. And they also killed Balaam the son of Beor with the sword. 

 

The names of the kings are interesting – especially in light of the temptations in the wilderness: 

 Evi – means “trouble, sorrow, wickedness” 

Rekem – means “variegated” – and hence, impure 

Zur – means “adversary, or foe” 

Hur – probably means “parched”  

Reba – means “to lie down” (particularly in the sexual sense of the word) 
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At the very least, these names are suggestive of Israel’s temptations in the wilderness. 

 When Israel kills the five kings of Midian, 

  they are putting temptation to death. 

 

This begins to point us down the path of our spiritual warfare. 

 Because our enemies are not the five kings of Midian. 

 And we fight our warfare not against flesh and blood – 

  but against principalities and powers. 

  

When we say that our warfare is spiritual, that does not mean that our warfare is purely internal. 

 Paul says that we wage war against cosmic powers.  

  It’s not that earthly foes are too powerful –  

it’s that earthly foes are too insignificant! 

 

 c. The Triumphant Return (v9-12) 

 
9 

And the people of Israel took captive the women of Midian and their little ones, and they took 

as plunder all their cattle, their flocks, and all their goods. 
10 

All their cities in the places where 

they lived, and all their encampments, they burned with fire, 
11 

and took all the spoil and all the 

plunder, both of man and of beast. 
12 

Then they brought the captives and the plunder and the 

spoil to Moses, and to Eleazar the priest, and to the congregation of the people of Israel, at the 

camp on the plains of Moab by the Jordan at Jericho. 

 

The destruction of Midian suggests how small a group the Midianites were. 

 While there is a reference to “cities” generically, there are no named cities, 

  which is not surprising, given that the Midianites were nomads. 

 But Israel brought all the captives and the plunder to Moses and Eleazar the priest. 

 

And as our 7 year old Midianite girl stands next to her mother and baby brother  

on the plains of Moab, 

  she has seen the vengeance of God. 

 

2. Fire and Water and Death: the Purification of the Plunder (13-24) 

 a. The Death Penalty for the Women and Boys (v13-18) 
13 

Moses and Eleazar the priest and all the chiefs of the congregation went to meet them outside 

the camp. 
14 

And Moses was angry with the officers of the army, the commanders of thousands 

and the commanders of hundreds, who had come from service in the war. 
15 

Moses said to them, 

“Have you let all the women live?  

 

But Moses was angry with the commanders. 

 “Have you let all the women live?” 

 

Remember that in Numbers 25, Israel was judged for their sin at Peor – 
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 and 24,000 Israelites died in the plague. 

 

Moses explains why he is angry: 

 
16 

Behold, these [women], on Balaam's advice, caused the people of Israel to act treacherously 

against the LORD in the incident of Peor, and so the plague came among the congregation of the 

LORD.  

 

Balaam could not curse Israel with his own mouth. 

 He had to bless. 

But Balaam knew how Moab could curse Israel – 

 corrupt them by sexual immorality – which would lead to idolatry – 

  and thus to God’s curse on Israel! 

 

But when you curse God’s people – 

 you invoke God’s blessing on Abraham – 

  “Those who bless you will be blessed, and those who curse you will be cursed – 

   and in you all the nations of the earth will be blessed.” 

 

And in fact, that’s what you see in verses 17-18 

 
17 

Now therefore, kill every male among the little ones, and kill every woman who has known 

man by lying with him. 
18 

But all the young girls who have not known man by lying with him keep 

alive for yourselves. 

 

This is where you would very much like to forget about our little 7-year old Midianite girl. 

 But the text will not let you forget about her. 

 The whole point of the text is to insist that the only Midianites to survive this passage 

  (at least in this region) 

   are these little girls. 

 

And so our little girl is torn away from her mother and baby brother. 

 They are led away to slaughter –  

while she is taken into the home of the people who killed her family. 

 

Do you understand where Marcion comes from? (the OT god is a different god!) 

Do you get why people say, “If this is the God of the Bible – I’ll take my chances with hell!”? 

 

What’s going on here? 

 

Go back to Abraham. 

The Midianites had cursed Israel – and so they are cursed. 

 But all nations – even the Midianites – will be blessed. 
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 While all the males and all the adult women are killed, 

  the young girls are brought into the family of Israel – 

  they will be adopted into Israel and made a part of the people of God. 

 

We need to realize that God’s vengeance on Midian was just. 

 Midian deserved death – 

  and it was only God’s mercy in Jesus Christ 

  that resulted in the “international adoption”  

   of the little girls of Midian into the family of Jesus. 

 

How is God’s vengeance on Midian just? 

Origen, back in the third century, commented on this passage, 

 “We are taught from this that to offer an occasion for sin  

is far more serious than for someone to sin.” 

 The reason for the extermination of the Midianite women is very clear: 

  they “caused the people of Israel to act treacherously against the LORD.” 

 

So is Moses blaming the Midianite women for Israel’s sin? 

 It might sound like it at first. 

 But remember that God has already judged Israel 

(24,000 Israelites died for the sin of Israel). 

 

But while sin is always sinful – and the wages of sin is death – 

 some sins are more heinous in the sight of God than others. 

 

If you sin, that’s bad. 

 But if you sin and you cause someone else to sin – that’s doubly bad! 

 When it comes to sexual sin, each party is guilty for his or her own sin. 

 But the one who instigated the sin is guilty of that as well. 

 

And since the Midianite women instigated the rebellion at Peor, 

 God now decrees death as the wages for the Midianite women. 

 

Now, some of you might be wondering – “how is this fair?” 

 The verdict is rendered against the whole Midianite community! 

 There is no attempt to find the individual perpetrators. 

 The whole of the Midianite community is slaughtered. 

 

But what is clear from the narrative is that the whole Midianite community was involved. 

 If there were those who objected, they had a chance to leave. 

 They did not need to participate. 

 

 But as we saw last week, “silence means consent.” 
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  We saw it last week with a father who hears the vow of his daughter – 

   if he opposes her on the day that he hears it, it is made null and void. 

  But if he says nothing, then it stands. 

 

 That principle applies in all areas of life. 

  Silence means consent. 

 Those Midianites who were silent in the scheme of Balaam to curse Israel 

  are judged as guilty – because by their silence, they consented. 

 

So if you are silent when your people sin – then you are complicit in that sin – 

 and you will be judged with your people. 

 

 b. Ritual Purification for Those Who Have Killed Any Person (v19-20) 
19 

Encamp outside the camp seven days. Whoever of you has killed any person and whoever has 

touched any slain, purify yourselves and your captives on the third day and on the seventh day. 
20 

You shall purify every garment, every article of skin, all work of goats' hair, and every article 

of wood.” 

 

We saw in chapter 19 the laws for purification for those who have touched dead bodies. 

 Now Moses says that the army – those who have killed others –  

and those who have touched the slain – 

 must purify themselves according to the rituals of chapter 19. 

 

But notice – “purify yourselves and your captives.” 

 Our little girl must be sprinkled with the water of purification  

  in order for her to join the family of God. 

 Indeed, we are the little girls of Midian. 

  Our family – the family of Adam and Eve – 

   is under a death sentence. 

  The vengeance of God is against all the human race. 

 It is only if Jesus Christ our Lord should sprinkle us with the water for purification 

  that should be brought into his family – 

   and made partakers of his life. 

 

 This ritual involved sprinkling the water for purification to cleanse – 

  and as you may recall from chapter 19, in order to be cleansed,  

   you needed a friend to share your uncleanness for a day – 

   because only a clean person can obtain the water for purification – 

   but if you are clean, then contact with the water for purification  

renders you unclean! 

 

Notice something: 

 Israel was being obedient to God in killing the Midianites – 
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  and yet even in obedience – Israel became unclean! 

 The death penalty may be necessary at times – 

  but it is never something good. 

 Death is the ultimate curse. 

 Death is never good! 

 

Origen has a great statement on this: 

 “even if I am able to conquer the devil,  

even if I am able to reject the unclean thoughts  

and the evils that he suggests to my heart when these things come,  

or, if I can kill them after they have entered into me  

and prevent them from becoming effective,  

and if I am able and capable of trampling on the head of the dragon;  

nevertheless, I am necessarily polluted and defiled in the process,  

in that I have striven to trample on him who is polluted and defiled.” (p159) 

 

But what about the plunder? 

 

 c. The Purification of the Plunder (v21-24) 
21 

Then Eleazar the priest said to the men in the army who had gone to battle: “This is the statute 

of the law that the LORD has commanded Moses: 
22 

only the gold, the silver, the bronze, the iron, 

the tin, and the lead, 
23 

everything that can stand the fire, you shall pass through the fire, and it 

shall be clean. Nevertheless, it shall also be purified with the water for impurity. And whatever 

cannot stand the fire, you shall pass through the water. 
24 

You must wash your clothes on the 

seventh day, and you shall be clean. And afterward you may come into the camp.” 

 

Verses 21-24 specify that all the metal – gold, silver, etc. – “everything that can stand the fire” 

 must pass through fire in order to be purified, 

 but whatever cannot stand the fire, you shall pass through the water. 

 

The plunder must be purified by fire and water. 

But beyond that, the plunder must be divided –  

 and the principles of division are important. 

 

3. The LORD’s Contribution: the Division of the Plunder (25-54) 

 a. The Principle of Division: Those Who Risked Most Gain Most – But All Share 

(v25-31) 
25 

The LORD said to Moses, 
26 

“Take the count of the plunder that was taken, both of man and of 

beast, you and Eleazar the priest and the heads of the fathers' houses of the congregation, 
27 

and 

divide the plunder into two parts between the warriors who went out to battle and all the 

congregation. 
28 

And levy for the LORD a tribute from the men of war who went out to battle, one 

out of five hundred, of the people and of the oxen and of the donkeys and of the flocks. 
29 

Take it 

from their half and give it to Eleazar the priest as a contribution to the LORD. 
30 

And from the 
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people of Israel's half you shall take one drawn out of every fifty, of the people, of the oxen, of 

the donkeys, and of the flocks, of all the cattle, and give them to the Levites who keep guard over 

the tabernacle of the LORD.” 
31 

And Moses and Eleazar the priest did as the LORD commanded 

Moses. 

 

First the plunder is divided into two parts – 

 half for those who went to battle – and half for the rest of Israel. 

The basic principle is that those who risked the most are rewarded most. 

 

But then, from the warrior’s half, 1 out of 500 is given to the priests, 

 and from the people’s half, 1 out of 50 is given to the Levites. 

 

 b. The Counting of the Spoil – and the Share of the Priests and Levites (v32-47) 
32 

Now the plunder remaining of the spoil that the army took was 675,000 sheep, 
33 

72,000 cattle, 
34 

61,000 donkeys, 
35 

and 32,000 persons in all, women who had not known man by lying with 

him. 
36 

And the half, the portion of those who had gone out in the army, numbered 337,500 sheep, 
37 

and the LORD's tribute of sheep was 675. 
38 

The cattle were 36,000, of which the LORD's tribute 

was 72. 
39 

The donkeys were 30,500, of which the LORD's tribute was 61. 
40 

The persons were 

16,000, of which the LORD's tribute was 32 persons. 
41 

And Moses gave the tribute, which was the 

contribution for the LORD, to Eleazar the priest, as the LORD commanded Moses. 

 
42 

From the people of Israel's half, which Moses separated from that of the men who had served 

in the army— 
43 

now the congregation's half was 337,500 sheep, 
44 

36,000 cattle, 
45 

and 30,500 

donkeys, 
46 

and 16,000 persons— 
47 

from the people of Israel's half Moses took one of every 50, 

both of persons and of beasts, and gave them to the Levites who kept guard over the tabernacle 

of the LORD, as the LORD commanded Moses. 

 

The result is that 1% of the spoils goes to the Levites, and 1/10 of 1 % goes to the priests. 

 

Verses 48-54 then conclude our passage with thanks to God. 

 

 c. The Memorial Offering of the Army (v48-54) 
48 

Then the officers who were over the thousands of the army, the commanders of thousands and 

the commanders of hundreds, came near to Moses 
49 

and said to Moses, “Your servants have 

counted the men of war who are under our command, and there is not a man missing from us. 
50 

And we have brought the LORD's offering, what each man found, articles of gold, armlets and 

bracelets, signet rings, earrings, and beads, to make atonement for ourselves before the LORD.” 
51 

And Moses and Eleazar the priest received from them the gold, all crafted articles. 
52 

And all 

the gold of the contribution that they presented to the LORD, from the commanders of thousands 

and the commanders of hundreds, was 16,750 shekels.
[a]

 
53 

(The men in the army had each taken 

plunder for himself.) 
54 

And Moses and Eleazar the priest received the gold from the commanders 

of thousands and of hundreds, and brought it into the tent of meeting, as a memorial for the 

people of Israel before the LORD. 
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When the commanders realize that not one man is missing – 

 in other words, not a single Israelite died in the attack – 

  they wish to give thanks to God, 

 and so they bring 16,750 shekels of gold – apparently all the gold that they had plundered, 

  and they give it to God “to make atonement” for themselves before the LORD. 

 

Why do they say “to make atonement”? 

 Normally when we think of making atonement, we think of animal sacrifices. 

 Verse 54 helps us understand what is going on. 

  It is brought as a memorial for the people of Israel before the LORD. 

 

Do you remember what Israel did with the gold at Sinai? 

 They turned it into a golden calf – and they committed sexual immorality and idolatry. 

 Now, after their sin at Peor – where they committed sexual immorality and idolatry – 

  they take all the gold, and they offer it to the LORD. 

 

 This is over 400 pounds of gold. 

  

 (Just as a comparison – all the gold in the tabernacle was a little over 2,000 pounds – 

  so this is 1/5 of the amount of gold used in the tabernacle!) 

 

Now, 40 years later, Israel recognizes that left to themselves, 

 they will return to idolatry. 

Left to themselves, they will return to sexual immorality. 

 They need to humble themselves before the LORD. 

 And so not only do they give the portion to the priests and Levites as commanded, 

  but they also take the gold – the very thing that they misused last time – 

  and they give it to the LORD. 

 

In Micah 6, God applies the lessons of Balaam to Israel. 

 “O my people, what have I done to you?  

  How have I wearied you? Answer me! 

 For I brought you up from the land of Egypt and redeemed you from the house of slavery, 

  and I sent before your Moses, Aaron, and Miriam. 

 O my people, remember what Balak king of Moab devised, 

  and what Balaam the son of Beor answered him, 

  and what happened from Shittim to Gilgal, 

   that you may know the saving acts of the LORD.” (6:4-5) 

 

 [Shittim is the place where Israel lived in Numbers 25, at the episode of the Baal of Peor; 

  and Gilgal is the place across the Jordan,  

  where Israel was circumcised, and the reproach of Egypt was rolled away.] 
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 So God says “remember Balaam” – remember what happened from Shittim to Gilgal – 

  how God took you from rebellion and death, to newness of life in the Land. 

 

 And then Micah asks how man can approach God – and God says in Micah 6:8 –  

 “He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you  

  but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” 

 

 But the problem is that Israel has replicated the sin of Balaam. 

  “For you have kept the statutes of Omri, and all the works of the house of Ahab; 

   and you have walked in their counsels, 

   that I may make you a desolation, and your inhabitants a hissing; 

    so you shall bear the scorn of my people.” (6:16) 

 

Why do I connect the sin of Balaam with the sin of Ahab? 

 Because Balaam and Ahab both introduced Baal worship in Israel. 

 

And further, because Jesus does! 

 In Revelation 2:14, Jesus says to the church in Pergamum: 

“I have a few things against you:  

you have some there who hold the teaching of Balaam,  

who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons of Israel,  

so that they might eat food sacrificed to idols and practice sexual immorality.” 

 

 And then just six verses later (2:20), Jesus says to the church in Thyatira: 

  “I have this against you, that you tolerate that woman Jezebel [the wife of Ahab],  

   who calls herself a prophetess and is teaching and seducing my servants  

to practice sexual immorality and to eat food sacrificed to idols.” 

 

And just God brought the little girls of Midian into his family – 

 in spite of his curse against Midian – 

  so also with Ahab. 

God told Ahab that he would cut off all his seed. 

 But Ahab’s daughter, Athaliah, married into the family of David. 

 And when God’s vengeance came against the house of Ahab, 

her grandson, Joash, survived. 

 

God had cursed Ahab and said that his line would die. 

But God had blessed David and said that his line would live! 

 What happens when God’s curse and God’s blessing collide? 

 All you need to do is look at the cross – where all God’s curses came together 

  with all God’s blessings! 


