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 BREAD OF LIFE TORAH STUDIES  

"I am the bread of life. He who comes to me shall never hunger …” John 6:35 

  

NUMBERS 16-18   

Last week, when the very goal of the journey from Egypt was within reach, we saw that fear—
perceiving the situation through the eyes of self and completely discounting God’s presence with 
them—kept Israel out of the Promised Land.  The scouts even slandered the Land and caused Moses 
to go into damage control yet again, interceding between the anger of God and the people. For their 
punishment, the entire generation of Israelites rescued from Egypt was sentenced to die in the 
desert.   

Now the hard truth of their condition begins to sink in, and the people bemoan their fate and rebel 
even further by attempting to overthrow the LORD’s designated leadership.  

 

CHAPTER 16 - Rebellion against Moses and Aaron 

We enter yet another dramatic chapter full of intrigue and rebellion.  This is the most serious 
leadership challenge Moses has faced, and is instigated by Moses’ cousin Korah, who gathers a 
mixed group of malcontents – some from his own tribe, some from the tribe of Reuben, and others 
who had leadership positions elsewhere – and challenges the leadership of Moses and Aaron. Each 
of the three groups was motivated by envy and malice. The details of the narrative are complex, but 
one thing is very clear – the accusation the rebels make against Moses and Aaron:  

 They gathered together against Moses and Aaron, and said to them, “You take too much upon 
yourselves, for all the congregation is holy, every one of them, and the LORD is among them. Why 
then do you exalt yourselves above the assembly of the LORD?”      (Num. 16:3) 

There was some truth in Korah’s statement that “all the congregation are holy”. Moses had said as 
much in regard to the reason for the tzitit: That ye may remember, and do all my commandments, 
and be holy unto your God. Even God Himself had called all Israel to be “a kingdom of priests and a 
holy nation” (Ex. 19:6) So, what was Korah’s mistake? It was in not recognizing that a people, even if 
everyone is holy, still needs a leader. Moreover, he was scheming in that he was privately seeking 
leadership himself. Not content with the privilege of being a Levite, set apart to serve the tabernacle 
and the High Priest, Korah, saw himself as being at least equally entitled to the leadership– he 
wanted to be High Priest himself.   

Moses’ Response – v. 5-11 Humble man that he is, Moses does not enter into their arguments at 
all but first ‘falls on his face’ – no doubt, in a heart cry to the LORD. This is the fourth time Israel had 
defied the LORD – the fourth time he has had to appeal on their behalf.      

 “Do this: Take censers, Korah and all your company; “put fire in them and put incense in them before 
the LORD tomorrow, and it shall be that the man whom the LORD chooses is the holy one. You take 
too much upon yourselves, you sons of Levi!”  Moses uses their own words back to them. They 
should understand that only the Aaronic priests have the right to present incense to the LORD –
surely they remember the fate of Nadab and Abihu. Was this Moses idea or God’s idea? – there are 
differing opinions about that. 
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Then Moses said to Korah, “Hear now, you sons of Levi: “Is it a small thing to you that the God of 
Israel has separated you from the congregation of Israel, to bring you near to Himself, to do the work 
of the tabernacle of the LORD, …  And are you seeking the priesthood also?” (Num. 13:9-10) 

Furthermore, Moses and Aaron are accused of taking the status of leadership upon themselves. God 
is not in the picture at all in their eyes.  What Korah fails to understand is the spiritual role of servant 
leadership. In Judaism, a leader is a servant, and to lead is to serve. Anything else is not leadership as 
Judaism understands it. Not only are the leaders servants, but the LORD says:  “For the children of 
Israel are servants to Me; they are My servants whom I brought out of the land of Egypt. (Lev. 25:5). 
The less there is of self in the one who serves God, the more there is of God. A true leader does not 
lord it over his subjects – power and dominance has no place in Judaism. To the contrary, the 
greatest achievement of a leader is to have served God and helped others to do so. To be a leader, 
one must first be a follower.1 

This was Jesus’ message to his disciples:  Sitting down, Jesus called the Twelve and said, "Anyone 
who wants to be first must be the very last, and the servant of all." (Mk. 9:35) 

Even Yeshua Himself came as a servant leader, saying: “…just as the Son of Man did not come to be 
served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”  (Matt.20:28) 

This also takes us back to the Aaronic blessing, where we saw that “May the Lord bless you”… 
means, ‘He come down and how down before you and serve you.’ That is our God!! He wants to 
serve us, unite us, lift us up, and transform us into His image. This is totally radical! 

Contrast this with the leadership we see in our world today. 

Read 12-35 Moses appeals to Dathan and Abirim (both Reubenites), who refused to come up, and 
who brazenly criticize him as a failed leader who simply sought to dominate them and gave them 
false promises. Not only that, they use God’s very description of the Promised Land to describe 
Egypt (v.13). The expression, to ‘gouge out the eyes,’ means, in our parlance, to ‘pull the wool over 
their eyes’—clearly there had been a lot of murmuring behind closed tent flaps to bring them to this 
point.  The Reubenites have their own point of contention. Reuben lost his firstborn status – now his 
descendants feel cheated out of this right and privilege.   

Moses becomes very angry and the drama heightens.  

God’s Response – And the LORD spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying, “Separate yourselves from 
among this congregation, that I may consume them in a moment.”(v.22) God is ready to wipe them 
all out in an instant, but once again, Moses graciously intercedes for the crowd, persuading them to 
separate themselves from the protesters.   

Moses’ response put the outcome firmly in God’s hand. In order to validate his leadership he needed 
a demonstration of divine intervention that would silence all sceptics. Judgement came swiftly from 
two directions – earth and heaven.  Korah, his followers and his entire household and wealth, were 
swallowed up by the earth and …2  “A flame came forth from HASHEM and consumed the 250 men 
who were offering incense.”3 God removed His hand from them and allowed them to reap the 
consequences of their own fleshly desires (as with the quail incident). 

The entire Community against Moses   
  

It seems the unfolding drama has attracted a crowd of onlookers. Now the entire assembly blames 

                                                           
1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant & Conversation, p.191 
2 There were righteous sons of Korah who were not destroyed. See Num. 26:11. Eleven Psalms are attributed to them.  
3 Hebrews 12:29 “Our God is a consuming fire.”  
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Moses, believing it was his idea that the 250 men bring the censers which caused their demise, 
therefore their death was his fault.  However, from the LORD’s perspective, they were ‘sinners against 
their own souls’ (v38); their motives may have been wholehearted, but they were out of order to take 
their own fire and offer it to the LORD. Their fire-pans had become holy because they were offered to 
the LORD. They were beaten and put as a covering on the altar as a reminder to the children of Israel. 
 
The glory of the Lord appeared over the tent and He was ready to wipe out the entire people.  Once 
again Moses & Aaron ‘fell on their faces’ and God’s judgment, in the form of a plague, was stayed 
when Aaron “placed the incense and atoned for the people. He stood between the dead and the 
living and the plague was checked.”  Nevertheless, 14,700 died of the plague before it was stopped. 
 

 

CHAPTER 17 – The Budding of Aaron’s Rod    

What finally resolved the dispute was not a show of power, but something quite unique. This 
chapter re-establishes the status and role of the Levites in God’s purposes.  The spiritual hierarchy 
now had to be re-established and take root in the hearts and minds of the people.  The budding of 
Aaron’s rod  would establish his (and his sons) status as High Priest forever.   

In order to stop the complaints of the Israelites, God commands that each of the Twelve Tribes 
provide a rod; and only that of the tribe chosen to become priests will miraculously sprout 
overnight.  

Each tribal prince presents his staff to Moses, with the tribe's name engraved upon it; then Aaron 
presents his staff, representing the tribe of Levi.  The staffs are placed inside the Holy of Holies, 
before the Ark of the Covenant and “It shall be that the man whom I shall choose – his staff will 
blossom…”  The next day Moses brings out the staffs, and behold—Aaron’s staff had “put forth buds, 
produced blossoms and yielded almonds” (Num. 17:8), as an evidence of the exclusive right to the 
priesthood of the tribe of Levi. In commemoration of this decision it was commanded that the rod 
be put again "before the testimony" (Numbers 17:10). 

“The priest does not rule the people; he blesses them. He is the conduit through which God’s life-
giving energies flow. He connects the people to the Divine Presence. What makes a spiritual leader is 
not ambition but humility.”4  There has been none so humble as our Lord Jesus Christ, who, though 
he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped… (Phil. 2:6) 

One of the main lessons of the story of Korah's rebellion is that those who minister before the Lord 
MUST be chosen by Him! No one can take this responsibility upon himself, as the letter to the 
Hebrews describes:  “And no man takes this honor to himself, but he who is called by God, just as 
Aaron was. 5 So also Christ did not glorify Himself to become High Priest, but it was He who said to 
Him: “You are My Son, Today I have begotten You.”  (Heb. 5:4-5) 

Hebrews 9:4 tells us that Aaron’s Rod was placed in the Ark of the Covenant along with the stone 
tablets of the law and the jar of manna (17:10) – all of which represent the coming messiah. 

I think by now the people had to concede, it is not a good idea to challenge God’s anointed leaders.  
The fear of God was now firmly implanted in them, as evidenced by 17:12-13: So the children of 
Israel spoke to Moses, saying, “Surely we die, we perish, we all perish! 13 Whoever even comes near 
the tabernacle of the Lord must die. Shall we all utterly die?” 

                                                           
4
 Sacks, ibid, p.207. 
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The Staff / The Branch 

Whenever we see themes of renewed life coming out of impending death, the Torah is bringing the 
coming Messiah into focus. Therefore we know that Aaron's rod that budded has Messianic 
significance. The Father’s choosing of Yeshua, as High Priest forever, is beautifully demonstrated for 
us through the story of Aaron's rod that budded. The stick that was dead wood came to life. This 
specifically shows Israel who God had chosen to be High Priest; it also shows us that the Messiah, 
who died on a wooden cross and came to life, is His chosen High Priest!  A dead and lifeless branch 
miraculously springing to life, speaks of resurrection - it speaks of Messiah. One of His names is The 
Branch. 
  
In Matthew 2:23 is says, “and he came and lived in a city called Nazareth. This was to fulfill what was 
spoken through the prophets: ‘He shall be called a Nazarene”. There is no place in scripture that says, 
“He shall be called a Nazarene”. Matthew was actually quoting from several prophets concerning 
‘The Branch”. He wanted his readers to know that He was the branch. He is called Jesus of Nazareth 
many times throughout the book. 
 
Isaiah 11:1 “Then a shoot will spring from the stem of Jesse, and a branch from his roots will bear 
fruit” The Hebrew word for branch here is netzer. The early disciples were called Nazarenes, not 
because they were from Nazareth but because they were followers of the Natzer.  He was ‘The 
Branch of The LORD’. 
 
When the Judean monarchy ended, the line of David continued but his descendants no longer 
possessed the throne. Isaiah compared the royal dynasty of David to a tree stump. Once a mighty 
tree possessing the throne and he foresaw a time when it would be cut down to nothing—a sad 
memorial of the glory that had once been. But one day a new shoot will spring forth from the stump, 
a new king would arise, His name is Branch! The tree is still alive!! 
 
Isaiah 4:2, “in that day the Branch of the LORD will be beautiful and glorious”.  This time the Hebrew 
word is Tzemach - meaning a branch or sprout that blossoms forth.  
 
“Behold the days are coming declares the LORD, when I will raise up for David a righteous Branch; 
and He will reign as king and act wisely and do justice and righteousness in the land.” Jeremiah 23:5 
(also Jer. 33:15) 
 
Zechariah 3:8, “Now listen… I am going to bring My Servant, The Branch”. Two titles are designated 
for Messiah here: My Servant and Branch. 
 
Zechariah 6:12, “Behold a man whose name is Branch, for He will branch out from where He is and 
He will build the temple of the LORD” 
 
It is interesting that He is called both “The man whose name is Branch” and also “The Branch of The 
LORD”—Branch of man, and Branch of The LORD—His humanity and His divinity. 
 

Why almond blossoms?  
 
The Hebrew word translated almond is שקד, shaqad, also meaning to watch over, to fix one’s 
attention on anything. The almond itself has the shape of an eye.  

Almond trees are the first to awake from the sleep of Winter—they are covered by their white bridal 
gowns when spring arrives. They are first to blossom, and last to harvest; the almonds ripen 7-8 
months after flowering.   
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The menorah is decorated to look like an almond tree: There were three bowls made like almond 
blossoms on one branch, with an ornamental knob and a flower, and three bowls made like almond 
blossoms on the other branch, with an ornamental knob and a flower—and so for the six branches 
coming out of the lampstand.  (Exodus 37:19) 
 
Here we see branches, almonds, buds and blossoms, so I think we can be in no doubt that Aaron’s 
rod is intentionally linked to the menorah.5 We have seen that the central stem (rod) of the menorah 
and the central light represents Christ – His is the light which doesn’t go out; the branches attached 
are his disciples – His body (“You are the light of the world”). We would all be familiar with the 
Parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins, and how important it is to keep our lamps filled and 
trimmed. The final lesson in that parable is “Watch therefore, for you know neither the day nor the 
hour in which the Son of Man is coming.”   

Pause to meditate upon the extraordinary pictures we are given here, considering also that Jesus 
said: I am the vine, You are the branches, He who abides in Me and I in him. He bears much fruit for 
apart from Me apart from Me you can do nothing. Abide in Me, and I in you… (Jn. 15:5). Those who 
abide in Him, themselves become branches that bear fruit. 

The sages also connected ‘sprouting forth’ with resurrection and Messiah. In the Jewish prayer book, 
the daily prayer - the Amidah - has two blessings showing this. 
 
1) “You are a King who causes death and resurrects and who causes salvation to sprout forth.” (2nd 
blessing), and  
2) The 14th blessing of the Amidah is a prayer for the coming of Messiah: “May You cause the Branch 
of David Your servant to sprout forth quickly, whose horn will be raised with Your salvation, for we 
hope for Your salvation (Yeshuah) all day long. Blessed are You O LORD who causes the horn of 
salvation to sprout forth.” 
 
It is remarkable that the daily prayers of Judaism, said three times daily, entreat God to send the 
Messiah virtually asking for Him by name. 
 

THE LUCIFER FACTOR – “By Pride comes only Contention” 6 

When God says, "By pride comes only contention" (Prov. 13:10), He means that this kind of pride has 
not a single good fruit! Lucifer's pride brought him into contention with God and one third of the 
angels sided with him in his rebellion and were persuaded to ‘leave their proper domain’—the place 
where they had dominion, the place of their responsibility and authority—so that they could get 
more for themselves. This occurred because they deceived themselves into thinking more of 
themselves than they ought, which perverted their judgment. Jude 1:6 puts this in an interesting 
way. They were not "the bad angels," or even "the angels who sinned." He calls them "the angels 
who were not content with where God had placed them."  Their discontent caused them to attempt 
to take by force what had not been given, but which they thought they deserved. This is the same 
thing that happened in Korah's rebellion.  

Like Lucifer’s rebellion, Korah’s rebellion, spread down through the ranks to encompass the entire 
people – but judgment on the people was stayed through Aaron’s intercession, and through the 
miracle of Aaron’s Rod that burst into life, they were pointed to God’s legitimate chosen High Priest 
who would always be there to intercede for them.    

                                                           
5
 Refer to our study of the menorah in Exodus 25. 

6 www.bibletools.org/index.cfm/fuseaction/.../Lucifers-Rebellion.htm    

http://www.cgg.org/index.cfm/fuseaction/audio.details/ID/207/Faith-Part-6-.htm
http://www.cgg.org/index.cfm/fuseaction/audio.details/ID/207/Faith-Part-6-.htm
http://www.cgg.org/index.cfm/fuseaction/Audio.details/ID/191/Self-Government-Responsibility-Part-2.htm
http://www.cgg.org/index.cfm/fuseaction/Library.sr/CT/artb/k/509/Ministry-Angels.htm
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Likewise, mankind fell for Satan’s deception, and God’s solution, because He “loved the world so 
much,” was to send a Saviour who would die and rise to life to become High Priest forever, 
interceding for His people at the right hand of God (Rom. 8:34). 

Where there is strife, there is pride, but wisdom is found in those who take advice. 

Proverbs 13:10   

CHAPTER 18      

Chapter 18 restates the role of the Aaronic priesthood and the Levites. It's up to the tribe of Levi to 
guard the Tabernacle and ensure that only people who are allowed to be there, and allowed to 
perform certain ritual functions, enter in. This was an act of mercy, designed to protect Israel as a 
whole from God's Divine punishment.   

The LORD says to Aaron: “I have given them to you for greatness, and to your sons as an eternal 
due.”  The eternal nature of the Levites’ chosen status is repeated several times, also the fact that 
they will have no inheritance in the Land. While the regular Israelites are expected to grow crops and 
raise sheep, goats, etc., the tribe of Levi is expected to serve the Lord in the form of ministering to 
the people.  In return, the people are to support the Levites. The produce of the threshing floor and 
the produce of the wine press is their reward in exchange for their service in the Tent of Meeting.  

20 Then the LORD said to Aaron: “You shall have no inheritance in their land, nor shall you have any 
portion among them; I am your portion and your inheritance among the children of Israel. 

Deut. 32:9  For the LORD's portion is his people, Jacob his allotted inheritance. 

 

“The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God,  

and if children, then heirs; heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ,  

if indeed we suffer with Him, that we may also be glorified together. “  
(Rom. 8:16-17) 

 

     


