The Wilderness Wanderings
As we discussed last week after the Israelites escaped the Egyptians at the Red Sea, Moses leads the people on a three month trek through the desert to Mount Sinai.  While on the way, the people, far from showing their gratitude for having been freed from slavery, grumble to Moses about everything from where they will find their next meal to why Moses led them out of slavery to die in the wilderness.  In each case, Moses brings their complaint to God, who provides for their needs.

· The people complain that they don’t have enough food.  In response God causes a sticky bread like substance to fall from the sky-manna. Manna will be part of the Israelites daily diet during the 40 year wilderness wanderings.  It was provided only on six days, with a double portion on the sixth to prevent it from having to be gathered on the Sabbath Day.
· The people complain they don’t have enough meat.  In response, God causes quail to land in the Israelite camp.  
· The people complain that they don’t have enough water.  In response, God instructs Moses to strike a rock with his staff, and water gushes forth from the rock for the Israelites to drink.
Two months before the Israelites were crying out for deliverance from the cruel slave drivers.  Here they speak about sitting around “pots of meat” and eating “all the food we wanted.” (Exodus 16:1-3).  What a short memory they have.

They arrive at Mount Sinai, and remain for one year.  During this year they received the law, worship the golden calf, construct the tabernacle, have the consecration of the priests and setting apart of the Levites. The closing chapters of Exodus report that Moses leads the people in a covenant renewal ceremony, then begins to implement the divine regulations and instructions that God had given him earlier.  Exodus 40: 17 “So the tabernacle was set up on the first month in the second year.”  As soon as everything is made ready, and all the furnishings are in place, God descends, settling upon the tabernacle as a cloud and filling it with his glory.  Exodus 40:34 “Then the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.”  As long as the cloud remains upon the tabernacle, the people camp.  But when the cloud lifts and begins to move away, the Hebrews break camp and follow.
Leviticus

Exodus gave the Israelites directions for building the tabernacle, Leviticus gave them the laws for worshiping there.  Included are regulations about when and how to offers sacrifices, the ordination ceremony for priests, laws about the kinds of animals that can and cannot be eaten, rituals for the annual day of atonement, and laws for everyday living to preserve moral and ritual purity of the people so they can live in the presence of God.  Behind all these laws and rituals is the people’s conviction that they worship a holy God who has pitched his sacred tent among them.  Because God is with them, in the tabernacle at the center of camp, and because his covenant with them makes Israel the earthly representation of God’s kingdom, the Israelites must live as a people who are holy--set apart for God’s purpose.  God tells the Israelites, “I am the Lord your God; consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am holy” (Lev. 11:44).  By carefully observing the rules in Leviticus, the people maintain their holiness in the generations to come-- and they find forgiveness when they fail.  
Numbers
“The Lord spoke to Moses in the Tent of Meeting in the Desert of Sinai on the first day of the second month of the second year after the Israelites came out of Egypt.  He said: “Take a census of the whole Israelite community by their clans and families, listing every man by name, one by one.  You and Aaron are to number by their divisions all the men in Israel twenty years old or more who are able to serve in the army” (Num. 1:1-3).  So what amounts to a military roll call, the Lord orders a census of all men age 20 and up who are able to fight in battle.  This census excludes men from the tribe of Levi, who are responsible for maintaining the tabernacle and the nation’s system of worship.  To keep the number of tribes at 12, Joseph’s two sons--Ephraim and Manasseh-- are each counted as a separate tribe.  The census produces staggering results.  It reveals there are more than 600,000 fighting men.  Since the encampment also includes wives, children, and the elderly, the entire Israelite population would be more than 2 million.  This development is striking.  Israel is seen first as a disorganized rabble of freed slaves (Exod. 13:17-18), then as a holy nation in covenant with Yahweh, a “kingdom of priests” among whom he dwelt, but now in Numbers as fighting soldiers, an encampment in battle array, ready to march to the promise land.  The Lord said to Moses and Aaron: “The Israelites are to camp around the Tent of Meeting some distance from it, each man under his standard with the banners of his family” (Num. 2:1-2).  Here God tell Moses how set up camp.  In the center is the tent tabernacle, with ist single entrance always facing east, toward the rising sun.  Priest and the remaining Israelites camp around the tabernacle, much like Egyptian commanders and their soldiers around the king’s tent.  In the Israelites camp, every tribe knows exactly where to set up its tents.  Priests and other tabernacle workers camp just outside the shrine.  Beyond this ring of tents are those of the 12 tribes—all facing the tabernacle.  Each tribe has its own flag.   Camped in the position of greatest honor, along the eastern entrance to the tabernacle, are the three tribes of Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun.  It is from the tribe of Judah, one of Jacob’s sons with Leah, that David and Jesus both descend.  Across the camp, west of the tabernacle, are the tribes from Jacob’s sons with Rachel, Ephraim and Manasseh (Joseph’s two sons), along with Benjamin, north of the tabernacle are Dan, Asher, and Naphtali.  To the south are the final three tribes, Reuben, Simeon, and Gad.
So, on the twentieth day of the second month of the second year the march began.  The tabernacle was dismantled, only seven weeks after it had been erected.  The pillar of cloud, symbol of God’s guiding presence, began to move, and “the Israelites set out from the Desert of Sinai” (Num. 10:11-12).  At last, seven centuries after it had been first made to Abraham, God’s promise to give his people the land of Canaan was about to be fulfilled.  “We are setting out,” they said to one another, “for the place about which the Lord said, ‘I will give you’” (Num. 10:29).  The distance is probably 300 miles, and should have taken even a huge group of refugees no more than three or four months. A group of Levites leads the march, carrying the ark of the covenant, which represents the earthly throne of God.  The 12 tribes follow in four divisions of three tribes each.  They are arranged in the order that they camp around the tabernacle.  This arrangement protects the tabernacle from raiders, and gives the Levites carrying the tent some time to assemble it in the camp before the furnishings arrive.  As the ark sets out on the first day’s march, and on every march thereafter, Moses recites a prayer expressing his confidence that God travels ahead of the people: “Arise O Lord, let your enemies be scattered, and your foes flee before you” (Num. 10:35).    
But as we have seen so often in the history of the Israelites their expectations were short-lived.  First, the people complained about the shortage of food.  Their mouth watered for the fish, the cucumber, melons, leeks, onions and garlic they had enjoyed in Egypt (Num. 11:1-6).  By now Moses is utterly frustrated, he has been leading this complaining bunch for over a year and he has had enough.  “I am not able to carry all this people alone, for they are too heavy for me,” he tells God.  “If this is the way you are going to treat me, put me to death at once” (Num. 11:14-15).  So God gets Moses some help.  He instructs Moses to get 70 tribal leaders to help him.  
The Israelites arrive at the oasis of Kadesh-barnea, they are on the threshold of the promised land.  To find the best invasion route, Moses sent 12 spies, one from each tribe, north into Canaan (Num. 13).  Apparently, the reconnaissance covered the full extent of Canaan.  After noting the inhabitants and their well-fortified cities, the spies stopped to gather grapes and returned to the encampment.  Although the fruit they brought back proved that it was indeed “a land flowing with milk and honey” the spies added that in their view its inhabitants were invincible.  “But the people that live there are powerful, and the cities are fortified and very large….We can’t attack these people; they are stronger than we are.” (Num. 13:28-29, 31).  The Israelites panicked at the spies’ report of people so large they made their group seem like  grasshoppers (Goliath), and even talked about replacing Moses with a leader that would take them back to Egypt.  Joshua and Caleb pleaded with them not to disobey or disbelieve the Lord or fear the people of the land.  But it was of no use.  The majority spoke only of stoning them.  For such cowardice and failure to believe in his protection, God condemned the people to 40 years of wandering, a year for every day of the spies’ mission.  Of the present generation only Caleb and Joshua would be allowed to enter the promised land.  The remaining ten spies were struck dead by a plague.  One commentator put it this way—“It took 40 hours to get Israel out of Egypt, but it took 40 years to get Egypt out of Israel.”

Deuteronomy
The book of Deuteronomy records Moses’ farewell address to the next generation of Israelites .  Israel is now encamped on the plains of Moab close to the Jordan River, north of where it flows into the Dead Sea.  Deuteronomy means “second (or repeated) law” as the book is both a recap of the events of the past 40 years and a renewal of Israel’s covenant with God.  This renewal is embodied in the most important law of Israelite religion, which is called the Shema in Hebrew, from its opening word meaning “hear” or “listen up.”
Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one!  You shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your might.  (Deut. 6:4-5)

Deuteronomy ends with the death of Moses.  As Moses final act on behalf of Israel he transfers power to his trusted and faithful friend, Joshua.  Then at the age of 120, Moses climbs to the top of Mount Nebo, where God shows him the land of Canaan.  With the assurance that the Israelites will soon enter their Promised Land, Moses dies.
Deuteronomy ends with a tribute to the Hebrew Bible’s greatest prophet:

Never since has there arisen a prophet in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face.  He was unequaled for all the signs and wonders that the Lord sent him to perform. (Deut. 34:10-11)

The intimate bond shared between Moses and God is further communicated in the notice that God Himself buries Moses.  As a consequence, the exact location of Moses’ grave remains secret.
