
Story Number 55

KORAH’S REBELLION

After what happened at Kadesh Barnea, when the reconnaissance men

returned, the people were sentenced to wander in the desert for forty years

so that all that generation might die out and only their children would

enter the Promised Land of Canaan. However, God in his kindness found

a way to cut this down without breaking his word.

He did not make them wander in the desert for forty years from that

time, but for forty years in all. By the time of Kadesh Barnea they had

already spent a year and a half in the desert – about a year in Sinai, then

travelling, then waiting at Kadesh Barnea – and this was taken off, leaving

them thiry eight and a half years to go. We learn later how they began to

prepare to enter the Land about a year in advance and what happened

from then on. But what happened in the thirty-seven and a half years until

then, from when they left Kadesh Barnea until they began to prepare?

We know nothing, are told nothing at all, about this except that they

moved from place to place, and two stories, but even these two, not when

they happened. One, a very short one, was that a man was found chopping

wood on the Sabbath and was put to death. It could have been at any time

in the period, but the second one, a rebellion led by a man named Korah,

appears to have taken place at least in the second half of the period.

We remember how the Tabernacle was set up, how Aaron and his sons

(and later grandsons and so on) were the priests, and the rest of the tribe

of Levi served there to help them. These Levites, in return, did not serve

in the army. Moses and Aaron were the leaders of over two million

people, and carried all the responsibility, putting up with all their

complaints, of which there were plenty. And this meant getting their
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instructions from God and telling the people what to do and what not to

do, something someone had to do to keep the people together. Meanwhile

the people had no real basic problems. Their clothes did not wear out, and

their food – the manna – was provided for them, they did not even have

to work for it; all they had to do was to go out and collect it, and, if they

wished, cook it. And they had their animals to look after. Life in the

desert is dull and uninteresting, and at times not too pleasant, but things

even there could be far, far worse, and they were at least free, no longer

slaves in Egypt, a fact they often forgot.

There are always people who are disgruntled, who moan and complain

all the time whatever happens, never satisfied, never thankful for what

they have got, and always looking for someone to blame. And there are

always also wicked, ambitious people who take advantage of them to stir

them up, to tell them who to blame for everything, to cause trouble and

if possible to start a rebellion.

Such a man was there at the time, a Levite named Korah who wanted

to take over from Moses as ‘chief’. He joined up with two other trouble-

makers called Dathan and Abiram, brothers from the tribe of Reuben,

together with another Reubenite called On, although it seems that On

dropped out because we hear no more of him. Korah had his supporters,

and the others had theirs, and they all joined forces together to start a

political attack on Moses and Aaron, who, they claimed, were responsible

for all their troubles and for making them wanderers living in tents instead

of settling down in towns, living in houses with farms outside the town

(as they did in those days) and enjoying their own produce.

Together with two hundred and fifty supporters, important men well-

known in the community, they approached Moses and Aaron in public and

demanded why, when the whole people are a holy people, they (Moses

and Aaron) set themselves up as leaders and chiefs over God’s people.

Moses and Aaron were shocked, but being a humble and reasonable

man Moses was at least willing to answer them. First he spoke to Korah
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and all his followers.

‘Tomorrow morning, God will let everyone know who it is he has

chosen. You all want to be priests. Each of you put fire and incense on a

firepan, and we will see who God has chosen. Enough, you Levites!’

Then he said to Korah and the Levites ‘Are you not satisfied that God

has selected your tribe from all Israel and taken you to serve him in the

Tabernacle? Yet you also want to be priests!’

Next he sent for Dathan and Abiram to come to him, but they sent a

very rude message back.

‘We will not come! Is it not enough that you have taken us from a

Land of milk and honey [they meant Egypt] to make us die in the desert,

that you also rule over us? You have not brought us to a Land of milk and

honey and given us a legacy of land and vineyards, will you take out the

eyes of those people? We will not come.’

Moses was furious and turned to God: ‘Do not accept their offerings.

I have not taken a single thing from them or done any of them any harm.’

He then reminded Korah and his followers to bring the incense pans

next morning and told Aaron to do the same.

God too was angry. He told Moses and Aaron to tell everyone to get

well away from where Korah, Dathan and Abiram were living. So Moses

followed by the elders of Israel went to their tents, gave God’s message,

and the people moved away. Dathan and Abiram meanwhile came out and

stood with their wives and children at the entrance to their tents.

‘Now we will see’ announced Moses ‘whether or not God sent me. If

these wicked people die a normal death, God has not sent me, but if there

is a new creation, that the earth opens up and swallows them with all that

is theirs, you will know that they have annoyed God.’

As he finished speaking, the earth suddenly opened up and swallowed

them with their tents, their families and all that belonged to them – to
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Korah, Dathan and Abiram. They all went down to Hell alive, and the

earth then closed up on them so that they were among the people no more.

As they screamed, all the Israelites around fled in fear that the earth might

swallow them too!

Next God sent out a fire which burned to death the two hundred and

fifty men who had brought the incense.

However, Korah’s sons did not support their father, and they alone

were neither swallowed nor burnt. They did not die, and in later times

their descendants became important among the Levites.

But that was not the end of the matter. What happened next? We will

see next time.
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