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PREFACE

I began writing my economic commentary on Genesis in the
spring of 1973. I wrote one chapter per month for the Chalcedon Re-
port, beginning in May, 1973. I accelerated the process in August of
1977: 10 hours a week, 50 weeks a year. Even so, it took me until 1982
to publish The Dominion Covenant: Genesis. I immediately began
working on Exodus. That project occupied eight years and three
volumes of commentary, plus four books that served as appendixes to
the third volume." Moses and Pharaoh: Dominion Religion vs. Power
Religion took three years (1982—85); The Sinai Strategy: The Economics
of the Ten Commandments took a year (1985-86); and Tools of Domin-
ion: The Case Laws of Exodus took four years (1986-90). Leviticus: An
Economic Commentary, a short version (about 800 pages) of Boundar-
ies and Dominion, took almost five years (1990-94). Yet when I began
Leviticus, I had thought that I might do Leviticus and Numbers in one
volume.

It took me about six months to write the first draft of this book. I
began in January of 1995. I completed the first draft in late June. It
took another six months to revise, correct, typeset, and proofread it.
By that time, I had finished Chapter 29 of my commentary on Deuter -
onomy, which went through Deuteronomy 12. The Deuteronomy
manuscript was already longer than the entire commentary on Num-
bers. I had not expected much trouble in writing Sanctions and Dom-
inion, but I had not expected it to be as easy as it turned out to be.

A. The Five-Point Covenant

Deuteronomy completes book five of the Pentateuch, which in
turn follows the five-point structure of the biblical covenant.” When I
began writing this economic commentary on the Bible, I was unaware

1. Dominion and Common Grace (1987), Is the World Running Down? (1988),
Political Polytheism (1989), Millennialism and Social Theory (1990).

2. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed. (Tyler,
Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, [1987] 1992). (http://bit.ly/rstymp)
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X SANCTIONS AND DOMINION

of this structure’s all-pervasive importance for understanding the
Pentateuch. I had read Meredith G. Kline’s Treaty of the Great King
(1963) years earlier, but I had forgotten its thesis regarding the precise
number of points in the covenant. I did not recognize its implications
for this project until late 1985, when Ray Sutton first presented his ver-
sion of the biblical covenant’s structure, based on the earlier research
by Kline. Sutton’s version was more precise—exactly five points, not
five or six—and it was more explicitly judicial. Most important, he
brought the covenant’s structure into the New Testament era, unlike
Kline, who had relegated it to the Mosaic economy only. Kline’s goal
was to seal off the Mosaic law from the New Testament era. Sutton’s
goal was to demonstrate the continuity of the covenant’s structure in
both testaments.

First, I saw that the Ten Commandments are structured in terms
of two parallel sets of five points each, priestly (1-5) and kingly (6-10).?
This verifies the Protestant version of the numbering of the Decalogue,
in contrast to the Roman Catholic and Lutheran* arrangement. It also
lays to rest Calvin’s peculiar 4—6 structuring of what he regarded as the
two tables of the law: 14 (piety) and 5-10 (justice).” The traditional 5
5 structuring had been suggested as early as Josephus’ first-century
history of the Jews.® That structuring is correct, although Josephus’
thesis that the two tablets had five commandments written on each of
them probably is not.” Second, I realized that the Pentateuch itself is
structured in terms of the same five points: Genesis (God’s transcend-
ence/presence), Exodus (God’s authority and Israel’s deliverance),
Leviticus (God’s law), Numbers (God’s historical sanctions), and Deu-
teronomy (Israel’s inheritance). On these points, I have gone into
greater detail in the General Introduction in Sovereignty and Domin-
ion and in the Preface to Boundaries and Dominion, my commentary

3. Preface, Gary North, Authority and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on
Exodus (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, 2012), vol. 2, Decalogue and Dominion
(1986).

4. Conservative Lutherans do not like to be referred to as “Protestants,” which they
equate with the Swiss Calvinistic Reformers. Their version of the Decalogue reinforces
this preference. Their view of justification by faith does not.

5. John Calvin, Commentaries on the Four Last Books of Moses Arranged in the
Form of a Harmony, 4 vols. (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker, [1563] 1979), I1], p. 6.

6. Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, I11:V:5.

7. Ibid., III:V:8. T accept Kline’s thesis: there were two complete sets of ten com-
mandments each that were placed inside the Ark of the Covenant as testimonies: one
was God’s receipt; the other was Israel’s. Meredith G. Kline, The Structure of Biblical
Authority, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1975), Part II, ch. 1.
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on Leviticus. There is no need to repeat myself here.

The Book of Numbers extends the Bible’s covenant through a con-
sideration of Israel’s post-exodus, pre-conquest wilderness history. As
the fourth book in the Pentateuch, its overarching theme is sanctions:
point four of the biblical covenant.® God brought negative sanctions on
the exodus generation because that generation had refused to bring
negative sanctions against Canaan immediately after the return of the
spies. When the next generation brought negative sanctions against
cities on the wilderness side of the Jordan River, its members proved
that they were covenantally ready to escape from the wilderness. The
historical events of the wilderness era were, above all, a manifestation
of God’s corporate covenantal sanctions in history: negative against Is-
rael.

B. New Heavens and New Earth:
Prophesied Sanctions

We come now to the passage of the Bible that amillennialists resist
commenting on, the passage that categorically and forever testifies
against amillennialism. The crucial issue is sanctions: specifically, the
historical sanction of extremely long life. Isaiah wrote of God’s work in
his day:

For, behold, I create new heavens and a new earth: and the former
shall not be remembered, nor come into mind. But be ye glad and re-
joice for ever in that which I create: for, behold, I create Jerusalem a
rejoicing, and her people a joy. And I will rejoice in Jerusalem, and
joy in my people: and the voice of weeping shall be no more heard in
her, nor the voice of crying. There shall be no more thence an infant
of days, nor an old man that hath not filled his days: for the child
shall die an hundred years old; but the sinner being an hundred years
old shall be accursed (Isa. 65:17-20).°

Consider these highly specific words: “There shall be no more
thence an infant of days, nor an old man that hath not filled his days:
for the child shall die an hundred years old; but the sinner being an
hundred years old shall be accursed.” These words are clear; they are

8. Milgrom referred to “the difficulties of finding the book’s inner cohesion.” Jacob
Milgrom, The JPS Torah Commentary: Numbers (New York: Jewish Publication Soci-
ety, 1990), p. xiii. This inner cohesion becomes obvious when it is seen as book four in
the Pentateuch, with the Pentateuch structured by the covenant model.

9. Gary North, Restoration and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on the
Prophets (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, 2012), ch. 15.
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also prophetically binding. They tell us that in this sin-cursed world,
where death still reigns, the reign of death will someday be challenged
by a revolutionary increase of life expectancy. This has not happened
yet; it must be in the future. This prophecy cannot possibly apply to
the post-resurrection world of eternity, for death will still exist, the
text says. This passage is literal and eschatological. The promised
blessings are both literal and future. These blessings are the kinds of
blessings that postmillennialists and premillennialists'® expect during a
literal, future era of millennial blessings. These historical blessings
cannot be allegorized away without compromising the text, yet alleg-
orizing is the only exegetical option for an amillennialist. This passage
unquestionably destroys the case for amillennialism. No wonder amil-
lennial Bible commentators and theologians grow hyperbolic and al-
legorical on those exceedingly rare occasions when they deign to offer
comments on this, their position’s exegetical Achilles’ heel.'' The pos-
itive sanction of long life is just too positive for their would-be future
realm of Satanic persecution of the church. Sinners who die at age one
hundred will be accounted as children: early death. Covenant-keepers
will live much longer than this. But these demographic conditions re-
verse the prophesied amillennial future, where evil always increases in
strength and receives external blessings, while righteousness is in-
creasingly confined to the persecuted ghettos of life.

The historical sanctions of God during the final phase of the New
Heaven and New Earth, as described by Isaiah, conform to the post-
millennial system: righteousness is rewarded with greater wealth and
power in the long run, while evil becomes increasingly impotent. Such
a view of the future, we are assured by amillennialists, is heretical. It is
obvious who ought to be the chief heretic in the canon of amillennial-
ism: the prophet Isaiah."

10. What destroys the premillennial system is Matthew 13, the chapter on histor-
ical continuity between the first advent of Christ and His second advent.

11. Amillennialist Archibald Hughes, in a book titled A New Heaven and a New
Earth (Philadelphia: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1958), refused to comment directly on
this passage, despite the fact that the phrase “New Heaven and New Earth” first ap-
pears here. He mentioned the passage only in passing, along with other verses, saying
that it refers to eternal life, despite the fact that it discusses long life, not eternal life
(pp- 138-39). There is no other comment anywhere in his book on this, the key prob-
lem passage in the Bible for amillennialists. This sort of evasive scholarship reveals a
deep-seated weakness of the amillennial position.

12. For a detailed study of the eschatological and social implications of Isaiah
65:17-20, see Gary North, Millennialism and Social Theory (Tyler, Texas: Institute for
Christian Economics, 1990), ch. 5. (http://bit.ly/gnmast)
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My main point here is that God’s historical sanctions are indissol-
ubly connected to the process of corporate inheritance and disinherit-
ance in history. That is, eschatology and historical sanctions are indis-
soluble covenantally. To discuss either without reference to the other
is to commit a major exegetical error.

C. Covenantal Sanctions and
the Protestant Reformation

The issue of oath-bound sanctions served as the great dividing is-
sue theologically in the Western church from the Protestant Reforma-
tion until the late nineteenth century, when eschatology replaced sanc-
tions as the primary dividing issue within the Protestant community."
Martin Luther broke with Rome over the practical question of the sale
of indulgences. He asked: Does the Papacy possess the authority to an-
nul God’s eternal sanctions in exchange for cash? The underlying
theological issue here was salvation from hell’s negative sanctions: By
faith or by works? But the theoretical issue of the judicial basis of sal-
vation came as a spin-off of the practical question of the sale of indul -
gences. It was Tetzel’s sales program that led to Luther’s 95 theses.

There were two other covenantally related issues that came to the
forefront in the Reformation, neither of which has ever been settled:
vows and sacraments. The Roman Church accused Luther and his al-
lies of being vow-breakers, which indeed they were. This accusation
was reasserted eloquently as recently as 1993 by E. Michael Jones in his
study of the sexual debauchery of modern art, Degenerate Moderns."*
He traced the degeneracy of modern art to the sexual debauchery of
the artists. Then, without warning in the final chapter, and without
offering any historical evidence for subsequent connections, he identi-
fied the origin of modern sexual debauchery in Western art and cul-
ture as Luther’s undermining of priestly and monastic vows. Jones ar-

13. In the early church, the initial divisive issue was sovereignty: the doctrine of
God. This was settled by the great Trinitarian creeds of the early church councils. It
was the only issue that ever was settled. Then the debate moved to authority: church
vs. state. The Eastern Church placed the state at the top of the hierarchy in history.
The Western Church proclaimed the equal ultimacy of church and state under God.
That issue came to the forefront in the West in 1076: the Papal Revolution. The next
dividing issue in the West began immediately: the doctrine of law. The Scholastics at-
tempted to fuse Roman law and canon law into one theoretical system. They failed;
the two legal orders separated: rational law (state) vs. spiritual law (church). The mod-
ern world has inherited this ethical dualism.

14. San Francisco: Ignatius Press.
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gued that Luther wanted sex; the priests and nuns wanted sex; they
broke their vows to get sex; and that led to Picasso. This line of reason -
ing may seem a bit tenuous to Protestants, but so ingrained is the cent-
rality of the vow of celibacy in the thinking of traditionalist Roman
Catholics that the emptying of Northern European nunneries and
monasteries, 1520 to 1540, constitutes for some of them the crucial
turning point in Western civilization. Everything evil in Western male-
female relations stems from that event. They believe that it did more
than merely undermine the church’s ministry; it destroyed Christen-
dom. The monstrous evil that Renaissance humanism’s Papacy had be-
come by 1517 is somehow beside the point; better the Borgias than
Luther, we are still implicitly (though never explicitly) assured. The
Borgias bribed people, poisoned people, and led totally debauched
lives, but Luther broke his vow of celibacy. The latter act is seen as the
essence of the great rebellion, not the former.

The other issue, the sacraments, was also the issue of covenantal
sanctions. Luther asked: How many sacraments are there? Who has
the authority to admit laymen to these sacraments? Who has the right
to excommunicate whom? All of these sacramental issues were tied to
the overriding issue of oath-bound ecclesiastical sanctions. A series of
excommunications and counter-excommunications began in North-
ern Europe in the 1520s; they led to civil wars over the next century.

Because the West was Christian, the entire social order was oath-
bound in 1517: church, state, and family. Only the Jews lived outside
rule of law established by covenantal Trinitarian oaths, and they lived
in separate ghettos with their own legal order. In the West, these ghet-
tos were literally sealed off at night. In Poland, Jews lived in enclaves in
the cities owned by the nobility, exempt from many gentile urban eco-
nomic laws. This ghetto system benefitted the rabbis, for it transferred
civil power to them over other Jews.'” But Jews were the great excep-
tion; everyone else was under Trinitarian covenantal oaths. Thus, the
Reformation’s schism over the legitimacy of existing oaths led in the
sixteenth century to dynastic persecutions, burnings at the stake, and
wars in Northern Europe, followed by a series of civil wars in the sev-
enteenth century. The devastating Thirty Years War in Germany
(1618-48), the English-Scottish war (1638—41), the English Civil War
(1642—49), Cromwell’s Lord Protectorship (1652-58), and the restora-
tion of Charles II in 1660, were all struggles over the content of the

15. Israel Shahak, Jewish History, Jewish Religion: The Weight of Three Thousand
Years (London: Pluto, 1994), pp. 54, 60—63.
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civil oath.

The theoretical reconciliation of this covenantal issue in civil af-
fairs after 1700 marks the triumph of Enlightenment political plural-
ism over a pietistic Protestantism. Newtonian natural law theory re-
placed the Bible and Scholastic natural law theory as the new basis of
social ethics and civil law. Protestants abandoned civil institutions to
what they believed was a legitimate common-ground morality. Today,
almost all Protestant theologians defend this dualism between revealed
religion and civil authority. According to Enlightenment political the-
ory, civil authority is not governed by Trinitarian oaths; it is governed
by common-ground confessions of loyalty to a religiously neutral state.
This confession of faith is accepted by Protestant theology, though
with increasing doubts regarding the underlying myth of neutrality. As
the myth of neutrality fades, so does the theoretical foundation of
modern political pluralism.

D. The Renunciation of God’s Historical Sanctions

To maintain the legitimacy of civil oaths without Trinitarian con-
tent, pluralism’s Christian defenders have had to renounce the concept
of predictable supernatural sanctions in history, i.e., sanctions invoked
by corporate covenantal oath. This denial of the presence in the New
Testament era of God’s predictable covenantal sanctions has left Prot-
estantism without any means of defending the ideal of Christendom.
Lutheranism was always dualistic, but Calvinism was originally cultur-
al-civilizational. Unofficially after 1700, and formally after 1787, Amer-
ican Calvinism adopted Lutheranism’s dualistic view of society.'®

Without the concept of covenantal sanctions in history, original
Calvinism’s comprehensive world-and-life view has been truncated to
encompass little or nothing outside church and family. Attempts to re-
vive Calvinism’s once confident worldview, but on a pluralistic basis,
most notably Abraham Kuyper’s attempt in the late nineteenth cen-
tury Netherlands, and more recently Francis Schaeffer’s in the United
States, have all failed, and for the same three reasons. First, without an
appeal to a uniquely biblical law-order that encompasses politics, there
is no way to distinguish Christendom from common-ethics Enlighten-
ment humanism. Second, without the threat of God’s predictable dir-

16. The Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America (“Covenanters”) long
resisted this, but how much of the older view is shared today in this tiny denomination
is questionable. Much depends on the theological commitment of the faculty of its de-
nominational college, Geneva College.
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ect sanctions in history—sanctions lawfully invoked by covenantal
oath—Christians cannot provide a biblically grounded defense of the
right of the state to enforce the Bible-mandated sanctions attached to
biblical law. The state imposes its sanctions as God’s minister (Rom.
13:4). If God does not bring sanctions in history in terms of His coven-
ant law, neither should the state. Civil law then becomes humanistic
law. Third, without a predictable historical separation of cultural in-
heritance and disinheritance in terms of God’s law and biblical sanc-
tions, the meek cannot inherit the earth. Covenant-breakers will.
Modern pluralistic Calvinism denies all three."” Thus, it cannot suggest
a uniquely Calvinist or even vaguely Trinitarian social theory. It mere-
ly baptizes the reigning humanist pluralist worldview and then rushes
to embrace some crackpot liberal economic reform scheme that the
liberals abandoned as hopelessly out of date ten years earlier.

The Lutherans have always been ethical dualists. Luther defended
a theory of two completely separate legal orders, one for Christians
and the other for the inherently non-Christian state.’® For Luther,
there was no possibility of Christendom.'” The Anabaptists have also
remained consistent: they renounced the ideal of Christendom and its
mandated Trinitarian civil oaths in the aftermath of the failed Munster
communist rebellion in 1535. In both views, Christian passive resist-
ance to state tyranny is all that is allowed by God. This quietism was
not Northern American Presbyterianism’s view until after the de-
frocking of J. Gresham Machen in 1936 and his death six months later,
when Presbyterianism finally succumbed to eschatologies analogous to
Lutheranism’s amillennialism® and Anabaptism’s premillennialism.*!
Quietism was not Southern Presbyterianism’s view until after the Civil
War, when the denomination went pietistic-fundamentalist on the few
social issues it formally discussed: gambling, liquor, and prostitution,
but not tobacco.”? American Presbyterianism in the twentieth century

17. Gary Scott Smith, The Seeds of Secularization: Calvinism, Culture, and Plural-
ism in America, 1870—1915 (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Christian University Press,
1985). This publishing house is a subsidiary of William B. Eerdmans.

18. Martin Luther, “Temporal Authority: To What Extent It Should Be Obeyed”
(1523), in Luther’s Works (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1962), vol. XLV.

19. Charles Trinkaus, “The Religious Foundations of Luther’s Social Views,” in
John H. Mundy, et al., Essays in Medieval Life (Cheshire, Connecticut: Biblo & Tan-
nen, 1955), pp. 71-87.

20. Westminster Seminary was dominated by Dutch theologians after 1936.

21. Carl Mcintire’s Faith Seminary after 1936 and the Bible Presbyterian Church
after 1938.

22. The Virginia and Carolina economies were closely tied to tobacco.
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abandoned its Scottish roots, thereby becoming either Lutheran-amil-
lennial or pietist-premillennial in its social outlook. Pessimillennialism,
when coupled with the ethical dualism of modern political pluralism,
has transformed Calvinism into something barely distinguishable from
its old Protestant rivals: Lutheranism and Anabaptism.

E. Sanctions and Eschatology: Calvin vs. Kline

John Calvin believed that God enforces His law in history through
the imposition of predictable sanctions. This was basic to his world-
view. Without this faith in historical sanctions, Calvinism would have
become another version of Lutheran dualism or Anabaptist quietism.
Calvin’s comments on the fifth commandment’s promise of long life
and blessings to those who obey their parents is indicative of his out-
look. He knew, as David knew (Ps. 73),” that bad things happen to
good people, and good things happen to bad people. But this does not
negate the law of God and its attached sanctions, Calvin insisted.
There are times “where God works variously and unequally,” Calvin
said, but this does not make His promises void. There are always com-
pensating rewards in heaven. More important for our understanding
of his outlook, however, is what he added: “Truly experience in all ages
has shown that God has not in vain promised long life to all who have
faithfully discharged the duties of true piety towards their parents.
Still, from the principle already stated, it is to be understood that this
Commandment extends further than the words imply; and this we in-
fer from the following sound argument, viz., that otherwise God’s Law
would be imperfect, and would not instruct us in the perfect rule of a
just and holy life.””* In other words, the sanctions of the fifth com-
mandment are still in force. God’s visible sanctions in history in gener-
al are not random; they reflect His commitment to defend and extend
His law in history.

Calvin’s comments on the fifth commandment were put into final
form by the author in 1563, the year before his death, and therefore
represent the culmination of his thinking. A century later, in the after-
math of the Restoration of Charles II, his spiritual heirs began to aban-
don this outlook. They began to lose faith in the covenantal predictab-
ility of God’s sanctions in history, especially positive sanctions for cov-

23. Gary North, Confidence and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Psalms
(Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, 2012), ch. 17.
24. Calvin, Harmonies, 111, p. 11.
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enant-keepers.” In our day, Meredith Kline devoted his academic ca-
reer to persuading Calvinists to abandon Calvin on this point. If Calvin
was correct here, then Kline’s denial of the continuing New Covenant
authority of the Mosaic law-covenant® would represent the abandon-
ment of Calvinism in the name of Lutheranism, which I contend is ex-
actly what Kline’s theology represents.”’

Both European Calvinist traditions—Dutch and Scottish—pro-
duced their formative documents in an era in which civil sanctions
were assumed mandatory in the protection of church doctrine and
liturgy. Two centuries later, Anglo-American Calvinism officially re-
nounced the ideal of Christendom in the revision of the Westminster
Confession of 1787-88. It adopted the Enlightenment’s ideal of politic-
al pluralism. The Synod was timed to match the Constitutional Con-
vention of May, 1787. The two meetings overlapped briefly in Phil-
adelphia; the Synod was ending on a Monday as the Convention was
beginning.”® Meanwhile, Continental Calvinism had almost no influ-
ence outside of Holland after 1700. After 1800, right-wing Enlighten-
ment social theory was substituted by the theologians for the older
theocratic ideal. Calvinist social theory after 1800 has been indistin-
guishable from conservative humanism’s social theory. It has been
some variant of Whig political theory.

Kline offered a dualistic theology in the name of Calvin. Kline’s
theology rests openly on his denial of the presence of humanly predict-
able covenantal sanctions in New Testament times. According to
Kline, ethical cause and effect in history are, humanly speaking, essen-
tially random. In this, he challenged Calvin at the very core of Calvin’s

25. The turning point in New England was marked by the publication in 1662 of
Michael Wigglesworth’s two poems, The Day of Doom and God’s Controversie With
New England. In England, the imposition of the Act of Uniformity (1662) and the ex-
pulsion of some two thousand Calvinist pastors from their pulpits were equally devast-
ating to older Calvinism’s faith in the future and in God’s positive sanctions in history.

26. Kline, Structure of Biblical Authority, Part 2, ch. 3: “The Intrusion and the
Decalogue.”

27. Kline’s former student and full-time disciple Michael Horton is far more open
regarding this quest for a Lutheran-Calvinist reconciliation. The judicial basis of such
a reconciliation is Calvinism’s acceptance of Lutheranism’s ethical dualism, which
Horton seems to accept. In a letter to Christian News (Nov. 13, 1995), a conservative
Lutheran publication, he wrote of his organization, CURE, that “we are building a co-
operative effort between the Reformed and Lutheran Christians in an effort to restore
a Reformation witness.” Horton left the Reformed Episcopal Church and joined the
Christian Reformed Church in 1995.

28. Gary North, Political Polytheism: The Myth of Pluralism (Tyler, Texas: Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1989), pp. 543—48. (http://bit.ly/gnpolpol)
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ethical theory. He wrote: “And meanwhile it [the common grace or-
der] must run its course within the uncertainties of the mutually con-
ditioning principles of common grace and common curse, prosperity
and adversity being experienced in a manner largely unpredictable be-
cause of the inscrutable sovereignty of the divine will that dispenses
them in mysterious ways.””” Calvin, in stark contrast, dismissed such a
view of historical causation as pagan to the core. Yes, he said, following
David, good things sometimes happen to bad people and bad things to
good people, but this is merely Satanic deception. “When such is the
state of matters, where shall we find the person who is not sometimes
tempted and importuned by the unholy suggestion, that the affairs of
the world roll on at random, and as we say, are governed by chance?”®
With respect to his theory of visible cause and effect in history, Kline
succumbed to the temptation.

The theological contrast between Kline and Calvin could not be
sharper. In the name of Calvin, Kline abandoned Calvinism and substi-
tuted an ethical dualism consistent with Lutheranism, Anabaptism,
and, for that matter, Enlightenment humanism. His theory boils down
to this: in this world, God does not defend or extend His law by means
of humanly predictable corporate sanctions. On this point, coven-
ant-breakers are in full agreement with Kline. (So, from what I can see,
are most of his colleagues at Westminster Seminary.)*

F. The Christian Ghetto: Living
Under Humanism’s Sanctions

Couple Kline’s view of God’s unpredictable corporate sanctions in
history with the amillennialism of sixteenth-century Calvinism, and
the result is ghetto Christianity: the mentality of a defensive com-
munity of besieged and culturally doomed Christians—*“cannon fodder
for Christ.” Its unofficial slogan is: “Of the ghetto, by the ghetto, for the
ghetto!” With respect to Christian civilization, these ghetto theolo-
gians deeply believe, “Once lost, always lost.” Christianity must remain
a strictly defensive operation culturally. Although Christians created
Western civilization, once the humanists conquered it in the eight-

29. Meredith G. Kline, “Comments on an Old-New Error,” Westminster Theologic-
al Journal, XLI (Fall 1978), p. 184.

30. John Calvin, Commentary on the Book of Psalms (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
Baker, [1557] 1979), IIL, p. 122.

31. Gary North, Westminster’s Confession: The Abandonment of Van Til’s Legacy
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1991). (http://bit.ly/gnwc)
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eenth century, this supposedly set in historical concrete humanism’s
position as the reigning covenant-breaking social order. Any attempt
to re-conquer culture for Christ is heretical, we are assured.*

It is true that sixteenth-century Calvinists were hostile to the idea
that the gospel would eventually convert most of mankind. On this
point, they adhered strictly to the dominant tradition of Roman Cath-
olic eschatology. Calvin himself was ambivalent on the issue; there
were elements of what would later become postmillennialism in his
thinking.*” The others were outright hostile. (So were the Lutherans.)
But Calvinists also believed that Protestant Christians, although a per-
manent minority group worldwide, had the right and moral obligation
to defend their local majority positions in sections of Northern Europe
by means of the sword. They were all theocrats in the traditional
meaning of the word. They believed in the imposition of civil sanctions
in the name of Jesus Christ and His earthly kingdom.

Not so today. Their spiritual heirs, as Enlightenment pluralists,
have abandoned sixteenth-century Calvinism’s theocratic ideal, but
not its amillennialism. Today, Christians are in the minority every-
where. So it must stay forever, announce the theologians of the Prot-
estant ghetto. So it was always intended to be. Wrote Protestant Re-
formed Church theologian-editor, David J. Engelsma: “The ungodly al-
ways dominate. The world’s rulers always condemn the cause of the
true church. The wicked always oppress the saints. The only hope of
the church in the world, and their full deliverance, is the Second Com-
ing of Christ and the final judgment. This is Reformed doctrine.”** On
the contrary, this is merely ghetto theology’s doctrine.

The sixteenth-century Reformers believed no such thing regarding
the perpetual subordination of Christians to covenant-breakers, which
was why Calvin consented to the execution of Servetus. Christians, the
Calvinist Reformers universally believed, are not to accept as final any
temporary triumph of their enemies in the social order. This is why
the Calvinist Reformers all invoked the sword as a means of preserving
the hegemony of Protestant Christianity in the West. Every Calvinist
theologian agreed on this, right down to the days of Oliver Cromwell.

32. Gary North, “Ghetto Eschatologies,” Biblical Economics Today, XIV (April-
May 1992). (http://bit.ly/gnghetto)

33. North, Millennialism and Social Theory, Appendix D: “Calvin’s Millennial
Confession.” Cf. Gary North, “The Economic Thought of Luther and Calvin,” Journal
of Christian Reconstruction, II (Summer 1975), pp. 104-106.

34. Editorial, “A Defense of (Reformed) Amillennialism. 3. Apostasy and Persecu-
tion,” The Standard Bearer (May 1, 1995), p. 365.



Preface xxi

Nor did Calvin teach that Protestant rule in all parts of Northern
Europe was necessarily doomed eschatologically. Yet his spiritual heirs
have substituted the political doctrines of the Enlightenment’s com-
mon-ground humanism for Calvin’s theocratic worldview. They de-
fend cultural surrender and ghetto living as Calvinism in action, i.e.,
inaction. They have interpreted Calvin’s doubts concerning a future,
universal, worldwide rule of Christianity in every society as if Calvin
had in some way affirmed the universal, worldwide rule of covenant-
breakers over covenant-keepers in every society. Let me put it as
clearly as I can: modern Calvinists have adopted Servetus’ view of the
political order, and they have done so in the name of Calvin. This
ought to be regarded as the greatest irony in the history of applied Cal-
vinism. Meanwhile, Calvinist defenders of the permanent cultural
ghetto are ready, figuratively speaking, to burn at the academic stake
any postmillennial Calvinist who calls attention to this remarkable
irony.

Permit me to invoke a familiar phrase: it is never a question of civil
sanctions vs. no civil sanctions. It is always a question of whose civil
sanctions. It is a question of who imposes sanctions against which
public evils. It is a question of whose laws define the public evils for
which civil sanctions are legitimately imposed. In short, there is no
neutrality.

Second, let me re-state the obvious: the history of man is a war be-
tween covenant-keepers and covenant-breakers. Marx was wrong: his-
tory is not the history of the class struggle. It is the history of the cov-
enantal struggle. Thus, there are two possible choices for building a
civilization: Christendom or anti-Christendom. We now get to the
famous bottom line: “He that is not with me is against me; and he that
gathereth not with me scattereth abroad” (Matt. 12:30). There are
Christians who want to limit this two-fold distinction to individual
souls, families, and churches. They categorically deny that this division
applies to the civil covenant. They do so because they are opposed to
the ideal of Christian civilization. Officially, they affirm the existence
of a freedom-enhancing, creedally neutral civil law. Unofficially, they
either prefer to live under anti-Christian civil laws rather than biblical
law, or else they seek a peace treaty with humanism because they are
convinced that the only alternative to this is the open persecution of
the church and the nearly total destruction of all traces of Christian
culture. They believe that their unofficial peace treaty with coven-
ant-breakers can gain Christians limited zones of neutral freedom un-
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der “mild” anti-Christian civil sanctions. They prefer life in a Christian
cultural and emotional ghetto to the comprehensive responsibilities
associated with the Great Commission.* To put it in historical terms,
their theory of civil government borders on the Amish view. In this
sense, Protestant political theory has become Anabaptist, beginning
with Roger Williams and continuing in Westminster Seminary’s fac-
ulty.36 It relies on some combination of natural law, natural revelation,
natural rights theory, and common grace to protect Christians from
tyranny.

The issue is sanctions. Anti-Christendom Christians believe that
anti-Christians will not impose harsh civil sanctions on Christians if
Christians agree publicly not to impose any civil sanctions on anti-
Christians. They have adopted as a New Testament theological doc-
trine Sam Rayburn’s political dictum: “You've got to go along to get
along.” More to the point, they have adopted the strategy of pre-
emptive surrender. They think they can settle for Finlandization: a de-
gree of independence from a powerful neighbor. They forget that Fin-
land achieved Finlandization in 1940 only by fighting Stalin’s forces
and inflicting so much havoc on his troops that it paid Stalin to settle
with them. The Finns did not start out with a policy of Finlandization;
otherwise, they would have wound up like Latvia, Estonia, and Lithu-
ania.

But it is even worse than this. Christian defenders of neutral polit-
ics, neutral civil law, and the pre-emptive surrender of Christians, as
Christians, in the political order do not believe that Stalin, Mao, Hitler,
Khomeini, and Saddam Hussein are representative of consistent cov-
enant-breaking in operation. They think loveable old Ben Franklin is.

G. Engelsma vs. the Mosaic Sanctions

As I argue in this book and argue in greater detail in my comment-
ary on Deuteronomy, the issue of covenantal sanctions cannot be sep-
arated theologically from the issue of eschatology. Positive and negat-

35. Kenneth L. Gentry, Jr., The Greatness of the Great Commission: The Christian
Enterprise in a Fallen World (Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1990).
(http://bit.ly/GentryGGC)

36. North, Westminster’s Confession. See also North, “I've Been Framed! A Study
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publicans were in power. He was America’s second most powerful politician after the
President. He was a House member from 1912 to his death in 1961, also a record.
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ive sanctions in eternity—heaven vs. hell, the New Heavens and New
Earth vs. the lake of fire—are reflected in history: kingdom of God vs.
kingdom of Satan. What divides most conservative Christian exposit-
ors today is their assessment of which kingdom visibly reflects God’s
positive corporate sanctions in history: God’s or Satan’s. The vast maj-
ority of those who call themselves Christians today believe that the an-
swer is clearly “Satan’s.” God’s positive corporate sanctions in history
are showered on covenant-breakers, we are told. God’s negative cor-
porate sanctions in history are progressively imposed on the church,
we are also told. Only one view of eschatology denies this with respect
to the New Covenant church age: postmillennialism. This view is dis-
missed as heretical by premillennialists and amillennialists.

1. Engelsma vs. Chrstendom

Consider the inflamatory rhetoric of amillennialist Engelsma. He
dismissed “the carnal kingdom of postmillennialism” as “injurious, if
not disastrous.” Postmillennialism raises “practical nightmares.” He in-
voked a code word of the pietist-Anabaptist tradition: “worldly.” He
went on: “Reformed men and churches make strange, forbidden, wick-
ed alliances in order, by hook or by crook, to build the earthly king-
dom of Christ.”*® Christian Reconstruction introduces the “fundamen-
tal heresy of Judaizing” by calling for “a vast array of Old Testament
laws. . . .”* As for J. Marcellus Kik’s book, An Eschatology of Victory
(1971), it is heretical, as is Christian Reconstructionism. “By heresy, I
mean not only a serious departure from the teaching of the Scriptures
but a grievous corruption of the gospel. The error is that the spiritual
kingdom revealed and realized by the gospel is changed into a carnal
kingdom, and the spiritual triumph of the exalted Christ in history is
changed into an earthly triumph.”* This is very strong judicial lan-
guage. Is he correct?

Here, I offer the reader an explanation. I devote the remainder of
this Preface to answering Rev. Engelsma. Yet he is not a well-known
critic of Christian Reconstruction. He is a leader in a small Dutch-
American denomination, the Protestant Reformed Church.* Then

38. David J. Engelsma, “]lewish Dreams,” The Standard Bearer (Jan. 15, 1995), pp.
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why single him out? First, because he keeps singling me out in his de-
nominational magazine, calling me one of America’s most dangerous
heretics. But this accusation does not mean too much. To identify me
as a heretic requires only that you get at the tail end of a long line. Hal
Lindsey, Dave Hunt, and Constance Cumbey (the Hidden Dangers of
the Raindow lady) are up at the front; Rev. Engelsma is a comparative
late-comer with a very limited readership.

Second is the fact that Rev. Engelsma and his colleague Rev.
Hanko® were among the very few remaining Dutch-American Calvin-
ist defenders of traditional amillennialism who are willing to go into
print on the topic. I have previously referred to their eschatology (and
to premillennialism) as ghetto eschatology.* Rev. Engelsma admitted
that there are not many defenders of the Dutch amillennial tradition:
“DeMar may well be right when he says that the number of Reformed
and Presbyterian amillennialists ‘is steadily declining.” The reason, in
part, is the great apostasy now fulfilling the apostle’s prophecy in II
Thessalonians 2:3. This falling away is due, in part, to the failure of
Presbyterian and Reformed churches, ministers, theologians, and edit-
ors of religious periodicals”—he is a minister, theologian, and editor of
a religious periodical—“vigorously to defend amillennialism and
equally vigorously to expose and condemn postmillennialism.”** He
and Rev. Hanko believed that the church is now in the end times, a be-
lief which they share with most dispensational premillennialists.

In recent years, a growing number of Calvinistic amillennialists
have preferred to identify themselves as “optimistic amillennialists.” I
think this repositioning has had something to do with the Reconstruc-
tionists’ success in identifying amillennialism as a philosophy of self-

men. The PRC has denied the very existence of God’s common grace, thereby
abandoning Calvin and the entire history of Reformed theology. Their theologians
cannot easily explain I Timothy 4:10: “For therefore we both labour and suffer re-
proach, because we trust in the living God, who is the Saviour of all men, specially of
those that believe.” What did Paul mean, specially, if special grace does not contrast
with common grace? Salvation in this general context of God’s universal salvation
means healing, not eternal life. See Gary North, Dominion and Common Grace: The
Biblical Basis of Progress (Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1987), p. 57.
(http://bi.ly/gndcg)
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43. North, “Ghetto Eschatologies,” op.cit.
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conscious historical retreat and psychological paralysis: a permanent
remnant psychology.” No one likes to be tarred and feathered with
this kind of imagery, even if it happens to fit. The amillennialist, like
the premillennialist, seeks a cultural stalemate today, since he sees the
only eschatological alternative as persecution for the church.* For an
amillennialist or a premillennialist, a cultural stalemate would consti-
tute a major victory, however temporary for the church. In earlier ver-
sions of amillennialism, its defenders were perfectly content to accept
cultural defeat and persecution, in order to assure the imminent re-
turn of Jesus Christ in final judgment. “The worse things get, the better
we feel: our deliverance draweth nigh!” No one so far has set forth an
exegetical case for optimistic amillennialism, i.e., an eschatology of
permanently stalemated forces, good vs. evil. But so few theologians
today are ready to defend with real conviction and enthusiasm the ori-
ginal amillennial pessimism, that Rev. Engelsma and Rev. Hanko
staked out a kind of operational monopoly: the last really enthusiastic
defenders of the older Dutch amillennial tradition. I think they cor-
rectly perceived that they faced declining public interest in their mes-
sage of inevitable defeat and persecution for God’s church: no victory
and no secret rapture. This is not what most people would call an in-
spiring message.

As we shall see, one thing that bothers Rev. Engelsma was the ines-
capable reality of the Old Testament’s mandated civil sanctions against
adultery and homosexuality. The issue is sanctions. He argued that
there is supposed to be no trace of the Old Testament’s legal order in
New Testament era civil law. “The New Testament reality of the na-
tion of Israel, the real kingdom of God in the world, does not legislate
and execute the civil laws of the Old Testament. It has no use for the
civil laws of the shadow-nation.”” This means one of two things: (1)
the real New Testament kingdom of God has no civil aspect, and
hence does not legislate, or (2) the real New Testament kingdom does
have a civil aspect, but some other source of civil law has been substi-
tuted by God. What other source, he refused to say.

Reconstructionists ask: “Where should Christians seek accurate
definitions of law and crime?” Engelsma prudently remained silent on
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this point, except to say where we should not search: the Old Testa-
ment. He and Rev. Hanko remained silent on this matter for 25 years
in their intermittent attacks on Christian Reconstruction. In this re-
spect, they shared a great deal with all of Reconstructionism’s critics.
Reconstructionists have offered a comprehensive ethical system in the
name of Christ; meanwhile, our critics resort to rhetoric. They vyell,
“Heretics!” This is not a legitimate substitute for detailed biblical ex-
egesis: criticism based on biblical texts. This is why I devoted 26 years
to writing detailed commentaries on the economics of the Pentateuch.
Our critics have yet to respond with an equally detailed series of com-
mentaries on any aspect of the Pentateuch. As time goes on, the dis-
parity between our commentaries and our critics’ rhetoric will become
more pronounced.

2. Kingdom Sanctions

Notice that Rev. Engelsma spoke of “the real kingdom of God in
the world.” He did not say exactly what this phrase means. I need to
make two additional observations. First, if he was defining this “real
kingdom” strictly and solely as the institutional church, he had aban-
doned a fundamental tenet of the Protestant Reformation, which
denied that the institutional church constitutes the whole of the king-
dom of God in history. The New Testament kingdom encompasses the
institutional church, but it is far more. On this issue, I appeal to Geer-
hardus Vos, a respected theologian in the Dutch Reformed tradition,
who also held a faculty position for over four decades at Princeton
Theological Seminary. He wrote of the kingdom of God: “There is a
sphere of science, a sphere of art, a sphere of the family and the state, a
sphere of commerce and industry. Whenever one of these spheres
comes under the controlling influence of the principle of the divine su-
premacy and glory, and this outwardly reveals itself, there we can truly
say that the kingdom of God has become manifest. . . . On the one
hand, his [Christ’s] doctrine of the kingdom was founded on such a
profound and broad conviction of the absolute supremacy of God in
all things, that he could not but look upon every normal and legitimate
province of human life as intended to form part of God’s kingdom. On
the other hand, it was not his intention that this result should be
reached by making human life in all its spheres subject to the visible
church.”® The institutional church is narrower than God’s kingdom.

48. Geerhardus Vos, The Teachings of Jesus Concerning The Kingdom and the
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This has always been the Reconstructionists’ view of the kingdom.* It
is quite conventional in Reformed circles, contrary to Rev. Engelsma’s
suggestion.

Second, if Rev. Engelsma was not defining the kingdom as the insti-
tutional church alone, then he needed to offer reasons why the Mosaic
civil laws governing sexual relations are no longer valid. It was not
enough for him merely to say that they are not valid; he had to show us
why. He refused to do this, however. He immediately moved from the
question of civil law to the church, calling on the church to exercise
only the power of excommunication. This is an illegitimate line of ar-
gument. The two systems of covenantal sanctions are judicially separ-
ate: state vs. church. Any discussion of church sanctions as if these in
some way constitute the whole of the kingdom’s earthly sanctions is in
error. If the kingdom is more than the institutional church, which it is,
then a covenant theologian must discuss civil sanctions in terms of
covenantal law. But Rev. Engelsma, whose theology became pietistic at
this point, preferred to discuss only church sanctions. He wanted his
readers to imagine that only church sanctions possess the legitimate
designation of kingdom sanctions in history. He wrote: “For the
church is a spiritual realm. She does not, e.g., put adulterers and ho-
mosexuals to death. Where there is public, impenitent practice of
these sins, the church exercises discipline, which is a spiritual key of
the kingdom of heaven. Her purpose is the repentance of the sinner, so
that she may again receive him into her fellowship.”*

This logically irrelevant comment deflects the reader’s attention
from the crucial judicial issue: the function of civil sanctions in a Chris-
tian commonwealth.”® No author in the Reconstructionist camp has
suggested or implied that the institutional church has the authority to
impose civil sanctions.” The issue of criminal sanctions is a state mat-
ter. It is here that Christians, as Christians, are required by God to sug-
gest explicitly biblical definitions of crime. But Rev. Engelsma had
already ruled out any appeal to the Mosaic law as a possible standard
for definitions of crime. Why? He offerred no exegetical or hermeneut-
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ical reasons; he just did not like the Mosaic law.

Notice: if we substitute the words “sexual molestation of children”
or “murder” or any other crime for “adultery” and “homosexuality,”
Rev. Engelsma’s subtle shift from a discussion of Mosaic civil sanctions
(supposedly annulled in our era) to ecclesiastical excommunication
(always open to removal upon repentance) would strip Christians of
the biblical authority to call for biblically defined state sanctions
against crime. The twin issues here are definition and sanctions. Defin-
itions of criminal behavior and the appropriate legal sanctions are
found in the Mosaic law. But Rev. Engelsma rejected the Mosaic law.
His theological position leads, step by step, to the necessary accept-
ance by Christians of humanist definitions of crime. His open and defi-
ant rejection of the Mosaic law and its civil sanctions in principle de-
livers Christians into the tender mercies of covenant-breaking man,
which is exactly where Rev. Engelsma said Calvinism teaches that we
must be until Christ comes again. For those of us who think that we
are not morally obligated or eschatologically condemned to such a
state of affairs, Rev. Engelsma had a description: “heretics.”

What is the kingdom of God? In this book and throughout my
writings, I offer this simple definition: the civilization of God, i.e.,
Christendom. God’s kingdom comprises redeemed hearts and re-
deemed institutions. It is neither exclusively spiritual nor exclusively
material-social, neither exclusively eternal nor exclusively temporal.
The kingdom of God is parallelled by the kingdom of Satan. What are
the former’s boundaries? Wherever sin presently operates, there
Christians should seek to extend the boundaries of the kingdom of
God. Its definitive boundaries are the whole creation. “And Jesus came
and spake unto them, saying, All power is given unto me in heaven and
in earth” (Matt. 28:18).” Its operational boundaries are being extended
through time, but not in a straight line. Territory is gained; then it gets
surrendered. The question is: Can the whole world be subdued to
God’s glory? Not perfectly, but progressively, the postmillennialist
says. Not in history, the amillennialist says. Only after Jesus comes
with His angels to rule the earth in person, the premillennialist says.

The pessimillennialist, whether premillennial or amillennial, res-
ists my definition of the kingdom, for it extends long-abandoned and
long-denied areas of responsibility to Christians. It announces the
need for comprehensive evangelism as part of God’s mandated prog-

53. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matthew,
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ram of comprehensive redemption.”* Pessimillennialists seek to escape
these added kingdom responsibilities. It is all that the pietistic theolo-
gian can do to maintain biblical relevance inside the narrow confines
of the Christian ghetto. Defending the Bible’s relevance in the fright-
ening world outside this ghetto is more than he chooses to bear.

3. Orwellian Newspeak

Rev. Engelsma’s eschatology denies the transforming power of the
gospel in history. It does not present Christianity a world-transform-
ing, evangelizing, spiritual leaven (Matt. 13:33).” It implies that the
presence of the Holy Spirit will not transform our world. He saw
Satan’s earthly kingdom as possessing the only comprehensive, world-
changing program in history. His implicitly humanistic social theory
and his defeatist eschatology justify life in a defensive Christian ghetto.
For Rev. Engelsma and theologians who share his views, the doctrine
of Christ’s bodily ascension in history to the right hand of God re-
mains an irrelevant doctrine for social theory. In fact, these men deny
the very possibility of Christian social theory, precisely because of their
ghetto eschatology. They spend their careers rewriting the plain mean-
ing of the Great Commission: the discipling of all nations.* The Great
Commission cannot mean this, Rev. Engelsma’s theology implicitly in-
sists; therefore, it must mean gathering the elect out of these nations,
not placing them over these nations through successful evangelism.
The promised victory of Christ is re-defined as Satan’s permanent de-
feat of the Great Commission in history.

Rev. Engelsma understood that Christians resist being labeled
pessimists and retreatists, especially when they really are pessimists
and retreatists. He therefore adopted the language of postmillenial op-
timism to describe the amillennial defeat of Christ’s Great Commis-
sion in history. In this sense, he is a faithful practitioner of what
George Orwell called “newspeak” in his novel, 1984. “Freedom is
tyranny Peace is war.” For Rev. Engelsma, defeat is victory. Christ sup-
posedly has predestined that His church must fail in fulfilling the
terms of the Great Commission. This failure must be regarded by
Christians as a great victory, he believed, since the church has and will
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continue to participate in its cultural suicide mission.

Amillennialism believes that the gospel is now, will be, and always
has been “successful” (we prefer to say, “victorious”) on earth. Its tri-
umph on earth is its accomplishment of the purposes of the risen
Christ with the gospel. These purposes are the gathering of the elect
out of all nations and thus the saving of the nations in them; the pre-
servation of the elect in faith and holiness; the empowering of the
elect believers and their children to live obedient lives to the Lord
Christ in all spheres of earthly life; the building of the church; and
the hardening of the reprobate. This victory is worldwide.”

So, he said, Christ empowers His people “to live obedient lives to
the Lord Christ in all spheres of earthly life.” I ask: “What constitutes
Christian obedience to Christ in the realm of politics?” Political re-
form? He answered emphatically, no; rather, we must retreat more
deeply into our Christian ghetto, self-consciously and openly abandon-
ing the entire social and political world to the devil. This is God’s plan
for the ages, he said. “But Satan does have ‘complete control over the
nations of the world.” Of course, he is not the almighty sovereign. The
triune God is sovereign. But Satan controls the nations of the world as
to their spiritual condition.””® This is not merely a temporary condi-
tion that Christians must work to reverse. On the contrary, we must
learn to live with it. “Until the personal return of Christ, the nations
under the government of the kings of the earth make war against Him
as He is present in His church by His Word.” * The old phrase that
Ben Franklin recommended as America’s national slogan—“Resistance
to tyrants is obedience to God!”—has been in effect reworked by Rev.
Engelsma: “Resistance to tyrants is disobedience to God!” Our goal is
to be let alone by the humanists in our little ghettos. Otherwise, our
task is to serve as martyrs. There is no legitimate hope in Christian so-
cial transformation. We are little more than sheep for the slaughter.
He called this theology “victorious.” Indeed, it is . . . for Satan.
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Conclusion

The seventeenth century brought the beginnings of postmillennial
optimism to Protestantism, and accompanying this postmillennialism,
for the first time in man’s history, came the ideal of long-term eco-
nomic growth, compounded. This economic growth ideal eventually
transformed England; it was in England that the Industrial Revolution
began in the late eighteenth century. What was first believed to be pos-
sible in the seventeenth century began to take place a century later:
long-term growth without permanent reversal.

Anglo-Scottish-American Presbyterianism was postmillennial un-
til the late nineteenth century. Only with the spread of liberalism and
pietism in the Northern Church and pietism in the Southern Church
after 1900 did conservative American Presbyterianism move into pre-
millennialism and amillennialism, when Scofield in the South and
Westminster Seminary’s mostly Dutch faculty in the North after 1936
replaced the postmillennial tradition of the Hodges, Warfield, Thorn-
well, Dabney, and Machen. But all of them, on the question of sanc-
tions, agreed with the Anabaptists: God does not bring predictable
corporate sanctions in history in terms of societies’ adherence to or
defiance of His Bible-revealed law. They were right-wing Enlighten-
ment Whig humanists on the question of civil oaths.®

To maintain such a Whig worldview, you must abandon the Book
of Numbers. The Book of Numbers is the Pentateuch’s book of sanc-
tions. The refusal of the Israelites of the exodus generation to impose
negative military sanctions against Canaan brought God’s negative
sanctions against them: death in the wilderness. This indicates that
sanctions are an inescapable concept. It is never a question of sanc-
tions vs. no sanctions. It is always a question of whose sanctions. As
Lenin so graphically put it, “Who, whom?” There is no escape from
this question in eternity; there is also no escape from it in history, as
the exodus generation learned to their great discomfort.

60. Gary North, Crossed Fingers: How the Liberals Captured the Presbyterian
Church (Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1996). (http://bit.ly/
gncrossed)



INTRODUCTION

Behold, the days come, saith the LORD, that I will make a new coven-
ant with the house of Israel, and with the house of Judah: Not accord-
ing to the covenant that I made with their fathers in the day that 1
took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt; which
my covenant they brake, although I was an husband unto them, saith
the LORD (Jer. 31:31-32).

Harden not your heart, as in the provocation, and as in the day of
temptation in the wilderness: When your fathers tempted me, proved
me, and saw my work. Forty years long was I grieved with this genera-
tion, and said, It is a people that do err in their heart, and they have
not known my ways: Unto whom I sware in my wrath that they should
not enter into my rest (Ps. 95:8—11).

The Psalmist offerred as a warning the Israelites’ wilderness exper-
ience, which is the central focus of the Book of Numbers. The wilder-
ness experience was a curse: a negative sanction. This curse was an-
nounced in God’s wrathful oath that the exodus generation would not
inherit the Promised Land. They would die in the wilderness. Thus,
what might have been a temporary transition period in the lives of the
exodus generation became their lifetime experience. The Promised
Land was associated with rest from their labors. Israel would not gain
this rest during their lifetimes. “So I sware in my wrath, They shall not
enter into my rest.”

This passage offers important information for a correct assessment
of the primary theme of the Book of Numbers: oath/sanctions. This
theme is point four of the biblical covenant.' The Book of Numbers is
the Pentateuch’s book of sanctions. Had the exodus generation been
faithful to God, this book would have been the book of conquest: the
victory of Israel (positive sanctions) over Canaan (negative sanctions).
Instead, it is the book which chronicles Israel’s rebellion against God

1. Ray Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed. (Tyler,
Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1992), ch. 4. (http://bit.ly/rstymp)
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through rebellion against Moses, and of God’s negative sanctions im-
posed in response to their rebellion.

Actually, this is an overstatement. Numbers does not chronicle
most of the wilderness period. It chronicles about four years: two at
the beginning of the wandering and two at the end.” It provides histor-
ical information on the reasons for God’s imposition of corporate neg-
ative sanctions on the exodus generation (1-17); then it provides more
historical information regarding the removal of these sanctions from
their children, (21-36). Two chapters are devoted to certain priestly
laws (18, 19). The central passage is chapter 20, which records the
death of Miriam, the sin of Moses in striking the rock, God’s judgment
against Moses—he shall not enter the land—and Aaron’s death. This
marks a transition: from wrath to grace for Israel.

Numbers reveals the covenantal basis of historical progress: posi-
tive sanctions for covenant-keeping and negative sanctions for coven-
ant-breaking. This covenantal cause-and-effect relationship serves as
the foundation of the theory of economic growth. Profits (positive
sanctions for accurate forecasting),” wages, and interest-rent* can be
invested. If these investments are based on accurate forecasts of the fu-
ture, and if they are implemented on a cost-effective basis, they pro-
duce an expansion of capital, which is a tool of dominion. With greater
capital, more of the earth can be brought under mankind’s dominion.
The positive feedback of compound growth, if extended over time, be-
comes the basis of economic transformation and the conquest of
nature, or as economic historian John U. Nef put it, the conquest of
the material world.”> We conclude that one of the foundations of man-
kind’s fulfillment of the dominion covenant (Gen. 1:26-28)° is long-
term economic growth. Without the possibility of reinvested earnings
and the growth of capital—above all, accurate information and the so-
cial means of implementing it—there would be no way for mankind to

2. R. K. Harrison, Numbers: An Exegetical Commentary (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
Baker, 1992), p. 431.

3. Frank H. Knight, Risk, Uncertainty and Profit (Boston: HoughtonMifflin, 1921).
(http://bit.ly/KnightRUP)

4. Rent is another word for interest. It arises from the same phenomenon: the dis-
count which all men apply always in the present to the value of expected future in-
come. See Ludwig von Mises, Human Action: A Treatise on Economics (New Haven,
Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1949), ch. 19. (http://bit.ly/MisesHA)

5. John U. Nef, The Conquest of the Material World: Essays on the Coming of In-
dustrialism (Cleveland, Ohio: Meridian, [1964] 1967).

6. Gary North, Sovereignty and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Genesis
(Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, 2012), chaps. 3, 4.
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extend God’s kingdom across the face of the earth, transforming
nature to reflect the covenantal, hierarchical rule of God in history
through His ordained agent, man.

The idea of an “unspoiled nature” that has not been influenced by
man and reshaped by man in terms of man’s desires and needs is an
anti-biblical concept. God made it plain to Israel: better the rule of
covenant-breaking Canaanites than the rule of nature. “And I will send
hornets before thee, which shall drive out the Hivite, the Canaanite,
and the Hittite, from before thee. I will not drive them out from before
thee in one year; lest the land become desolate, and the beast of the
field multiply against thee. By little and little I will drive them out from
before thee, until thou be increased, and inherit the land” (Ex. 23:28—
30). In other words, God’s negative sanctions against Canaan were to
be delayed so that the land would not fall under the negative sanctions
of the animals. The reappearance of autonomous nature was regarded
by God as being a more fearful negative sanction against the land than
continuing dominion by covenant-breaking mankind.

The modern environmental movement denies this view of nature
by elevating the supposed needs of impersonal, autonomous nature
over the goals of man.” Such a view of nature is pagan to the core. In-
creasingly, environmentalism has become pantheistic and even occult:
earth as “Gaia”—a living spirit.*

A. The Covenantal Structure of
the Exodus-Wilderness Books

The Book of Exodus presents the story of God’s deliverance of the
Israelites. The true king delivered them out of their former bondage to
a false king. God intervened in history to demonstrate His power in
history. “For I will at this time send all my plagues upon thine heart,
and upon thy servants, and upon thy people; that thou mayest know
that there is none like me in all the earth. For now I will stretch out my
hand, that I may smite thee and thy people with pestilence; and thou

7. A manifesto of such a view of autonomous nature is Bill McKibben’s book, The
End of Nature (New York: Random House, 1989).

8. Even when cloaked in scientific terminology, any attempt to revive the name of
the Greek goddess Gaia in relation to “mother nature” is indicative of an anti-biblical
religious impulse. See Gaia: An Atlas of Planet Management, ed. Norman Myers (New
York: Doubleday/Anchor; 1984); The Gaia Peace Atlas: Survival into the Third Mil-
lennium, ed. Frank Barnaby (New York: Doubleday, 1988). For a detailed critique of
the politics and religion of environmentalism, see Michael S. Coffman, Saviors of the
Earth? (Chicago: Northfield Publishing, 1994).
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shalt be cut off from the earth. And in very deed for this cause have I
raised thee up, for to shew in thee my power; and that my name may
be declared throughout all the earth” (Ex. 9:14—16). This is point two
of the biblical covenant: hierarchy.” The evidence of God’s power was
His ability to impose negative sanctions on Pharaoh and those whom
he represented. The deliverance of Israel began with sanctions that led
to a transfer of inheritance. “And the LORD gave the people favour in
the sight of the Egyptians, so that they lent unto them such things as
they required. And they spoiled the Egyptians” (Ex. 12:36). This struc-
ture of redemption in history was to serve as a model for the exodus
generation and all succeeding generations. Inheritance and disinherit-
ance are linked by sanctions: positive for the inheritors, negative for
the disinherited.

From Exodus we move to Leviticus: the book of holiness, where
the laws of holiness appear. This is point three of the biblical covenant:
ethics.’” The goal of God’s deliverance is the restoration of covenantal
obedience on the part of those delivered. This message was to become
part of the Passover’s ritual, an opportunity to teach respect for God’s
law to each successive generation. “Then thou shalt say unto thy son,
We were Pharaoh’s bondmen in Egypt; and the LORD brought us out
of Egypt with a mighty hand: And the LORD shewed signs and won-
ders, great and sore, upon Egypt, upon Pharaoh, and upon all his
household, before our eyes: And he brought US out from thence, that
he might bring us in, to give us the land which he sware unto our fath-
ers. And the LORD commanded us to do all these statutes, to fear the
LORD our God, for our good always, that he might preserve us alive,
as it is at this day. And it shall be our righteousness, if we observe to do
all these commandments before the LORD our God, as he hath com-
manded us” (Deut. 6:21-25).

The Book of Numbers is clearly concerned with point four of the
covenant: sanctions. The Israelites repeatedly rebelled against Moses
in the wilderness. Moses was God’s representative. God therefore re-
peatedly brought corporate negative sanctions against the generation
of the exodus. Their rebellion ultimately cost them their inheritance.
Godly inheritance—point five''—is based on faithfulness to the stipu-
lations of the covenant. The sons of the rebellious generation lawfully
claimed the inheritance. The Epistle to the Hebrews extends the theme

9. Sutton, That You May Prosper, ch. 2.
10. Ibid., ch. 3.
11. Ibid., ch. 5.
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of the Psalmist by describing this inheritance in terms of rest. “But
with whom was he grieved forty years? was it not with them that had
sinned, whose carcases fell in the wilderness? And to whom sware he
that they should not enter into his rest, but to them that believed not?
So we see that they could not enter in because of unbelief” (Heb. 3:17—
19). The transfer of the right of inheritance was based on sanctions:
negative against the generation of the exodus, positive for the genera-
tion of the conquest. The actual transfer was also based on sanctions:
positive for the Israelites, negative against the Canaanites. The prelim-
inary phase of this transfer began in Numbers 21: the disinheritance of
King Arad.

B. From Point Four to Point Five

The Book of Numbers has relatively little to say about the details
of economics, at least when compared to the other four books of the
Pentateuch. Numbers is concerned with sanctions, but always in terms
of the promised inheritance. The main sanctions the book discusses
are military and liturgical. The book begins with a numbering of the
people, which was in fact a mustering of God’s holy army. Excluded
from this initial mustering was the tribe of Levi. This tribe was the
priestly tribe, i.e., the tribe that was in charge of the sacrificial system.
The sacrificial system was a system of sanctions.

The economic issues dealt with in the Book of Numbers mainly
have to do with the distribution of the spoils of war. Military spoils
were an important topic because Israel was preparing for the conquest
of Canaan. The military victory of Israel would constitute the disinher-
itance of Canaan’s nations. That is, the disinheritance of Canaan by Is-
rael was to be the basis of Israel’s inheritance. The sanctions were sim-
ultaneously positive and negative. This God-mandated disinheritance
would be an extension of what Israel had already experienced in Egypt.
God’s disinheritance of Egypt’s firstborn sons had been the historical
basis of Israel’s initial inheritance: “Speak now in the ears of the
people, and let every man borrow of his neighbour, and every woman
of her neighbour, jewels of silver, and jewels of gold” (Ex. 11:2). The
Egyptians were ready to surrender what would have been the inherit-
ance of the firstborn because of the trauma of the final plague.

The promise of military spoils was designed to motivate the Israel-
ites to greater fervor (Num. 32:17-18; Josh. 17:13-18). The promise of
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victory'” was insufficient to motivate the exodus generation. The Book
of Numbers provides a grim history of that generation. The book’s
Hebrew title is bemidbar, “in the wilderness”: the fourth word in the
first verse.” Israel’s wilderness experience was the product of Israel’s
refusal to believe God, obey God, and become the sanctions-bringing
agent of God. The long-promised inheritance began only when all the
members of the exodus generation except Moses had died (Num. 20).
At that point, the conquest generation began the process of disinherit-
ance through conquest on the wilderness side of the Jordan River
(Num. 21).

C. The Promised Land

The promise given to Abraham was that in the fourth generation
after the descent into Egypt, Israel would conquer the inhabitants of
Canaan (Gen. 15:16)."* This promise was conditional: the Israelites had
to remain a people. The visible covenantal mark of this unity was cir-
cumcision. The failure of the Israelites of the exodus generation to cir-
cumcise their sons required the mass circumcision of Israel at Gilgal
after they had crossed the Jordan (Josh. 5:5). Israel had to experience
the negative sanction of shed blood before the nation could lawfully
shed the blood of the Canaanites who occupied the Promised Land.
The negative sanction of circumcision preceded the negative sanction
of disinheriting Canaan militarily. Military disinheritance, in turn, had
to precede the positive sanction of national inheritance: “But we
ourselves will go ready armed before the children of Israel, until we
have brought them unto their place: and our little ones shall dwell in
the fenced cities because of the inhabitants of the land. We will not re-
turn unto our houses, until the children of Israel have inherited every
man his inheritance” (Num. 32:17-18).

This should alert us to the two-fold nature of covenantal sanctions:
positive and negative. It should also alert us to the two-fold nature of
covenantal inheritance: inheritance through disinheritance.

The exodus generation wanted their inheritance without the oblig-
ation of disinheriting others. They wanted the benefits of the covenant

12. “By little and little I will drive them out from before thee, until thou be in-
creased, and inherit the land” (Ex. 23:30).

13. Timothy R. Ashley, The Book of Numbers (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans,
1993), p. 1.

14. Gary North, Sovereignty and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Genesis
(Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, 2012), ch. 23.
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without the costs: circumcision, obedience, and risk. They died in the
wilderness because they refused to accept the risk of negative sanc-
tions. Because they feared death more than they desired the inherit-
ance on God’s terms, God gave them death without the inheritance.
They sought God’s positive sanctions apart from the threat of negative
sanctions. This had been Adam’s desire, too: to be as God without the
threat of death. The result in both cases was death.

D. Military Sanctions

The Book of Numbers has less to say about economics, because it
is concerned with military sanctions. In war, the winners gain victory
at the expense of the losers. The winners gain spoils at the expense of
the losers. This is what economists call a zero-sum game. There is no
increase in total wealth; the gains of the winners are paid for by the
losers. The free market allows mutual benefits through voluntary ex-
change. Each party to a transaction seeks to better himself by exchan-
ging one set of circumstances for another. Market exchange is not
based on the military principle of “beggar thy neighbor.” It is based on
the principle of mutual benefit." Because Canaan was to be placed un-
der God’s total ban—#hormah—Israel’s inheritance had to be based on
violence: specifically, military conquest. The mandated process of in-
heritance could not be a market process. There had to be a forcible
disinheritance. Canaanites were not to gain by Israel’s presence in the
land. They were not to be allowed to enter into a mutually profitable
economic relationship with Israel. This is why the Book of Numbers is
not much concerned with economics. Its focus is military sanctions: a
system of “winner take all.” Israel was not to expand its borders

15. An exception is a futures contract, in which two parties agree with each other
either to buy or sell a specified quantity of goods in the future at a fixed price. What-
ever profit one party gains is supplied by the other party. The benefit to each party is
the freedom of each to affirm his assessment of the economic future by means of an
investment tied to that assessment. There are also benefits for the society in general:
the best assessments of participants with capital are brought to bear on pricing scarce
resources. The presence of the various futures markets brings valuable information
into play in the economy. Prices respond faster to the expected conditions of supply
and demand. That is, the most accurate information is assimilated faster into the eco-
nomy by means of the price system. This information transfer costs nothing to the
vast majority of the participants in the economy. These costs are born by the parti-
cipants in the futures markets. What is a zero sum game for the two parties to the con-
tract has positive benefits for the economy as a social system. The futures market
when considered in the context of society’s quest for better information at low prices,
is not a zero sum game.
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through conquest after the war against the Canaanites ended. The
boundaries of the Promised Land were fixed by the original distribu-
tion of land. The sacrificial system prevented any extensive growth in
Israel’s geography, since the men of Israel who dwelt in the land had to
walk to a central location three times a year, minimum, in order to
participate in the national feasts and sacrifices. Violence was not to be-
come the basis of wealth creation in Israel. The military conquest of
Canaan was to be a one-time event.

E. A Fool in His Folly

Martin Noth, who died as he was completing his commentary on
Numbers, was (and remains) one of the most respected academic com-
mentators on the Old Testament. Yet any normal person who picks up
his Numbers commentary and reads two pages will think to himself:
“This book is utterly incoherent. No one in his right mind would waste
his life writing something as useless as this. Noth must have been a
German.” Indeed, he was. He was a German’s German: enormously
learned, enormously liberal, and enormously unreadable. His com-
mentary on Numbers does not bother with the mundane task of ex-
plaining what any passage means. Instead, it goes on and on about
which traditions or late-date authors’ interpolations found expression
in Numbers, producing a definitively chaotic book. The Book of Num-
bers is a jumble without any integrating theme, Noth argued, because
of these later insertions. Noth wrote:

From the point of view of its contents, the book lacks unity, and it is
difficult to see any pattern in its construction.'®

There can be no question of the unity of the book of Numbers, nor of
its originating from the hand of a single author. This is already clear
from the confusion and lack of order in its contents."”

Numbers participates only marginally in the great themes of the
Pentateuchal tradition."®

Martin Noth was a liberal higher critic who denied that the Penta-
teuch is the inspired, authoritative, morally binding word of God. Put
more biblically, Martin Noth was a fool. “The wise in heart will receive

16. Martin Noth, Numbers: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
1968), p. 1.

17. Ibid., p. 4.

18. Ibid., p. 5.
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commandments: but a prating fool shall fall” (Prov. 10:8). “He that
trusteth in his own heart is a fool: but whoso walketh wisely, he shall
be delivered” (Prov. 28:26). He adopted and applied the hermeneutic
of higher criticism, namely, that many people wrote the Pentateuch a
millennium after it says it was written. He invoked the evidence
offered by higher criticism: the alleged chaos of the Pentateuchal texts.
Then he assured his readers that Numbers is incoherent and without
unity. But his conclusion had nothing to do with Numbers; it had
everything to do with Noth'’s blindness. Noth and his academic peers
are blind.

And in that day shall the deaf hear the words of the book, and the
eyes of the blind shall see out of obscurity, and out of darkness (Isa.
29:18).

His watchmen are blind: they are all ignorant, they are all dumb dogs,
they cannot bark; sleeping, lying down, loving to slumber (Isa. 56:10).

Let them alone: they be blind leaders of the blind. And if the blind
lead the blind, both shall fall into the ditch (Matt. 15:14).

Contrary to Noth, the Book of Numbers is integral to the Penta-
teuch, and its overriding theme reflects this: sanctions. The book is
placed exactly where it should be: book four, which corresponds to
point four of the biblical covenant. Had Noth understood the coven-
ant, respected it, and paid attention to it, he might not have concluded
that Numbers possesses no unity and “participates only marginally in
the great themes of the Pentateuchal tradition.” But Noth was a fool
who did not heed Solomon’s counsel: “Even a fool, when he holdeth
his peace, is counted wise: and he that shutteth his lips is esteemed a
man of understanding” (Prov. 17:28). He went into print to be hailed
around the academic world by less notable fools who have shared his
hermeneutic.

What is disheartening is to read a supposedly conservative com-
mentator—a Dutchman who, like so many Dutch theologians, feels
compelled to imitate German scholarship—who spouts the same Party
Line: “. .. Numbers is not a literary unit but acquired its present form
over a period of time.””” Or Timothy Ashley, who did his best to avoid
the most blatant theses of the higher critics, especially the incoher-
ent-text theory, who wrote: “Moses may be seen as having a key role in
the origin of some of the material in Numbers, though we have no way

19. A. Noordtzij, Numbers (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 1983), p. 13.
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of knowing how much of it goes back to him.”** I suggest this percent-
age of the Book of Numbers that was written by Moses: one hundred.
“And Moses wrote their goings out according to their journeys by the
commandment of the LORD: and these are their journeys according to
their goings out” (Num. 33:2).

Conclusion

The Book of Numbers, book four in the Pentateuch, conforms to
point four of the biblical covenant: oath/sanctions. The message of the
book is clear: when covenant-keepers rebel against God in history, the
blessings—positive sanctions—associated judicially with covenantal
faithfulness will be removed; God’s negative corporate sanctions will
be imposed. This does not mean that the heirs of covenant-keepers are
permanently disinherited. On the contrary, their heirs will surely in-
herit. The negative corporate sanctions are not permanent down
through the generations. The promise will be fulfilled. The structure of
the covenant cannot be broken. “For evildoers shall be cut off: but
those that wait upon the LORD, they shall inherit the earth. For yet a
little while, and the wicked shall not be: yea, thou shalt diligently con-
sider his place, and it shall not be. But the meek shall inherit the earth;
and shall delight themselves in the abundance of peace” (Ps. 37:9-11).

The New Covenant in no way reverses this structure of inherit-
ance. On the contrary, the New Covenant reaffirms it. “Blessed are the
meek: for they shall inherit the earth” (Matt. 5:5).”" The New Covenant
was marked by a transfer of inheritance from Israel to the church.
“Therefore say I unto you, The kingdom of God shall be taken from
you, and given to a nation bringing forth the fruits thereof” (Matt.
21:43). This transfer was visibly imposed by God through Rome’s de-
struction of the temple in A.D. 70.

The Book of Numbers has stood as a warning down through the
ages: the basis of covenantal inheritance is corporate covenant-keep-
ing. Numbers calls on men and nations to repent, to turn back to God
in search of the standards of righteousness. If God was willing to disin-
herit the exodus generation because of their constant complaining and
their lack of courage, how much more should the spiritual heirs of the
Canaanites take heed!

20. Ashley, Numbers, p. 7.
21. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matthew,
2nd ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [2000] 2012), ch. 4.
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MUSTERING THE ARMY OF GOD

And the LORD spake unto Moses in the wilderness of Sinai, in the
tabernacle of the congregation, on the first day of the second month, in
the second year after they were come out of the land of Egypt, saying,
Take ye the sum of all the congregation of the children of Israel, after
their families, by the house of their fathers, with the number of their
names, every male by their polls; From twenty years old and upward,
all that are able to go forth to war in Israel: thou and Aaron shall
number them by their armies. And with you there shall be a man of
every tribe; every one head of the house of his fathers (Num. 1:1—4,).

The theocentric issue here is God as the sanctions-bringer. God
told Moses to number the fighting men of Israel. This message came
to Moses in the wilderness. “In the wilderness” (bemidbar) was the ori-
ginal Hebrew title of the fourth book of the Pentateuch. The title of
this book in the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scrip -
tures (275 to 100 B.C.), was Arithmoi," from which we get the English
word, arithmetic. The English title, Numbers, is related to arithmoi.
The book begins with God’s command to number the people. This was
a military numbering, i.e. a mustering of troops.” Every man above age
19 was mustered, even though some were physically unfit for duty, e.g.,
the aged. The principle here was that the army of Israel was a holy
army of all the men of the nation. Those who could not fight were rep-
resented by those who could. This was analogous to the distinction
between front-line troops and those on duty far from the battlefield.
All were in the army, but some did the fighting. All were “in uniform,”
but not all carried weapons. All were under the chain of command.

What may seem astounding in today’s world of bureaucratic
delays, Moses and Aaron assembled the congregation, and the desig-

1. Jacob Milgrom, The JPS Torah Commentary: Numbers (New York: Jewish Pub-
lication Society, 1990), p. xi.
2. Milgrom, Excursus 2, “The Census and Its Totals,” ibid., p. 336.
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nated tribal leaders then mustered the entire nation, on the same day
that God ordered the mustering: the first day of the second month.
“And they assembled all the congregation together on the first day of
the second month, and they declared their pedigrees after their famil-
ies, by the house of their fathers, according to the number of the
names, from twenty years old and upward, by their polls” (Num. 1:18).>
That was a remarkable chain of command.

The Israelites had departed from Egypt a little over a year earlier:
on the fifteenth day of the first month, the day after Passover (Ex.
12:18). Exactly one month later, they arrived in the wilderness at Sin
(Ex. 16:1). In the third month, they came to Sinai (Ex. 19:1).* There
they ratified their national covenant with God. God recounted verbally
what He had done for them in delivering them from Egypt; then He
demanded an oath of obedience.

Ye have seen what I did unto the Egyptians, and how I bare you on
eagles’ wings, and brought you unto myself. Now therefore, if ye will
obey my voice indeed, and keep my covenant, then ye shall be a pe-
culiar treasure unto me above all people: for all the earth is mine:
And ye shall be unto me a kingdom of priests, and an holy nation.
These are the words which thou shalt speak unto the children of Is-
rael. And Moses came and called for the elders of the people, and laid
before their faces all these words which the LORD commanded him.
And all the people answered together, and said, All that the LORD
hath spoken we will do. And Moses returned the words of the people
unto the LORD (Ex. 19:4-8).

God had imposed negative corporate sanctions on Egypt. This was
the basis of the Israelites’ deliverance. There was a message here: neg-
ative corporate sanctions are the concomitant of positive corporate
sanctions in the struggle for covenantal supremacy in history. In this
sense, the struggle is analogous to a military struggle, not a free market
transaction in which both parties benefit. God’s grace preceded His
law. Now He called the nation to obedience. He set forth a conditional
promise: if they obeyed Him, He would make them a kingdom of

3. Milgrom cited Numbers 10:11 in his attempt to prove that it took 20 days. “And
it came to pass on the twentieth day of the second month, in the second year, that the
cloud was taken up from off the tabernacle of the testimony.” I see no connection
between this event and the mustering. Ibid., p. 337,

4. Jewish tradition says that this was 50 days after the Passover, i.e., on the very
first day of Pentecost, which was formalized ritually in Mosaic Israel as the firstfruits
feast. Alfred Edersheim, The Temple: Its Ministry and Services As They Were in the
Time of Jesus Christ (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, [1874] 1983), p. 261.
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priests. Moses informed the elders and the people of what God had
said, and they swore allegiance to Him. The Book of Numbers is a his-
tory of how they repeatedly broke their agreement, and the conse-
quences thereof.

A. The Exodus Numbering

Approximately nine months after this corporate act of national
covenant renewal, Israel had completed the construction of the taber-
nacle: “And it came to pass in the first month in the second year, on
the first day of the month, that the tabernacle was reared up” (Ex.
40:17).> We are not told how long it took them to construct the taber-
nacle, although it could not have been much more than three months.
Construction did not begin until after Moses returned with the second
writing of the tables of the law (Ex. 34:29). He had been on Mt. Sinai
the first time for 40 days (Ex. 24:18) and 40 days the second time (Ex.
34:28). In between was another 40-day period in which he fasted
without water. This fast took place after he cast down the original tab-
lets of the law (Deut. 9:18).® We are not told how much time separated
his second return from Sinai and the beginning of construction, but it
seems to have been brief. The nation’s voluntary offering for the con-
struction of the tabernacle followed his second return (Ex. 35). Then
construction began (Ex. 36). Subtracting 120 days (40 x 3 = 6 months)
from nine months leaves three months for the construction of the tab-
ernacle.

1. Atonement

To build the tabernacle, the people had donated gold and silver
that they had taken from the Egyptians (Ex. 33:4—6; 38:24-25). This
voluntary mass donation was accompanied by a mustering of Israel: “A
bekah for every man, that is, half a shekel, after the shekel of the sanc-
tuary, for everyone that went to be numbered, from twenty years old
and upward, for six hundred thousand and three thousand and five
hundred and fifty men” (Ex. 38:26).

Mustering was an aspect of priestly atonement (Ex. 30:15). The na-

5.1In 1611, “reared” referred to buildings, while “raised” referred to children (Gen.
38:8; Ex. 9:16; Josh 5:7). By 1900, American grammar had reversed the usage. Hardly
anyone except English teachers in the United States says “reared” these days.

6. Moses went without food and water for a total of 120 days, or four months: on
Sinai the first time (Deut. 9:9), after the golden calf incident (Deut. 9:18), and on Sinai
the second time (Ex. 34:28).
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tion was supposed to be numbered—Iliterally: mustered—prior to holy
warfare. There is an element of negative sanctions associated with the
Hebrew word for numbering used here: pagad. It does not mean mere
counting.” “When thou takest the sum [count] of the children of Israel
after their number [pagad)], then shall they give every man a ransom
for his soul unto the LORD, when thou numberest [pagad] them; that
there be no plague among them, when thou numberest them” (Ex.
30:12). The same word is sometimes translated as visit. “Thou shalt
not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them: for I the LORD thy
God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the
children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me”
(Ex. 20:5). This visitation implies negative sanctions: “Thus saith the
LORD unto this people, Thus have they loved to wander, they have not
refrained their feet, therefore the LORD doth not accept them; he will
now remember their iniquity, and visit [pagad)] their sins” (Jer. 14:10).
The word can mean punish. “And I will punish [pagad] the world for
their evil, and the wicked for their iniquity; and I will cause the arrog-
ancy of the proud to cease, and will lay low the haughtiness of the ter-
rible” (Isa. 13:11).

The nation faced no military enemy at the time of the Exodus
mustering. No one is said to have ordered this mustering, yet the na-
tion voluntarily consented to it: “And the silver of them that were
mustered of the congregation was an hundred talents, and a thousand
seven hundred and threescore and fifteen shekels, after the shekel of
the sanctuary: A bekah for every man, that is, half a shekel, after the
shekel of the sanctuary, for everyone that went to be numbered, from
twenty years old and upward, for six hundred thousand and three
thousand and five hundred and fifty men” (Ex. 38:25-26). This corres-
ponded to the required payment of half a shekel of silver per man (Ex.
30:14-15). This was in addition to their voluntary offerings of gold and
brass, which they brought in such abundance that God ordered Moses
to tell them to stop (Ex. 36:5-7).® While the final accounting appears in
Exodus 38, it was recorded here after the construction of the taber-
nacle had begun. The donations had come at the time of the mass
presentation (Ex. 35:20-29). The same tally lists the gold (Ex. 38:24),
yet this gold would not have been donated after God had told them to

7. James B. Jordan, The Law of the Covenant: An Exposition of Exodus 21-23
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1984), p. 227. (http://bit.ly/jjlaw)

8. Gary North, Authority and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Exodus
(Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, 2012), Part 3, Tools of Dominion (1990), ch. 56.
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stop. So, the donations must have come in prior to the prohibition.

These numbers reinforce the text’s estimates of the size of the Is-
raelite population. The Babylonian system of monetary units roughly
paralleled the Israelite system. The Babylonians used a hexadecimal
system: 60 shekels to a mina, 60 minas to a talent. The Israelite system
was based on 50 shekels to the mina, 60 minas to the talent.” The same
system was still in force in the Israel of Christ’s day.' The scholars’ es-
timate of the Israelite shekel as one-3,000th of a talent is derived from
Exodus 38. Thus, to avoid relying heavily on circular logic, I argue only
that this account provides a rough confirmation of size of the Israelite
population. What can be said with confidence is that the monetary
units of Israel and Babylon were similar, so the account of the money
collected reinforces the picture of a large Israelite population. At 50
shekels per mina, there were 3000 shekels to the talent. The 100 tal-
ents of silver totalled 300,000 shekels, plus 1,775 additional shekels, or
301,775 shekels. Multiplied by two, this totals 603,550, the number of
those mustered. Conceivably, these estimates could have been inserted
by a later forger, but there is internal consistency of the account. Had
there been an inconsistency, the higher critics would have pounced on
it centuries ago.

God had told Moses: “Speak unto the children of Israel, that they
bring me an offering: of every man that giveth it willingly with his
heart ye shall take my offering. And this is the offering which ye shall
take of them; gold, and silver, and brass” (Ex. 25:2-3). He did not tell
Moses to muster them. The tally in Exodus 38 specifies that they gave
silver in terms of the mustering requirements. So, with respect to sil-
ver, they donated in terms of the mustering requirement; with respect
to gold and brass, there were no required amounts. The gold and brass
constituted their voluntary excessive giving.

As we learn from the Book of Numbers, every adult fighting man
of Israel must have participated in this first mustering, since exactly
the same number of men were mustered at this time as were mustered
about four months later: 603,550 (Num. 1:46)."" So, no eligible male re-

9. “Money,” A Dictionary of the Bible, ed. James Hastings, 5 vols. (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1900), vol. III, p. 419; “Weights and Measures,” The Interna-
tional Standard Bible Encyclopaedia, ed. James Orr, 5 vols. (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
Eerdmans, [1929] 1943), vol. V, p. 3080.

10. Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, XIV:VIL], III:VIII:10; cited in “Money,” idem.

11. If the Exodus mustering took place immediately before the beginning of the
tabernacle’s construction, then it took no more than three months for the tabernacle
to be completed. The tabernacle was completed on the first day of the first month of
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fused to participate. This identical number indicates that Israel was in
a condition of zero population growth: as many men had entered the
ranks of those eligible to be mustered as those who had died.

Joshua and Caleb soon served as spies who entered Canaan (Num.
13:6, 8). This means that they had been mustered, since they were part
of a military reconnaissance unit. Caleb was 40 years old at the time
(Josh. 14:7). Toward the end of the conquest, he spoke of being 85 yet
physically strong (Josh. 14:10-11). This strength was some sort of spe-
cial miracle—an aspect of God’s promise to him (Num. 14:24)—or so
he seemed to indicate. But he was not Moses’ age, who was 120 at the
time of his death just before the conquest (Deut. 34:7), when Caleb
was almost 80. He must have been in the generation that followed
Moses. Surely Joshua was, for Joshua died an old man “a long time
after that the LORD had given rest unto Israel from all their enemies”
(Josh. 23:1). So, God’s promise to Caleb and Joshua should not be in-
terpreted as having singled them out as unique survivors among
Moses’ generation, but as survivors of the wilderness experience in
general.

2. Why the Exodus Mustering

The mustering in Exodus was judicially unique: Israel faced no im-
minent military confrontation, and no judicial compulsion is men-
tioned in the text. The tabernacle was not uniquely associated with
warfare, i.e., Israel in its judicial capacity as God’s holy army. Each man
presented a half shekel of silver (Ex. 38:26). This silver had been re-
quired for making the implements of the tabernacle (Ex. 26:19, 25, 32;
27:17), and was so used (Ex. 38:27-31). Some of the offerings were vol-
untary (Ex. 25:2), but with respect to silver, the offerings were tied to
the mustering. Why was the nation numbered?

Perhaps this first mustering had nothing to do with atonement. In
such a case, they did not plan to bring exactly the amount of silver per
person that God required whenever they made atonement at a muster-
ing. This possibility seems farfetched. Why didn’t they bring more sil-
ver than what was required for atonement? They brought so much
wealth that God told Moses to tell them to stop. But with respect to
silver, they brought exactly the amount required for atonement.

the second year (Ex. 40:17). The second mustering (the first Numbers mustering) took
place a month later: the first day of the second month of the second year (Num.
1:1,18).
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For what action were they making atonement? This mass donation
of money took place after the golden calf incident (Ex. 32). Perhaps the
people were making retroactive atonement payments for themselves.
They had gone to war with God. They had lost. The Levites had be-
come the enforcing army of the Lord, killing 3,000 men (Ex. 32:28).
This was what had changed Levi’s judicial status from a family under a
curse (Gen. 49:5-7)" to God’s firstborn, priestly family (Num. 3:12); no
other judicially relevant act on their part is mentioned. The text does
not say that the golden calf incident was the cause of the mustering;
the context only suggests that this was the case. All we know for sure is
this: the half shekel paid at a mustering was atonement money. Atone-
ment was a ransom or a judicial covering for some infraction. The
most obvious infraction even remotely associated with war’s blood-
shed was the golden calf incident.

B. Numbers’ Two Musterings

God required Moses to muster the men of Israel twice in the wil-
derness: once at the beginning of the wilderness period and once at the
end (Num. 26). There were three musterings: these two and the prior
one in Exodus.” The problem here is to discover a judicial link among
the three events. I think it is associated with the shedding of man’s
blood.

The mandatory mustering in Numbers 1 took place just before the
nation was ready to begin its march toward Canaan. Had they not
sinned subsequently by refusing to listen to Joshua and Caleb (Num.
14), they would have begun the war of conquest in Canaan. Thus, the
mustering in Numbers 1 was preparatory for war.

Mustering required the payment of atonement money (Ex. 30:15—
16). No reason for the need for atonement is stated. Jordan believed
that it was God’s presence that mandated the payment." I would add
that it was God’s presence in His covenantal capacity as sanctions-
bringer. When God is present in His office as sanctions-bringer, the
unholy man is profane: a boundary violator."”” Prior to holy warfare,

12. The cause was the illegitimate negative sanction of war that Levi and Simeon
had imposed on the Shechemites after they had been circumcised (Gen. 34:25-30).

13. Gordon J. Wenham, Numbers: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers
Grove, Illinois: Inter-Varsity Press, 1981), pp. 57, 59.

14. Jordan, Law of the Covenant, pp. 228-29.

15. On the distinction between common and profane, see Gary North, Boundaries
and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Leviticus, 2nd ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point
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God approached the nation of Israel as the sanctions-bringer: positive
and negative. “For the LORD thy God walketh in the midst of thy
camp, to deliver thee, and to give up thine enemies before thee; there-
fore shall thy camp be holy: that he see no unclean thing in thee, and
turn away from thee” (Deut. 23:14). God would then bring sanctions
against whichever army was not holy. The payment of atonement
money judicially set apart God’s assembled army as the holy army.
This is why the Israelites of Joshua’s day had to be circumcised before
they could begin the conquest (Josh. 5:5). They could not be coven-
antally holy inside the boundaries of the holy land apart from circum-
cision. God’s presence in their midst in his capacity as sanctions-
bringer would destroy them, just as the angel of the Lord had almost
destroyed Moses’ uncircumcised son Gershom when Moses brought
him across the border into Egypt (Ex. 4:24-26).'

The second mustering came after a series of successful wars out-
side of Canaan (Num. 21). Why didn’t God muster the nation prior to
these wars? Because they were defensive wars. The Canaanites had ini-
tiated them. After the treachery of the Midiantites, however, God told
Moses to vex them (Num. 25:17). Then the mustering took place. The
conquest of Midian and then Canaan were offensive wars for Israel.
They were holy wars in God’s name. They involved violating the na-
tional boundaries of societies that had been set apart by God for judg-
ment.

C. No Population Growth

One month after the tabernacle’s completion, the size of Israel’s
militarily eligible male population was exactly the same as it had been
approximately four months earlier at the Exodus mustering: 603,550
men (Ex. 38:26; Num. 1:46). This indicates that Israel’s population had
reached zero growth. Thirty-nine years later, God ordered another
mustering. The population was essentially unchanged at this second
compulsory mustering: 601,730 (Num. 26:51); so was the number of
Levites (Num. 3:39—22,000; Num. 26:62—23,000). Israel suffered
from zero population growth in the wilderness.

The approximately 600,000 fighting-age males in the first two

Five Press, [1994] 2012), ch. 6.

16. On the angel’s attack on Gershom rather than Moses, see Gary North, “The
Marriage Supper of the Lamb,” Christianity and Civilization, 4 (1984), p. 220. (http://
bit.ly/CAC1984). See also George Bush, Notes on Exodus (Minneapolis, Minnesota:
James & Klock, [1852] 1976), I, p. 67.
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musterings comprised two generations: Moses” and Joshua’s. The con-
quest generation and their adult-age sons replaced the 600,000 men
who had been over age 19 at the time of the first mustering. If the top
two generations were 300,000 each (population replacement-rate
mode), then a family of Joshua’s generation produced on average one
son and grandson age 20 or older by the time of the second Numbers
mustering. But should we assume a stagnant population prior to the
exodus? The textual evidence is against this: families with more than
two children. If population was growing, then Joshua’s generation was
larger than Moses’. This growth process was reversed in the wilder-
ness, where most Israelites had even smaller families than two chil-
dren. The nation moved from grace to curse. Why?

The early chapters of the Book of Numbers record a series of com-
plaints and rebellions on the part of the Israelites. They afficted Moses
with their murmering. The exodus generation was continually looking
backward longingly at Egypt, despite the fact that they had been in
bondage there. They were a present-oriented people who looked to the
past with nostalgia. They had short memories.

God had delivered them, not to dwell in the wilderness, but to
dwell in Canaan. He expected them to be future-oriented. But these
ex-slaves could not shake off their mental chains. They looked back-
ward to their lives of bondage and saw only prosperity and security.
They resented freedom because they resented responsibility. They
were not an operational army; they were a psychologically dependent
assembly.

God had to raise up a new army. He had to wait for the children of
Joshua’s generation and their children to mature. Joshua’s generation
had to learn patience. They would grow up in a wilderness, not an em-
pire. They would have no illusions regarding the wonders of life in the
wilderness. They would not look backward to Egypt, where they had
lived only as children or not at all. They would look forward to Can-
aan.

The ex-slaves did not multiply in the wilderness. They stagnated.
One by one, they died; one by one, they were replaced. The army of
the Lord was not short on numbers; it was short on leadership, cour-
age, and faith. Its failure was not based on its lack of size. God did not
honor them by expanding the army’s size, which would have retroact-
ively affrmed the legitimacy of their fears in refusing to invade Canaan.
The next generation would conquer the land with the same size army.

Population stagnation is a curse in the Bible, though not so great a
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curse as population reduction. There was a slight reduction in the wil-
derness era. The nation was under a curse. We could say that He
placed the nation “on hold.” The exodus generation would have to
content themselves with being nomads rather than pilgrims. Pilgrims
have a destination; nomads simply wander in circles. Only to the ex-
tent that members of the exodus generation could look forward coven-
antally to victory through their children could they become pilgrims.
They had been told that they would die in the wilderness. To the ex-
tent that they were mentally bound to a time horizon no longer than
their own lifetimes, they became nomads.

These nomads were not ready to fight a war with the Canaanites.
Their pilgrim children would be. The pilgrim wants rest in the place of
his dreams. His life’s walk is linear even though he may wander in
circles for a time. He has a goal, so the fact of his circular wandering is
not a disaster. He knows that he will eventually break out of his famili-
ar pattern.

The stagnation of Israel’s population matched the stagnation of
vision of the exodus generation. Present-oriented people discount the
future at a higher interest rate than future-oriented people do. The
present value of a future achievement is lower for a present-oriented
person than for a future-oriented person. The estimated payoff for
thrift and sacrifice in the present is lower. The present-oriented per-
son wants immediate gratification. The conquest generation had no
choice but to defer their gratification. They were under the authority
of present-oriented people. Their deliverance was still in the future;
their parents’ deliverance had been in the past. In the interim, the na-
tion stagnated.

For those members of the conquest generation who longed for de-
liverance from the stagnation of the wilderness, God’s curse was real.
But it offered hope. In the fourth generation, they would gain their
promised inheritance. In the meantime, the governing principle of
their existence was the army’s rule: “Hurry up and wait.”

Conclusion

The three musterings of Israel were military actions. They were as-
pects of holy warfare. The mustered Israelites had to pay the priests
atonement money in preparation for the shedding of blood. This
bloodshed was covenantal: an aspect of God’s negative sanctions
against covenant-breaking nations. The Exodus mustering probably
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was a retroactive payment for the Levites’ sanctions in God’s name and
the nation’s name against 3,000 representative Israelites for the golden
calf. The first Numbers mustering was in preparation for the conquest
of Canaan, which was postponed because of Israel’s rebellion (Num.
14). The second Numbers mustering took place just before the holy
war against Midian.

The conquest generation had to learn patience for 39 years. They
had to learn about deferred gratification. They would conquer Canaan,
but only after their parents and grandparents had died in the wilder-
ness. Their inheritance would have to wait. This was the result of the
present-oriented, fear-driven rebellion of the exodus generation. The
army of the Lord was a defeated army psychologically. Until this chan-
ged through generational attrition and replacement, the holy army
wandered in the wilderness.



2

MILITARY PLANNING VS.
CENTRAL PLANNING

Take ye the sum of all the congregation of the children of Israel, after
their families, by the house of their fathers, with the number of their
names, every male by their polls; From twenty years old and upward,
all that are able to go forth to war in Israel: thou and Aaron shall
number them by their armies (Num. 1:2-3).

This commandment was theocentric. God was the military head of
Israel. He gave them victories as well as defeats, as they would learn
after their rejection of the testimony of Joshua and Caleb (Num.
14:45). He was in no need of a military census. Why did He require
one? The first reason was that He delegates authority to creatures who
are not omniscient. They must find substitutes for omniscience. Num-
ber is one of the most useful substitutes for comprehensive knowledge
—an extraordinary tool.! Second, there was the matter of an atone-
ment payment. This also required a census.

A. Church and State in Wartime

Man is not God. No census will ever equal God’s omniscience. No
substitute for omniscience will ever approach God’s omniscience as a
statistical limit. No expenditure of economic resources in data-gather-
ing will ever replace reliance on God’s covenantal sanctions in history.
The creature will remain a creature. The quest for omniscience is
therefore an unholy quest. Omniscience is an illegitimate goal. This is
one reason why God placed strict limits on mustering. It was not a
normal event. It was done only prior to holy warfare, except for the in-
stance of the mustering in Exodus 38, which may have been a retroact-

1. Eugene Wigner, “The Unreasonable Effectiveness of Mathematics in the Natural
Sciences,” Communications on Pure and Applied Mathematics, X111 (1960), pp. 1-14.
(http://bit.ly/WignerMath). Wigner was a Nobel Prize-winning physicist.
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ive atonement for the golden calf.

God told Moses and Aaron to muster the entire adult male popu-
lation, family by family. Aaron’s presence was mandatory. Mustering
in Mosaic Israel was an act preparatory to holy war. No holy war could
be called without the consent of the high priest, for the Aaronic priests
had to blow the silver trumpets that assembled the nation (Num. 10:2,
8). Blowing only one trumpet gathered the princes (v. 4). Both trum-
pets had to be blown to assemble the whole nation at the tabernacle (v.
3). This twin trumpet signal sounded the alarm. A second blowing of
both trumpets by the priests launched the army on its march (vv. 5-6).
Without the participation of the priests, no holy war could lawfully be
launched. This gave the priesthood a veto over national military action.
No military mustering was legal without their participation.

Moses was present in his capacity as a civil ruler. He was the rep-
resentative of the nation in its judicial capacity. So, in the case of holy
warfare, the supreme civil commander functioned in a priestly capa-
city, even though he was not a priest. We might call this quasi-priestly
authority: legitimate power over life and death. The entire nation is at
risk. In wartime, the senior military commander lawfully possesses
such quasi-priestly authority. He does not possess it in peacetime, ex-
cept in preparation for war.

The armies were tribal affairs, and under them, family affairs. This
meant that warfare was intensely personal. If a section of the army was
overrun, whole families would die, whole communities would be emp-
tied of men. This happened in the American Civil War (1861-65),
where the fighting-age male population of entire towns sometimes dis-
appeared. Town regiments signed up as units and were kept as units
throughout the war. This built a closeness of spirit, but it involved
great risk to the community. Enlistment policies were changed in sub-
sequent wars to prevent this. In World War II, brothers were allowed
to enlist together, but when all five Sullivan brothers died on a sinking
ship, the rule was changed. A modern army is far less personal, with
senior officers required to rotate regularly through various commands.
The bureaucratic impulse has replaced the personal impulse as warfare
has become more rationalized. Such was not the case in Mosaic Israel.
The localism of Mosaic Israel was reflected in their military forma-
tions.

The army was a federation. Each tribe supplied warriors. In mus-
tering the armed forces, a tribe might refuse to participate, as was the
case when Deborah called the army together to fight Sisera: several
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tribes refused to send anyone (Judg. 5:16-17).

B. Mustering and Atonement

There was an exemption in this tribal mustering: Levi. This was
the priestly tribe. The rules governing tribal mustering seem to be in
conflict. At first, God forbade Moses to number the Levites. “For the
LORD had spoken unto Moses, saying, Only thou shalt not number
the tribe of Levi, neither take the sum of them among the children of
Israel” (Num. 1:48-49). “But the Levites were not numbered among
the children of Israel; as the LORD commanded Moses” (Num. 2:33).
God later told Moses to number them (Num. 3:15). “All that were
numbered of the Levites, which Moses and Aaron numbered at the
commandment of the LORD, throughout their families, all the males
from a month old and upward, were twenty and two thousand” (Num.
3:39). Children were numbered. Why were the Levites numbered dif-
ferently from the other tribes?

God gave this as His explanation for not mustering them: “But
thou shalt appoint the Levites over the tabernacle of testimony, and
over all the vessels thereof, and over all things that belong to it; they
shall bear the tabernacle, and all the vessels thereof; and they shall
minister unto it, and shall encamp round about the tabernacle” (Num.
1:50). They possessed a unique geographical responsibility; it was a
capital crime for non-Levites® to approach the tabernacle while the
Levites assembled and disassembled it whenever the nation moved (v.
51).

Furthermore, when the fighting men paid their half shekel at the
time of their mustering, they paid it as atonement money (Ex. 30:15).
This was an ecclesiastical payment. “And thou shalt take the atone-
ment money of the children of Israel, and shalt appoint it for the ser-
vice of the tabernacle of the congregation; that it may be a memorial

2. The Hebrew word is transliterated zoor. The same root is translated “strange” in
the case of the strange fire offered by Nadab and Abihu (Num. 3:4). A stranger (zoor)
was any person who could not lawfully cross an ecclesiastical boundary. “There shall
no stranger [zoor] eat of the holy thing: a sojourner of the priest, or an hired servant,
shall not eat of the holy thing” (Lev. 22:10). A hired servant could be an Israelite, yet he
was kept away. The boundary around the priest’s table included even his married
daughter, though not if she was no longer married and without a child. “But if the
priest’s daughter be a widow, or divorced, and have no child, and is returned unto her
father’s house, as in her youth, she shall eat of her father’s meat: but there shall no
stranger [zoor] eat thereof” (Lev. 22:13). Her child made her part of her husband’s fam-
ily, even though he was no longer her husband.
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unto the children of Israel before the LORD, to make an atonement for
your souls” (Ex. 30:16).> This money must have been paid to the tribe
of Levi, for they alone served in the tabernacle. They did not pay
atonement money; they received it. Thus, when they counted the
money, they did not declare a shortfall when money from the tribe of
Levi did not appear in the total. The mustering process referred to in
Numbers 1 was related to the Levites’ collection of the atonement
money: a half shekel per warrior. But the Levites were not to be
mustered in this way; they did not owe the atonement money.

1. Banners and Battles

Each of the other tribes had a standard, meaning a military identi-
fication banner. The other tribes were required to pitch their tents
around their respective banners (Num. 1:52). The Levites had no such
standard around which to pitch their tents. “But the Levites shall pitch
round about the tabernacle of testimony, that there be no wrath upon
the congregation of the children of Israel: and the Levites shall keep
the charge of the tabernacle of testimony” (v. 53).

The Hebrew word for standard is translated “banner” only once in
the King James Version—oddly enough, in the Song of Solomon: “He
brought me to the banqueting house, and his banner over me was
love” (Song 2:4). This was meant to be hyperbolic: not a battle flag but
a love flag. The banners are mentioned in Numbers 2 and 10, both
cases when the Israelites marched. “On the west side shall be the stan-
dard of the camp of Ephraim according to their armies: and the cap-
tain of the sons of Ephraim shall be Elishama the son of Ammihud”
(Num. 2:18). “In the first place went the standard of the camp of the
children of Judah according to their armies: and over his host was
Nahshon the soh of Amminadab” (Num. 10:14). These identifying
flags are common in infantry maneuvers. A general in the field can see
from a high emplacement where his armies are located on the battle-
field.

The Levites had no battle flag. They were not to be placed in the
field as a separate tribe. Their job was to guard the tabernacle and the
Ark of the Covenant.* Their battle marker was the Ark of the Coven-

3. Gary North, Authority and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Exodus
(Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, 2012). Part 3, Tools of Dominion (1990), ch. 58.

4. Milgrom wrote: “The most important function of the Levites, one that invests
their entire adult life, is to guard the sanctuary against encroachers. In fact, they are
identified by this function—'guardians of the tabernacle of the Lord’ (31:30, 47).” Jacob



26 SANCTIONS AND DOMINION

ant. When the nation moved, it moved in military formation. The
Levites carried the tabernacle and the Ark. They were guarded on all
four sides by the other tribes. Military commanders knew exactly
where the Levites were during battle: in the middle of the formation.
James Jordan provided a diagram in Through New Eyes.” This diagram
is found in Wenham’s commentary.® It is reprinted exactly in Mil-
grom’s commentary right down to its typography: which tribal names
to place in capital letters.”

Asher DAN Naphtali
Levites
A (Merari)
N Benjamin - Issachar
£
8¢ . g
EPHRAIM g ﬁ Tent of Meeting B JUDAH
- ] -
Manassch = Zebulun
Levites
(Kohath)
Gad REUBEN Simeon

(Jordan later revamped this; he now believes that the corners were
symbolically the most important. He places the lead tribes there rather
than the center.)

The Ark of the Covenant had to be separated from the other tribes
by 2,000 cubits in Joshua’s day (Josh. 3:4), or about 1,000 yards (914
meters). Numbers 2 describes the peacetime formation. Judah led it in
wartime (Num. 10:14). The priests were protected by the other tribes;
they in turn defended the tabernacle from enemies, including invaders
from the other tribes. In other words, at the very center of the forma-
tion was the Ark of the Covenant, the dwelling place of God. This had
to be protected by the nation, at the cost of their lives. The last defens-
ive barrier was the tribe of Levi.

This meant that the Levites did not put themselves at risk as a
tribe in the initial confrontation with the enemy. Only if the enemy

Milgrom, The JPS Torah Commentary: Numbers (New York: Jewish Publication Soci-
ety, 1990), p. xl. Cf. Milgrom, p. 341.

5. James B. Jordan, Through New Eyes: Developing a Biblical View of the World
(Brentwood, Tennessee: Wolgemuth & Hyatt, 1988), p. 205. (http://bit.ly/jjneweyes)

6. Gordon J. Wenham, Numbers: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers
Grove, Illinois: Inter-Varsity, 1981), p. 67.

7. Milgram, Numbers, p. 340.
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broke through the lines did the Levites go into battle. From the point
of view of military risk, the Levites were protected by the structure of
the army’s formation.

2. Defending the Tabernacle

Because members of the other tribes could not approach the tab-
ernacle when it was being moved by the Levites (Num. 1:51), they
probably would have hesitated to pursue invaders who had broken
through the lines and who were approaching the tabernacle. It is not
said that God held non-Levites responsible for approaching the taber-
nacle as its would-be defenders, but this silence would have produced
psychological hesitancy—often fatal to military defenders. In all likeli-
hood, they were not allowed to approach the tabernacle in wartime,
even for the sake of defending the Ark. The later example of Uzzah,
who reached out to steady the Ark as it was being moved, indicates
that this was the case: when he touched it, he was killed by God on the
spot (II Sam. 6:6-7). So, once the outer lines were breached by the en-
emy, the Levites would have fought alone. This made them even more
dependent on the other tribes. The Levites were warriors, but their
task was different: to defend the tabernacle, not to defend the land.

A military commander has the obligation to estimate what his
forces are. Mustering was a pre-war event. Because they were warriors
with a defensive assignment, to protect the tabernacle, it was lawful for
the Levites’ commander to number them. The list of mustered tribes
does not include the Levites in either instance in Numbers; this popu-
lation figure is always given separately. “But the Levites after the tribe
of their fathers were not numbered among them” (Num. 1:47). Moses
and Aaron later numbered them (Num. 3:39). As the senior represent-
ative of the tribe, Aaron had the right to know the number of warriors
under his command.

This does not mean that Israel’s senior military commander pos-
sessed this authority over Levites. The Levites were not part of his
forces. They could not be called into military service for the defense of
the land. They were called into ecclesiastical service by the high priest
to defend the tabernacle. They lawfully bore the sword, not as civil
agents, but as ecclesiastical agents. They were the anointed defenders
of God’s house.

The Levites were not the first line of military defense. They were at
lower risk in battle. They did not pay atonement money. They seemed
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to have all the advantages. So, God imposed a disadvantage: they had
no inheritance in the land. “At that time the LORD separated the tribe
of Levi, to bear the ark of the covenant of the LORD, to stand before
the LORD to minister unto him, and to bless in his name, unto this
day. Wherefore Levi hath no part nor inheritance with his brethren;
the LORD is his inheritance, according as the LORD thy God prom-
ised him” (Deut. 10:8-9). This disadvantage would have had the effect
of reducing any murmuring against the Levites by those who were at
greater risk, since the potential critics would inherit rural land.

3. Landed Inheritance

There was a relationship between ministering to God and landed
inheritance. The Levites had no rural landed inheritance. Their imme-
diate commitment was not to land but to God. They did not guard the
land; they guarded the dwelling place of God. They were not to spend
the bulk of their time improving the land. This is why they were en-
titled to the tithes of the other Israelites. “The priests the Levites, and
all the tribe of Levi, shall have no part nor inheritance with Israel: they
shall eat the offerings of the LORD made by fire, and his inheritance”
(Deut. 18:1). The other tribes were guardians of the land; hence, they
had a landed inheritance.

The Levites were numbered in the sense of merely counting them.
They were not numbered in the sense of collecting atonement money
from them. They were numbered as defenders of the tabernacle. They
were not numbered as defenders of the land. They had no battle flag.
They had no landed inheritance as a tribe. Grammatically, the num-
bering process was the same: mustering. Covenantally, there were two
separate numbering processes: one for those who possessed a landed
inheritance and who owed atonement money prior to national battle;
the other for those who did not have a landed inheritance and did not
owe atonement money.

If the payment of Exodus 30 had been a civil head tax, then there is
no reason why the Levites should not have paid it, since it would have
gone to the State. But it did not go to the State for civil purposes; it
went to the Levites for the service of the tabernacle.® The obligatory

8. My target here is Rushdoony, who argues that the atonement money of Exodus
30 was in fact the only civil tax in Mosaic Israel. He argues specifically that the temple
collection was a civil tax. R. J. Rushdoony, The Institutes of Biblical Law (Nutley, New
Jersey: Craig Press, 1973), pp. 281-82. For my rebuttal, see North, Authority and
Dominion, ch. 58.
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payment or non-payment of this money was central to the numbering
(counting) and yet non-numbering (civil mustering) of Levi.

Levites were citizens. They paid civil taxes, whatever these taxes
were and however they were collected. Levites did not pay atonement
money. They were not to inflict offensive military sanctions against Is-
rael’s enemies; rather, they were to inflict defensive ecclesiastical sanc-
tions against invaders who might break through the lines of the other
tribes. Their task was to keep boundary violators from profaning the
sacred space of the tabernacle, whether Israelites or non-Israelites.

C. Citizenship and Military Service

Citizenship in Mosaic Israel was tribal. Each of the 12 non-priestly
tribes was required to supply a representative to monitor the number -
ing process. The Levites were represented by Aaron. Each of the dozen
representatives had to be the head of his father’s household, i.e., the
senior patriarch or most respected officer. “These were the renowned
of the congregation, princes of the tribes of their fathers, heads of
thousands in Israel” (v. 16). For example, the representative of Judah
was Nashon (v. 7). His son Salmon would marry Rahab; his descend-
ants included Boaz and David (Ruth 4:20).

1. Two Oaths, Two Hierarchies

Citizenship was by a dual oath: civil and ecclesiastical. The judicial
issue was two-fold: hierarchy (point two of the covenant) and sanc-
tions (point four).” There was a hierarchy of civil appeals courts (Ex.
18). A person who was not bound by oath under covenantal sanctions
could not lawfully impose these sanctions on others. A citizen was a
civil judge. A judge could impose civil sanctions as a lawful agent of
the state. Every citizen was under the stipulations of two of God’s cov-
enants: civil and ecclesiastical. Apart from being bound by a pair of
self-maledictory oaths under these two covenantal institutions, a per-
son did not possess lawful authority to impose civil sanctions in Mosa-
ic Israel.

Mosaic civil sanctions were exclusively negative. They were de-
fensive: discouraging evil acts. The results were positive—a reduction
in public evil—but the sanctions were negative. The model for civil

9. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed. (Tyler,
Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, [1987] 1992), chaps. 2, 4. (http://bit.ly/
rstymp)
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sanctions was military defense: imposing physical sanctions against in-
vaders. Those who were outside the national covenant and also outside
the holy land were to be kept from invading, which would have been a
boundary violation: a profane act. God’s holy army was supposed to
keep a rival army from transgressing the nation’s geographical bound-
aries, i.e, profaning the land. The mandatory mark of citizenship was
eligibility for service in God’s holy army." Keeping out unauthorized,
non-sanctioned invaders from outside the land and from outside the
national covenant was central to citizenship.

Does this mean that the Levites were not citizens? An expositor
could argue this way, since they were not numbered as civil warriors.
Their assignment was ecclesiastical: defending the tabernacle at the
center of the military formation. I argue that they were members of
their tribe, and they had judicial authority within their tribe. They did
not have civil judicial authority in their place of residence if they were
not living in a Levitical city. In a Levitical city, they possessed perman-
ent legal claims on family-owned real estate that was part of the jubilee
(Lev. 25:32-33), so they must have had civil authority there. They were
the only permanent residents. I see the Levites as citizens who were
not numbered for military service as warriors. They were the excep-
tion to the rule governing citizenship because of their special legal
situation: defenders of the tabernacle rather than defenders of the
land.

2. Citizen Warriors

What about an old man who was no longer capable of fighting?
Did his physical incapacity disqualify him as a judge? The Mosaic law
did not mandate this. There were old men who served as judges. Barz-
illai, who was 80 years old, pleaded that he could no longer discern
good from evil, and therefore should not accompany David on his tri-
umphal journey back to Jerusalem (II Sam. 19:34-35). Yet he had fed
the king and his men when they fled from Jerusalem during Absalom’s
revolt (II Sam. 17:27). While in Barzillai’s house, David had numbered
those fighting men still with him. Barzillai was not numbered by David
(IT Sam. 18:1). Yet David later regarded him as fit to travel at his side in
a place of honor. Barzillai had pleaded age, not with respect to his

10. Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Levitic-
us, 2nd ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [1994] 2012), ch. 29:H. Deborah was a
judge; she also led God’s holy army.
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fighting ability, which was obviously nil, but with respect to his powers
of judicial discernment. David granted him his request; he stayed be-
hind. That he had been a loyal citizen was obvious. He had aided David
in the latter’s capacity as supreme civil judge. Yet he was no longer fit
for military service. This in no way restrained David from asking him
to accompany him after the defeat of Absalom. The issue was Barzil -
lai’s powers of judgment.

Similarly, Joshua in his old age called the judges of Israel to hear
his final words. He instructed them as Moses had instructed him be-
fore the conquest, invoking a similar message. Moses had said: “Be
strong and of a good courage: for thou shalt bring the children of Israel
into the land which I sware unto them: and I will be with thee” (Deut.
31:23)." Joshua told the judges: “Be ye therefore very courageous to
keep and to do all that is written in the book of the law of Moses, that
ye turn not aside therefrom to the right hand or to the left” (Josh.
23:6). Both invoked military imagery with respect to the law of God.
Yet Moses was no longer fit to serve in the military, and neither was
Joshua. Both were judges when they delivered their final addresses.

I conclude that citizenship for all but Levites was based on eligibil -
ity for service in the military at some point in life, but not in old age.
Moses and Joshua had served in the military, yet were still judges in
their old age. Barzillai had once been eligible for the military, and his
decision to aid David at the risk of his life was clearly a military act.
Only his self-declared mental incapacity kept him from serving as an
honored judge at David’s side.

11. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deuter-
onomy, 2nd ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [1999] 2012), ch. 74.
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D. Military Sanctions

Mustering was an act preparatory to the imposition of God’s legit-
imate covenantal sanctions in history. It was an act under priestly
sanctions. Those who were not under priestly sanction in Mosaic Is-
rael were not allowed to impose holy sanctions. They could not be-
come members of the army. The biblical principle of covenant mem-
bership is this: those who impose sanctions must be under them. This
is the principle of the rule of law. These holy military sanctions were
positive for the winners and negative for the losers. The primary his-
torical sanction of war is death. To begin preparing for a war is to be-
gin preparing for someone’s death, possibly one’s own. Death stalks
every battlefield.

Mustering was part of military planning. It was mandatory prior to
a war. More than this: the military census is the biblical model for all
other forms of planning.

For which of you, intending to build a tower, sitteth not down first,
and counteth the cost, whether he have sufficient to finish it? Lest
haply [it happen], after he hath laid the foundation, and is not able to
finish it, all that behold it begin to mock him, Saying, This man
began to build, and was not able to finish. Or what king, going to
make war against another king, sitteth not down first, and consulteth
whether he be able with ten thousand to meet him that cometh
against him with twenty thousand? Or else, while the other is yet a
great way off, he sendeth an ambassage, and desireth conditions of
peace (Luke 14:28-32)."

There is more to military planning than numbering the army.
There is also the question of the army’s willingness to fight: mental
preparedness. This applied both to the army and the civilian popula-
tion. Moses sent spies into the land and awaited their reports (Num.
13-14). God did not order this (Num. 13:2) in order to evaluate the
strength of the enemy; He did this in order to test the spies’ willingness
to evaluate the land’s blessings and military strength in terms of the Is-
raelites’ willingness to fight. A fearful man was not to fight, for his fear
might spread to those around him (Deut. 20:8). Gideon dismissed
22,000 people who admitted that they were afraid to fight (Judg. 7:3).

In Mosaic Israel prior to the Babylonian captivity, the male civilian
population above the age of 19 was the army (Num. 1:20). The Book of

12. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke, 2nd
ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [2000] 2012), ch. 35.
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Numbers records the history of the wilderness period in terms of a
central theme: military preparedness, i.e., the ability of God’s covenant
people to impose military sanctions. God brought the holy nation/
army under a series’ of sanctions in the wilderness, including military
sanctions, in order to enable Moses to evaluate the military prepared-
ness of the nation prior to the conquest of Canaan.

Moses began with a rag-tag army of civilians. In every sense of the
word, this was an army of conscripts. They had been thrown out of
Egypt by the Egyptians (Ex. 12:33). Moses had not taken them out by
way of Philistia for fear that they would turn back toward Egypt in the
face of war (Ex. 13:17). They had never fought a battle prior to the war
with Amalek, and Moses had to stand with his arms above his head for
them to win (Ex. 17:8-13). They had been placed in bondage by the
Pharaoh of the oppression because he was fearful that they might
someday fight a battle alongside Egypt’s invading enemies (Ex. 1:10).
They had been bullied for a generation by Egyptian taskmasters, as
well as taught submissiveness by their own civil representatives. In
Egypt, they had been fearful of any confrontation with authority (Ex.
5:20-21), let alone a war. This Egyptian training had been remarkably
successful. Except for Moses’ slaying of the taskmaster, during the en-
tire era only the Hebrew midwives had been courageous enough to
resist. Their non-violent actions of self-conscious deception of the civil
authorities had saved the nation (Ex. 1:19-20). They lied to a false god
(Pharaoh) in the name of the true God, and God blessed them for this,
dwelling specially with them (Ex. 1:20a)." Israel had been delivered by
women. This had taken place 80 years before the exodus—a distant
memory testifying to the long-term submission of Israel’s males to pa-
gan military power.

E. A Strictly Civil Census

God required Moses to muster the people shortly after the exodus,
before the nation had sinned by bringing negative sanctions against
Joshua and Caleb (Num. 14). God had not yet forbade this generation
from entering the Promised Land. The second mustering took place
just prior to the next generation’s invasion of the land. Mustering was
related to the payment of blood money to the priests (Ex. 30:13); both

13. Gary North, Authority and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Exodus
(Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, 2012), Part 1, Representation and Dominion (1985),
ch. 4:B>
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were religiously holy acts. The ritual payment of atonement money
ceased with the demise of the Mosaic priesthood. Mustering was asso-
ciated strictly with that priesthood. Abram had not been required to
make such a payment to Melchizedek prior to his battle with Che-
dorlaomer (Gen. 14).

1. David’s Sin

Such mustering was not lawful apart from the threat of war and a
payment to the Levites. When God was angry with the people of Israel,
He caused David to muster the nation, so that He could bring judg-
ment against them. “And again the anger of the LORD was kindled
against Israel, and he moved David against them to say, Go, number
Israel and Judah” (I Sam. 24:1). This mustering was illegal, as Joab un-
derstood:

For the king said to Joab the captain of the host, which was with him,
Go now through all the tribes of Israel, from Dan even to Beersheba,
and number ye the people, that I may know the number of the
people. And Joab said unto the king, Now the LORD thy God add
unto the people, how many soever they be, an hundredfold, and that
the eyes of my lord the king may see it: but why doth my lord the
king delight in this thing? Notwithstanding the king’s word prevailed
against Joab, and against the captains of the host. And Joab and the
captains of the host went out from the presence of the king, to num-
ber the people of Israel (Il Sam. 24:2—4).

God did this to David,-and through his representative covenantal
leadership, to Israel, by way of Satan, who acts as an intermediary in
such matters.

And Satan stood up against Israel, and provoked David to number Is-
rael. And David said to Joab and to the rulers of the people, Go, num-
ber Israel from Beersheba even to Dan; and bring the number of
them to me, that I may know it. And Joab answered, The LORD
make his people an hundred times so many more as they be: but, my
lord the king, are they not all my lord’s servants? why then doth my
lord require this thing? why will he be a cause of trespass to Israel?
Nevertheless the king’s word prevailed against Joab. Wherefore Joab
departed, and went throughout all Israel, and came to Jerusalem (1
Chron. 21:1-4)."*

14. May we legitimately say that Satan and his followers sometimes do God’s work
of deception? The Bible repeatedly affirms that this is the case. “And the LORD said,
Who shall entice Ahab king of Israel, that he may go up and fall at Ramoth-gilead?



Military Planning vs. Central Planning (Num. 1:2-3) 35

1 have reproduced both passages in full so there can be no doubt:
they describe the same incident.

Joab falsified his report by refusing to number the tribes of Ben-
jamin and Levi (I Chron. 21:5-6). No military agent of the nation was
ever allowed to number Levi (Num. 1:49). By refusing to muster Ben-
jamin, Saul’s tribe, the smallest tribe in Israel (I Sam. 9:21), Joab made
certain that the mustering was not of the entire nation. By not muster -
ing all of the non-priestly tribes, Joab silently declared that this was not
a holy war, for the priesthood had not authorized it by blowing the
twin trumpets, nor had the entire nation been mustered.

Immediately upon hearing Joab’s report, David knew he had done
a sinful thing. “And David said unto God, I have sinned greatly, be-
cause I have done this thing: but now, I beseech thee, do away the
iniquity of thy servant; for I have done very foolishly” (I Chron. 21:8).
God then gave David three terrible choices (v. 12). David told God to
decide (v. 13); so, God brought a plague against the people, killing
70,000 of them (v. 14). This was consistent with the law of mustering.
When thou takest the sum of the children of Israel after their number,
then shall they give every man a ransom for his soul unto the LORD,
when thou numberest them; that there be no plague among them,
when thou numberest them” (Ex. 30:12). Plague came because David
mustered the people without collecting the mandatory atonement
money for the priests. This mustering invited God into their midst as
the sanctions-bringer, but they made no payment. They thereby be-
came profane.

Why did Joab know that the mustering was wrong? Because no
priest had consented to it. No blood money had been paid to the
priesthood. The act was dearly sacrilegious: a profane act because it vi-
olated a sacred boundary. But what could that boundary have been? It

And one spake saying after this manner, and another saying after that manner. Then
there came out a spirit, and stood before the LORD, and said, I will entice him. And
the LORD said unto him, Wherewith? And he said, I will go out, and be a lying spirit
in the mouth of all his prophets. And the LORD said, Thou shalt entice him, and thou
shalt also prevail: go out, and do even so. Now therefore, behold, the LORD hath put a
lying spirit in the mouth of these thy prophets, and the LORD hath spoken evil against
thee” (II Chron. 18:19-22). “And for this cause God shall send them strong delusion,
that they should believe a lie: That they all might be damned who believed not the
truth, but had pleasure in unrighteousness” (II Thess. 2:11-12). Nevertheless, we must
not blame God for what God uses Satan to do. This is illogical by the standards of
autonomous man (meaning also the standards of Gordon Clark), but it is required that
we hold both positions—God’s absolute sovereignty and Satan’s full responsibility—in
order to avoid making God the author of sin. On this point, see Romans 9:14—23.
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had something to do with the nonpayment of blood money. It had
something to do with the priesthood. Mustering was to precede a holy
war. David was not facing a holy war, yet he mustered Israel’s fighting
men. This was an assertion of a priestly authority that he possessed
only as the national military leader in a time of war. David was the
senior military commander, the one under whom blood would be
shed. He was the senior priest of the military, under the authority of
the high priest. He did not possess this mustering authority as senior
civil magistrate. This authority was priestly, not kingly. Thus, it was il-
legal for the civil government to conduct this census. It was an asser-
tion of priestly authority that was legitimate only prior to a holy war.

Joab told the king: “Now the LORD thy God add unto the people,
how many soever they be, an hundredfold, and that the eyes of my lord
the king may see it.” It would be a blessing for God to multiply the mil-
itary might of the nation, he said, so that David could see this. Spoken
like a true soldier. The cost of supporting an army a hundred times lar-
ger, however, would have to be borne by someone. In a war, a large
army is a clear blessing; in peacetime, it isn’t. Joab’s point was that
David should not be counting the nation on his own authority. To ex-
perience an increase in the army large enough for its commander to
see is a fine goal in, wartime, but to muster the nation apart from a
looming battle was wrong.

2. The New Covenant

The issue was ecclesiastical: atonement money and the shedding of
blood. Under the New Covenant, the Mosaic priesthood is gone for-
ever, as the Epistle to the Hebrews teaches. Numbering prior to a war
is no longer mandatory. The question is this: Is such numbering
(counting) legitimate?

Taking a careful accounting of one’s assets is legitimate for an in-
dividual, and was compared by lesus with taking a military census.
Should the state be prohibited from doing what an individual should
do and the senior military commander had to do under Mosaic law
prior to a war? Can it lawfully number its fighting forces even though
no war is imminent? I see no reason not to allow this. Maintaining de-
fensive forces is designed to prevent war, i.e., prevent the shedding of
blood. This is a valid goal of the state, which has a legal monopoly on
imposing physical negative sanctions.

But what about other forms of census-taking? Has God given the
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state lawful authority over planning except with respect to planning
for a war, i.e., the legitimate imposition of God’s physical sanctions
against covenant-breakers who have violated the law? There is no bib-
lical warrant for such indiscriminate data collection. The state may
lawfully count the policemen under its authority, since the state is
God’s designated covenantal agent in a war against crime. But the state
is not given the authority to conduct prying investigations into the
lives of law-abiding private citizens.

Wherever the state asserts authority which is not warranted by the
Bible, it imitates David’s illegal mustering. It asserts for itself power
that God has not delegated to it. Such an unlawful arrogation of power
is the mark of a Pharaonic state. It claims ownership—Ilegal control—
over the allocation of assets not lawfully under its sphere of legitimate
authority. One of the marks of state control is its census-taking activ-
ity. Whenever the state numbers things not lawfully under its legitim-
ate authority, it becomes Pharaonic.

Jesus was born in Bethlehem because Joseph had travelled there to
be enrolled in a census conducted by Augustus Caesar (Luke 2:1-5).
This was not a tax, as the King James Version misleadingly says; it was
a census. Augustus was following the lead of Julius Caesar, who had
compiled a detailed statistical record of the empire, the descriptio or-
bis. Augustus had sent 20 trained agents throughout the empire to
compile a similar work, which he wrote in his own hand, Breviarium
totius imperii."” To manage a centrally planned empire, the emperor
needed statistical data.

F. Statistics and Government Planning

One of the great evils of an income tax is that it mandates report-
ing to the state of a family’s income, capital, and financial dealings.
The state assembles huge, detailed dossiers on individuals, families,
and businesses, which only tax officials are allowed to inspect for accu-
racy.' The income tax has been the great engine of statistics-gathering
by the modern state. The census is the other. Both are compulsory in
the United States. A resident can be fined for refusing to cooperate
with the census-taker. Statistics pour into the U.S. Department of

15. Frederick Louis Godet, Commentary on the Gospel of Luke, 2 vols. (Grand Rap-
ids, Michigan: Zondervan, [1887]), I, pp. 120-21.

16. “IRS to expand secret data base on people’s lives,” Dallas Morning News (Jan.
20, 1995), p. 1. This data base is closed to the general public. It was set up in order to
facilitate more efficient tax collection.
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Commerce, the Department of Labor, the Internal Revenue Service,
and many other agencies: federal, state, and local.

Some of these statistics are sold to the public in data banks or in
printed government reports. But only rarely are they used by business-
es for strategic planning, especially small businesses. They are rarely
delivered in a useful form. They do not tell most businesses what busi-
ness managers need to know. In any case, they are old; they are at best
snapshots of past behavior. Nonexistent is the firm that goes bankrupt
or sustains a major loss because of its heavy reliance on faulty govern-
ment statistics. This is because no business management team would
be so foolish as to rely on government statistics for making major de-
cisions. They hire specialized market testing organizations that seek
out and analyze the highly specific and narrow information needed by
business managers.

Each year in the United States, the government releases a 1000-
page book, Statistical Abstract of the United States. It is jointly pro-
duced by the Department of Commerce, the Bureau of the Census,
and the Economics and Statistics Administration. It is a convenient
government subsidy to such professional groups as historians, eco-
nomists looking for factual support for almost any theory, editorial
writers, and students writing term papers. Politicians’ assistants use it
to ghostwrite speeches and reports.

Statistics are records of the past that have been summarized in the
form of numbers. Economist Ludwig von Mises wrote: “Statistics
provides numerical information about historical facts, that is, about
events that happened at a definite period of time to definite people in a
definite era. It deals with the past and not with the future. Like any
other past experience, it can occasionally render important services in
planning for the future, but it does not say anything directly valid
about the future.”” Furthermore, “what the statistics of human action
really show is not regularity but irregularity. The number of crimes,
suicides, and acts of forgetfulness . . . varies from year to year.”'® The
biologist, wrote sociologist-historian Robert Nisbet, can predict future
changes in some environmentally controlled population, but “It is very
different with studies of change in human society. Here the Random

17. Ludwig von Mises, The Ultimate Foundation of Economic Science (Princeton,
New Jersey: Van Nostrand, 1962), p. 56. (http://bit.ly/MisesUFES)

18. Ludwig von Mises, Theory and History: An Interpretation of Social and Eco-
nomic Evolution (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1957), pp. 84—85.
(http://bit.ly/MisesTAH)
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Event, the Maniac, the Prophet, and the Genius have to be reckoned
with. We have absolutely no way of escaping them. The future-pre-
dicters don’t suggest that we can avoid or escape them—or ever be
able to predict or forecast them. What the future-predicters, the
change-analysts, and trend-tenders say in effect is that with the aid of
institute resources, computers, linear programming, etc. they will deal
with the kinds of change that are not the consequence of the Random
Event, the Genius, the Maniac, and the Prophet. To which I can only
say: there really aren’t any; not any worth looking at anyhow.”"

Government statistics are used by economic planners, including
the central bank, to regulate the national economy. Not that these stat-
istics are accurate or even useful. Older data are constantly being re-
vised. But they create the illusion that government planners are cap-
able of making effective representative decisions for consumers on the
basis of an overall economic plan. The planners supposedly are cap-
able of devising comprehensive, economic input-output grids, insert-
ing the latest data, and presto: an accurate picture of the economy
emerges. This picture then supposedly enables them to forecast the fu-
ture effects of their official decisions. This is a politically convenient
myth. Academic studies of government forecasting repeatedly con-
clude that flipping a coin would be as accurate (perhaps more accur-
ate) as the forecasts of government economists; so would making the
simple assumption that this year will be pretty much the same as last
year.

Faith in the power of statistics to convey relevant economic in-
formation to government planners is visible in a statement by Eugene
Rostow. He assumed that it is an altruistic civil government, not the
profit-seeking decisions of consumers and producers in a free market,
which is truly rational. Government planners alone can see the big pic-
ture and rationally guide the overall economy for the benefit of others,
or so we are told. “The policy of maintaining high levels of employ-
ment therefore implies a policy of seeking to make the current output
of the economy a maximum—that is, to obtain as valuable a yield as
possible from the intelligent current use of the nation’s capital re-
sources, and its inheritance of capital, organization, skill, and habit.
This goal is the first economic problem of any responsible govern-
ment.”” This faith lodges initiatory and final economic sovereignty in

19. Robert A. Nisbet, “The Year 2000 and All That,” Commentary (June 1968), p.
66.
20. Eugene V. Rostow, Planning for Freedom: The Public Law of American Capit-
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the state, and in those who are ordained by the state to conduct its
planning activities.

In contrast to the god of socialism, this god of the mixed economy
is not an earthly version of Calvin’s predestinating God, but it is surely
an immanent Arminian kind of god. It does not predestinate, but it
makes incentives available to those who conform to its laws. It nudges
history along its orderly path. But a blind god is not much of a god
(Deut. 4:28), so this immanent god must be said to be able to see
clearly. He must be given eyes. Samuel Ruggles, the American delegate
to the International Statistical Congress of 1863, was an early prophet
of the statistical millennium: “Statistics are the very eyes of the states-
man, enabling him to survey and scan with clear and comprehensive
vision the whole structure and economy of the body politic.”*" Such
confident rhetoric is not so evident today, but the underlying faith is
still widespread. Rostow asserts that “the development of the statistical
series which provide rough tools of accounting for the current eco-
nomic performance of the economy has improved our opportunities
for studying the behavior of the economy, and for making both private
and public policy decisions more rational and effective.”” He was a
professor of law, not an economist, but his faith in the planned eco-
nomy was very great. Freedom through state compulsion: here was the
twentieth-century liberal’s number-one official economic goal. (His
number-one goal, unofficially, is the quest for power: a very ancient
goal.)

Apart from coercively collected, tax-funded statistics, the govern-
ment planning priesthood and their academic allies could not easily
maintain the myth of their ability to predict the economic future and
then create incentives through tax policy and monetary policy to over-
come the supposed inefficiency of voluntary economic exchange, i.e.,
the free market social order. Rothbard was correct: “If the government
received no railroad statistics, for example, how in the world could it
even start to regulate railroad rates, finances, and other affairs? How
could the government impose price controls if it didn’t even know
what goods have been sold on the market, and what prices were pre-
vailing? Statistics, to repeat, are the eyes and ears of the intervention-

alism (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1959), p. 69.

21. Cited in Murray N. Rothbard, “Fact-finding is a proper function of govern-
ment,” Clichés of Politics, ed. Mark Spangler (Irvington, New York: Foundation for
Economic Education, 1994), p. 93n. The essay was first published in The Freeman in
June, 1961: “Statistics: Achilles’ Heel of Government.” (http://bit.ly/RothbadStats)

22. Rostow, Planning for Freedom, p. 69.



Military Planning vs. Central Planning (Num. 1:2-3) 41

ists; of the intellectual reformer, the politician, and the government
bureaucrat. Cut off those eyes and ears, destroy those crucial guide-
lines to knowledge, and the whole threat of government intervention is
almost completely eliminated.”*

In a 1960 article, Rothbard surveyed the history of economists’
opinions on the collection of government statistics since the mid-nine-
teenth century. In case after case, the economists who praised such
statistical work had as a motive the creation of a planned economy.
The Fabian socialists in England in the late nineteenth century are the
models.”* Richard T. Ely, one of the founders of the American Eco-
nomic Association, and Lester Frank Ward—sociologist, government
bureaucrat, and the first major apologist for central planning in the
U.S.—both defended the collection of such data.” Wesley C. Mitchell,
one of the pioneers in statistical inquiry in economics in the early
twentieth century, said that “the type of social invention most needed
today is one that offers definite techniques through which the social
system can be controlled and operated to the optimum advantage of
its members.””® His wife wrote of his work at mid-century that “he en-
visaged the great contribution that government could make to the un-
derstanding of economic and social problems if the statistical data
gathered independently by various Federal agencies were systematized
and planned so that the interrelationships among them could be stud-
ied. The idea of developing social statistics, not merely as a record but
as a basis for planning, emerged early in his own work.””” The Bureau
of the Budget in 1954 announced: “National growth and prosperity de-
manded an enlightened conduct of public affairs with the aid of factual
information. The ultimate responsibility of the Federal Government
for underwriting the health of the national economy has always been
implicit in the American system. . . .”* The accelerating growth of U.S.
government data collection came, the Bureau said, during the Great
Depression of the 1930s, as a means for the government to combat the

23. Rothbard, “Fact-finding,” p. 92.

24. Murray N. Rothbard, “The Politics of Political Economists: Comment,” Quar-
terly Journal of Economics, 74 (Nov. 1960), p. 660.

25. Ibid., pp. 660-61.

26. Ibid., p. 662.

27. Lucy Sprague Mitchell, Two Lives (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1953), p. 363.
Cited in idem.

28. Economic Statistics, Hearings Before the Subcommittee on Economic Statistics
of the Joint Economic Committee on the Economic Report, 83rd Congress, July 12,
1954 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1954), p. 10; ibid., p. 663.
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Great Depression.”

It is not just that statistics require constant tinkering, both theor-
etically” and in terms of their proper collection.’ It is also that they
establish the indispensable theoretical foundation for coercive govern-
ment intervention into the economy. The Bible is unalterably opposed
to such coercive intervention. It is therefore opposed to the collection
of statistics that are not part of its war-making authority, including the
war against crime.

Rothbard noted in 1960 that the collection of statistics by the gov-
ernment leads to greater intervention: “. . . the growth of statistics, of-
ten developed originally for its own sake, ends by multiplying the aven-
ues of government intervention and planning.”*® Furthermore, when
pragmatic social reformers go looking for problems to solve by govern-
ment action, they use statistics. “The pragmatist looks for areas where
the economy and society fall short of the Garden of Eden, and these, of
course, abound.”®

Conclusion

The Book of Numbers begins with the mandated mustering of the
fighting men of Israel. This was an aspect of Israel as the holy army of
the Lord. It was an aspect of negative civil and ecclesiastical sanctions
—specifically, the military conquest of Canaan. It was a priestly activ-
ity. The priesthood had to sanction every holy war that involved the
whole nation.

God is omniscient. Man is not. God allows men to pay for data-
gathering in order to make better private decisions, but mankind can-

29. Idem.

30. North, Boundaries and Dominion, ch. 19:H. Cf. Oskar Morgenstern, On the
Accuracy of Economic Observations, 2nd ed. (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1963). Morgenstern wrote a book on game theory with John von Neumann,
one of the most gifted mathematicians of the twentieth century. Morgenstern was
aware of the limits of mathematics as a tool of economic analysis. A more recent treat-
ment of the problem is Andrew M. Kamarck’s Economics and the Real World (Phil-
adelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1983). See also Thomas Mayer, Truth
versus Precision in Economics (Hampshire, England: Elgar, 1993).

31. Examples taken from my files in 1989—a small sample of two decades of my
files on the topic: “America Counts on Its Numbers,” Insight on the News (May 22,
1989); Richard Lipkin, “Painting policy by the numbers: Imprecise art?” Washington
Times (May 23, 1989); “Getting Physical,” The Economist (Aug. 26, 1989); Jonathan
Fuerbringer, “Rusty Statistical Compass for U.S. Policy Makers,” New York Times (Oct.
30, 1989).

32. Rothbard, “Comment,” p. 663.

33. Ibid., p. 664.
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not become omniscient. The state, as the most powerful covenantal
agency, is not allowed by God to pursue data-gathering in an unholy
quest of God-like omniscience or omnipotence.

When David mustered the people when no war was being contem-
plated, God judged him by killing 70,000 Israelite males by a plague.
This indicates that legitimate mustering by the civil government was
regarded by God as a unique event, something associated with author-
ized combat and the threat of death in battle: the shedding of blood.

Those who were eligible for mustering, and hence for battle, were
citizens in Mosaic Israel. Prior to the Babylonian captivity, their eligib-
ility to serve in the army of the Lord was their primary proof of citizen-
ship.

The rise of the modern planning state was associated with the rise
of government statistics. The two developments were intimately and
necessarily associated. Governments began collecting statistics before
the ideology of central planning was widespread. Once begun, how-
ever, coercive data gathering became part of the larger process of ex-
tending state authority over the decision-making of all those under its
authority. The quest for ever more detailed, accurate, and recent stat-
istical data is an aspect of man’s attempt to become God. The messian-
ic state, if it is to bring its promised healing, must imitate God. It must
pursue omniscience, which in turn becomes the supposed basis of its
representative (statistically significant) omnipresence and, ultimately,
its omnipotence. Because Mosaic Israel was founded on a public repu-
diation of Egypt’s messianic state, its legal order made impossible the
civil government’s collecting of statistics that were unrelated to the de-
fense of the nation against covenant-breakers. There is nothing in the
New Covenant that altered the Old Covenant’s view of the messianic
state. Thus, there is no reason to believe that government data-gather-
ing is legitimate except in the specified areas of national defense and
crime prevention. It can lawfully collect taxes, but taxes that mandate
the collection of information on private citizens are inherently suspect.
Such data must not be used for manipulating the economy; they are to
be used only for legal purposes, to prove that someone has or has not
paid his taxes.



3

THE HIERARCHY OF
SERVICE/SANCTIONS

And the LORD spake unto Moses, saying, Bring the tribe of Levi near,
and present them before Aaron the priest, that they may minister
unto him. And they shall keep his charge, and the charge of the whole
congregation before the tabernacle of the congregation, to do the ser-
vice of the tabernacle. And they shall keep all the instruments of the
tabernacle of the congregation, and the charge of the children of Is-
rael, to do the service of the tabernacle. And thou shalt give the
Levites unto Aaron and to his sons: they are wholly given unto him
out of the children of Israel. And thou shalt appoint Aaron and his
sons, and they shall wait on their priest’s office: and the stranger that
cometh nigh shall be put to death (Num. 3:5-10).

The English word “hierarchy” comes from the Greek word for
priest (hierus). We think of a hierarchy of command in terms of an im-
age: a vertical chain. This hierarchy may be judicial; it may be merely
functional. It is associated with point two of the biblical covenant:
hierarchy or representation.’

This law, as with all the other Mosaic laws, was theocentric. In this
case, however, the theocentric character of the law was manifested
geographically. This law governed the Aaronic priesthood. The central
—literal and figurative—service of the Aaronic priesthood was associ-
ated with the holy of holies. The holy of holies marked the central fo-
cus of Israel: the earthly dwelling place of God, the place of His name.
The holy of holies was the geographical link between heaven and
earth. In it rested the Ark of the Covenant.

1. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed. (Tyler,
Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1992), ch. 2. (http://bit.ly/rstymp)

44



The Hierarchy of Service/Sanctions (Num. 3:5-10) 45
A. Guardians

The Mosaic priesthood guarded the boundaries associated with
the holy of holies. The priests in the narrow sense were those who offi-
ciated in the sacrifices: the sons of Aaron. In a broader sense, the
priesthood was the tribe of Levi. In the broadest sense, Israel was a na-
tion of priests (Ex. 19:6).> They all were to guard the tabernacle by im-
posing physical sanctions on those who violated a series of concentric
boundary markers: from the holy of holies to the nation’s boundaries.

Priests were the assigned agents of bloodshed inside the sacrosanct
boundaries associated with the holy of holies. The narrowly defined
priests shed the blood of animals to placate God. The more broadly
defined priesthood defended the tabernacle from invaders who had no
lawful access. The most broadly defined priesthood was the army of
the Lord, a holy army, which defended the nation because the nation
was God’s sanctified dwelling place.

The legal basis of the Levitical priesthood of pre-exilic Mosaic Is-
rael had begun in the wilderness with the golden calf incident (Ex. 32).
First, there was an act of corporate rebellion in which the high priest,
Aaron, had participated. Aaron’s act of rebellion had been a re-capitu-
lation of the original sin of Adam, who ate a forbidden covenantal
meal as mankind’s representative high priest. This corporate act of re-
bellion involved the whole nation. God required a bloody sacrifice to
atone for it. There is no atonement apart from the shedding of blood
(Heb. 9:22).

Second, the Levites gained their tribal office as the Mosaic priest-
hood because they had atoned for their sin by wielding the sword
without mercy (Ex. 32:26-29). This atonement extended retroactively
to their earlier sin, which had been a merciless wielding of the sword:
the slaying of the Shechemites and the looting of their assets (Gen.
34:25-27), an act cursed by Jacob (Gen. 49:5). Imposing mortal sanc-
tions on their biological brothers brought their sanctification, thereby
offsetting their curse for having imposed the same sanctions against
the Shechemites, their newly adopted brothers. The covenant is far
more important than brotherhood. Levi had violated this principle with
Shechem; his heirs honored it in the wilderness.

The golden calf incident was a prelude to the next act of priestly
rebellion, the strange fire incident (Lev. 10:1-2). The first incident led

2. Gary North, Authority and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Exodus
(Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, 2012), ch. 20.
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to the elevation of the Levites to priestly office when they joined Moses
and executed 3,000 Israelites. The second incident led to the substitu-
tion of a new pair of priests due to the deaths of the two original
officers. Bloodshed marked the Mosaic priesthood from the beginning.

The priestly office was sacrificial before God, meaning that it in-
volved the imposition of the negative sanction of death. The threat of
sanctions was hierarchical: on the animals as representatives, on those
whom they represented if the nation continued in their rebellion, and
directly on those who acted as the mediatorial agents of sacrifice.

Because the priests performed the ritual acts of substitutionary ato-
nement—judicially representative deaths—they were under a threat of
more immediate and more direct negative sanctions than the people
were. They stood on holy ground. The closer that men came to the
most comprehensive act of representative sacrifice—the yearly sprink-
ling of blood inside the holy of holies—the more dangerous was the
ground. Holy ground was bloody ground, judicially speaking. It was the
place of negative sanctions.

B. Hierarchy and Inner Circles

The old rule governing the organization of a workshop applied to
priestly service: “a place for everything, and everything in its place.”

1. The Ark of the Covenant

At the center of Israel were the contents of the Ark of the Coven-
ant: two tables of the law, a golden pot of manna, and Aaron’s rod
(Heb. 9:4). The manifestation of God’s law and the implements of His
sanctions were linked spatially: the tablets (law), the manna (bread),
and the rod (sanctions). Man needs law and bread in order to live.
“And he humbled thee, and suffered thee to hunger, and fed thee with
manna, which thou knewest not, neither did thy fathers know; that he
might make thee know that man doth not live by bread only, but by
every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of the LORD doth man
live” (Deut. 8:3). The rod served as a warning: violate the boundaries of
the Ark, and negative sanctions will be applied, just as they were ap-
plied on Pharaoh by means of this rod.> These three items were en-

3. Exodus 7:9-10, 19; 8:5, 16. There has been a long debate among the Jewish com-
mentators as to whether this rod was Moses’ or Aaron’s. The twentieth-century editor
and Chief Rabbi of the British Empire J. H. Hertz includes a gloss by David Levi and
Isaac Delgado, late eighteenth-century commentators: “. . . the rod of Moses used by
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cased inside the Ark and were never supposed to be viewed by any per-
son in history.* This was the ultimate inner sanctum of Israel: “For
God’s eyes only.” It was closed to man, just as the tree of the know-
ledge of good and evil had been closed to man. A boundary protected
this inner sanctum: the walls of the Ark.

A series of concentric circles of holiness encased the Ark. The Ark
was placed behind a curtain, creating the holy of holies, into which
only the high priest came once a year to offer sacrifice (Lev. 16:14—15).
The high priest had this job; no one else did (v. 17). “Now when these
things were thus ordained, the priests went always into the first taber-
nacle, accomplishing the service of God. But into the second went the
high priest alone once every year, not without blood, which he offered
for himself, and for the errors of the people” (Heb. 9:6—7). This annual
event conformed to the five-point biblical covenant. The requirement
mandating judicial representation (point two) in the offering of one
representative annual sacrifice of blood (point four) overcame the oth-
erwise absolute sanctity (point three) of the holy of holies, the dwelling
place of God (point one), thereby enabling the Israelites to survive as a
nation (point five).

Like the garden of Eden, where only the tree of the knowledge of
good and evil was declared off-limits to man, so was Mosaic Israel.
Only the interior of the Ark was declared completely off-limits. But
Adam had proven that man does not honor God’s verbal boundaries,
so God placed a series of “No Trespassing” signs in front of men as
they approached the Ark’s sacred space. He placed swords—not flam-
ing—into the hands of the Levites to guard the last few hundred feet
(Num. 1:51). The basis of this authority was their previous willingness
to use the sword against their brothers (Ex. 32:27).

The closer to the inner circle of holiness in Mosaic Israel—the im-
plements inside the Ark of the Covenant—the higher the level of ec-
clesiastical authority. The greater the danger was of violating a sacred

Aaron at the bidding of Moses.” Hertz (ed.), The Pentateuch and Haftorahs, 2nd ed.
(London: Soncino, [1937] 1987), p. 236. The mid-nineteenth-century Orthodox Jewish
commentator Samson Raphael Hirsch wrote: “There is absolutely no necessity to be-
lieve that this was Moses’ staff and not Aaron’s. (Some of the commentators put them -
selves to considerable effort to try and prove it must have been Moses™ staff). It is
much more reasonable to take it, as the verse clearly says, as Aaron’s staff.” Hirsch,
The Pentateuch, 5 vols. (Gateshead, London: Judaica, [1967?] 1989), II, p. 78. I believe
that the same rod was used by both men, even as Aaron spoke for Moses.

4.1 am assuming here that the mercy seat which sat above the Ark was a lid (Ex.
25:21). The Hebrew word used for “mercy seat,” kapporeth, comes from kaphar,
meaning “covering.”
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boundary, the higher the ecclesiastical authority. With respect to the
sacred, inner meant higher. This relationship was unique to the church
covenant. It did not apply to the civil hierarchy. There was no other
place that was geographically sacrosanct outside of the areas associ-
ated with the throne room of God. The holy of holies housed the high-
est of highs, associated with God’s mountain.’ Like Mt. Sinai, where
God gave the law to Moses, so was the tabernacle. Jordan wrote: “The
boundary around the mountain correlates to the boundary inside the
courtyard that kept the people from approaching the altar. In this way,
then, the Tabernacle (and later the Temple) were models of the ladder
to heaven, of the holy mountain. . . . The Tabernacle was God’s port-
able mountain.”

2. Circles of Authority

The association of the inner circles of the tabernacle with hier-
archy, secrecy, and authority was to make the sacred space of the tab-
ernacle foreboding to outsiders. The sense of power was inescapable.
The circles of authority grew more diffuse as they moved away from
the tabernacle. Hierarchy meant access to power; centralization meant
access to power. To be a part of the inner circle meant access to
power.

God closed access to these inner circles to those not part of spe-
cific families: Aaron, Kohath, Gershon, and Merari. Apart from adop-
tion into one of these families, which involved the surrender of a man’s
inheritance in the land, and also involved the payment of an entry fee,’
access to these inner circles was closed. There could be no competi-
tion for such access between excluded families.

The Levites lived in a camp separated from the other tribes by
2,000 cubits® (Josh. 3:4). Non-priestly Israelites were to be kept away
from the inner courts of the tabernacle by the Levites, who were to kill
intruders. The Mosaic law dearly separated land ownership from sac-
red space. During wartime, it kept political authority at arm’s length—
at least 1,000 yards—from the sanctuary of the highest ecclesiastical

5. James B. Jordan, Through New Eyes: Developing a Biblical View of the World
(Brentwood, Tennessee: Wolgemuth & Hyatt, 1988), pp. 85, 155-163, 212-13. (http://
bit.ly/jjneweyes)

6. Ibid., p. 213.

7. Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Leviticus,
2nd ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [1994] 2012), ch. 36.

8. About 1,000 yards (914 meters).
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hierarchy. After all of the copies of the Mosaic law had disappeared for
generations, a copy was found in the temple (II Kings 22:8). The op-
pression of covenant-breaking kings had not stripped the land of every
copy. The temple’s inner sanctuary had provided a safe hiding place
for the lost copy. The symbolic point was this: God’s law is beyond the
authority of kings to re-write. The hierarchy that declared the law was
not under the king, nor did the king have lawful access to the inner
sanctum where the law rested. God’s law was higher than the king.
The tablets representing God’s law were housed in the inner sanctum
of the tabernacle, not in the king’s household. There should be no mis-
take about this: the church was the central institution in pre-exilic Mo-
saic Israel because the Ark of God was guarded by the church.’” The
swords of the Levites took precedence over the sword of the king.

C. Hierarchy and the Division of Labor

There was a Levitical division of labor established by family mem-
bership. This division of labor was associated with tasks that were per-
formed separately in a series of concentric circles with the Ark at their
center.

Aaron was the high priest of Israel. On his shoulders rested the re-
sponsibility of performing those rituals that only the high priest was al-
lowed to perform as a judicial representative of the nation. His yearly
entrance into the holy of holies was the primary ritual (Ex. 30:10). The
high priest was closest to the inner circle.

To perform his duties successfully, he needed assistance. Under
him were his two sons, Eleazar and Ithamar, who had replaced the two
older sons, Nadab and Abihu (Lev. 10:12; Num. 3:4), who had been
burned by fire from the altar when they offered strange fire (Lev. 10:1—
2; Num. 3:4). “And to the office of Eleazar the son of Aaron the priest
pertaineth the oil for the light, and the sweet incense, and the daily
meat offering, and the anointing oil, and the oversight of all the taber-
nacle, and of all that therein is, in the sanctuary, and in the vessels
thereof” (Num. 4:16). The sons of Aaron had access to areas that were
off-limits to the other Kohathites: “But they shall not go in to see when
the holy things are covered, lest they die” (Num. 4:20).

The Kohathites were required to tend to the implements that were

9. After the exile, despite the absence of the Ark, the church no longer had any ser-
ious competition from the state with respect to its social centrality. The state in Israel
was part of a foreign hierarchy: Medo-Persian, Hellenic, or Roman.
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inside the boundaries of these outer coverings but outside the inner
coverings of the structure, i.e., outside of the holy of holies (Num.
3:31). They were allowed to minister closer to the inner circle than the
Gershonites were. The Gershonites were required to tend to the hang-
ing coverings of the tabernacle (Num. 3:25-26). These were the imple-
ments of separation: boundary markers inside the structure. The sons
of Merari were required to tend to the outer structure itself (Num.
3:36-37). All the Levites were under Eleazar’s supervision whenever
they performed ritual activities inside the sanctuary (Num. 3:32). Oth-
erwise, they were under Ithamar’s authority (Num. 4:28, 33; 7:8).

The next set of differentiating tasks was associated with moving
the tabernacle. The corporate job of Aaron’s sons in times of travel
was to cover the Ark of the Covenant (or Testimony) with the veil of
the tabernacle (Num. 4:5), and then cover the other holy implements
(Num. 4:6-14). This was the task of separation: preserving the bound-
aries of holiness associated with the sacrifices.

Once these vessels were covered, the Kohathites came to assist the
sons of Aaron by moving the covered vessels (Num. 4:15). The cover-
ings preserved the visual sanctification of the objects. The Kohathites
were warned not to touch any holy object (v. 15b). The objects were
carried on poles (“staves”)" inserted through rings'' or carried on top
of bars (vv. 10, 12). God also warned the sons of Aaron not to do this
task. “And the LORD spake unto Moses and unto Aaron, saying, Cut
ye not off the tribe of the families of the Kohathites from among the
Levites: But thus do unto them, that they may live, and not die, when
they approach unto the most holy things: Aaron and his sons shall go
in, and appoint them everyone to his service and to his burden: But
they shall not go in to see when the holy things are covered, lest they
die” (Num. 4:17-20). Kohathites were to be kept away from these ob-
jects until the sons of Aaron took down the hanging walls of separa-
tion, so that there was no longer any “in” to go into.

The Gershonites were prohibited from doing the work of the Ko-
hathites. Their assignments related to the next circle outward: bearing
the curtains of the tabernacle. They disassembled and reassembled the
tabernacle’s coverings and the associated furnishings (Num. 4:22-28).
They were under the jurisdiction of Ithamar (v. 28).

10. Numbers 4:6, 8, 11.

11. “And thou shalt put the staves into the rings by the sides of the ark, that the ark
may be borne with them. The staves shall be in the rings of the ark: they shall not be
taken from it” (Ex. 25:14-15).
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Similarly, the sons of Merari had their tasks associated with the
next outward circle: bearing the boards and pillars (Null. 4:29-33).
They were required to do the same with the outer support structure of
the tabernacle (Num. 4:29-33). Each item was assigned to one man by
name (v. 32). They, too, were under the jurisdiction of Ithamar (v. 33).
The Hebrew word, massaw, indicates carrying or portering. They used
oxcarts to transport the various materials (Num. 7:7).

The Levites transported the Ark on a cart in David’s day, which
was clearly in violation of the law. They were supposed to carry the
Ark on poles. This infraction led to the death of Uzzah, who reached
out and touched the Ark in order to steady it, and God killed him (II
Sam. 6).

If we were to draw a map of authority within the tribe of Levi, it
would look like this: the high priest at the center; Eleazar as his ser-
vant, in charge of ritual; Ithamar in charge of supervising the other
families in non-ritual affairs; followed by Kohath, Gershon, and Mer-
ari. Because the Merari clan guarded the outer boundaries of the
temple, its members bore the sword against intruders. With respect to
hierarchy, we can understand this through the analogy of a military
chain of command: commanding officer, chaplains, general staff, field
grade officers, officers, and enlisted men. All would be in uniform, and
only they could lawfully wear these uniforms.

These tasks did not require all of the family members of each of
the three Levitical clans to serve at the central place of worship all of
the time. Presumably, the Aaronic families of Eleazar and Ithamar did
remain at the tabernacle full time. Those Levites who were not em-
ployed full-time at the tabernacle dwelt in the Levitical cities and in
other cities. During war-time, all of the Levites would have returned to
the tabernacle to guard it as the last line of defense against foreign in-
vaders.

The Mosaic law did not assign special tasks to those Levites who
lived away from the tabernacle. In other words, when outside the sac-
red boundaries of the tabernacle, the Levites could do whatever they
wanted to do. They might teach, provide legal counsel for elders in the
gates, farm, engage in trade, or whatever else they had the skills to do.
They were not permitted to buy rural farmland, but they could lease it.

D. The Hierarchical Flow of Funds and Service

The language of the texts indicates the subordination of service.
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The high priest ruled. The sons of Aaron were to serve the high priest;
the Kohathites were to serve the sons of Aaron; the Gershonites served
the Kohathites; and the sons of Merari were the Levites who served the
other clans by protecting the perimeter. They bore the sword. The im-
agery is that of an upward flow of service.

This upward flow of service was paralleled by an upward flow of
funds. The Levites collected the tithes of the people; the priests collec-
ted the tithes of the Levites. The separation of the tribe of Levi from
any normal inheritance in the land established its moral claim on in-
come from those who enjoyed landed inheritance (Num. 18:20-30).
Levi became Israel’s substitute for the firstborn son, and therefore he
was entitled to the double portion (Deut. 21:17): automatic income.
But this double portion eliminated their inheritance in the, land.

Authority flowed outward from the throne room in which the
tables of the law were housed to the borders of the nation and beyond
(Jonah). Funds flowed inward toward that inner circle. The judicial de-
claration of the law and the ritual purification of the nation had to be
paid for. Priestly service was ultimately representative service to God.
God dwelt in the inner circles of Israel. He was the highest authority.

1. Tithe of the Tithe

The law established that Levites paid a tithe to Aaron. This re-
ferred to the high priest. I find it difficult to believe that one percent of
the nation’s net increase went each year to one man to cover his basic
living expenses. Did this money go only to the sons of Aaron, namely,
the priests who offered the sacrifices? The text does not say.

To find the answer, we must ask ourselves: Is the laborer worthy of
his hire (I Tim. 5:18)?' If he is, then those Levites who were in full-
time service at the tabernacle must have been paid by the high priest.
We do not get something for nothing; there are no free lunches. The
Mosaic law does not indicate that these servants were self-funded or
funded as some sort of family obligation. This is indicated by the text
in Nehemiah: “And the priest the son of Aaron shall be with the
Levites, when the Levites take tithes: and the Levites shall bring up the
tithe of the tithes unto the house of our God, to the chambers, into the
treasure house. For the children of Israel and the children of Levi shall
bring the offering of the corn, of the new wine, and the oil, unto the

12. Gary North, Hierarchy and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First
Timothy, 2nd ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [2001] 212), ch. 8.
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chambers, where are the vessels of the sanctuary, and the priests that
minister, and the porters, and the singers: and we will not forsake the
house of our God” (Neh. 10:38-39). Again, we read: “And all Israel in
the days of Zerubbabel, and in the days of Nehemiah, gave the por-
tions of the singers and the porters, every day his portion: and they
sanctified holy things unto the Levites; and the Levites sanctified them
unto the children of Aaron” (Neh. 12:47).

Who were the priests who received the tithe of the Levites in pre-
exilic times?'"> Answer: those who were serving God full-time in sacra-
mental activities at the tabernacle. This included those Levites who
were serving their tour of duty at the tabernacle. In the tribal division
of labor, they could not spend time working at other jobs.

2. Tithe-Exempt

The Levites’ tithe to Aaron is specified as a tithe of everything they
collected from the other tribes. “Thus speak unto the Levites, and say
unto them, When ye take of the children of Israel the tithes which I
have given you from them for your inheritance, then ye shall offer up
an heave offering of it for the LORD, even a tenth part of the tithe.
And this your heave offering shall be reckoned unto you, as though it
were the corn of the threshingfloor, and as the fulness of the wine-
press” (Num. 18:26-27). The phrase, “as though it were the corn of the
threshingfloor,” indicates that those Levites who made incomes from
non-sacramental services paid a tithe on this increase to the priests.

Those at the top of the hierarchy did not pay a tithe. They paid in
full-time service to God and to the other tribes. They were judicial in-
termediaries. Because they devoted all of their time to the service of
God and the other tribes, they were not required to pay a tithe to
themselves. This indicates that they were not to spend time in com-
mercial ventures, agriculture, and other income-generating activities.
Full-time service was defined as sacramental service that was associ-
ated with sacrifices and cleansing. It was tied geographically to the tab-

13. This changed in post-exilic times because so few Levites returned and so many
priests did. Accompanying Zerubbabel were 4,289 priests (Ezra 2:36—39) and 341
Levites (Ezra 2:40-42). Extra-biblical evidence, mainly from Josephus, indicates that
the tithe was divided so that the priests were supported more directly by the fruits of
the people. See Life of Flavius Josephus, 15; Antiquities of the Jews, XI:V:8; XX:VIII:8;
ix:2. Against Apion 1:22; cited in “Tithe,” in Cyclopaedia of Biblical, Theological, and
Ecclesiastical Literature, eds. John M‘Clintock and James Strong, 12 vols. (New York:
Harper & Bros, 1894), X, p. 436.
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ernacle and/or the holy of holies (when the Ark of the Covenant was
not inside the tabernacle, as it was not in the era after Eli and before
David brought it back to Jerusalem, the city of David)." Such service
was closed to those who were not ordained to it. It was explicitly eccle-
siastical service. The mark of full-time service was personal exemption
from the tithe. It was therefore a mark of total dependence on the
tithes of others. The greater the degree of service, the greater the degree
of economic dependence. The most authoritative ruler in Israel—the
high priest—was the most dependent servant: dependent on God’s
grace with respect to the correct performance of his duties and the du-
ties of those priests under his jurisdiction,”” and dependent on the
people to pay their tithes.

This hierarchical principle has not changed. Ministers of indepen-
dent churches do not owe a tithe to the church on their income gained
from the church. There is no need for an accounting game of “pay the
minister’s tithe,” with the church paying him a larger salary so that he
has enough money to live on after the tithe, which goes back to the
church. Those working in what is euphemistically called full-time
Christian service owe a tithe to the local church unless they are em-
ployed by the church. Salaries received from the church in exchange
for services to the church are not to be tithed. This, of course, does not
apply to profit-seeking businesses that sell goods or services to the
church. This rule applies to individuals who are paid by a local church
to perform services associated with that church’s official tasks, if they
are also members of this church. If they are members of another local
church, then their tithe goes to the other church.

This exemption from the tithe applies only to employment by the
church, which possesses a lawful sacerdotal monopoly. It does not ap-
ply to employment by parachurch organizations. For example, a per-
son who is employed by a parachurch organization who then tithes his
income back to this organization is doing more than playing econom-
ically meaningless accounting games; he is rebelling against God. He
owes the tithe to his local church.

E. Holiness and the Division of Labor

The priesthood was hierarchical. Different branches within Levi

14. Jerusalem was known as the city of David (II Sam. 5:6-7). David brought the
Ark back to his city (I Sam. 6:12).
15. North, Boundaries and Dominion, ch. 4.
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performed different tasks. This separated authority hierarchically
within the tribe of Levi, and it separated Levitical authority to declare
the law hierarchically to the other tribes.

Korah was a member of the family of Kohath. He was Moses’ cous-
in: the son of Moses’ uncle, Izhar (Ex. 6:18-21). He led a democratic
revolt against Moses. “Now Korah, the son of Izhar, the son of Kohath,
the son of Levi, and Dathan and Abiram, the sons of Eliab, and On, the
son of Peleth, sons of Reuben, took men: And they rose up before
Moses, with certain of the children of Israel, two hundred and fifty
princes of the assembly, famous in the congregation, men of renown:
And they gathered themselves together against Moses and against
Aaron, and said unto them, Ye take too much upon you, seeing all the
congregation are holy, everyone of them, and the LORD is among
them: wherefore then lift ye up yourselves above the congregation of
the LORD?” (Num. 16:1-3). Korah’s revolt rested judicially on the
basis of the supposed equality of authority within Israel. God disposed
of them appropriately: by causing the earth to open up beneath them
(Num. 16:31-33). They had lifted themselves up; God would pull them
down. But not immediately.

For Korah to make such a democratic claim, he had to enlist the
cooperation of members of at least one other tribe. His claim would
have made no sense had he limited his recruiting to the tribe of Levi.
To have done so would have pointed to the existence of hierarchy in
Israel: Levi over all the others. This would have undermined his claim.
Therefore, Korah had to approach the sacred center of Israel accom-
panied by non-Levites. He also had to participate in a profane act: the
transgressing of a sacred boundary.

Moses’ prophetic test of equality was both geographical and litur-
gical: to have all claimants to priestly authority light fires. Those who
did not possess lawful hierarchical authority to perform such a litur-
gical act would be placed under God’s direct negative sanctions. Their
fire would be declared strange fire. Moses proposed a test based on
sacrilege, which in turn was based on the division of labor. “And he
spake unto Korah and unto all his company, saying, Even to morrow
the LORD will shew who are his, and who is holy; and will cause him
to come near unto him: even him whom he hath chosen will he cause
to come near unto him. This do; Take you censers, Korah, and all his
company; And put fire therein, and put incense in them before the
LORD to morrow: and it shall be that the man whom the LORD doth
choose, he shall be holy: ye take too much upon you, ye sons of Levi”
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(Num. 16:5-7). The holiness of separation would soon prove to be
total.

Moses criticized Korah for the latter’s refusal to be content with
the high degree of authority that God had given to the Levites: “And
Moses said unto Korah, Hear, I pray you, ye sons of Levi: Seemeth it
but a small thing unto you, that the God of Israel hath separated you
from the congregation of Israel, to bring you near to himself to do the
service of the tabernacle of the LORD, and to stand before the con-
gregation to minister unto them? And he hath brought thee near to
him, and all thy brethren the sons of Levi with thee: and seek ye the
priesthood also?” (Num. 16:8-10). But Korah wanted even more au-
thority.

Moses declared himself to be a prophet in terms of God’s immedi-
ate application of negative sanctions: “And Moses said, Hereby ye shall
know that the LORD hath sent me to do all these works; for I have not
done them of mine own mind. If these men die the common death of
all men, or if they be visited after the visitation of all men; then the
LORD hath not sent me. But if the LORD make a new thing, and the
earth open her mouth, and swallow them up, with all that appertain
unto them, and they go down quick into the pit; then ye shall under-
stand that these men have provoked the LORD” (Num. 16:28-30). The
Old Covenant prophet was a prophet because God’s negative sanctions
predictably followed the prophet’s declaration of a covenant lawsuit.
This is why the office no longer exists under the New Covenant, and
also why the negative civil sanction of capital punishment for false
prophecy (Deut. 18:20-21) no longer applies. The Old Covenant’s rig-
orous temporal predictability no longer exists."

God’s visible judgment against Korah made it clear that the Mosa-
ic Covenant’s hierarchy of priestly authority was a hierarchy of power.
This is because it was a hierarchy of sacramental holiness. This hier-
archy of holiness was the basis of a division of labor in the service of
God. Not everyone had the authority to approach God’s inner sanctum
by passing through the concentric circles of holiness that surrounded
it. Korah had proclaimed the doctrine of equal holiness. God pro-
nounced visible judgment against this doctrine by destroying him and
those allied with him. The division of labor in Israel would be retained.

These concentric circles ended definitively at the crucifixion, when
the veil of the temple was rent, top to bottom (Matt. 27:51). That this

16. Chapter 5:B.
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tearing began at the top of the veil indicated that God had initiated it.
Nevertheless, what was definitive judicially took a generation to fulfill.
The high priest still possessed a sacrosanct position, which Paul ac-
knowledged when he apologized for having berated him, not knowing
that he was the high priest (Acts 23:4-5). Not until the fall of Jerusalem
and the burning of the temple by the Romans did the Mosaic law’s de-
grees of priestly holiness finally cease. The fires of the altar ended
forever when God burned the temple. The altar’s fire had become
strange fire through Old Covenant Israel’s rebellion. The priesthood
ended, thereby also ending the influence of the Sadducee party. The
Pharisees—defenders of the oral law, unlike the Sadducees'—replaced
them as the leaders of the new religion of Judaism."®

F. Monopoly Services and Economic Dependence

The Levites provided teaching services and judgment to the na-
tion. They also carried the tabernacle from place to place. Both forms
of service involved holiness. The Levites had been set aside by God for
these purposes. These services were tribal monopolies. As monopolies,
they could have become opportunities for economic oppression. God
placed economic limits on the Levites in order to limit their economic
return from the possession of these monopolies: a limit of ten percent
of any increase in wealth by the people and the Levites’ requirement to
provide free freight hauling services. Those who were involved in
transporting the tabernacle became priests for the duration of the
journey: full-time priestly servants of God. The free market’s pricing
principle—high bid wins—did not apply to the ecclesiastical services
performed by the Levites. The tithe did.

The Mosaic Covenant clearly established the principle of tribal in-
terdependence. In Mosaic Israel, the tribes other than Levi were cov-
enantally incapable of serving God sacramentally by themselves. They
became covenantally dependent on members of the tribe of Levi to
serve as intermediaries between them and God. The inter-tribal link
among the other dozen tribes was the tribe of Levi, which served all
the others and collected tithes from them.

The Levites were heavily (though not exclusively) dependent eco-

17. Herbert Danby, “Introduction,” The Mishnah (New York: Oxford University
Press, [1933] 1987), pp. xviii—xix.

18. The key figure in this transition was Johanan ben Zakkei. /bid., pp. xxx—xx. On
Judaism as a post-A.D. 70 religion, see Jacob Neusner, Judaism and Scripture: The
Evidence of Leviticus Rabbah (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), Preface.
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nomically on the other tribes for their income. They were more de-
pendent in the early stages of Mosaic Israel’s history than God inten-
ded them to be as time went on. God made them economically de-
pendent initially by way of the laws of landed inheritance: they did not
participate in the original distribution, nor could they buy up rural
land or inherit it." As the nation grew in numbers and wealth, how-
ever, this economic dependence would have been reduced by the in-
creasing value of urban property in relation to rural land. Mosaic law
was biased against capital in rural land, for the law favored population
growth: fewer miscarriages (Ex. 23:26) and longer life spans (Ex. 20:12)
for covenantal obedience. Population growth in the context of a fixed
supply of rural land, with all male heirs inheriting, leads to ever-smal-
ler family allotments.” Under such conditions of covenantal blessing,
the Levites, who could own inheritable real estate in the cities, would
have seen their income sources less dependent on tithes based on the
agricultural productivity of the other tribes.

Levites were not prohibited from owning urban businesses, so
their economic dependence on the other tribes would have been re-
duced over time, at least when the nation was covenantally faithful to
God. This was an economic incentive for the Levites to teach and en-
force God’s law. God’s positive corporate sanction to Israel—urban
growth—would have served as a subsidy to the Levites, who would
have been more likely to buy urban real estate prior to this demo-
graphic shift. They were more likely to be early residents of cities,
since they could not lawfully inherit rural land.

There could have been another factor in the decreasing economic
dependence of Levi: the growing size of the tribe in comparison to the
numbers involved in full-time priestly service. When the need to
transport the tabernacle ended with the completion of the temple, this
reduced an important aspect of priestly service. This Levitical service
was replaced by singing (I Chron. 15:15-16). Also, it is possible that
the number of priests required for the sacrifices would not have grown
proportionately to the tribe of Levi. That would have depended on the
demand for sacrifices by the general population. It is possible that the
growth in demand for sacrifices would have required many more

19. With this exception: “And if he will not redeem the field, or if he have sold the
field to another man, it shall not be redeemed any more. But the field, when it goeth
out in the jubile, shall be holy unto the LORD, as a field devoted; the possession there-
of shall be the priest’s” (Lev. 27:20-21). See North, Boundaries and Dominion, ch. 37.

20. Ibid., ch. 34.



The Hierarchy of Service/Sanctions (Num. 3:5-10) 59

priests. We do not know. We do know that far more priests returned
from the exile than Levites (Ezra 2:36-42).

There was a dual monopoly in Mosaic Israel: control over sacrifice
by the Levites and control over rural land by the other tribes. Members
of the other tribes had no hope of obtaining the guaranteed income of
the tithe unless they were adopted into a Levite family (Lev. 27:2-8).
The Levites had no hope in agricultural inheritance. The dozen other
tribes had to be fed spiritually by the Levites. The Levites were to be
fed literally by the other tribes. Each of the monopolists knew that
what he possessed was incomplete, that he would have to supply ser-
vices to others in order to prosper.

G. Mobility at Some Price

As men approached the holy of holies, there was increasingly lim-
ited lawful geographical mobility. This limited mobility was based on
the presence of sacred boundaries. Transgression of these boundaries
was not a violation of etiquette; it was a violation of sacred space: pro-
fanity.

Israelite society was not characterized by a fixed hierarchy, espe-
cially a hierarchy of inheritance. The sacred hierarchy was confined to
a single tribe. This opened the possibility of social mobility for those
outside the tribe of Levi. There were no economic guarantees outside
of Levi, but there were also no significant restraints on what a free man
could earn or do with his capital, including time. There was the jubilee
law (Lev. 25), but this law was to be applied infrequently; Economically
speaking, its effects would have become decreasingly significant over
time in a covenantally faithful society, as a result of the decreasing eco-
nomic relevance of agricultural landed property.

The sacred boundaries for Israelites were limited to the area close
to the tabernacle. Beyond this geographical limit, men could go where
they would. They could rise as high as their talents would allow when
God’s law was enforced. There was no caste system that specified that
a man, family, or tribe had to perform this or that service. Service was
contractual. With the exception of those services identified by God’s
law as inherently immoral, each person could offer his services for sale
without restriction. Because Israelite society was not sacred, service
was not fixed. Sacred boundaries applied only to the sacramental
realm of the sacrifices. Had Mosaic society been universally sacred,
these sacred boundaries would have encased men and their talents
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within tight legal and geographical boundaries.

Beyond the sacred space of the tabernacle, and outside of any sac-
red services performed by local Levites, men were free to move. So,
they were free to choose. They could offer to buy their way into what-
ever position was for sale, whether they used their labor or their mon-
ey as the appropriate currency of access. Every hierarchy other than
the hierarchy of ecclesiastical service, which included the king’s office
as military priest in times of holy warfare, was temporary. Because
men possessed the legal right of mobility, upward and downward, the
hierarchies that existed at any point in time were mobile.

The covenantal hierarchy of the priesthood was sacred: a matter of
life and death. The army’s covenantal hierarchy was quasi-priestly:
control over life and death. The respective chains of command were
necessary for the performance of oath-bound service. The hierarchical
structure of both of these hierarchies could lawfully be defended by
the threat of violence. Outsiders could not gain lawful access apart
from adoption and/or oath. The same is true in a family, another oath-
bound institution. But there is no fourth institution lawfully estab-
lished by means of a covenantal oath.

With the annulment of the Mosaic priesthood, neither birth nor
family adoption is necessary to gain access to the mediatorial ecclesi-
astical office of minister. Only a wife*" and a ministerial oath is man-
dated. Even in the case of the military services, access to the top posi-
tions has generally been open to men of lower classes during wartime.
The man who repeatedly wins battles “buys” his way into senior milit-
ary positions normally closed in times of peace. The currency of up-
ward mobility during wartime is victory. This is why, in Tocqueville’s
opinion, the non-commissioned officer in a democratic army favors
war.”” Exemplary service in battle, coupled with the high death rate of
officers, are his ways of gaining permanent promotion.

This stands as a warning: in a non-covenantal hierarchy, those
who seek to use violence against others in order to maintain their
places against those who wish to compete lawfully for office, income,
or position have violated God’s law. If they invoke the state as their
agent of coercion, they have sinned. The free market principle of “high

21. “This is a true saying, If a man desire the office of a bishop, he desireth a good
work. A bishop then must be blameless, the husband of one wife, vigilant, sober, of
good behaviour, given to hospitality, apt to teach” (I Tim. 3:1-2).

22. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, ed. ]. P. Meyer, 2 vols. (Garden
City, New York: Anchor, [1966] 1969), II (1840), ch. 23, p. 654.
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bid wins” must be honored. The right to bid for place is fundamental
to biblical liberty. Others must be allowed to buy their way into any
non-covenantal hierarchy if access is for sale—and access is almost al-
ways for sale, although the terms may be unofficial and concealed.

In modern democracy, political incumbents establish new layers of
bureaucracy and reinforce old layers in order to seal off outsiders from
access to civil authority. The Italian theorist Robert Michels called this
the iron law of oligarchy.” This sociological law may be iron-like, but
any use of force to preserve the benefits of an oligarchy is biblically il-
legitimate. A society that allows such acts to become widespread and
then endemic will eventually come under God’s judgment in history.
The nearly bloodless collapse of Communism’s bureaucracies in the
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and its satellites, 1989 to 1991, is
the most graphic display in modern history of the reality of this cause-
and-effect relationship. Communism literally went bankrupt.”* This
economic bankruptcy after seven decades had caught up with Com-
munism’s theoretical bankruptcy,” which in turn had created moral
bankruptcy.”® The Soviet hierarchy, established by force,” collapsed.
Or better put, its members found new ways of imposing force and sur-
viving, but without the ideology of international Communism to justi-
fy the use of force.

H. The Inevitability of Hierarchy

Hierarchy is an inescapable concept. It is built into the creation
through the dominion covenant: man’s exercise of dominion over the
creation. God acts through intermediaries. The husband exercises
headship over his wife and children, for whom he is responsible. The
general exercises authority over his troops, for whom he is responsible.
Hierarchy is an outworking of representative responsibility: God holds
leaders more responsible than followers for the outcome of events,

23. Robert Michels, Political Parties: A Sociological Study of Oligarchical Tenden-
cies of Modem Democracy (New York: Free Press, [1908] 1949).

24. Judy Shelton, The Coming Soviet Crash: Gorbachev’s Desperate Pursuit of
Credit in Western Financial Markets (New York: Free Press, 1989).

25. Gary North, Marx’s Religion of Revolution: Regeneration Through Chaos (Tyler,
Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, [1968] 1989). (http://bit.ly/gnmror)

26. Konstantin Simis, USSR: The Corrupt Society: The Secret World of Soviet Cap-
italism (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1982).

27. Michael Voslensky, Nomenklatura: The Soviet Ruling Class (Garden City, New
York: Doubleday, 1984); Davis K. Willis, KLASS: How Russians Really Live (New York:
St. Martin’s, 1985).
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even though followers, corporately, are the intermediate source of a
leader’s authority. Authority is distributed by God from the top down
and from the bottom up simultaneously.” Nevertheless, God holds
leaders more responsible than followers: with greater authority comes
greater responsibility (Luke 12:47—48).

Hierarchy in Mosaic Israel was based on the sacrosanct yet limited
extent of the sacred. The sacred did not encompass everything in Is-
rael; on the contrary, it encompassed very little, and the narrow boun-
daries of sacred space were evidence of this. While ethical transgres-
sion was common, necessitating sacred sacrifices, profaning sacred
boundaries was rare, for profanation was frequently fatal. It was rarely
repeated by the same person. Fear of sacred space was widespread.

The fixed hierarchical boundaries of the Levites were tied to the
fixed concentric structure of sacred boundaries. When these boundar-
ies were annulled by the New Covenant, the old tribal hierarchy was
annulled with it. The torn veil of the temple pointed to the torn condi-
tion of tribal boundaries. The Mosaic priesthood ended, and with it,
the tribal separations.

What the Bible denies is the legitimacy of judicially fixed hierarch-
ies in non-covenantal institutions. The Bible does not promote equal-
ity. There is no equality in heaven (I Cor. 3:14),” nor is there equality
in hell (Luke 12:47—48).>° There is a bedrock individualism in biblical
sociology because there is an inescapable individualism in final judg-
ment. No person can transfer responsibility to another person and
thereby escape the consequences of his actions (Gen. 3:12-13). Yet
there is also a bedrock corporate element in biblical sociology: final
judgment is announced to two great collectives: sheep and goats, saved
and lost (Matt. 25).

I mention this because, as an early twenty-first-century social the-
orist, I am well aware of the conflict between liberalism and conservat-
ism, a conflict that cannot be mediated by radicalism. Conservative so-
ciologist Robert Nisbet described it well: “If the central ethos of liber-
alism is individual emancipation, and that of radicalism the expansion
of political power in the service of social and moral zeal, the ethos of
conservatism is tradition, essentially medieval tradition. From conser-

28. North, Boundaries and Dominion, ch. 4.

29. Gary North, Judgment and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First Cor-
inthians, 2nd ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [2001] 2012), ch. 3.

30. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke, 2nd
ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [2000] 2012), ch. 28.
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vatism’s defense of social tradition sprang its emphasis on the values of
community, kinship, hierarchy, authority, and religion, and also its
premonitions of social chaos surmounted by absolute power once in-
dividuals had become wrenched from the contexts of these values by
the forces of liberalism and radicalism.”*" The twentieth century saw
the fruition of conservatism’s fears: two world wars, Communism,
Nazism, and the alienation and despair produced by individual moral
debauchery. Yet we should not ignore an insight of the mischievous
libertarian humorist, P. J. O’'Rourke. If you think the good old days
were good, think of one word: dentistry.

In opposition to the individualism of liberalism, the collectivism of
radicalism, and the traditionalism of conservatism, I offer biblical cov-
enantalism: a sovereign God whose decree governs history, who has
been revealed in history by the Bible and Jesus Christ, both called the
word of God, who have announced God’s unchanging standards. I pro-
claim God’s predictable visible corporate sanctions in history, leading
to the progressive triumph of His elect representatives in history. Cov-
enantal social theory has a place for the conservative ideals of com-
munity (church), kinship (family), hierarchy, and authority. But it also
has a place for the liberal ideals of individualism, progress, science,
peaceful political change (democracy), and economic growth. What is
needed today, and will be needed in a thousand years, is a theoretically
coherent and practical integration of these ideals which preserves per-
sonal liberty without sacrificing the bonds of community, and also pre-
serves sufficient political power to repel military invaders and suppress
domestic disturbers of the peace. Without sanctions, there is no hier-
archy; there is only opinion. Point four and point two of the biblical
covenant are intimately linked.

Conclusion

The hierarchy of sacred service in Mosaic Israel involved a hier-
archy of authority. The high priest was at the pinnacle of this hier-
archy. He had far greater responsibility than those under him. Below
him came the sons of Aaron. Then came the other Levites: Kohath,
Gershon, and Merari. Below them came the other tribes. The closer
that a man’s service came to the Ark of the Covenant, the more dan-
gerous it was. This system of geographical holiness kept each man in

31. Robert A. Nisbet, The Sociological Tradition (New York: Basic Books, 1966), p.
11.
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his place. As a man approached Israel’s central holy place, he in effect
approached God’s holy mountain, and like Mt. Sinai, where God met
with Moses to establish the covenant and deliver the law, it was a cap-
ital offense for insufficiently holy Israelites to cross its boundary (Ex.
19:12-13).

Participants in Israel’s holy commonwealth knew that they could
not operate alone. They knew also that services had to be paid for.
There were no free lunches in Israel, although the presence of the
manna in the Ark at the very center of the nation testified that there
had been partially subsidized lunches in the wilderness. The curse of
the ground had been removed for a season.

There was no possibility of equality in Israel; the society was hier-
archical. The closer to the Ark that a man operated lawfully, the great-
er his sacerdotal authority and responsibility, and also the greater his
economic dependance on the economic success of others and their
obedience to the law. While the high priest in Israel would probably
never go hungry, he risked God’s sanctions every time he performed a
mandated ritual. The fiery testimony of Nadab and Abihu was suffi-
cient warning. No one could lawfully trade places with him, and no
one who wanted to live would have tried.

Priestly service was governed by the workshop rule: a place for
everything, and everything in its place. But the farther away from the
holy of holies, the less that Israel was governed by this narrowly cir-
cumscribed law. The office of high priest was unique. There could only
be one high priest at a time. The farther away from the Ark, the less
that any man had a specific mandated service or required place. Put
differently, priestly service is judicially more specific than non-priestly
service.

Let us consider the most successful of all the non-biblical systems
of sacred hierarchy in man’s history: Hinduism. The Hindu system of
permanent religious castes is the product of a religious worldview that
extends the principle of priestly service to all of life. A man born into
one caste cannot advance himself or his family if such advancement is
dependent upon his performing services that are monopolies of anoth-
er caste. Social stagnation in Hindu society is correlative to its vision of
the proper maintenance of religious tradition, even to the point of
denying the cosmic reality of linear change.

Life is religious. It is also judicially protected by God. There is a
right to life under God’s law, but this is not a sacred right, for life is not
a sacred rite. To argue otherwise is to move in the direction of Hindu-
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ism’s caste society.

By confining sacred service within narrow geographical and tribal
boundaries, God opened Mosaic society to the possibility of upward
social mobility and progress. Sacred hierarchy there was, but it was
tightly bounded, both for its own protection and the protection of the
society around it.



4

THE FIRSTBORN AND NEGATIVE
ECONOMIC SANCTIONS

And the LORD spake unto Moses, saying, And I, behold, I have taken
the Levites from among the children of Israel instead of all the first-
born that openeth the matrix among the children of Israel: therefore
the Levites shall be mine; Because all the firstborn are mine; for on the
day that I smote all the firstborn in the land of Egypt I hallowed unto
me all the firstborn in Israel, both man and beast: mine shall they be:
I am the LORD (Num. 3:11-13).

The theocentric focus of this law is God’s ownership. This passage
announced God’s unique proprietary claim on the Levites because of
their position as the sacrificial substitutes for the firstborn sons of Is-
rael. As Creator, God owns everything, but He established here a spe-
cial claim on the firstborn, including animals. This special claim had
its origin in God’s execution of the firstborn sons of Egypt.

God hallowed (kawdash) the firstborn. The Hebrew word kaw-
dash means holy or sanctified. The word is also used with respect to
the sabbath. “And God blessed the seventh day, and sanctified [kaw-
dash] it: because that in it he had rested from all his work which God
created and made” (Gen. 2:3). “Remember the sabbath day, to keep
[kawdash] it holy [kawdash]” (Ex. 20:8).” For in six days the LORD
made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in them is, and rested the
seventh day: wherefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day, and hal-
lowed [kawdash] it” (Ex. 20:11)." The word means set apart. God is the
Lord of each day of the week (general claim), yet He has set apart one
day as His special holy day (special claim). There are six common days
and one holy day. This distinction between common and holy applied

1. Gary North, Authority and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Exodus
(Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, 2012), Part 2, Decalogue and Dominion (1986), ch.
24.
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to the Levites’ position among the tribes of Mosaic Israel. The law of
the firstborn’s redemption appears immediately prior to the law of the
sabbath (Ex. 34:20-21).

A. Firstborn Sons

Did firstborn refer only to a son? Both text and context indicate
that it did. First, in relationship to covenantal inheritance, God desig-
nated the nation of Israel as His firstborn son. God told Moses: “And
thou shalt say unto Pharaoh, Thus saith the LORD, Israel is my son,
even my firstborn: And I say unto thee, Let my son go, that he may
serve me: and if thou refuse to let him go, behold, I will slay thy son,
even thy firstborn” (Ex. 4:22-23).

Second, the subsequent system of sacrifice mandated sacrifices for
firstborn sons, not daughters. “But the firstling of an ass thou shalt re-
deem with a lamb: and if thou redeem him not, then shalt thou break
his neck. All the firstborn of thy sons thou shalt redeem. And none
shall appear before me empty” (Ex. 34:20; emphasis added). The inter-
pretation of biblical passages that are less specific should be governed
by passages that are more specific. This one is less specific: “Sanctify
unto me all the firstborn, whatsoever openeth the womb among the
children of Israel, both of man and of beast: it is mine” (Ex. 13:2). This
one is more specific: the Israelite father’s words to his inquiring son.
“And it came to pass, when Pharaoh would hardly let us go, that the
LORD slew all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, both the firstborn of
man, and the firstborn of beast: therefore I sacrifice to the LORD all
that openeth the matrix, being males; but all the firstborn of my chil-
dren I redeem” (Ex. 13:15; emphasis added). The father acts as God
did: slaying firstborn male animals (reflecting Egypt’s loss) and re-
deeming his firstborn son (reflecting Israel’s gain).

Third, when requiring the substitution of Levites for firstborn Is-
raelites, God specified firstborn sons: “And the LORD said unto--
Moses, Number all the firstborn of the males of the children of Israel
from a month old and upward, and take the number of their names”
(Num. 3:40). When the sex of the firstborn child is not specified, the
Bible assumes the child is masculine: “And it shall be, that the firstborn
which she beareth shall succeed in the name of his brother which is
dead, that his name be not put out of Israel” (Deut. 25:6; emphasis ad-
ded). This is how the Book of Nehemiah interpreted firstborn: “Also
the firstborn of our sons, and of our cattle, as it is written in the law,
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and the firstlings of our herds and of our flocks, to bring to the house
of our God, unto the priests that minister in the house of our God”
(Neh. 10:36).

Fourth, when the final judgment came on Egypt, it was a judgment
against the nation’s strength: “He smote also all the firstborn in their
land, the chief of all their strength” (Ps. 105:36). This corresponds to
Jacob’s identification of firstborn Reuben as his might, strength, and
power (Gen. 49:3). This was what made David’s position unique: the
eighth son of Jesse was the heir who became the strong man and king
(I Sam. 17:12, 14).

Fifth, prior to the substitution of the Levites for the firstborn sons
of the other tribes, the nature of the redemption system was unstated.
“Thou shalt not delay to offer the first of thy ripe fruits, and of thy li-
quors [vintage]: the firstborn of thy sons shalt thou give unto me” (Ex.
22:29). This involved some sort of formal dedication, but God did not
say what this dedication was. This law pointed to the nation’s need of a
system of redemption, but it did not offer specifics. Israelites were to
look forward to the establishment of a redemption system; until then,
they were mentally to set apart their firstborn sons. Having set apart
(made holy) their firstborn sons, the parents had to wait upon God to
tell them what to do next, just as Abraham had to wait upon God for
further details in the sacrifice of Isaac. They were to set apart their
firstborn; then they were to wait for God to tell them what to do next.
But they were not willing to wait on God; instead, they “rose up to
play” (Ex. 32:6). In response, God had Levi impose the negative sanc-
tion of death on their representatives (Ex. 32:28).

Sixth, only firstborn sons were entitled to a double inheritance
(Deut. 21:15-17).> There was no similar provision for firstborn daugh-
ters when all of the children were girls. Daughters in such a household
had a right of landed inheritance in Israel, so long as they did not
marry outside their tribe (Num. 36).° But the absence of any reference
to double inheritance indicates that the double portion was related to
the extension of a man’s name and strength in Israel. Not being en-
titled to the unique covenantal blessing, the firstborn daughter was not
under the unique covenantal burden.

2. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deutero-
nomy, 2nd ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [1999] 2012), ch. 50.
3. Chapter 22.
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B. Passover, Sanctions, and Succession

God said, “for on the day that I smote all the firstborn in the land
of Egypt I hallowed unto me all the firstborn in Israel, both man and
beast: mine shall they be: I am the LORD” (v. 13). Something had
happened on the first Passover night to change the previous legal rela-
tionship between God and the firstborn. The question is: What?

The firstborn prior to the first Passover had been exclusively a pos-
itive sanction from God. The firstborn was entitled to a special bless-
ing from his father, which is why Jacob deceived Isaac regarding his
identity: he wanted the blessing that would have gone to Esau (Gen.
27:19), had God not revealed to Rebekah that Jacob was the chosen
son (Gen. 25:23), and had not Esau sold his birthright to Jacob (Gen.
25:33). The firstborn was the extension of the father’s might, dignity,
and power. The firstborn was God’s sign that through succession, the
father’s name and rule would extend into the future. After the Passov-
er, however, there was a negative sanction associated with the first-
born, both of sons and male animals. “And the LORD spake unto
Moses, saying, Sanctify unto me all the firstborn, whatsoever openeth
the womb among the children of Israel, both of man and of beast: it is
mine” (Ex. 13:1-2). Why was there the imposition of a negative eco-
nomic sanction?

This had something to do with the judicially representative char-
acter of the firstborn. The firstborn represented the future: a family’s fu-
ture and, corporately, a nation’s future. God placed a unique claim on
this inheritance after the death of the firstborn of Egypt. He called the
firstborn His. He did not limit this to humans; it included the animals,
too. To enforce His claim of ownership after the first Passover, God
imposed a system of negative sanctions. As we shall see, clean animals
had to be slain, unclean animals redeemed with a money payment, and
sons redeemed with a money payment.

No Egyptian family escaped the negative sanction of the death of
the firstborn (Ex. 12:29-30). When Israel departed, the Israelites took
with them much of the wealth of Egypt (Ex. 12:35).* All the firstborn
sons of Egypt were dead. Israel, God’s firstborn son, therefore inher-
ited what would have been the inheritance of the firstborn Egyptians.
This transfer of inheritance, family by family, was the result of God’s
negative sanctions against the original heirs. The spoils of Egypt repaid

4. This wealth was sufficient to enable 600,000 men to pay the half shekel of silver
three times in the wilderness.
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Israel for decades of slavery—the kidnapping of God’s firstborn—but
in a unique form: wealth gained as a direct result of the death of the
firstborn sons of Egypt. What is important here is the link between
negative sanctions—the death of Egypt’s firstborn—and disinherit-
ance. God’s provision of an inheritance for Israel (positive) was based
on His disinheritance of Egypt (negative). The historical means of
Egypt’s disinheritance was the death of Egypt’s firstborn. In short, the
sanction of death was the historic basis of the subsequent disinherit-
ance-inheritance. This covenantal process of sanctions/inheritance-
disinheritance was to be repeated in the conquest of Canaan a genera-
tion later.

The Mosaic penalty for kidnapping was death: “And he that steal-
eth a man, and selleth him, or if he be found in his hand, he shall
surely be put to death” (Ex. 21:16).> God found His son in the hands of
the representative agent of the kidnappers: Pharaoh. Pharaoh’s accom-
plices were given an opportunity to renounce the crime and escape
bloodguilt by placing the blood of a lamb on their doorposts, but no
Egyptian family complied. This led to the comprehensive disinherit-
ance of Egypt: “And it came to pass, that at midnight the LORD smote
all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh that
sat on his throne unto the firstborn of the captive that was in the dun-
geon; and all the firstborn of cattle” (Ex. 12:29).

The Passover was required of the Israelites to remind them of the
night in which God’s wrath passed over the families of Israel. The
shedding of a lamb’s blood had protected each family. But Israel was
not to forget the negative sanction imposed on Egypt: “That ye shall
say, It is the sacrifice of the LORD’s passover, who passed over the
houses of the children of Israel in Egypt, when he smote the Egyptians,
and delivered our houses. And the people bowed the head and wor-
shipped” (Ex. 12:27). The positive sanction of national deliverance was
accomplished through the negative sanction of corporate execution.
The shedding of blood preceded this deliverance: the shedding of the
lambs’ blood. Either a lamb’s blood was shed or else the firstborn son
perished in the households of Israel and Egypt.

At the first Passover, firstborn sons became uniquely representat-
ive of the future: the future of Egypt and the future of Israel. So repres-
entative was the firstborn son at the first Passover that he died unless
he had a blood covering: firstborn animals and firstborn sons. The Pas-

5. North, Authority and Dominion, Part 3, Tools of Dominion (1990), ch. 34.
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sover brought a negative sanction: death. The outcome of this sanction
determined succession and inheritance in Egypt: the Egyptians’ sec-
ond-born sons (if any) were disinherited by the departing Israelites.
This indicates that point four of the biblical covenant—sanctions—is
judicially bound up with point five: succession.

C. Firstborn Rites

Immediately following the recapitulation of the law of the Passover
(Ex. 13:3-10), we read:

And it shall be when the LORD shall bring thee into the land of the
Canaanites, as he sware unto thee and to thy fathers, and shall give it
thee, That thou shalt set apart unto the LORD all that openeth the
matrix, and every firstling that cometh of a beast which thou hast;
the males shall be the LORD’S. And every firstling of an ass thou
shalt redeem with a lamb; and if thou wilt not redeem it, then thou
shalt break his neck: and all the firstborn of man among thy children
shalt thou redeem. And it shall be when thy son asketh thee in time
to come, saying, What is this? that thou shalt say unto him, By
strength of hand the LORD brought us out from Egypt, from the
house of bondage: And it came to pass, when Pharaoh would hardly
let us go, that the LORD slew all the firstborn in the land of Egypt,
both the firstborn of man, and the firstborn of beast: therefore I sac-
rifice to the LORD all that openeth the matrix, being males; but all
the firstborn of my children I redeem. And it shall be for a token
upon thine hand, and for frontlets between thine eyes: for by
strength of hand the LORD brought us forth out of Egypt (Ex. 13:11—
16).

As in the case of the Passover, they were to do this as a means of
instructing each generation in the story of their deliverance from
Egypt. Firstborn animals were either to be slain or redeemed with
money. Leviticus 27 specified that the firstborn of clean animals had to
be sacrificed: “. . . no man shall sanctify it; whether it be ox, or sheep: it
is the LORD’S” (v. 26b). That meant that it had to die. The firstborn of
an unclean animal had to be redeemed by paying their market value
plus one-fifth (v. 27).

The one exception was the donkey: it had to be slain by breaking
its neck, or else it could be redeemed by the sacrifice of a lamb. We
shall consider the reason for this exception later in this chapter. The
donkey and the horse were unclean animals. They had hooves, but
these hooves were not cloven. To be a clean beast with hooves, it had
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to have cloven hooves and also chew the cud (Lev. 11:3-7). Horses
were comparatively rare in Israel; the donkey was the commonly used
beast of transport for man.

As in the case of the Passover feast (Ex. 12:26-27), sons were ex-
pected to ask what the meaning of this practice was. The meaning here
was the same as the meaning of Passover: (1) the family’s deliverance
(positive sanction) through the shedding of a lamb’s blood (negative
sanction); (2) collecting the inheritance of Egypt (positive sanction)
through the death of Egypt’s firstborn (negative sanction).

As already mentioned, unclean animals were not to be killed; they
were instead redeemed by a payment. “Every thing that openeth the
matrix in all flesh, which they bring unto the LORD, whether it be of
men or beasts, shall be thine: nevertheless the firstborn of man shalt
thou surely redeem, and the firstling of unclean beasts shalt thou re-
deem” (Num. 18:15). A money payment had to be substituted for Is-
raelite firstborn males and unclean animals. Was the link here based
on Israelite firstborn as judicially unclean? No, but they, like unclean
beasts, were not eligible to serve as literal sacrifices. So, a substitute
payment was mandatory. After the rebellion of the golden calf incid-
ent, the required sacrifice was specified by God as economic. It had not
been specified prior to this incident.

The firstborn son, who before the revolt was the son who extended
the father’s strength, became an economic liability compared to his
brothers. The rejoicing of fathers was reduced by the expense of this
sacrifice. God had delivered His firstborn son on the night of the first
Passover. After the rebellion at Sinai, something associated retroact-
ively with the deliverance from Egypt led to God’s imposition of a cost
associated with the firstborn.® The close association of this law with
the Passover regulations (Ex. 13:2-3) pointed to the Passover as the
definitive event.

D. The Levites as Substitutes

When Israel in the wilderness abandoned the God of their deliver-
ance and pressured Aaron to construct a golden calf, the nation allied
itself spiritually with a false god. The Levites subsequently came to the

6. This points to a fundamental biblical principle: God must sacrifice something
when He delivers His people. He sacrifices what Abraham was asked to sacrifice: His
son. Abraham was offered a substitute to save his son: a ram (Gen. 22:13). Israel on
Passover night was offered a substitute to save a firstborn son: a lamb. These substitu-
tions were possible only because God did not substitute a lesser sacrifice for His son.
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defense of God’s name by joining Moses in imposing the sanction of
blood. They executed 3,000 men (Ex. 32:28). This became the basis of
their blessing from God: “For Moses had said, Consecrate yourselves
to day to the LORD, even every man upon his son, and upon his broth-
er; that he may bestow upon you a blessing this day” (Ex. 32:29). Their
deliverance from the curse of Jacob (Gen. 49:7) was made possible by
their participation in the shedding of blood. The 3,000 executions were
representative sacrifices that placated God’s wrath against the nation.
The Levites became the nation’s priestly tribe because of their willing-
ness to participate in what was in part an atoning sacrifice and in part
a defense of God’s name.

They gained a unique inheritance because of this. They would
henceforth receive redemption money from the other tribes. This sub-
stitute payment benefitted the other tribes, who were released from an
obligation that would otherwise have bound firstborn sons. The theo-
logical debate is over what that obligation was, as we shall see. What is
clear is that the Levites did not pay this redemption money to them-
selves or to the priests, since they had been chosen by God to serve
Him as representatives of the nation. They did not make a substitute
payment, for they had become the substitute payment.

The Levites became the priestly tribe after the golden calf incident.
They also became substitutes for the firstborn sons. The question is:
Why did the firstborn sons need substitutes? The traditional Jewish
answer is that firstborn sons would have had to become priests if the
Levites had not replaced them. Rashi,” the eleventh-century comment-
ator, argued along these lines.® Samson Raphael Hirsch, the intellectual
founder of what in his day came to be called Orthodox Judaism, wrote
in the nineteenth century: “By the transference of the service of the
Sanctuary from the firstborn to the Levites, the consecration of the
firstborn is not removed. They remain, unaffected by the transference,
consecrated to God.”

The problem with this argument is that the context does not indic-
ate sacrifice in the sense of personal service to God. The context indic-
ates sacrifice in the sense of execution. The firstborn animals were not
given to the priests for their use; on the contrary, they were either

7. Rabbi Solomon (Shlomo) Yizchaki.

8. Rashi, Chumash with Targum Onkelos, Haphtaroth and Rashi’s Commentary,
trans. A. M. Silbermann and M. Rosenbaum, 5 vols. (Jerusalem: Silbermann Family,
[1934] 1985 [Jewish year: 5745]), IV, p. 11 (Num. 3:12-15).

9. Samson Raphael Hirsch, The Pentateuch, 5 vols. (Gateshead, London: Judaica
Press, [1867?] 1989), IV, Numbers, p. 29 (Num. 3:13).
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killed or redeemed. Unclean animals had to be redeemed with money.
Why? Because they could not serve as sacrificial substitutes.

There is nothing in the texts governing the firstborn to indicate
that the firstborn son had some unique claim on priestly service. The
Bible never says that a firstborn son under the Old Covenant would
automatically have become a family priest in the household of his fath-
er. Both Cain and Abel offered priestly sacrifices, not just Cain (Gen.
4:3—4). By the time a man reached 30 years old, the age of Mosaic
priestly service (Num. 4:47), he would probably have been the head of
his own family.

Someone had to serve as a priest, but this office was not said to be
a monopoly of firstborn sons. Prior to the golden calf incident, Moses
used young men of Israel as assistants: “And Moses wrote all the words
of the LORD, and rose up early in the morning, and builded an altar
under the hill, and twelve pillars, according to the twelve tribes of Is-
rael. And he sent young men of the children of Israel, which offered
burnt offerings, and sacrificed peace offerings of oxen unto the LORD”
(Ex. 24:4-5). Non-Levites originally had duties associated with offering
sacrifices.

The rabbis are correct about one thing: the firstborn sons were in-
deed consecrated by God. They were consecrated in the same way that
firstborn sons in Egypt had been consecrated: as covenantal represent-
atives of the nation’s future. The mark of their unique status was their
inheritance of a double portion. Their judicially consecrated status be-
came an enormous threat to them at the golden calf incident. Because
of the rebellion of their parents, the firstborn sons of Israel became the
judicial equivalent of the firstborn sons of Egypt: under a curse. These
sons were in need of another blood atonement: the judicial equivalent
of Passover lambs.

God substituted others in order to save the firstborn sons: 3,000 of
their fathers. The Levites served as the priests in this atoning sacrifice.
They slew 3,000 men, who became the judicial equivalent of Passover
lambs. The Levites became executioners because the men had become
idolaters, just as the Egyptians had been. Had the Levites not acted to
execute 3,000 representatives of Israel, God would have slain the first-
born sons. The firstborn sons of Israel, apart from the bloody service
of the Levites, were as deserving of death as the firstborn sons of Egypt
had been. God substituted the Levites and the redemption payment
system, not for the sake of some hypothetical, God-consecrated
priestly role for Israel’s firstborn, but for the sake of the firstborn sons’
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judicial status as condemned representatives of the nation’s future:
point four of the biblical covenant—sanctions—in relation to point
five, succession.

As in the case of Egypt, Israel’s inheritance would have been cut off
had God imposed this negative sanction. If the Israelites on the pre-
adoption Passover night were in replacement-rate mode, then the fu-
ture of the nation would have been completely cut short apart from a
program of adoption. Only daughters would have remained. They
would have had to marry adopted sons of the mixed multitude. But
more to the point covenantally, the destruction of firstborn sons would
have left the Ark of the Covenant undefended in the next generation.

E. Bloodless Execution

A redemption payment was mandatory for the firstborn sons. It
was also mandatory for unclean animals. The exceptional case was the
donkey. Here, the owner had a choice: break its neck or redeem it with
a slain lamb. This is repeated twice in Exodus. “And every firstling of
an ass thou shalt redeem with a lamb; and if thou wilt not redeem it,
then thou shalt break his neck: and all the firstborn of man among thy
children shalt thou redeem” (Ex. 13:13). “But the firstling of an ass
thou shalt redeem with a lamb: and if thou redeem him not, then shalt
thou break his neck. All the firstborn of thy sons thou shalt redeem.
And none shall appear before me empty” (Ex. 34:20). What was the
reason for the link between a redemption payment for donkeys and
men?

First, consider the fact that the donkey had to be killed in a special
way: a broken neck. No other sacrifice in the Mosaic Covenant was by
broken neck. What was the relevance of a broken neck? It was execu-
tion without bloodshed. Every other animal sacrifice involved the knife.
The sacrificed animal’s blood was used in the ceremony as a sign of
atonement. But this animal sacrifice was unique: no blood. It was
therefore not a means of atonement. It was a sacrifice strictly in the
sense of an economic loss.

Second, this law was given prior to the Mosaic dietary laws. But
there was an earlier dietary law in force. If an animal remained in a
bloodless condition, its carcass became valueless; its flesh could not be
eaten. No animal could be eaten lawfully with its blood still in it. The
context of this dietary law was God’s covenant with Noah—specific-
ally, the provision dealing with the killing of men. “But flesh with the
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life thereof, which is the blood thereof, shall ye not eat. And surely
your blood of your lives will I require; at the hand of every beast will I
require it, and at the hand of man; at the hand of every man’s brother
will I require the life of man. Whoso sheddeth man’s blood, by man
shall his blood be shed: for in the image of God made he man” (Gen.
9:4-6). So, the sacrifice of the firstborn donkey was exclusively a negat-
ive economic sanction. Neither the owner nor the priest could eat it or
use its carcass if it remained in an uncut state. The implication was
that it could not be skinned after its death, for it was to be killed with
its blood intact.

Third, the substitute for the firstborn donkey was a lamb. This is
the only case in the Mosaic law of an animal’s substituting for the first-
born. Clean animals had to be slain; firstborn sons had to be redeemed
by a payment of five shekels; unclean animals had to be redeemed by a
money payment of its market value plus one-fifth—the payment asso-
ciated with the Levitical redemption payments.'’ But the donkey was
unique: its redemption required the sacrifice of a lamb.

Fourth, the sacrifice of the donkey was symbolic of the Passover in
two ways. First, the death of the firstborn sons of Egypt was bloodless.
God executed them directly without the use of any implement. This
was not a ritual execution in the normal sacrificial sense, for there had
been no knife. It was also not warfare in the traditional sense, for there
had been no weapons. It was uniquely the intervention of God.
Second, without the covering of a lamb’s blood on the doorposts, the
firstborn of Egypt perished. But so would the firstborn of Israel. The
life of the firstborn sons of Israel on the Passover night in Egypt was
spared only by shedding a lamb’s blood.

Fifth, the slain lamb could be eaten by the priest. This substitution
converted an unmitigated economic loss (slain donkey) into a benefit
for the priest (slain lamb).

All this leads me to a conclusion. Any firstborn son who was not re-
deemed by a money payment was considered to be the judicial equival-
ent of a donkey with a broken neck. But the firstborn Egyptians had also
been the judicial equivalent of donkeys with broken necks: bloodless
victims of God’s wrath. This symbolism pointed to an unredeemed
firstborn son as the judicial equivalent of a firstborn Egyptian: under
God’s wrath. He would therefore not have been entitled to be circum-
cised. He would have become a disinherited son. If his father circum-

10. Leviticus 5:16; 6:5; 27:9-15, 19,27,31.
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cised him anyway, the son would thereby have been placed under the
negative sanctions of the covenant. He would then have had his eccle-
siastical membership taken away: excommunication. This would have
left him without citizenship."' He would not have been allowed to in-
herit his share of his father’s land—the double portion (Deut. 21:17).

F. The Firstborn Sons of Levi

The firstborn son received a special inheritance (Deut. 21:17). The
presence of such an inheritance is what identified the recipient as a
firstborn son. Because of their firstborn legal status, the Levites were
entitled to payments from the other tribes for every firstborn son
(Num. 3:47). Because of their firstborn legal status as God’s firstborn
(Ex. 4:22), the Israelites were entitled to restitution payments for their
forced servitude in Egypt, which they collected from inheritances that
would otherwise have gone to the dead firstborn sons of Egypt (Ex.
12:35-36). It is in this context that we should interpret Numbers 5:5-8:

And the LORD spake unto Moses, saying, Speak unto the children of
Israel, When a man or woman shall commit any sin that men com-
mit, to do a trespass against the LORD, and that person be guilty;
Then they shall confess their sin which they have done: and he shall
recompense his trespass with the principal thereof, and add unto it
the fifth part thereof, and give it unto him against whom he hath
trespassed. But if the man have no kinsman to recompense the tres-
pass unto, let the trespass be recompensed unto the LORD, even to
the priest; beside the ram of the atonement, whereby an atonement
shall be made for him.

This law was an extension of the law of restitution found in Leviti-
cus 6:5. It was a law that penalized sin by requiring a restitution pay-
ment of 20%. But it also rewarded voluntary confession, since the pen-
alty for theft was normally double restitution (Ex. 22:4), and could be
four-fold (dead or sold sheep) or five-fold (dead or sold ox) (Ex. 22:1)."

This extension of the law specified the priest as the final claimant
to both the replacement and restitution payments. If the victim could
not be located or was dead, then his relative would receive the pay-
ment. If the relative could not be located, then the priest received it.
There was no escape from the trespasser’s liability. By identifying the

11. Gary North, Authority and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Exodus
(Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, 2012), Part. 3, Tools of Dominion (1990), ch. 54:F.
12. Ibid., ch. 43.
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priest as a person with a final claim on the property, the Mosaic law
made clear the legal status of the priests: God’s firstborn sons among
the Levites. Their responsibility before God was greater than that of
any other judicially representative group in Israel.”

There is no New Covenant principle that would remove this first-
born legal status of the institutional church. As the guardian of the
civil oath, the institutional church still performs a judicial function of
the Mosaic priesthood. It is this function that entitles the church to
payments from convicted criminals.'*

G. Monetary Policy

In Numbers, God specified the firstborn son’s redemption price:
five shekels of the sanctuary (Num. 3:47). Five shekels of silver were
also the entry price for a male child adopted into the tribe of Levi (Lev.
27:6)." Because the judicial intent in both cases was related to Levitical
inheritance, the shekels must have been of the same value.

A currency unit could be called a shekel, but the priestly shekel
was mandatory for making payments to God’s ecclesiastical agents. In
times of widespread monetary debasement (Isa. 1:22),'* God could not
be lawfully cheated by those who would have offered a shekel of lower
value, even if both currency units were called “shekel.” It would have
been a profane act to offer such a debased payment to the Levites."”
Every time the shekel of the sanctuary is mentioned, the text says that
it weighs 20 gerahs.” This informed the nation what the sanctuary’s
shekel weighed. People could then compare the market’s shekel with
the sanctuary shekel. This would keep the moneychangers more hon-
est. The priesthood also would have greater difficulty debasing their
shekel. If this judicial connection is correct, then the priestly shekel
was originally intended by God to become the standard for the weight
and fineness of silver for the other currency units specified as shekels.
Conclusion

God’s slaying of Egypt’s firstborn identified Him as the nation’s

13. Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Levitic-
us, 2nd ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [1994] 2012), ch. 4:H.

14. Ibid., ch. 4:H.

15. On the entry price system, see ibid., ch. 36.

16. Gary North, Restoration and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on the
Prophets (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, 2012), ch. 3.

17. This would explain the presence of money-changers in the temple area (John
2:14-15).

18. Exodus 30:13; Leviticus 27:25; Numbers 3:47; 18:16; Ezekiel 45:12.
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blood avenger—the kinsman-redeemer—on their behalf. Only a slain
lamb would have protected the Egyptians. God executed the firstborn
of Egypt in a bloodless manner, just as Israelites were subsequently re-
quired to kill every firstborn donkey that they chose not to redeem
with a slain lamb. The firstborn male donkey was symbolic of the first-
born sons in Egypt, whether Egyptian or Israelite. Only the shed blood
of a lamb could save them.

The Israelites owed the Levites payment because the Levites had
shed blood on their behalf. The Levites had saved Israel from the judg-
ment of God (Ex. 32). God separated them from the other tribes be-
cause they were His agents of wrath as well as His agents of sacrificial
substitution: blood avengers and kinsman-redeemers. They were the
agents of sacrifice, both as recipients of the sacrificial funds and as
guardians of the place of sacrifice. They were holy.

God brought sanctions on Passover night: positive for Israel and
negative for Egypt. This changed the judicial status of firstborn sons in
Israel. Before the first Passover night, the birth of the firstborn son was
exclusively a positive event: the extension of a man’s strength. After
the first Passover night, the firstborn sons of Israel were set apart by
God. They were His. They were His, not in the sense of priestly ser-
vants, but in the sense of being destined for execution, yet unfit as altar
sacrifices. This was the symbolic negative sanction hanging over the
head of every family: the threat of disinheritance by execution. To save
the firstborn son’s double inheritance after the golden calf incident,
each family had to redeem the firstborn son with a payment of five
shekels to the Levites. Without this, the firstborn son forfeited his in-
heritance in Israel: a mark of God’s curse on the family. This law was
imposed only after the construction of the tabernacle. This sanctified
the Levites as permanent substitutes for the firstborn sons.

The specification of five shekels of silver paid to the Levites as the
Levitical adoption entry price, as well as the redemption price for first-
born sons, indicates that the shekel of the sanctuary was to serve as a
standard for Israel’s money payment system. The five shekels referred
to silver. Any debasing of the currency would be detected. The shekel
of the sanctuary was to remain a monetary standard that was free from
political control. This unit of exchange was not to be tampered with by
the priests; thus, it would condemn any other currency that was called
a shekel but which did not contain 20 gerahs of silver.

The New Covenant has substituted baptism for circumcision.
There is no longer any difference between sons and daughters with re-
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spect to their required subjection to a covenant sign. The annulment
of Passover and the transfer of covenantal sanctions to the Lord’s Sup-
per ended the judicial discontinuity in Israel’s history that Passover
imposed on Israel. This law was unique to Mosaic Israel. The unique
covenantal threat to firstborn sons no longer exists.



5
BLESSING AND NAMING

And the LORD spake unto Moses, saying, Speak unto Aaron and unto
his sons, saying, On this wise [in this way] ye shall bless the children of
Israel, saying unto them, The LORD bless thee, and keep thee: The
LORD make his face shine upon thee, and be gracious unto thee: The
LORD lift up his countenance upon thee, and give thee peace. And
they shall put my name upon the children of Israel; and I will bless
them (Num. 6:22-27).

The theocentric focus of this law is obvious: God is the source of
predictable covenantal blessings in history, i.e., positive sanctions. The
Israelites were required to accept God’s name as marking their family
status among the nations: God’s firstborn son (Ex. 4:22-23). Aaron and
his sons publicly placed (invoked: NASB) God’s name on the people of
Israel. This invocation of the blessing was linked to their authority to
invoke God’s name on the sons of Israel. If the people remained faith -
ful to God’s covenant law, they would receive the positive sanctions
that God promised to bring upon them (Lev. 26:3—-12). Naming them
placed them formally under the sanctions.

A Positive Corporate Sanctions

The sanctions listed here were positive. The specific one was peace
(v. 26). This was the exodus generation’s number-one goal. They did
not want to fight. They wanted peace. God told them how to attain it:
not by avoiding the conquest of Canaan, but rather by avoiding evil.
They viewed peace as the absence of negative sanctions. This was
wrong. Peace is the extension of God’s kingdom in history. “For unto us
a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be
upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counsel-
lor, The mighty God, The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace. Of
the increase of his government and peace there shall be no end, upon
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the throne of David, and upon his kingdom, to order it, and to estab-
lish it with judgment and with justice from henceforth even for ever.
The zeal of the LORD of hosts will perform this” (Isa. 9:6—7). Peace
therefore necessarily involves the imposition of negative sanctions on
evil: Satan’s kingdom of man.

Peace with God comes through covenantal faithfulness. By expli-
citly invoking positive sanctions, the priests were implicitly also invok-
ing negative sanctions. Presumably, the main one was war: the absence
of peace for God’s enemies. There is no escape from the two-fold
nature of God’s covenantal sanctions. To place yourself under His
blessings, you must also place yourself under His cursings. Both bless-
ing and cursing come in terms of His law (Lev. 26; Deut. 28).

The sanction of peace was visible. It was important for this sanc-
tion to be universally respected and sought after, for it was to serve as
a testimony to pagan nations. The Psalmist wrote: “God be merciful
unto us, and bless us; and cause his face to shine upon us; Selah. That
thy way may be known upon earth, thy saving health among all na-
tions. Let the people praise thee, O God; let all the people praise thee.
O let the nations be glad and sing for joy: for thou shalt judge the
people righteously, and govern the nations upon earth. Selah” (Ps.
67:1-4). The positive covenantal sanction—"saving health” or “salva-
tion” (yeshuw’ah)—was to remind men of the reality of God’s coven-
antal stipulations: “thy way.” God judges the nations of the earth; they
are all bound by the cross-boundary stipulations' of His covenant; He
brings predictable corporate sanctions in terms of these stipulations.

Who was under God’s special covenantal sanctions, as distinguish-
ed from His common-grace, cross-boundary sanctions (e.g., Nineveh
in Jonah’s day)? That person who was under oath-bound covenantal
authority and who therefore bore God’s name. Who invoked the name
of God and the name of the person? The sons of Aaron and those with
priestly authority who were operating under their jurisdiction. Had
their invocation of God’s blessings not been followed by covenantal
blessings, this would have called into question their authority to name
the people. This is why one sign of forfeited authority by the priest-
hood was the failure of the blessings to appear. This surely was what
the drought in Elijah’s day was all about: the failure of the gods in-
voked by the priests of Ahab’s Israel to bring corporate blessings.

1. On cross-boundary laws, see Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion: An Eco-
nomic Commentary on Leviticus, 2nd ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [1994]
2012), Conclusion:C4.
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Why did these blessings have to be invoked publicly by the sons of
Aaron? First, because Aaron’s sons were the guardians of the four cov-
enantal oaths of society: marital (Num. 5), personal (Num. 6), civil,”
and ecclesiastical. Second, they were God’s highest judicial represent-
atives between God and man, which is why they conducted the altar’s
sacrifices, and why their family representative, the high priest, alone
had lawful access to the inner sanctum of the tabernacle: the holy of
holies (Ex. 30:10). As such, they interpreted God’s word authoritat-
ively. The ordained representatives of a society serve as the interpret-
ers of the law. They possess lawful authority to enforce the law. En-
forcement involves the imposition of sanctions. Without sanctions,
their interpretations are mere opinion.

B. Sanctions and Law

The sons of Aaron could lawfully invoke God’s positive covenantal
sanctions in history because they possessed priestly authority. The bib-
lical state lawfully imposes only negative sanctions. It bears the sword,
but it is not a God-designated agency of healing.’ The church, how-
ever, is an agency of positive sanctions. It does not possess the sword;
it cannot lawfully impose punishment on all those living within spe-
cified geographical boundaries. It cannot lawfully impose physical
punishment. It imposes its judgments judicially and verbally: speaking
in God’s name as His agent.

Here is a fundamental judicial principle: no sanctions—no law. If
the state cannot lawfully impose sanctions on those who have violated
a civil law, then this law is nothing more than one opinion among
many. It is not a civil law.

He who speaks officially in the name of the law must be able either
to impose or invoke predictable sanctions in terms of this law. If he
cannot do this, then his authority is compromised. If there are no
sanctions attached to his interpretation of the law, then his authority is
specious. He is not to be taken seriously as a representative; at best he
is an insightful commentator.

Invocation 