The Book of Numbers, Teacher’s Guide
Lesson 19: Vows, Vengeance on Midian, and the Eastern Tribes
Numbers 30:1-32:42

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

This lesson holds together three texts that at first seem unrelated: the law of vows, the war on
Midian, and the request of the eastern tribes. Doctrinally, what is at stake first is the seriousness
of a person’s word before God. The vow law is not binding on Christians as old covenant
legislation, yet the timeless principle shines clearly and is reaffirmed by Jesus in Matthew 5:33-
37 and by Ecclesiastes 5:4-5: God keeps His word, and He calls His people to keep theirs. Help
the class feel the weight of integrity without imposing the specific vow regulations of Moses on
the church.

The Midian war must be taught soberly within its old covenant judicial setting. This is God's
judgment on those who, on Balaam’s counsel, deliberately seduced Israel into the sin of Peor
that killed twenty-four thousand (31:16). Balaam dies here, the hired prophet exposed. Resist
both sensationalism and modern-warfare application; let the text warn us instead about the
deadly seriousness of sin and the corrupting influence of those who would lead God’s people
astray from within. Keep the tone reverent and pastoral.

The eastern tribes give us the warning against settling for less, against self-interest, and against
discouraging our brothers. Be sure your sin will find you out (32:23) is a timeless truth, and
Moses’ charge to cross over and fight first models standing with God’s people rather than
minding only our own comfort. Lead the class to the New Testament horizon: the land was
always pointing beyond itself to the better, heavenly inheritance in Christ (Hebrews 11:13-16; 1
Peter 1:3-4), so we must not stop short of the rest that remains for the people of God.

Question 1
Student Question:

In Numbers 30:1-2 the LORD says that a man who vows a vow shall not break his word but shall
do all that proceeds out of his mouth. What does this passage teach about how God regards the
words we speak, and why is keeping our word a matter of His character and not merely our
convenience?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Numbers 30 opens with a principle so plain it can be easy to skip: when a man vows a vow to
the LORD, or swears an oath to bind his soul with a bond, he shall not break his word; he shall
do according to all that proceeds out of his mouth (30:2). The vow in Israel was usually



voluntary. No one forced a person to promise. But once the promise left the lips and reached
the ears of God, it became binding. Heaven held the person to it.

Behind this law stands the character of God Himself. He is the God who keeps covenant, who
swears and does not change, whose word never returns void. A people called to reflect Him
must be a people whose words can be trusted. To speak carelessly to God, to promise and then
forget, was to treat the Holy One as if He were not listening. The law of vows trained Israel to
take their own speech as seriously as God takes His.

We do not live under these old covenant vow regulations, and we should not bind them on
anyone. Yet the principle could not be more current. Jesus reaches back to this very stream
when He says, Let your communication be Yea, yea; Nay, nay (Matthew 5:37), and Ecclesiastes
warns, when thou vowest a vow unto God, defer not to pay it (Ecclesiastes 5:4). A Christian’s
integrity of speech is not optional decoration. It is part of bearing the family likeness of a truth-
telling, promise-keeping God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

*  God regards human words as weighty and binding, reflecting His own faithfulness to His
word.

¢ The old covenant vow regulations are not bound on Christians, but the principle of keeping
one’s word is timeless (Matthew 5:33-37; Ecclesiastes 5:4-5).

e Careless or broken promises dishonor the God who hears them.

¢ Integrity of speech is part of Christian character, not a minor matter.

Discussion Prompts

e  Why does God treat a freely spoken vow as binding rather than as something we can revise
later?

¢ How does keeping our word reflect the character of the God we serve?

*  What is the difference between honoring this principle and wrongly binding the old
covenant vow laws on Christians?

Question 2
Student Question:

Think back over the past year. Where have your words and your actions failed to line up, and
what specific habit could help you become a person whose yes means yes (Matthew 5:37)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

It is one thing to admire the principle of keeping our word and another to live it. Most of us have
a gap, sometimes a wide one, between what we say and what we do. We tell a friend we wiill
call. We tell our spouse we will help. We tell God, in a hard season, that we will pray more, give



more, serve more, and then the crisis passes and so does the resolve. The vow law presses on
that gap.

Jesus’ antidote is disarmingly simple: let your yes be yes. The reason people pile up oaths and
qualifiers is that their plain word cannot be trusted, so they reach for stronger language to prop
it up. The person of integrity needs none of that. Their ordinary word is reliable. That kind of
trustworthiness is not built in a single dramatic moment; it is built in a thousand small kept
promises.

So the question turns personal. Where does your speech outrun your follow-through? It may be
a habit of agreeing in the moment to avoid conflict, then quietly not doing the thing. It may be
commitments to God made in prayer and never kept. Naming the specific pattern is the first
step. Choosing one concrete practice, perhaps not promising what you have not weighed, or
writing down what you commit so you actually do it, is the second.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e  Spiritual maturity closes the gap between our words and our actions.
e Reliability is built through many small kept commitments, not grand gestures.
* Honesty before God includes honesty about commitments we have failed to keep.

Discussion Prompts

e Where in your life is the gap between what you say and what you do the widest?
¢ What concrete habit could help your plain word become trustworthy again?
¢  How does the way you keep small promises shape your witness for Christ?

Question 3
Student Question:

Numbers 30 places a father’s vow over his daughter and a husband’s vow over his wife within
the structure of the household. What enduring principle about responsibility, headship, and the
protection of one another in the family can we draw from this without binding the old covenant
vow regulations on Christians today?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Numbers 30 then situates vows within the household. A young daughter still under her father,
and a wife under her husband, made vows that the head of the house could either confirm by
silence or annul on the day he heard them (30:3-15). To modern ears this can sound strange,
but in its setting it reflects the ordered, protective structure of the family under the old
covenant, where the household head bore responsibility for those in his care.

We must be careful here. These are old covenant regulations, not laws binding on Christians,
and we should not import the specific mechanics into the church. But underneath the regulation



lies an enduring truth: God designed the family with responsibility and care woven into its order.
The one in a position of headship is not given license to dominate but charged with the burden
of protecting and bearing the consequences for those under his care.

Notice especially 30:15, that if the husband annulled the vow after the day he heard it, he, not
she, would bear her iniquity. Responsibility runs upward to the one with authority. That is the
opposite of the worldly idea that authority means privilege without accountability. In God’s
order, to lead is to be answerable, to carry, and to protect. This dignifies both the one who leads
and the one who is protected.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The household vow regulations reflect ordered, protective responsibility under the old
covenant.

® These specific regulations are not binding on Christians and should not be imposed on the
church.

e Biblical headship means accountability and protection, not privilege without responsibility.

* God weaves care and responsibility into the design of the family.

Discussion Prompts

e What enduring principle about family responsibility survives even though the regulation
does not bind us?

®  How does 30:15 reframe what authority in the home is meant to be?

e How can we honor the truth here without wrongly binding old covenant law on Christians?

Question 4
Student Question:

Numbers 30:13-15 says that if a husband held his peace and later annulled his wife’s vow, he
would bear her iniquity. When has your silence, or your failure to act when you should have,
allowed harm you could have prevented? What does responsible love require of you instead?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Numbers 30:14-15 carries a sharp word about silence. If the husband held his peace day by day,
his silence confirmed his wife's vows. But if he later annulled them, after letting them stand, he
would bear her iniquity. Silence, in other words, is a form of action. To say nothing is to decide
something. The man who simply avoided the matter still made a choice, and a costly one.

How often does harm in our homes, our friendships, and our churches come not from active
cruelty but from passive silence? A parent who sees a child drifting and says nothing. A friend
who watches another head toward disaster and never speaks. A member who notices a brother



growing cold and lets it pass. We tell ourselves we are being gentle or staying out of it. Often we
are simply avoiding the cost of love.

Responsible love is not always comfortable. It speaks when speaking is hard. It acts when it
would be easier to look away. The God who calls us to bear one another’s burdens does not let
us hide behind silence as if it were innocence. Where we have the standing and the opportunity
to help, our quietness is not neutral. It may be the very thing for which we are answerable.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Silence is itself a choice with real consequences.

®  Much harm comes from passive avoidance rather than active wrongdoing.
e Responsible love sometimes requires the discomfort of speaking and acting.
¢ We cannot hide behind silence as though it were innocence.

Discussion Prompts

*  When has your silence allowed harm you could have prevented?
*  Why do we so often mistake avoidance for kindness?
e Where is God calling you to break a silence with responsible, loving action?

Question 5
Student Question:

Numbers 31:1-3,16 ties the war on Midian directly to the seduction at Peor, where Midian
deliberately led Israel into sin and a plague killed twenty-four thousand. How does this judicial
setting help us understand the war soberly as God’s judgment within the old covenant rather
than as a model for warfare today?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Numbers 31 is hard reading, and it should be. The LORD commands vengeance on the
Midianites, and Israel goes to war. We must read it carefully and in context. The reason reaches
back to chapter 25: it was Midianite women, on Balaam’s counsel (31:16), who deliberately
lured Israel into the sexual immorality and idolatry of Peor, where a plague killed twenty-four
thousand of God’s people. This was not a random conflict over land. It was the consequence of a
calculated assault on Israel’s covenant with God.

This text belongs to the old covenant, to a particular people, a particular sin, and a particular act
of divine judgment carried out through Israel as God’s instrument in that era. It is not a template
for warfare in any age, and it is certainly not a justification for violence in the name of religion
today. To rip it from its judicial setting and make it a model for modern conflict is to misuse
Scripture badly.



What it does teach, soberly, is that God takes seriously the deliberate corruption of His people.
Those who set out to destroy Israel’s holiness faced God's judgment. We read it not with relish
but with reverence, sobered by how seriously the Holy One regards sin and the seduction of His
people, and grateful that in Christ judgment fell on Him at the cross so that mercy could reach
us.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The war on Midian is judgment for the deliberate seduction of Israel into the sin of Peor
(31:16; chapter 25).

¢ |t belongs to a specific old covenant judicial setting and is not a model for warfare today.

e Scripture must not be misused to justify religious violence.

® The passage reveals how seriously God regards sin and the corruption of His people.

e Read soberly, it deepens gratitude that in Christ judgment fell on Him for us.

Discussion Prompts

e  Why is it essential to read this war in light of the seduction at Peor in chapter 25?
e What distinguishes God’s old covenant judgment through Israel from any human war today?
e How should the seriousness of this judgment shape the way we think about sin?

Question 6
Student Question:

Numbers 31 shows that the people most dangerous to Israel were not distant strangers but
those who tried to corrupt them from within. What influences in your own life present
themselves as friendly while quietly pulling you away from God, and how will you guard your
heart against them?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The deadliest threat to Israel in this story did not come marching with swords. It came with a
smile, an invitation, a feast, and an idol. The Midianites understood what an army could not
accomplish from the outside, seduction could accomplish from the inside. Balaam’s counsel was
diabolically shrewd: if you cannot curse them, corrupt them. Get them to sin, and God Himself
will be against them.

That strategy has never gone out of use. The influences most dangerous to your walk with God
rarely announce themselves as enemies. They come as friends, as harmless entertainment, as a
relationship that feels good, as a compromise that seems small. They flatter and accommodate.
They never say, | am here to pull you away from God. They simply, gently, do it.

This is why Scripture calls us to watchfulness, not paranoia but discernment. Ask of the
influences in your life not merely, Is this fun, or comfortable, or socially easy, but, Is this drawing



me toward God or quietly away from Him? The things that corrupt usually look friendly. The
wise heart learns to recognize Peor when it comes dressed as hospitality.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The greatest spiritual dangers often come disguised as friendly and harmless.

e Corruption from within is more effective than assault from without.

e Discernment asks not just whether something is pleasant but whether it draws us toward or
away from God.

e Watchfulness is a mark of spiritual maturity.

Discussion Prompts

¢ What influences in your life present themselves as friendly while pulling you from God?
e Why is corruption from within so much more dangerous than open opposition?
e What question can you learn to ask to discern a Peor dressed as hospitality?

Question 7
Student Question:

In Numbers 31:8,16 Balaam, the prophet who once blessed Israel with his mouth, dies among
Midian’s slain because he had taught them how to make Israel sin. What does Balaam’s end
teach about the danger of a gifted person who serves God for hire rather than from a true heart
(2 Peter 2:15; Jude 11)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Among the slain in Numbers 31:8 is a familiar name: Balaam the son of Beor. The prophet who,
just a few chapters earlier, had opened his mouth and blessed Israel four times, unable to curse
what God had blessed, now dies among the enemies of God'’s people. How did the man who
spoke such soaring oracles end up here? Verse 16 tells us: it was Balaam who taught Midian to
make Israel sin at Peor.

Balaam is one of Scripture’s great warnings. He had a genuine gift. He could even speak true
words from God. But his heart was for hire. The New Testament remembers him precisely this
way: he loved the wages of unrighteousness (2 Peter 2:15), he ran greedily after reward (Jude
11). When God would not let him curse Israel for pay, he found another way to earn his fee, by
teaching their enemies how to seduce them into sin.

It is a sobering truth that giftedness is not godliness. A person can speak true things, even use
them in God'’s service, and still be lost because the heart serves itself. Balaam’s end warns every
teacher, every gifted servant, every one of us: the question is never merely what comes out of
your mouth but who owns your heart. Better to be faithful and unremarkable than gifted and
for hire.



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Balaam dies among God’s enemies because his heart served itself for pay (31:8,16).

e The New Testament holds him up as a warning against loving the wages of unrighteousness
(2 Peter 2:15; Jude 11).

e Giftedness is not the same as godliness; a person may speak true words and still be lost.

¢ What owns the heart matters more than what comes out of the mouth.

Discussion Prompts

¢ How could a man who spoke true oracles end up among God’s enemies?
¢ What does Balaam teach about the difference between giftedness and godliness?
e Where might you be tempted to serve God for what you get rather than from a true heart?

Question 8
Student Question:

Numbers 31:21-24 required the returning soldiers to be purified before they could rejoin the
camp. Even necessary and obedient action left them needing cleansing. Where do you sense that
you carry things that need to be brought to God for cleansing rather than simply carried on, and
will you bring them?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

After the battle, Numbers 31:19-24 requires the soldiers and the spoil to be purified before
reentering the camp. Even though the war was commanded and the action obedient, contact
with death left a defilement that had to be cleansed. Necessary action did not mean they could
simply walk back in unchanged. They had to pause, be purified, and only then rejoin the people
of God.

There is a quiet wisdom here. We sometimes assume that if a thing was unavoidable, or even
right, we can carry on as though it left no mark. But hard duties, painful seasons, and the simple
weight of living in a fallen world leave residue on the soul. Soldiers returning from battle,
caregivers worn thin, believers bruised by conflict, all of us accumulate things that need to be
brought to God rather than simply carried.

The gospel deepens this beautifully. The cleansing the old covenant pictured with water and
waiting, Christ provides fully with His blood. Come boldly, Hebrews says, draw near, be
cleansed. We do not have to stuff things down and soldier on. We can bring the weight, the
wounds, even the things done in obedience that still cost us, to the One who cleanses
thoroughly. The invitation is not to carry but to come.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* Even necessary, obedient action could leave defilement requiring cleansing (31:19-24).



® Hard seasons and duties leave a residue on the soul that should be brought to God.

¢ The old covenant cleansing points forward to the full cleansing Christ provides (Hebrews
9:13-14).

® The gospel invites us to bring our weight to God rather than simply carry it.

Discussion Prompts

e  What do you tend to carry on your own that God invites you to bring to Him for cleansing?
¢ Why do we assume that if something was necessary it leaves no mark?
* How does Christ’s cleansing go beyond what the old covenant ritual could provide?

Question 9
Student Question:

When Reuben and Gad ask to settle east of the Jordan, Moses warns in Numbers 32:6-7,23 that
discouraging their brothers repeats the sin of the spies, and that their sin will surely find them
out. How does this passage expose the danger of self-interest and settling for less than what God
has promised, and how does the New Testament point us beyond any earthly territory to the
better, heavenly inheritance God has prepared for His people (Hebrews 11:13-16; 1 Peter 1:3-
4)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Numbers 32 brings us to the edge of the land, and to a request that lands like a stone in Moses’
chest. Reuben and Gad, with much cattle, look at the rich grazing country on the east side of the
Jordan and ask, Bring us not over Jordan (32:5). They would rather settle for the good land in
front of them than press on into the land God had sworn to give. Moses hears in it the ghost of
an old disaster and answers, Shall your brethren go to war, and shall ye sit here (32:6)?

His warning is pointed. To discourage their brothers from crossing over is to repeat the sin of the
spies, whose faithless report doomed a generation to the wilderness (32:7-15). And his most
famous line lands like a verdict: be sure your sin will find you out (32:23). Self-interest that
abandons the brethren and stops short of God’s promise does not stay hidden. It surfaces, in
consequences, in a divided people, in a calling left unfinished.

Here is where we must lift our eyes. The land was always more than real estate. The whole story
is moving toward a greater inheritance. The patriarchs themselves confessed they were
strangers and pilgrims seeking a better country, that is, a heavenly one (Hebrews 11:13-16). In
Christ the promise is fulfilled, not in a future earthly, political restoration of national Israel, but
in the church and finally in the incorruptible inheritance reserved in heaven (1 Peter 1:3-4). The
eastern tribes warn us not to settle for the near pasture and miss the city of God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



e Reuben and Gad are tempted to settle for less than the inheritance God promised (32:5).

e Discouraging the brethren repeats the sin of the spies (32:6-15).

e Be sure your sin will find you out is a timeless truth about hidden self-interest (32:23).

¢ The land always pointed beyond itself; in Christ the promise is fulfilled in the church and the
heavenly inheritance (Galatians 3:16,29; Hebrews 11:13-16; 1 Peter 1:3-4).

e This is not a future earthly, political restoration of national Israel; the danger is settling for
less than the city of God.

Discussion Prompts

* How does Moses connect the eastern tribes’ request to the earlier sin of the spies?

e What does be sure your sin will find you out reveal about hidden self-interest?

* How does the New Testament redirect our hope from earthly land to the heavenly
inheritance in Christ?

Question 10
Student Question:

Looking back over the whole lesson, name one specific way Jesus is forming you right now: to
keep your word like the God who keeps His, to take sin as seriously as He does, or to stop settling
for less and stand shoulder to shoulder with His people. Which one is He pressing on you, and
what is your next step?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

We end where the lesson has been pointing all along, at your own heart. Three pictures have
passed before us: the God who keeps His word and calls us to keep ours; the deadly seriousness
of sin and the seduction of God’s people; and the temptation to settle for less and leave our
brothers to fight alone. Each one is not merely a lesson from the wilderness but a place where
Christ is at work forming you.

Perhaps it is your word. Maybe the Lord is pressing you to become a person whose yes means
yes, who keeps the promise made in prayer, who does not let commitments quietly die. Perhaps
it is sin. Maybe He is sobering you about an influence you have been calling harmless, a Peor
dressed as a friend. Or perhaps it is the call not to settle. Maybe you have been grazing in the
near pasture of comfort while your brothers and sisters press on, and Christ is calling you to
cross over and stand with His people.

The good news is that Reuben and Gad, when finally charged to help their brothers first, did rise
and cross over and fight (Joshua 22). Settling for less is not the end of the story. The same Lord
who brought Israel to the edge of the land is bringing you, by faith, toward the better country.
Name the one thing He is pressing on you. Then take the next step toward Him, and toward His
people, today.



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e  Christ uses each scene to form specific things in the believer: integrity, vigilance against sin,
and refusal to settle.

e Spiritual formation is concrete; it asks for a named next step.

e Settling for less is not the end; the eastern tribes did rise and help their brothers (Joshua
22).

e Our hope and our calling point us toward the better country in Christ.

Discussion Prompts

¢ Which of the three calls, integrity, vigilance, or refusing to settle, is Christ pressing on you
most?

¢ What is one concrete next step you can take this week in response?

e How does the eventual obedience of the eastern tribes encourage you that settling for less
need not be final?



