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 I have a love-hate relationship with church buildings.  On the one hand, I’m still not 

entirely convinced that they should exist.  The church got along just fine without them for the 

first three hundred years of its existence, and does fine without them in parts of the world today.  

At their worst, they’re the object of gross idolatry.  There are churches where you could sooner 

offer up prayers to Osiris, the Egyptian god of the dead, than change the color of the carpet.  At 

their best… well, they keep you warm in the winter and dry in the summer.  They’re attractive 

rain shelters. 

  

 And yet… I still find myself really interested in them, if only because you can learn a lot 

about a congregation by looking at the space in which it worships.   What’s up front?  What do 

you see when you’re leaving?  For example, I would argue that this building is a good, solid 

Reformed worship space – up front we’ve got the communion table, a cross and the open Word 

of God.  What that says is that our worship is – or at least, ought to be – centered on the cross, 

under the authority of the Word, and sealed with the sacraments.  When you go to leave, you 

walk under that window at the rear, with the cross and crown – you’re marching into the world 

under the banner of Christ’s crown and covenant.  At least, that’s the idea. 

 

 The arrangement of the Israelite camp in the wilderness was no less symbolic.  It was 

basically a big square, arranged by tribe, three tribes on each side: on the north, Asher, Dan and 

Naphtali; on the east, Issachar, Judah and Zebulun; on the south, Gad, Reuben and Simeon; and 

on the west, Benjamin, Ephraim and Manasseh.  The Levites – who weren’t counted among the 

twelve tribes, because they were set apart for the service of the Lord – lived in a kind of ring 

around the center of the camp.  And at the very center – in the heart of this vast mobile city of 

more than a million people – was the Tabernacle, the portable sanctuary of the Lord, built to the 

plan given to Moses on Mt. Sinai.  And at the center of the Tabernacle was the Tent of Meeting, 

where God spoke to Moses face to face, as Scripture describes it, like a man speaking to his 

friend. 

 

 There was one other interesting thing about the arrangement of the camp: it was designed 

to… well, for lack of a better way of putting it, to unfold.  It was a marching formation.  When 

Levites blew their horns, the people packed up their tents and belongings and formed a long 

column along the road.  The whole thing was designed for rapid movement – one day the 

Israelite camp might be set up in one place, the next it might be ten miles away. 

 



 But that kind of movement requires coordination and leadership.  A million people don’t 

just spontaneously decide to pick up and march.  There has to be a signal of some kind.  And that 

signal is described here in the ninth chapter of Numbers, beginning in verse 15: 

 

 “On the day that the Tabernacle was set up, the cloud covered the Tabernacle, the tent of 

the testimony.  And at evening it was over the tabernacle like the appearance of fire until 

morning…”  If that sounds familiar, it’s because this was the same cloud (that appeared at night 

as a pillar of fire) that led the Israelites out of Egypt one year earlier, and had stood guard 

between them and the Egyptian army on the seashore.  The cloud was the sign of the guiding 

presence of the Lord; where it went, Israel was supposed to follow, according to verse 17: 

“…whenever the cloud lifted from the tent, after that the people of Israel set out, and in the place 

where the cloud settled down, there the people of God camped.” 

 

 There wasn’t a regular schedule; sometimes, it says in verse 21, the the cloud stayed in 

one place overnight, and then moved on.  Sometimes it stayed put for a month or longer.  One 

thing was clear, though: the cloud moved at the command of the Lord, and so did Israel.  Or at 

least, that’s the way it was supposed to work. 

 

 In practice, things weren’t quite as neat as that.  Israel may have been the chosen and 

redeemed people of the Lord, but they hadn’t yet learned obedience.  Read ahead a little bit and 

you find out, in chapter 10, that almost as soon as Israel had decamped from Sinai they began to 

complain about the food; by chapter 14, they’re flat-out refusing to follow the Lord into Canaan, 

out of fear of the locals.  They actually talk about giving up and going back to Egypt, prompting 

the Lord to declare that that entire generation would have to pass away before he’d bring Israel 

into the promised land. 

 

 The rest of the book of Numbers is the story of how, over forty years of wandering 

around in the wilderness, the Israelites finally learned to trust the Lord and follow where he led – 

even into Canaan.  It took decades, but eventually they did learn (the hard way) to follow that 

cloud and fiery pillar. 

 

 That’s what it’s really about: trust, and obedience.  And that’s where it comes into 

contact with us, with the life of the Christian.  Yeah, it’s true: we may not be able to discern the 

will of the Lord by looking out the flap of our tent.  We may not have the assurance of the Lord’s 

presence through a fiery pillar every night.  You know what?  We have something better, 

something more certain, something more dependable: we have the Gospel.  They had the 

shadow; we have the unbreakable Word of God, authenticated with the blood of Jesus Christ, 

and sealed by the Holy Spirit.  We may think to ourselves, “well, those people had it good.  I 

could have faith if there was a fiery pillar outside every night.”  But the truth is that those people 

didn’t really know the Lord.  Not well, at any rate – they may have seen a few displays of his 



power, but they hadn’t yet learned his trustworthiness, his goodness, his grace.  They looked at 

that fiery pillar and were afraid.  We look to the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and are reassured, 

because we know that we have a God who loves us, in spite of our sin, who calls us to himself, 

who gives hope in place of fear, who gives life in the face of death, who takes on himself the 

guilt of his people and dies in the place of those who trust in him, so that they might be with him, 

forever, in the glory of his presence. 

 

 While what we have is immeasurably greater than what they had, we serve the same 

God.  And there are a few details here in the description of the movement of Israel that might be 

helpful to us. 

 

 The first is the most obvious, summed up in verse 18: “at the command of the Lord the 

people of Israel set out, and at the command of the Lord they camped.”  It’s not as though they 

were left to fend for themselves; nor were they free to go when and where they wanted.  They 

were the Lord’s people, and they were supposed to move at his command. 

 

 The same is true of us, of course.  It’s always tempting to think that we can bend the 

rules, or that the Lord will somehow adjust to our expectations, or that his Word can’t be trusted, 

or simply that it can’t be understood with any certainty.  The Devil’s greatest tool is uncertainty, 

beginning with that leading, misleading question in the garden: “did the Lord really say?”  He 

doesn’t have to convince you to do anything obviously and blatantly horrible, so long as he can 

convince you to take your eyes off Christ and forge your own path. 

 

 The Lord, by his Word, commands us to love our enemies, and pray for those who 

persecute us.  Satan asks, “who, exactly, is your enemy?  How can you love someone who’s only 

going to hate you in return?”  The Word of the Lord says, “Do not murder.”  Satan turns us away 

from that simple command to a debate over when, exactly, life begins, and whether that applies 

to someone who’s terminally ill, and whether we can support the use of deadly force by the 

police while opposing euthanasia and abortion.  The Word of the Lord commands us not to steal; 

Satan points us to the rampant greed of the corporate world, to the waste of government, and 

asks, “is it really wrong to steal from them?”  The Word of the Lord commands us not be anxious 

for anything; Satan uses our fear to try to drive us to disobedience. 

 

 If we learn any lesson at all from the Israelites here in the wilderness, it’s to keep our 

eyes on the Lord, to move at – and only at – his command.  To follow him isn’t always, or even 

often, safe – after all, he did lead the Israelites straight into battle in Canaan.  But he is good, and 

trustworthy – in fact, he’s the only trustworthy guide we have.  If we’re not willing to put down 

and set out at his Word, as it says here in verse 23, then we’re going to be led astray. 

 



 Another lesson to be learned here is that we have to be ready to move at any time, and 

keep moving until the Lord commands us to stop.  It’s so hard to go, especially when the Lord is 

commanding us to go somewhere we don’t want to go, and to do something either we don’t want 

to do, or we think we’re not qualified to do.  That, in a nutshell, is our basic problem with 

evangelism: the work of sharing the Gospel requires that we be uncomfortable.  And yet Jesus 

says that the work of carrying the Gospel into all the world is the primary calling of the church 

between his ascension to heaven and his return in glory.  In fact, very few of the things that he 

commands us to do are comfortable.  Loving the unlovable; serving the poor; befriending the 

friendless; speaking the truth to one another, in love; pointing out when a fellow believer has 

fallen into sin and calling him or her to repentance – none of those things is easy.  And yet if 

we’re going to call ourselves Christians, we’re going to have to be ready to do what he asks, are 

we not? 

 

 This business of trust and obedience isn’t some kind of masochism, some morbid moral 

self-flagellation.  It’s not even, in the end, a sacrifice, at least a permanent one.  Because the one 

we follow is trustworthy, and is leading his people to a glorious destination.  Israel would have 

entered the promised land forty years earlier if they had simply been willing to trust in the 

goodness of the Lord, and go where he led.  I’m not sure it’s going to hasten the kingdom, but I 

am certain that trust and obedience is going to be the key to our joy in Christ.  Amen.  

 


