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Moses’ last words to Israel

4. Blessings for Reuben and Judah

David Green

REUBEN

Deuteronomy 33

v.6 Let Reuben live, and not die,
Nor let his men be few.*

Live and not die

ECAUSE OF Reuben’s sin, Jacob took away
Bhis birthright, and said: “thou shalt not

excel” (Gen. 49:4, AV; cf. 35:22). The out-
working of Jacob’s words can be seen from the
census records. At the second census, shortly
before entering the Promised Land, only two of
the twelve tribes had a smaller number of fight-
ing men than Reuben, whereas at the first cen-
sus, shortly after leaving Egypt, that tribe was
seventh in order of size. In a period of forty
years the number of men above twenty years
old had reduced from 46,500 to 43,730 (Num.
1:21; 26:7).

Much later on, in the days of Jeroboam Il of

Israel, the trans-Jordanic tribes, Reuben, Gad and
the half-tribe of Manasseh, could muster a total

force of only 44,760 fighting men (1 Chron. 5:18).
It is very probable that the destruction of the

Reubenite leaders Dathan and Abiram, together
with their households, and then the later de-
struction of many Israelites by plague at Peor,

had a significant impact on the size of the tribe
of Reuben.

In contrast to Jacob’s prophecy, the blessing
by Moses, “Let Reuben live, and not die”, brings
salvation and prosperity to Reuben. In order to
emphasise the importance of what is being said,
the common Scriptural idiom is used in which
one thing is affirmed and the opposite is denied.
For example, the Kohathites were not to watch
while the holy things were covered by the priests,
“that they may live and not die” (Num. 4:19),
and Hezekiah was instructed to set his house in
order, “for you shall die and not live” (Isa. 38:1).

*  All quotations are from the NKJV unless stated oth-
erwise.

1. Other examples are Genesis 43:8; Deuteronomy 9:7;
1 Samuel 1:11; Psalm 118:17; Jeremiah 20:14; John
1:20; 1 John 2:4,27.
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Let not his men be few

In most versions the second negative, which is
lacking in the Hebrew text of verse 6, has been
supplied to complete the parallelism. It is gener-
ally assumed that there is an ellipsis, the first
‘not’ serving for both parts of the verse. This
agrees with the positively expressed statement
of the Septuagint version, “let him be many in
number”.

The words “men . . . few” are used to trans-
late a pair of Hebrew words meaning ‘men of
number’. This is an idiomatic expression, also
occurring in Genesis 34:30 and elsewhere in the
Bible,? that means ‘easily counted’, and hence
‘few in number’.

Not all translators agree that a negative should
be supplied in the second line of this verse. For
example, the Jerusalem Bible reads, “live too, his
small band of warriors!”, and the Interlinear Bi-
ble® has, “and let his men be numbered”.

It has already been pointed out that the
Alexandrian copy of the Septuagint inserts the
name Simeon in the second line. This manu-
script reads: “and let Simeon be very numer-
ous”. If this reading truly represents Moses’
words, there has been no fulfilment in the past
history of Israel.* However, in the Kingdom age
the Simeonites will no doubt prosper numeri-
cally in their inheritance, which will lie between
the areas allocated to Benjamin and Issachar
(Ezek. 48:24,25).

Future fulfilment

In this prophecy, Reuben, Jacob’s first-born, can
be seen to be representative of the whole nation
of Israel, who were appointed God’s first-born

son; “Thus saith the LORD, Israel is My son, even
My firstborn” (Ex. 4:22, AV). Because of unfaith-
fulness Israel lost this position of honour, being
replaced by spiritual Israel, just as Reuben lost
his birthright to Joseph (1 Chron. 5:1,2). In addi-
tion, natural Israel, like the tribe of Reuben, be-
came few in number when God’s punishments
were poured out on the disobedient nation: “And
ye shall be left few in number, whereas ye were
as the stars of heaven for multitude; because

thou wouldest not obey the voice of the LORD

thy God” (Deut. 28:62, AV).

However, there will be a reversal of fortune
when lIsrael is restored to God’s favour in the
Kingdom age (Jer. 31:27; Zech. 2:4). Then not
only the tribe of Reuben but also all the other
tribes, including Simeon, will become very nu-
merous. Thus the promise to Abraham that his
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descendants would become as the dust of the
earth (Gen. 13:16), the sand on the seashore and
the stars of heaven (22:17) for multitude, will
receive its ultimate fulfilment.

JUDAH

Deuteronomy 33

v.7 And this he said of Judah:
“Hear, LORD, the voice of Judah,
And bring him to his people;
Let his hands be sufficient for him,
And may You be a help against his
enemies”.

The voice of Judah

The voice of Judah has been expressed through

the prayers and psalms of many great men of

that tribe, including David, Solomon, Asa, Je-
hoshaphat and Daniel. To these may be added

Nehemiah—whose tribe is not specified but who
most certainly prayed on behalf of the nation of
Judah—and the greatest of all of Judah’s line,

the Lord Jesus Christ. Of Jesus it is written that,
“when he had offered up prayers and supplica-
tions, with vehement cries and tears to Him Who
was able to save him from death, [he] was heard
because of his godly fear” (Heb. 5:7).

However, reasons have been put forward for
applying Moses’ words to the time of the resto-
ration of the kingdom to Israel. In view of this,
the fulfilment is to be seen in the words of Zecha-
riah concerning the nation of Israel: “they shall
call on My name, and | will hear them: I will say,
It is My people: and they shall say, The LORD is
my God” (13:9, AV).

Bring him to his people

The “him” of the phrase “bring him to his peo-
ple” must refer to the Lion of the tribe of Judah,
who will come to the Jews as their deliverer

when the time of Jacob’s trouble is upon them

(Jer. 30:7,9). At that time “The Redeemer will

come to Zion” (Isa. 59:20) and will “save the

tents of Judah first” (Zech. 12:7). In the words of
Jacob’s blessing to Judah: “Shiloh comes; and to

2. Page 536, Vol. 1, Theological Word Book of the Old Tes-
tament, Moody Press, 1980.

3. Translated and edited by Jay P. Green, Hendrickson,
second edition, 1986.

4. See “The omission of Simeon” in Part 3 (Aug. 2004
p.328).
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him shall be the obedience of the people” (Gen.
49:10).

Let his hands be sufficient for him

Jacob said of Judah, “your hand shall be on the
neck of your enemies” (Gen. 49:8). A major ful-
filment of these words was in the wars of King

David (Ps. 18:37-43), but David’s victories merely
foreshadowed those of Jesus, who will bring all

enemies into subjection, including death itself:

“For he must reign, till He hath put all enemies
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under his feet. The last enemy that shall be
destroyed is death” (1 Cor. 15:25,26, AV). How-
ever, it must be recognised that it is through the
mighty power of God that Jesus will “possess
the gate of his enemies” (Gen. 22:17, AV). It is
God, the Father of Jesus Christ, who will “put all
things under his feet” (1 Cor. 15:27; Ps. 8:6). It is
God’s hand that makes Christ’s hands “suffi-
cient for him”. In this way will be fulfilled the
prayer, “may You be a help against his enemies”.
(To be continued)

An overview of the last six chapters of
Zechariah

Geoff Walker

as a whole, it is clear that there is a marked

difference between the first eight chapters
and the last six (9-14). There is a distinct change
in style and approach.

Chapters 1-8 are dated. The dates are given
in 1:1,7 and 7:1. All three dates relate to the reign
of Darius the Persian. Comparison with Ezra
4:24 and 5:1 pinpoints the time as the time of the
building of the temple under the guidance of
Zerubbabel and Joshua the high priest. The tem-
ple took four years to build, between the second
and sixth years of Darius’s reign, and all three
dates have reference to that period.

The date given in 1:7 (in the second year of
Darius) was the day on which all the visions
seen by Zechariah, and recorded in chapters 1-6,
were revealed (the visions follow naturally one
after another, suggesting that they were all re-
vealed together). Chapters 7 and 8, given in the
fourth year of Darius, are linked together, the
questions asked of the priests at that time, as
recorded in the beginning of the seventh chap-
ter, being answered at the close of the eighth (v.
19). Thus chapters 1-8 have a definite historical
setting. There is nothing to compare with this
historical background in chapters 9-14. This is
one clear difference between the two halves of
the prophecy.

I OOKING AT THE prophecy of Zechariah

Judah and Ephraim

There is a further difference. The first eight chap-
ters are concerned with happenings in Judah

and Jerusalem and the building of the temple in

Jerusalem (see 1:12,19; 2:2,4,12; 3:2; 4:9; 6:12,13;
7:2; 8:3,4,9,19). There is but one reference to the
“house of Israel” (8:13), which has to do with the
future, and is an indication that Israel as well as
Judah would share in the future blessings that
would accrue when the Lord dwelt in the newly
built temple. There is no reference in these chap-
ters to any specific activity by the northern tribes,
nor any indication of their standing before God,
nor of their relationship with Judah in the days
of the return from exile.

Chapters 9-14 are different, bringing in the
ten tribes in conjunction with Judah. Chapter 9
speaks of the cutting off of “the chariot from
Ephraim, and the horse from Jerusalem” (v. 10),
and deals with a time “when | have bent Judah
for Me, [and] filled the bow with Ephraim” (v.
13). Chapter 10 has, “I will strengthen the house
of Judah, and | will save the house of Joseph” (v.
6), and “they of Ephraim shall be like a mighty
man” (v. 7). In fact, the rest of this tenth chapter
appears to have reference to the fortunes of the
ten tribes. Ephraim and Judah together thus fea-
ture prominently in these two chapters, which is
in marked contrast to the picture presented in
the first eight chapters.

There is a definite change of format and
thought in chapter 11, and yet the relationship
between Judah and Israel is prominentin it. The
‘cutting asunder’ of the prophet’s staff “Bands”
portrayed the breaking of “the brotherhood be-
tween Judah and Israel” (v. 14). There is clear
reference to the history of the two nations here,
as there is in chapters 9 and 10.
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