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Southern end of
the wilderness of
Paran. While the
children of Israel
were camped at
Paran, Korah led
a rebellion against
Moses and Aaron.
They claimed
Aaron had no
claim to the priesthood and Moses
had no claim to be
their leader. The
ground opened,
swallowing the
leaders. Fire came
from heaven and
destroyed the 250
who were part of
the rebellion.
Right: Incense
stand from Hazor,
Israel.

60 BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR / SPRING 2010

ETB: Book of Exodus

When God called Moses to go to Egypt and demand that Pharaoh

let the Israelites go free, one of Moses’ fears was that he was not a good
speaker. The Lord told Moses He was going to send his older brother

Aaron to help him speak (Ex. 4:14-15). God kept His promise, and a long
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but sometimes troubled relationship began between the two brothers.
A Willing Assistant
While Moses was on his way to Egypt, the Lord spoke
to Aaron and told him to go into the wilderness to
meet Moses. Aaron gladly accepted the assignment
and left immediately. When they met, Moses told
Aaron everything the Lord had told him; and Aaron
accepted every word (vv. 27-31). Back in Egypt, Moses
and Aaron assembled Israel’s elders. Aaron explained
what God had said and performed the signs as God had
directed (vv. 27-30). Aaron and Moses next appeared
before Pharaoh. Although the Lord told Moses to use
the staff as a sign that He was going to work a miracle
or send a plague, Aaron was the one who actually held
up the staff (4:1-5; 7:9,10,19). Afterward, Aaron eagerly
stood alongside Moses in almost everything Moses did
until Israel arrived at Sinai.
A Weak Leader
At Sinai, Israel agreed to enter into a covenant relationship
with the Lord. Then, Moses went back up on the
mountain to receive further instructions from
God, leaving Aaron and Hur in charge (24:12-14).
Moses remained on the mountain for 40 days
and nights, and the people grew tired of waiting. They demanded that Aaron make an
idol, a physical representation of the God
who had brought them out of Egypt. This
action was a blasphemous, syncretistic mixing of Yahwistic with Egyptian
religion. Aaron weakly complied. He then
stood by while the people celebrated with
pagan rites around the golden calf (32:1-6).
When Moses returned, Aaron offered
the feeble excuse that he had thrown the
people’s gold in the fire and the calf had
popped out (vv. 22-24). Moses’ urgent
intercession with God brought him the
revelation that rebels against God’s covenant can be restored to God through

His grace (vv. 31-35; 34:5-10). In tragic contrast, Aaron’s
weakness as a leader had encouraged Israel’s rebellion.1
A Committed Worship Leader
In spite of Aaron’s failure, God told Moses to proceed
with plans to construct the tabernacle, where Aaron and
his sons were to serve as Israel’s first priests (40:1-16).
After the tabernacle was erected, God gave Moses a series
of instructions concerning the offerings the Israelites
were to offer on the tabernacle altar. Then He told Moses
to anoint Aaron and his sons to be priests. Part of the
ceremony required Aaron and his sons to remain at the
entrance to the tent portion of the tabernacle for seven
days, probably for prayer and study in preparation for
their holy service (Lev. 8–9). On the eighth day, they officiated over their first offerings at the altar. Sadly, tragedy
stuck immediately.
Aaron’s two oldest sons, Nadab and Abihu, evidently
in mistaken enthusiasm over their new authority, put
coals and incense on their censers and began to
swing them in an unauthorized ceremony before
the tabernacle.2 Fire burst forth from the tabernacle and killed them. Moses commanded that
their bodies be taken outside the camp for burial;
however, he instructed Aaron and Aaron’s two
youngest sons to remain at the tabernacle. The
ceremonies for the offerings over which they
were officiating were not yet finished, and
they were not to desert those responsibilities even for the funeral of Nadab and
Abihu. They stayed at the tabernacle as
instructed and remained true to their duties.3
While the burial was taking place, the Lord
spoke directly to Aaron and gave him instructions about his service as a priest (10:8-11). His
speaking directly to Aaron was evidence that
Aaron had passed the test of faithfulness
and God still intended to use him in the
important position of high priest.4
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An Able Interpreter of the Law
After Nadab and Abihu were buried, Moses encouraged
Aaron to complete the ceremonies of the grain offering
and the presentation offering. Moses discovered though
that the ceremonies of the sin offering had been completed already.5 He became upset because they had not been
completed exactly according to the instructions God had
given. The meat of a sin offering for the congregation was
supposed to be eaten by the priests in the courtyard of the
tabernacle, to show they had been restored to God’s service. Instead, Aaron’s two younger sons had incinerated
the meat (vv. 12-18). Aaron replied to Moses, “Since these
things have happened to me, if I had eaten the sin offering
today, would it have been acceptable in the Lord’s sight?”
(v. 19b, HCSB) He meant his heart would not have been
in the eating, and the Lord would not have been pleased
if he ate the offering in the wrong spirit. So, he had had
his sons substitute a ceremony that was authorized for a
sin offering offered by a priest (4:3,11-12). Moses accepted
Aaron’s explanation, and neither Aaron nor his sons were
punished. Aaron’s interpretation revealed two great truths
about the altar offerings—first, the Lord would accept a
small deviation from the normal ceremony if the priest
had a legitimate reason. Second, in the Lord’s offerings,
the condition of the heart was more important than the
performance of the ceremony.6 Aaron’s interpretation was
a brilliant warning against dead legalism.
A Jealous Offender
After the Israelites left Sinai, the people fell into the
habit of complaining and criticizing Moses. Sadly,
Moses’ sister Miriam and brother Aaron joined in the
criticism (Num. 12).7 The specific occasion for their
criticism was Moses’ marriage to a Cushite woman.
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Below: The small
white dot atop
the mountain in
the distance is the
shrine of the tomb
of Aaron at Jebel
Harun, translated
the “Mountain of
Aaron.” The tomb is
located near Petra
in modern Jordan.
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Left: Sunrise over
the Nile. Aaron’s
role in the exodus
began early; he was
the one to stretch
Moses’ staff over
the waters and to
strike its surface.
When he did, the
water became
blood (Ex. 7:19-20).

However, Moses’ marriage was only the occasion.
Their real criticism was because only Moses gave
instructions about God to everyone. They were jealous, because God spoke to them as well. The Lord
called the three before the tabernacle and declared
that He spoke to Moses in a distinctly different way.
He spoke to Miriam and Aaron as prophets through
visions and dreams, but he spoke to Moses “mouth to
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Right: Chapel of
the Prophet Aaron
(right) is built on
Aaron’s Hill. This
site, located near
the foot of Jebel
Musa (Mount Sinai),
marks the traditional site where
the children of
Israel worshiped
the golden calf.
Lower right:
Bronze figurine
of Apis the
bull. Dated
to the 26th
Dynasty.
Ceremonies
honoring Apis
date back to
about 2900
B.C. Priests
would care
for the live
bull that
represented Apis
for 25 years, at
the end of which
they would drown
the bull. Partial
remains of the
bull would then
be embalmed and
buried in a special
bull vault called a
serapeum.

mouth,” directly and openly. God was angry that they
questioned the superiority of what He spoke to Moses.
God did speak to them, but what He spoke to Moses
was greater. They were messages that would ultimately become a part of the living truth of the Bible.8 The
Lord was describing the difference between the way He
revealed Himself to Miriam and Aaron and the way
He revealed Himself to Moses—one of those special
few who received His perfect inerrant Word. What a
difference that distinction means for us today!
Aaron learned from that experience, because later a
Levite named Korah raised a similar complaint against
Moses. This time Aaron stood with Moses, while the
earth opened up under the feet of Korah and his followers
and they went alive into Sheol (16:1-33).9
An Honored Hero
Near the end of their wilderness journeys, the Israelites
came to Mount Hor. The Lord told Moses and Aaron
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it was time for Aaron to die (20:22-29). Moses,
Aaron, and Aaron’s oldest living son Eleazar
went to the top of the mountain. Moses took
the high priest’s clothes off of Aaron and placed
them on Eleazar, signifying that he was assuming Aaron’s responsibilities. Aaron died on the
mountain at the age of 123 (33:37-39). Afterwards,
the Israelites mourned Aaron's death for
30 days, honoring the life and ministry
of a great servant of God.10 Aaron's life
was over. The exodus and Aaron's priestly
influence, however, would continue.
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