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Introduction
Only a year has passed since the exodus from Egypt when the Book of Numbers opens. Numbers, the book
of divine discipline, shows the painful consequences of unbelief and irresponsible decisions on the part of God’s chosen
people. Numbers begins with the Exodus generation (1-12), moves through a tragic transition period (13-20), and
ends with the Wilderness generation (21-36) poised at the doorstep to the land of Canaan. The book contains the
records of two generations, two censuses, and two sets of instructions for enjoying the land of promise. God’s love is
kind, but it can also be severe. His people must learn they can move forward only as they trust and depend on Him.
Numbers is the book of wanderings. It takes its name from the two numberings of the Israelites—the first at Mount
Sinai and the second on the plains of Moab. Most of the book, however, describes Israel’s experiences as they wander
in the wilderness. The lesson of Numbers is clear. While it may be necessary to pass through wilderness experiences,
one does not have to live there. For Israel, an eleven-day journey became a forty-year agony.
Title: The title of Numbers comes from the first word in the Hebrew text, Wayyedabber, “And He Said.” Jewish
writings, however, usually refer to it by the fifth Hebrew word in Numbers 1:1, Bemidbar, “In the Wilderness,” which
more nearly indicates the content of the book. The Greek title in the Septuagint is Arithmoi, “Numbers.” The Latin
Vulgate followed this title and translated it Liber Numeri, “Book of Numbers.” These titles are based on the two

numberings: the generation of Exodus (1) and the generation that grew up in the wilderness and conquered Canaan
(26). Numbers has also been called the “Book of the Journeyings,” the “Book of the Murmurings,” and the “Fourth
Book of Moses.”
Author: The evidence that points to Moses as the author of Numbers is similar to that for the previous books of the
Pentateuch. These five books form such a literary unit that they rise or fall together on the matter of authorship.
External Evidence: The Jews, the Samaritans, and the early church give testimony to the Mosaic authorship of
Numbers. Also, several New Testament passages cite events from Numbers and associate them with Moses. These
include John 3:14; Acts 7; 13; 1st Corinthians 10:1–13; Hebrews 3–4 and Jude 11.
Internal Evidence: There are more than eighty claims that “the LORD spoke to Moses” (the first is Numbers 1:1).
In addition, Numbers 33:2 makes this clear statement: “At the LORD’s command, Moses wrote down the starting
points for the stages of their journey...” Moses kept detailed records as an eyewitness of the events in this book. As the
central character in Exodus through Deuteronomy, he was better qualified than any other man to write these books.
Some scholars have claimed that the third person references to Moses point to a different author. However, use of
the third person was a common practice in the ancient world. Caesar, for example, did the same in his writings.
Date and Setting: Leviticus covers only one month, but Numbers stretches over almost thirty-nine years (c. 1584–
1545 B.C.). It records Israel’s movement from the last twenty days at Mount Sinai (Numbers 1:1; 10:11), the wandering
around Kadesh-Barnea, and finally the arrival in the plains of Moab in the fortieth year (Numbers 22:1; 26:3; 33:50;
Deuteronomy 1:3). Their tents occupy several square miles whenever they camp since there are probably over twoand-a-half million people (based on the census figures in Chapters 1 and 26). God miraculously feeds and sustains
them in the desert—He preserves their clothing and gives them manna, meat, water, leaders, and a promise (Numbers
14:34).
Theme and Purpose: The theme of Numbers is the consequence of disbelief and disobedience to the holy God. The
Lord disciplined His people but remained faithful to His covenant promises in spite of their fickleness. Numbers
displays the patience, holiness, justice, mercy, and sovereignty of God toward His people. It teaches that there are no
shortcuts to His blessings—He uses trials and tests for specific purposes.
Numbers was written to trace the history of Israel’s wanderings from Sinai to Moab. But the fact that there is
almost no record of the thirty-eight years of wandering shows that Numbers is a very thematic history. It selects those
events that are important to the development of God’s redemptive program. The sins of the first generation were
written as a reminder and a warning to the second generation. They must implicitly trust God before they can possess
the Land of Blessing.
Key Verses:
Yet as surely as I live and as the whole earth is filled with the LORD’s glory, none of the men who have seen my glory
and the signs I performed in Egypt and in the wilderness and have tested me these ten times and did not obey me, will
ever see the land I swore to give their fathers. None of those who have despised me will see it (Numbers 14:21-23).
But the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not trust me to demonstrate my holiness in the sight of the
Israelites, you will not bring this assembly into the land I have given them (Numbers 20:12).
Key Chapter: The critical turning point of Numbers may be seen in chapter 14 when Israel rejects God by refusing
to go up and conquer the Promised Land. God judges Israel “You will bear the consequences of your iniquities forty

years based on the number of the forty days that you scouted the land, a year for each day. You will know my
displeasure.” (Numbers 14:34).
Christ in Numbers—Perhaps the clearest portrait of Christ in Numbers is the bronze serpent on the stake, a picture of
the Crucifixion (Numbers 21:4-9; John 3:14). The rock that quenches the thirst of the multitudes is also a type of
Christ (1st Corinthians 10:4). The daily manna pictures the Bread of Life who later comes down from heaven (John
6:31-33).
Balaam foresees the rulership of Christ (Numbers 24:17). The guidance and presence of Christ is seen in the pillar
of cloud and fire, and the sinner’s refuge in Christ may be seen in the six cities of refuge. The red cow sacrifice is also
considered a type of Christ (Numbers 19).
Contribution to the Bible—In Genesis God elected a people, in Exodus He redeemed them, in Leviticus He sanctified
them, and in Numbers He directed them. Numbers takes up the story where Leviticus left off, on Mount Sinai.
Leviticus describes the believers’ worship, Numbers their walk:
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Numbers teaches the important lesson that biblical faith often requires trusting God against appearances (in this
case, the prospect of annihilation by superior enemy forces). Two extensive New Testament passages turn to this
wilderness experience for illustrations of spiritual truth. In 1st Corinthians 10:1-13 it illustrates the danger of idolatry
and immorality, and in Hebrews 3:7-4:6 it illustrates the theme of entering God’s rest through faith.
Overview: Israel as a nation is in its infancy at the outset of this book, only thirteen months after the Exodus from
Egypt. In Numbers, the book of divine discipline, it becomes necessary for the nation to go through the painful process
of testing and maturation. God must teach His people the consequences of irresponsible decisions. The forty years of
wilderness experience transforms them from a rabble of ex-slaves into a nation ready to take the Promised Land.
Numbers begins with the old generation (Numbers 1:1-10:10), moves through a tragic transitional period (Numbers
10:11-25:18), and ends with the new generation (Numbers 26-36) at the doorway to the land of Canaan.
The Exodus Generation (Numbers 1:1-10:10): The generation that witnessed God’s miraculous acts of deliverance
and preservation receives further direction from God while they are still at the foot of Mount Sinai. God’s instructions
are very explicit, reaching every aspect of their lives. He is the Author of order, not confusion; and this is seen in the
way He organizes the people around the tabernacle. Turning from the outward conditions of the camp to the inward
conditions, Numbers describes the spiritual preparation of the people.
The Tragic Transition (Numbers 10:11-25:18): Israel follows God step by step until Canaan is in sight. Then in
the crucial moment at Kadesh they draw back in unbelief. Their complaining had already become incessant (Numbers

11:1). But their unbelief after sending out the twelve spies at Kadesh-Barnea is something God will not tolerate
(Hebrews 6:3-6). Their rebellion at Kadesh marks the pivotal point of the book. The generation of the Exodus will
not be the generation of the conquest.
Unbelief brings discipline and hinders God’s blessing. The old generation is doomed to literally kill time for forty
years of wilderness wanderings—one year for every day spent by the twelve spies in inspecting the land. They are
judged by disinheritance and death as their journey changes from one of anticipation to one of aimlessness. Only
Joshua and Caleb, the two spies who believed God, enter Canaan.
The Wilderness Generation (Numbers 21-36): When the transition to the new generation is complete, the people
move to the plains of Moab, directly east of the Promised Land (Numbers 22:1). Before they can enter the land they
must wait until all is ready. Here they receive new instructions, a new census is taken, Joshua is appointed as Moses’
successor, and some of the people settle in the Transjordan.
Numbers records two generations (Numbers 1-14; 21-36), two numberings (Numbers 1; 26), two journeyings
(Numbers 10-14; 21-27), and two sets of instructions (Numbers 5-9; 28-36). It illustrates both the kindness and
severity of God (Romans 11:22) and teaches that God’s people can move forward only as they trust and depend on
Him.

The Exodus Generation (Numbers 1:1-10:10)
Chapter 1
1. The Lord to Moses in the tent of meeting from above the mercy seat between the two cherubim that were
over the Ark (Leviticus 1:1 cf. Exodus 25:22; Numbers 7:89; 12:7-8).
2. Wilderness ( מִדְ בָּרmidbar) does not mean desert, for although its scant rainfall cannot support cultivation, it
can provide adequate pasturage for flocks (Numbers 1:1 cf. Exodus 18:5; 19:1; Leviticus 27:34; Numbers 10:1112,33).
3. Mustering the troops (Numbers 1:3; Joshua 8:10; 2nd Samuel 24:1-9 ||1st Chronicles 7; 21:1-8; 2nd Chronicles
14:7).
4. The census taken by King Amaziah early in the eighth century B.C. also began with those twenty years old
(2nd Chronicles 25:5). In the ancient world the age for entering military service was twenty in Sparta, eighteen
in Athens, and seventeen in Rome. No upper age limit is set (Numbers 1:3).
a. Qualified to do work (Numbers 4:3,23).
b. Bearing spear and shield (2nd Chronicles 25:5).
c. The idea is able bodied men.
5. The census was completed in fewer than 20 days, possibly in 1 day (Numbers 1:17-19; 10:11). By contrast,
David’s census took nine months and twenty days to complete (2nd Samuel 24:8).
6. The order of enrollment is according to military divisions in preparation for the organization of the camp
(Numbers 1:20-42 cf. Numbers 2:3-31 see chart).
7. 603,550 (Numbers 1:46 cf. Exodus 12:37; Numbers 11:21).
8. The Levites were not to be counted as soldiers and had their own muster (Numbers 1:47-54 cf. Numbers
3:15).

Chapter 2

Chapter 3
1. The family records ( תוֹ לֵדוֹ תtôlēdôth) of Aaron and Moses (Numbers 3:1 cf. Genesis 2:4; 5:1: 6:9: 10:1,32;
11:10; 11:27; 25:12,13; 25:19; 36:1,9; 37:2).
2. Aaron is the firstborn (Numbers 3:2 cf. Exodus 6:20; Numbers 26:59-61; 1st Chronicles 5:29; 23:13).
3. The anointing of Aaron and his sons by the sprinkling of blood and oil (Numbers 3:3 cf. Exodus 29:21;
Leviticus 8:30 cf. Exodus 30:30; 40:15).
4. Nadab and Abihu (Numbers 3:2,4 cf. Leviticus 10:1-2).
5. The tribe of Levi is set apart for the support services to the Aaronic priesthood (Numbers 3:5-10).
6. The tribe of Levi is also taken by the Lord in place of the firstborn that were to be dedicated to His service
(Numbers 3:11-14,40-51 cf. Numbers 8:13-19; Exodus 13:2,12,13,15; 22:29; Leviticus 27:26).
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Chapter 4
1. Primary service for the operation of the tabernacle is limited to men 30 to 50 years old, presumably those
physically able to engage in the labor required and qualified as ritually clean (Numbers 4:3,23,30).
2. Though breakdown and transportation of the tabernacle is handled by the Levites, the Priests must handle the
preparation of the most holy objects for transportation (Numbers 4:5-15 cf. Numbers 3:25-26,31,36-37).
3. Three important warnings were given concerning the Kohathites (Numbers 4:15,18,20).
4. Priestly supervision is required for each clan and family of the Levites (Numbers 4:16,27,28,33).

Chapter 5
1. The jealousy ritual was a highly specialized mechanism for investigating a potential case of adultery (Numbers
5:11-31).
2. The initiation of this ritual was a response to a spirit (CSB feeling) of jealousy ( רֽ וחַ־קִנ ְאָּ ָ֛הruwakh-qinah)
coming upon a husband (Numbers 5:14,30 cf. Genesis 41:8).
3. This could be understood as a supernatural influence (Exodus 28:3; 1st Kings 22:22-23) or simply a figure of
speech referring to emotion and/or feeling (Proverbs 6:34; Song of Solomon 8:6 cf. Antiquities 3.271).
4. The nature of the ritual was of God revealing His will through the mediation of the priesthood on behalf of
humanity, bringing the hidden things to light (Ecclesiastes 12:14; 1st Corinthians 4:5).

Chapter 6
1. Special vows -  נ ֵדֶ רneder (Numbers 6:2 cf. Leviticus 27:2).
2. Nazirite  נ ָּז ִירnaziyr – consecrated one, devoted one.
3. The verb that follows,  נ ָּז ַרnazar – to dedicate, consecrate, to consecrate to the Lord (Numbers 6:2 Note ׁא ִ֣יש
ִ
שָּׁׁ֗ה
ָּ ִ אֽוֹ ־אish or ishah man or woman).
4. Samson (Judges 13:2-5), Samuel (1st Samuel 1:11), and John the Baptist (Luke 1:15; 7:33) were lifelong
Nazirites dedicated from birth by their parents.
5. Long hair was the signature characteristic of the Nazirite. The priests by contrast were to keep their hair
trimmed (Ezekiel 44:20 cf. Leviticus 21:5; 1st Corinthians 11:14).

Chapter 7
1. The twelve-day ritual takes place one month before chapters 1-6 (Numbers 7:1a cf. Exodus 40).
2. The leaders term  נ ָּשִיאnasi (Exodus 16:22; 2nd Chronicles 5:2) corresponds to the Greek ἡγέομαι hēgeomai,
those lifted up, highly esteemed (1st Thessalonians 5:13; Hebrews 13:7,17,24).
3. The twelve tribal leaders jointly contribute expensive gifts to the completed and consecrated Tabernacle.
These gifts consist of six carts and twelve oxen for the use of the Gershonites and Merarites in transporting the
dismantled Tabernacle. Then, individually and on successive days, each leader contributes to the consecrated
altar the identical gift as follows: one silver bowl and one silver basin, each filled with choice flour and oil for
cereal offerings, one gold ladle filled with incense, and the same number and kind of sacrificial animals. The
contribution of each leader is recorded, and the totals are summed up in Numbers 7:84–88; the names of the
leaders are identical with those listed in Numbers 1:5–15, and they follow the order of the camp in Numbers
2:3–31.
4. God the Father speaks to Moses from the mercy seat (Numbers 7:89). From our study in Exodus 25: The ark
of the testimony which held the written word of God, the bread from heaven (manna), and the rod of Aaron,
was capped by the mercy seat (ἱλαστήριον hilastērion), the place of propitiation, where the blood was
sprinkled, and where God was satisfied (Exodus 25:10-22; Hebrews 9:4). Christ is our mercy seat, who gave
His blood for the satisfaction of God the Father (Romans 3:25; Hebrews 2:17; 1st John 2:2; 4:10).

Chapter 8
1. Before the Levite workforce is permitted to begin their duties, it must be ritually qualified, which requires that
it be purified. This purification is not the same as the consecration of the priests (Exodus 29; Leviticus 8), who
are consecrated with the anointing oil (Exodus 29:7,21) in order to be made holy so that they may have access
to the sacred objects, that is, officiate at the altar and enter the Tent. The Levites, on the other hand, are
forbidden to enter the Tent or officiate at the altar (Numbers 18:3–4): They may only transport the dismantled
Tabernacle and its sacred objects after they are covered by the priests, a task that does not require sanctification
but purification.
2. There are three different ages given for the start of Levitical ministry (Numbers 4:3,23,30; 8:24; 1st Chronicles
23). The LXX reads 25 years old in Numbers 4:3,23,30 and 30 years old in 1st Chronicles 23:3. The rabbis
harmonize the discrepancy by conjecturing that at age twenty-five the Levite entered into training and
perhaps served as an assistant, but only at age thirty did he assume his full role in the ranks of Levite laborers.
1st Chronicles 23:25-27 explains the change to 20 years old.

Chapter 9
1. The Tabernacle was set up on the first day of the first month in the second year after the Exodus (Exodus
40:1,17).
2. Aaron and his sons were consecrated and ordained over the next seven days (Exodus 40:12-15; Leviticus 8).
3. For twelve days (overlapping the seven days of ordination and consecration of Aaron and his sons), the twelve
leaders of Israel brought their offerings (Numbers 7).
4. On the fourteenth day of the first month, Israel observes their second Passover (Numbers 9:1-14).
5. The fire-cloud (Numbers 9:15-23; Exodus 33:9-10; 40:36-38: Deuteronomy 1:33; Nehemiah 9:19). The fire
is also called the Lord’s glory (Exodus 24:17; 2nd Chronicles 7:3; cf. Ezekiel 1:27–28).
6. Shekinah, used in the Targums and rabbinic literature, describes the immanent presence of the transcendent
Deity. Although the word is not used in the Bible, the foundation for its use is found in the verb שׁכַן
ָּ shakan
st
– to dwell (Exodus 25:8; 29:45,46; Numbers 5:3; 1 Kings 6:13).

Chapter 10
1. The two trumpets were used for administrative, military and worship functions and joyous occasions
(Numbers 10:1-10).
a. The coronation of Joash (2nd Kings 11:14 cf. Psalm 98:6).
b. The installation of the Ark by David (1st Chronicles 16:6,42).
c. The dedication of Solomon’s Temple (2nd Chronicles 5:12–13).
d. Judah’s battle against Israel (2nd Chronicles 13:12–14).
e. The rededication of the altar and covenant under Asa (2nd Chronicles 15:8–15).
f. The purification of Hezekiah’s Temple (2nd Chronicles 29:27).
g. Laying the foundation of the Second Temple (Ezra 3:10).
h. Consecrating the walls of Jerusalem (Nehemiah 12:35,41).
2. The verb  נָּסַעnasaʿ - pull up, pull out (cf. Judges 16:3; Isaiah 33:20), a term related to nomadic travel, where
journeys are begun and ended by pulling up the tent stakes and by implanting them in a new site (Genesis
35:21). “Never let me be compelled to say, I have driven my stakes so deep into the earth that I cannot pull
them up; but rather let me so pitch my tent that in a moment I may strike it at the bidding of the Lord.”
(Robert Chapman, Choice Sayings – Numbers 9:15-23; 10:11)
3. The wilderness of Paran is the first major stop, with minor intermediary stops along the way (Numbers 10:12;
11:3,34-35; 12:16).
4. Hobab, son of Reuel the midianite and Moses ( חֹתֵן- chothēn) relative by marriage (Numbers 10:29 cf. Exodus
2:16-21; 4:18; 18:1-27; Judges 4:11).

Chapter 11
1. The first three verses contain all of the essential elements of all the subsequent narratives describing Israel’s
complaints: complaint (Numbers 11:4–5; 12:1–2; 14:1–4; 17:6–7; 20:3–5; 21:5), divine punishment (Numbers
11:33; 12:9–10; 14:20–37; 16:32; 17:11; 21:7), and immortalizing the incident by giving a name to the site
(Numbers 11:34; 20:13; 21:3; Exodus 15:23; 17:7).
2. The craving for meat was previously voiced after the crossing of the Red Sea (Exodus 16:3), and the divine
answer came in the form of manna and quail, which arrived together (Exodus 16:13-14).
3. The regret at leaving Egypt is a constant motif of the wilderness rebellion. Here, however, a deeper level of
meaning is struck: the craving for food produced of the earth and rejection of the manna, the grain/bread from
heaven (Psalm 78:21–31; 105:40).
4. The complaining is contagious, spreading from the riff-raff to the Israelites and finally to Moses (Numbers
11:10-15). His protest is permeated by personal pronouns (Romans 7:14-25).
5. ה ֽתַאֲוָָּ֑ה
ַ  קִבְרִ֣וֹ תKibroth-hattaavah means graves of greed; they buried the people who had craved the meat
(Numbers 11:34-35).

Chapter 12
1. The complaining continues to spread, now to Miriam and Aaron (Numbers 12:1-2).
2. YHWH’s defense of Moses reveals a unique relationship compared to any other prophet. Only one will surpass
it (Numbers 12:6-8 cf. Hebrews 3:2-6). I speak with him face to face (Numbers 12:8 cf. Exodus 33:11;
Deuteronomy 34:10).
3. Miriam and Aaron are prophets (Exodus 4:16; 6:13; 15:20; Micah 6:4).
4. Visions and dreams (Genesis 31:10–13; 1st Kings 3:5–14; Job 33:14–18 cf. Hebrews 1:1-2; Romans 10:14-17).

Chapter 13
1. A review of this incident (with additional details) is given by Moses in Deuteronomy 1:19-45.
2. Other reminders of the Kadesh-Barnea incident can be found in Numbers 26:64–65 and 32:8–13, Joshua 14:614, Psalm 95:10–11 and 106:24–26, and Nehemiah 9:15–17.
3. Name Change: Hoshea ַשֵׁ֥ע
ֵׁ ֹ – הוSalvation to Yehoshua ַ – י ְהוֹ שֽׁעYahweh is Salvation
4. Kadesh-Barnea is the Foundation for understanding the warnings in the book of Hebrews (3:16-19).

5. The  נְפִילִיםNephiylim/ Nephilim (Genesis 6:1-4; 2nd Peter 2:1-10; Jude 5-7 cf. Genesis 14:5; Deuteronomy
2:10-11,20; Joshua 11:21-22; 1st Samuel 17).

Chapter 14
1. Moses’ test is whether or not He will intercede for Israel with the knowledge of God’s Character and nature
and God’s own zeal for the glory of His name among the nations (Numbers 14:11-19 cf. Exodus 32:9-14)
2. In his first argument (Numbers 14:13–16) he poses the following theological problem: How is God to punish
Israel and yet maintain the reputation of His power in the world? God addressed the same problem in Israel’s
exile (Ezekiel 36:16–36; 39:21–29).
3. “he swore to give them” – Numbers 14:16 cf. Genesis 15:18; 26:3; Exodus 6:8; 13:5,11)
4. In his second argument (Numbers 14:17-19) he bases his plea on the LORD’s own revelation of Himself (Exodus
20:5-6; 34:6-7).
5. Hormah (Numbers 21:2-3).

