
 
 
 
 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Numbers 
Faith in the Wilderness 

If the LORD delights in us, He will bring us into this land and give it to 
us, a land that flows with milk and honey. 

Numbers 14:8 
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History Date (BC) Numbers 
Joseph born

(Genesis 30:22–24) ca. 1915  

Jacob settles in Egypt 
(Genesis 46:5–7) 1876  

Hammurabi begins 
reign in Babylonia 1792  

1526 Moses born in Egypt 
(Exodus 2:1–8) 

Amenhotep II 
becomes Pharaoh of 

Egypt
1450 

 

Exodus from Egypt 1446 (Exodus 12:31–51) 
Hebrews wander in the 

wilderness 1446–1406 
Moses writes 
Pentateuch (Genesis–
Deuteronomy) 

Construction of 
Tabernacle (Exodus 

25–30; 35–40)
1446 

 

1444 

Moses and Aaron take 
census (Numbers 1:1–
46); send spies to 
Canaan (Numbers 
13:1–3; 28) 

Aaron dies on Mt. Hor 
(Numbers 33:38–39) 1406 

Moses dies on Mt. 
Nebo (Deuteronomy 
34) 

Joshua leads Hebrews 
into Canaan; Conquest 

begins (Joshua 1–3)
1405 

 

Joshua dies
(Joshua 24:29) 1399  



 7

An Outline of Numbers 
The Book of Numbers can be divided into three main sections, 

mostly based upon the geographical setting. Section 1 occurs near 
Sinai (1:1–10:10); section 2, near Kadesh (10:11–22:1); and section 3 
occurs in the plains of Moab (22:2–36:13). The book also can be 
arranged according to the major events of the narrative, which might 
look as follows: part 1, Israel’s obedience (chs. 1–10); part 2, Israel’s 
disobedience (chs. 11–25); and part 3, (new) Israel’s obedience (chs. 
26–36). 

 
I. Israel at Sinai, Preparing for the Promised Land (1:1–10:10) 
 A. The Commands for Census of the People (chs. 1–4) 
  1. The Men Numbered for War (1:1–54) 
  2. The Arrangement of the Tribes (chs. 2–3) 
  3. The Levitical Service (ch. 4) 
 B. The People Prepared and Purified (5:1–10:10) 
  1. Purity in the Camp (chs. 5–6) 
  2. The Priesthood and the Temple Services (7–9:14) 
  3. God Meets with His People (9:15–10:10) 
II. The Journey from Sinai to Kadesh (1:11–12:16) 
 A. The Beginning of the Journey (10:1–11:36) 
 B. The Beginning of Sorrows: Fire and Quail (ch. 11) 
 C. The Opposition of Miriam and Aaron (ch. 12) 
III. Israel at Kadesh (13:1–20:13) 
 A. The Twelve Spies (ch. 13) 
 B. The People’s Rebellion (ch. 14) 
 C. Various Laws (ch. 15) 
 D. The Insurrection of Korah (ch. 16) 
 E. The Test of Aaron’s Rod (ch. 17) 
 F. Levitical Duties (ch. 18) 
 G. The Red Heifer (ch. 19) 
 H. Moses’ Great Sin (20:1–13) 
IV. The Journey From Kadesh to Moab (20:14–2:1) 
 A. The Resistance of Edom (20:14–21) 
 B. The Death of Aaron (20:22–29) 
 C. The Destruction of Arad (21:1–3) 
 D. The Bronze Serpent (21:4–9) 
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 E. Conflict and Victory (21:10–22:1) 
V. Israel Prepares to Enter the Land (22:2–32:42) 
 A. Balaam, Balak, and Baal (chs. 22–25) 
 B. The Second Census (ch. 26) 
 C. Instructions for the New Generation (chs. 27–30) 
 D. War Against Midian (ch. 31) 

E. The inheritance of Reuben, Gad, and half of Manasseh (ch. 
32) 

VI. Final Matters (chs. 33–36) 
 A. The Journey Recalled (ch. 33) 
 B. The Land and Laws of Inheritance (chs. 34–36) 
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Introduction 
The Book of Numbers is the divine record of Israel’s experience 

from the time of the Exodus until their entrance into the Promised 
Land forty years later. God prepared His people to take possession of 
the Promised Land by bringing them into conformity with His Law. 
Numbers’ primary theme is the testing of faith, showing how God by 
His grace leads His people through wilderness wanderings to their 
promised destination. God does this despite the disobedience of His 
people. Woven throughout the book is the promise of salvation by 
grace alone, along with the warning that unbelief, as the rejection of 
that grace, leads only to spiritual disaster and the loss of God’s gifts. 
God calls His people to believe His gracious promise and to rely upon 
Him solely by faith. He assures them that by His power He alone will 
sustain their lives and subdue their enemies. Through the ordeals of 
testing and trial, God nurtures and strengthens their faith so that they 
come to know the reality and truthfulness of God’s Word. 

The types and shadows of Christ that fill the Old Testament are 
found throughout Numbers. Israel’s failure under the Law 
demonstrates that, apart from God’s acting on our behalf, it is 
impossible for His will to be done in our lives. We must die and be 
made new again, as Israel learned corporately. 

The New Testament cites or alludes to Numbers several times. 
For example, the rock from which water was made to flow in 
Numbers 20 is mentioned in 1 Corinthians 10:4 and is said to have 
been Christ. Perhaps most well known is John 3:14, where Jesus notes 
that the Son of Man must be raised on the cross as “Moses lifted up the 
serpent in the wilderness” (Numbers 21:6–9). We should also mention 
the infamous false prophet Balaam (Numbers 22–25), whom the New 
Testament holds forth as one who conducts ministry for earthly gain 
(2 Peter 2:15–16; Jude 11; Revelation 2:14). 

In the Book of Numbers, as in all of Scripture, we find the story 
of God’s redemption of sinners by His grace alone. 
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Lesson 1 

The First Census of 
God’s People 

Chapters 1 through 4 of Numbers contain the first official census, 
or detailed counting, recorded about the camp of Israel. (A previous 
census to assess an atonement tax is mentioned in Exodus 38:25–26.) 
Included, as well, are specifications for the arrangement of the tribes 
around the Tent of Meeting (the tabernacle) and their formation when 
encamped or when marching. All of this is in preparation for Israel to 
enter and take possession of the land of Canaan. 

Counting the People 
Chapter 1 records the first census which takes place at Mount 

Sinai. This occurs a year and two months after the Israelites left Egypt 
during the Exodus. God’s people are preparing for war in the land of 
promise, where they will, by God’s power, drive out “seven nations 
more numerous and mightier” than they (Deuteronomy 7:1). Here, God 
commands that every tribe and family be counted and that from them 
males twenty years of age and older—“all in Israel who are able to go 
to war”—are to be numbered individually. God then commands that 
certain named persons from each tribe will assist Moses and Aaron in 
making the census (vv. 5–16). These men are tribal leaders and are 
mentioned elsewhere in Numbers (2:1–24; 7:1–88; 10:14–28). 

However, the census is not initiated by Moses’ personal interest 
or some strategic military plan that he had conceived. Rather, in verse 
1 of chapter 1, we are told that “the LORD spoke to Moses” and ordered 
the census. God did not order the census for His own benefit, to prove 
to Himself or even to His people how “successful” He was, or to 
vindicate Himself. He did not command the census to be taken to make 
His people feel secure in knowing their size. The divine purpose of this 
census was, first, for God to acknowledge His people graciously as His  
 



 11

own and, second, for Him to make and mark their place in the Holy 
Congregation. 

1. Read Numbers 1:1–46; 2 Samuel 24:1–17; and 1 Chronicles 
21:1–17. How does David’s numbering of the people differ from that 
of Moses’ in Numbers? 

 
 
 
The census required that males, twenty years old and older, be 

counted as they are “able to go to war” (Numbers 1:3). Note how 
elsewhere in this chapter that expression recurs (vv. 20, 22, 24, 26, 28, 
30, 32, 34, 36, 38, 40, 42, and 45). Just as these men are naturally 
mature, God desires and expects us to become spiritually mature 
(Ephesians 4:15; 1 Peter 2:2; 2 Peter 3:18). Spiritual maturity brings 
with it an experiential knowledge and acquaintance with God’s grace 
that enable us to overcome the devil through faith alone (see 1 John 
2:13–14). 

2. How does this section from Numbers apply to us as Christians, 
especially as Jesus Christ has fought and won for us the great battle of 
salvation (see Luke 11:22; John 16:33; 1 John 4:4; Revelation 12:11)? 

 
 
 
 
In verses 20–44, the tallies of each tribe are given. The sum total 

is 603,550 men who are twenty years old and older (v. 46). This is 
exactly the number given of a previous counting (not a military census 
as in Numbers) of men twenty and older (Exodus 38:26). Critical 
scholars point to this as evidence that the Pentateuch (the first five 
books of the Bible whose human authorship was ascribed by Jesus 
Himself to Moses; see Mark 12:26; Luke 16:29, 31) has been edited 
and reworked by subsequent scribes in order to appear uniform. 
However, this conclusion is both unnecessary and speculative. Later in 
Numbers, at the second great census, the total differs: 601,730 
(Numbers 26:51). If a later editor had intended to make these figures 
artificially match, then he would have naturally been inclined to do so 
elsewhere; but he doesn’t. The inclusion of these figures, which 
represent human beings, serves to remind us of God’s grace and that 
He knows “those who are His” (2 Timothy 2:19) and that none will be 
lost (John 17:12). 
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3. Why does faith not stumble at this remarkable coincidence, 
rather regarding God’s Word as true despite what reason and our 
senses may tell us? 

 
 
 
4. Read Revelation 7:1–8 and 14:1–5. How does God “count” His 

elect people? Why are attempts to judge our faithfulness to God based 
upon human and visible numbering misleading? 

 
 
 
Read 1:47–54. Excluded from the census is the tribe of Levi, or 

the Levites (v. 47). The Levites were not eligible for military duty, but 
were devoted exclusively to the service of the tabernacle. They were 
appointed to care for, tend the services of, and see to the transport of 
the tabernacle. In addition, the Levites were directed to pitch their tents 
in closest permissible proximity to the Tent of Meeting on all sides in 
order to surround it with their presence. This reminded non-Levites 
that, according to the Law, only by the ministry of the Levitical 
priesthood could access be granted to God. Not everyone was called to 
public ministry, though all were members of the Holy Nation. 

5. Read Luke 16:13, Titus 1:5, and Hebrews 13:17. Explain how, 
although all Christians are servants, all are not ministers. 

 
 
 
6. The Book of Hebrews (see 7:22; 8:6; 9:33) in the New 

Testament teaches that a “better” priesthood in Jesus Christ has 
replaced the Levitical priesthood. How does Jesus fulfill the duties 
mentioned in 1:50–51 and keep God’s “wrath” (v. 53), once and for all, 
from falling upon us? 

 
 

Arrangements for the Camp 
God commanded the orderly arrangement of the twelve tribes 

around both the tabernacle and the Levites. (The tribe of Joseph was 
divided according to his sons, Manasseh and Ephraim, with the Levites 
left uncounted.) This arrangement reflected the necessity of God’s 
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people to be in conformity with the divine will. Human beings, by 
themselves, cannot bring their lives into alignment with God’s 
righteous standards. Although there was doubtlessly some practical 
military wisdom in the tribal formation, its value and meaning were not 
found in human strength or prowess. Rather, the arrangement meant 
that God was at the center of their corporate lives, and every tent (life) 
was facing Him (2:2). The tribes were assigned their place when 
encamped. Groups of three were on each side (2:1–34). When 
marching, six were in front, and six were in back. 

7. Just as God had a place for each member of this body of 
people, so He has in Christ a place for each Christian in Christ’s body, 
the Church (see 1 Corinthians 12 and 14). What insight does Numbers 
2 provide for understanding how we relate to our respective 
congregations and carry out God’s will? 

 
 
 
8. The tribes were situated on all four sides of the tabernacle. Yet, 

there was only one entrance. This entrance was accessible only by 
Moses and the house of Aaron, who were encamped in front of the 
tabernacle (3:38). Consider the city of God envisioned in Revelation 
21:1–13. There is no need of a temple there, since God and His people 
dwell together as one. Open gates stand on all four sides. What is the 
significance of this, and how might it relate to the camp arrangements 
of Numbers 2? 

 
 
 
Three entities are responsible for leading God’s people: Judah, 

Moses, and the Levites. Judah is the lead tribe that follows the 
directions given by the Lord through Moses (9:23), with a small band 
of Levites marching before them bearing the ark of the covenant 
(10:17–21). 

9. How does Christ fulfill all three of these roles? How are 
Christians kept aligned with God’s righteousness by following Him 
(see Luke 9:62; Romans 8:1; 2 Corinthians 2:13; Galatians 5:25; 
6:16)? 
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Counting the Levites 
Chapters 3 and 4 record a separate census being taken of the tribe 

of Levi. The census has two parts. The first counts all males older than 
one month of age (3:14); the second count all males between the ages 
of thirty and fifty who are able-bodied (4:2). 

From the tribe of Levi, the family of Aaron, Moses’ brother, is set 
apart. Only priests from this family may touch the altar, offer 
sacrifices, or approach the tabernacle (3:1–4). Their duty was so 
serious that failure to comply strictly with the divinely prescribed laws 
of worship resulted in judgment from God. Verse 4 alludes to the death 
of two of Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu (Leviticus 10:1–2), who 
were struck down by God for offering “unauthorized [strange] fire.” 

10. Why do you think that the Book of Leviticus mentions this 
event? Is it a word of Gospel or Law? 

 
 
 
 
In chapter 4, the Kohathites (the family of Kohath of the tribe of 

Levi) were charged with the transport of the tabernacle and all its 
furnishings. Yet, only the Aaronites (descendants of Aaron) were 
allowed to set it up and take it down. The Kohathites were warned that 
if they touched (4:15) or looked at (4:20) the “holy things” (uncovered) 
they would die at God’s hand. 

11. The New Testament applies the description “kingdom of 
priests” (Exodus 19:6) to the entire Church (1 Peter 2:9; Revelation 
5:10; 20:6). How does the life of an individual perform priestly service 
unto God? 

 
 
 

In Closing 
Encourage participants to begin the following activities: 
• Read Exodus 25–30, 35–39, and Leviticus 8–10, and 

familiarize yourself with the priesthood and the tabernacle. 
• Read Hebrews 5–10 and consider how Christ fulfills the entire 

Levitical system in His person and work. 
• Read Numbers 5:1–10:10 to prepare for the next session. 
Close with prayer. 
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