
Numbers - Lesson 4 (Handout)
Spring 2026

Page �  of �1 2

Thesis:  The  census  totals  in  Numbers  1:46  and  26:51  are  probably  best  understood  as 
referring to the total population of the tribes of Israel, rather than only the military-aged men. 
While the text highlights men “twenty years old and upward,” these men may have functioned 
as household representatives through whom the entire covenant community was counted.

Census Totals
First Census (1:46) = 603,550 

Census of the Firstborn Sons (3:43) = 22,273

Second Census (26:51) = 601,730 

Extrapolated Total of the Tribes = approx. 2.5 million  

“Regarding these figures as the total number of fighting men alone has 
led many interpreters to extrapolate an estimated population upwards 
of 2.5 million Israelites in the wilderness.”1

Two Interpretive Options
The Fighting Men View - The totals in Numbers 1:46 and 26:51 refer 
exclusively to fighting men—males twenty years old and upward.

The Simple Proposal - The totals found in Numbers 1:46 and 26:51 reflect the population of the 
tribes as a whole. Military-aged men men served as household representatives through whom 
their households were counted. 

“The issue, moreover, cannot be reduced merely to conservative versus critical approaches [to 
the Bible],  as  if  the only stumbling block were over YHWH’s ability either to multiply his 
people or to feed such a multitude in the wilderness—though these points are often noted […] 
Rather, taking seriously the trustworthiness of Scripture is precisely what has led some scholars, 
who freely confess both the miraculous parting of the sea and the heaven-sent manna, to take seriously as 
well the problem caused by high census figures and to posit resolutions”.2

Against the Fighting Men View
Problem 1: Too Many Sons
- The total of the firstborn census was 22,273. Since the number of firstborn sons should be 

roughly equal to the number of mothers in Israel—each mother can have only one firstborn 
son, after all—then we can conclude that there were roughly 22,273 mothers in Israel at that 
time. If all of the 600,000 soldiers in Israel’s army came from those 22,273 mothers, then each 
mother would have to have roughly 27 sons in order for the army to reach 600,000 members. 

 Morales, Numbers 1-19 (Vol. 1), 100.1

 Ibid., Emphasis added. 2

Tribe Totals 
1.) Reuben 46,500 (1:20-21)
2.) Simeon 59,300 (1:22-23)
3.) Gad 45,650 (1:22-25)
4.) Judah 74,600 (1:26-27)
5.) Issachar 54,400 (1:28-29)
6.) Zebulun 57,400 (1:30-31)
7.) Ephraim 40,500 (1:32-33)
8.) Manasseh 32,200 (1:34-35)
9.) Benjamin 35,400 (1:36-37)
10.) Dan 62,700 (1:38-39)
11.) Asher 41,500 (1:40-41)
12.) Naphtali 53,400 (1:42-43)

Total: 603,550
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Problem 2: The Testimony of Exodus and Deuteronomy
- Exodus 23:29-30 suggests that Israel’s population will not immediately fill and secure the Land. 

This seems unlikely if they were 2.5 million strong. 

- Deuteronomy 7:7 “…you were the fewest of all peoples…”

- If Israel numbered 2.5 million, then each of the other nations in the Land would be larger 
than Israel. This conflicts with demographic data from the period. 

Problem 3: The Testimony of Joshua. 
- Reuben, Gad, and Manasseh = 137,000 warriors (Num. 26) 

- Numbers 32:27 says that all the armed men from those tribes will go into the Land to help 
conquer it: “everyone who is armed for war, will cross over in the presence of the LORD to 
battle” (NASB1995). 

- Joshua 4:12-13 says that only 40,000 soldiers from those tribes crossed the Jordan to help 
conquer the Land. What happened to the other 97,000 soldiers? 

The Simple Proposal
Argument 1: The Language of Numbers 1:2 and 18: 

- “…lift up the heads of the whole congregation of the sons of Israel by their clans.”

Argument 2: Focus on the Family…not the Military

- When Moses spoke of corporate units, he often had the broader community in mind and not 
merely the military. 

- Families are arranged around the Tabernacle. 

Argument 3: Moses’s Own Words in Numbers 11
- In Numbers 11:21, when Moses expresses disbelief at the prospect of feeding Israel meat for a 

month, he says, “Six hundred thousand on foot are the people (hāʿām) among whom I am.” 
Morales notes that if Moses were standing among 2.5 people this would be a strange moment 
to cite a figure that represents only a fraction of the population. At a point when Moses is 
struggling to understand how such a massive group could be fed, you would expect him to 
cite the largest number available—not one that reduces the size of the camp by millions. 
Significantly, Morales notes that Moses refers to “the people,” a term that ordinarily includes 
the whole community. This suggests that the figure of 600,000 may well represent the total 
population rather than merely the military-aged men. 


