
Numbers September 4, 2022 

Message: “Wilderness Wanderings” or “A really 

long walkabout!” 

Review 

Genesis – “In the beginning, God…” Genesis 1:1 

Exodus – “I am the Lord your God who brought 

you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 

slavery.” Exodus 20:2 

Leviticus – “Speak to all the congregation of the 

people of Israel and say to them, ‘You shall be 

holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.’” 

Leviticus 19:2 

Key verse: Numbers 14:18 

The LORD is slow to anger,  

and abounding in steadfast love,  

forgiving iniquity and transgression,  

but by no means clearing the guilty,  

visiting the iniquity of the parents  

upon the children  

to the third and the fourth generation.’ 

Reason why they are guilty – didn’t trust God to 

bring them into the land 

Consequence – wandered in wilderness 40 years 

Bookends – 2 census’s – 1:1-42 603,550; 26:1-50 

601,730 

Grumbling, complaining, lack of trust, failure of 

the people vs. faithfulness and forgiveness of God 

 

The book of Numbers is called “in the 

wilderness” by Jews. The Hebrew title is more 

meaningful than the English, as the book picks up 

the account of the wilderness wandering after the 

Israelites arrival at Sinai in Exodus 19 and records 

there Beduin-like travels through the 40 years of 

wandering. 

The name Numbers comes from the Greek 

translation which gives a misleading impression 

of one of the features of the book. Both at the 

beginning (chapter 1:2-46) and near the end (26:2-

51), the number of the Israelites is given; the 

procedure sounds familiar to us. We call it a 

census, which is done every 10 years in our nation 

in order to establish statistics, layout political 

boundaries, and give direction in national 

economic planning. However, Israel wasn’t 

merely interested in vital statistics. This was a 

count of the fighting forces; indeed, it probably 

involved an actual mustering and organizing of 

the Army. For this reason, the women, children, 

and Levites were not included in the count. The 

numbering occurs twice because the army was 

called up twice for battle – first, at the abortive 

attempt to invade the land at Kadesh Barnea, after 

they had first refused to trust God. And second, at 

the end of the 40 years of wandering just before 

the conquest of Canaan. In our small group study, 



Survey of the Bible, this is identified by the 

symbol known as the Twister.  

The book records Israel’s journey from Mount 

Sinai to the plains of Moab, on the border of the 

promised land. In the process we read stories, 

census lists, lists of offerings, a pagan prophet’s 

oracles, more laws, a genealogy, a record of 

locations visited, details about the boundaries of 

Canaan – a truly diverse hodgepodge of topics. 

Yet various highlights stand out: 

• God’s willingness not only to live with the 

Israelites but also to speak directly with Moses 

(7:89) 

• God’s careful guidance as his people traveled – 

where to camp and when and where to travel 

(9:15 – 23) 

• Israel’s rebellious refusal to trust God and enter 

into the promised land (chapter 14) 

• God’s willingness to listen and even to change 

his mind (16:20 – 22) 

• God’s patience with his continually rebellious 

people, combined with various punishments 

• Moses’ disobedience that prevented him from 

entering Canaan (chapter 20) 

• God’s love of holiness and hatred of such sins 

as idol worship and sexual immorality 

Numbers is a book of preparation. In the 

wanderings in the wilderness Israel is prepared in 

numerous ways by God. 

They are taught, quite obviously, the importance 

of holiness, of learning and doing things God’s 

way and not their own.  

They are reformed from a nation of slaves into a 

free people. 

They began as sheep with a shepherd they are 

often unwilling to follow, and end as an army 

with a general – Joshua – prepared to conquer 

the land before them, this time trusting in God. 

Along the way, there are some wonderful stories, 

mixed in among the grumbling and rebelliousness 

of the people and their leaders, and even Aaron 

and Miriam, Moses’ brother and sister, as well as 

many misadventures. You can imagine how tired 

Moses must’ve become in dealing with their 

complaints and rebellion. Again and again they 

disobeyed God, challenged Moses, and gave 

generations of readers after them memorable 

examples of what not to do. 

A census at the beginning counts the number of 

adult men over the age of 20, a fighting force if 

you will, who had come out of Egypt, equaling 

603,550. As a side note this numbering does not 

include women, children, or the Levites who will 

serve as priests, never as soldiers. That means a 

conservative estimate of the whole number of 



Israelites is somewhere over 1 million and 

perhaps more likely around 2 million people. 

That’s a lot of sheep! Poor Moses! 

God establishes a very orderly plan for the way 

they are to camp around the tabernacle and the 

way they are to proceed when it is time to move 

on. 

Chapters 2 and 3 cover the way the tribes were 

laid out when they were encamped. 

Describe from chart… 

Chapter 10 describes the order in which the tribes 

and Levites were placed in order to move on. 

Describe from chart… 

Our first lesson from chapter 9 describes just how 

Israel knew when it was time to move on and 

when it was time to pitch camp. Wherever the 

cloud of smoke or the cloud of fire settled, that’s 

where the tabernacle was pitched and the camp set 

up surrounding it. The pillar of cloud or fire 

would dissolve into the tent. Whenever it came 

time for them to move on the pillar of cloud 

would ascend again into the sky and the people 

would break camp, form their ranks and follow it 

out. Chapter 10:35 and 36 describe their 

departure… 

Whenever they set out, Moses said, “Rise up, oh 

Lord! May your enemies be scattered; may your 

foes flee before you.” 

Whenever it came to rest, he said, “Return, oh 

Lord, to the countless thousands of Israel.” 

Numerous times throughout the book of numbers 

that procedure occurs. Chapter 35 describes at 

least 42 different camp sites. They may stay in a 

place for one night, three nights, a week, a month. 

I’ve never been much of a camper. I remember 

going with my wife and 3 children to my sister’s 

wedding in Seattle from Dubuque Iowa while we 

were in seminary. We camped one night along the 

way at the Flintstones campground somewhere in 

South Dakota or Montana. We got in late, 

scrambled to put up the tent and prepare a meal, 

and as I recall somewhere during the night the tent 

collapsed on us. The next morning, we packed it 

all up, loaded in the car and completed our drive 

to Seattle. I can’t ever recall going camping again. 

I can imagine the sight of the pillar of cloud 

coming out of the tabernacle to signal another 

move, might just cause a little bit of consternation 

for 2 million people having to pack up and move 

on, and might I add, before darkness setting in at 

the end of the day. 

 

Our reading from chapter 13 talks about God’s 

plan for moving the people into the land promised 

to Abraham in the covenant of Genesis 12. Moses 

is told to select a man from each of the 12 tribes 

to go 10 days into the land of Canaan and spy it 



out. The 12 spies are gone 40 days in total, and 

see a land fruitful and rich, exemplified by the 

single bunch of grapes they return with, so 

bountiful it takes two of them to carry it back on a 

pole between them. They report what they have 

seen: “It really is a land flowing with milk and 

honey. Here’s some of its fruit. But the people 

who live there are strong, and the cities have walls 

and are very large.” But 10 of them report that the 

people of the land are too numerous, too 

powerful, and even giants. The other two spies, 

Joshua and Caleb, assert that Israel would be more 

than able to conquer the land. To which the other 

10 spies counter, “We can’t attack those people! 

They are too strong for us! All the people we saw 

there are very tall… We felt as small as 

grasshoppers and that’s how we must have looked 

to them.” 

The upshot is the people believed the 10, rejected 

Caleb and Joshua, and grumbled at Moses, that he 

would even think to bring them out into this desert 

to die. “If only we had died in Egypt! Or in this 

desert! Why is the Lord bringing us to this land 

only to let us fall by the sword? Our wives and 

children will be taken as plunder. Wouldn’t it be 

better for us to go back to Egypt?” And they said 

to each other, “We should choose a leader and go 

back to Egypt.” 

God is ready to strike them all dead and build a 

new nation out of Moses. Moses again said, 

“Well, how’s that going to look? You brought 

these people lout here; if you put these people to 

death all at one time, the nations who have heard 

about you will say “The Lord wasn’t able to bring 

these people into the land he promised them on 

old; so he slaughtered them in the desert.” And 

this is where Moses reminds God of our theme 

text for numbers: “The Lord is slow to anger, 

abounding in love and forgiving sin and rebellion. 

Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he 

punishes the children for the sin of the fathers to 

the third and fourth generation. In accordance 

with your great love, forgive the sins of these 

people, just as you have pardoned them from the 

time they left Egypt until now.” 

The punishment is significant. Of all the people 

who came out of Egypt from slavery only two will 

survive to enter the promised land – Caleb and 

Joshua. In the meantime, chapter 14 verse 34 says 

“For 40 years – one year for each of the 40 days 

you explored the land – you will suffer for your 

sins and know what it is like to have me against 

you. I, the Lord, have spoken, and I will surely do 

these things to this whole wicked community, 

which is banded together against me. They will 

meet their end in this desert; here they will die.” It 

will be the second and third generation who 



finally make it to the Jordan, prepared to enter the 

land of promise. 

There are more rebellions, more judgments, more 

punishments along the way, and in each case a 

significant number of the original party dies off 

until you come to chapter 26 near the end of the 

book where another census occurs. And the 

number of those 20 and older, numbered as a 

fighting force, these new generations who will 

indeed enter the promised land, is 601,730, less 

than 2,000 different from the earlier count. 

An interesting vignette occurs in chapter 22 to 24, 

when Balak, king of Moab, sees the approach of 

Israel at the end of its time in the wilderness. By 

this time Israel has conquered a number of small 

nations along the way, and news of their strength 

and victories precedes them. So Balak summons a 

prophet named Balaam to come and curse the 

armies of Israel. Now Balaam is an interesting 

character in that, while he is a diviner who seeks 

other gods, in this case it is Yahweh himself who 

speaks with him. At first he lets Balak know that, 

after speaking with God, who says, “Don’t go,” he 

wants nothing to do with him. But King Balak 

promises him the world, Balaam falters, and God 

relents, permitting him to go, warning him, “… 

Do only what I tell you.” But Balaam heads out 

with the princes of Moab to go to Balak. He gets 

on his donkey and rides off into a narrow canyon 

called a wadi. At one point, his donkey rears back 

and  stops, and Balaam beats it with a stick. What 

the donkey can see but Balaam cannot is that, 

blocking the way, is the angel of the Lord with 

sword drawn. This occurs over again two more 

times. Having been struck the third time, the 

donkey finally turns to Balaam and speaks: “What 

have I done to you to make you beat me these 

three times?” Balaam answers: “You have made a 

fool of me! If I had a sword in my hand, I would 

kill you right now.” 

My professor at Bible school said that this event 

was “one ass talking to another.” 

The Lord opens Balaam’s eyes, he sees the angel 

with his drawn sword, and he falls face down. 

The result of Balaam’s visit to Balak is not that a 

curse is placed on Israel but rather, three times 

they are blessed by Balaam, and the fourth time 

Balak is cursed. You can imagine that he’s none 

too happy at this. Balaam goes home and Balak 

prepares for war in which Israel, now a trained 

fighting force, prevails. 

Later Moses registers his concern about just who 

would succeed him, since by this time he knows 

that he himself will not enter the promised land. 

His punishment comes because, back in chapter 

20, when the people were muttering for more 

water, God had directed Moses to speak to the 

rock, so that water might flow out of it. But 



Moses, I suppose for dramatic emphasis, strikes 

the rock instead. Water does flow, but his 

disobedience means that, like the people he has 

led now for nearly 40 years, neither will he enter 

into the land of promise. 

In our final reading, from Numbers 27, Moses 

registers his concern about a future leader of the 

Israelites 

Moses said to the LORD, 16 “LORD, you are the 

God who gives the breath of life to everyone. 

Please appoint someone over the community 17 

who will lead them in and out ⸤of battle⸥ so that 

the LORD’s community will not be like sheep 

without a shepherd.”  

18 So the LORD said to Moses, “Take Joshua, 

son of Nun, a man who has the Spirit, and place 

your hand on him. 19 Make him stand in front of 

the priest Eleazar and the whole community, and 

give him his instructions in their presence. 20 

Give him some of your authority so that the whole 

community of Israel will obey him.”  

There is so much more to this story, but I leave 

that to your own reading. 

God later tells Moses to take Joshua along with 

him up to the mountaintop at Nebo, from which 

Moses will be allowed to see the promised land 

across the Jordan River. We stood on the spot on 

Mount Nebo where Moses overlooked that land 

flowing with milk and honey. On a clear day you 

can probably see all the way to the Mediterranean, 

at least so I’ve been told. Both times I’ve been 

there it’s been hazy. 

One last thing: in Numbers 6:24-26 God directs 

Moses to tell Aaron and his sons – the high 

priestly family - how they should bless the people. 

We know that as the Aaronic blessing. And it 

should be quite familiar to you… 
“The Lord bless you and keep you; 

The Lord make his face shine upon you and be 

gracious unto you; 

The Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give 

you peace.” 

And then God concludes, saying, “So they will put my 

name on the Israelites, and I will bless them.”  

There are 3 parts to the blessing, perhaps giving a 

foreshadow of the Trinity. The words “the Lord” 

repeated three times are in each case the holy name of 

God given to Moses, Yahweh. And we are told that 

God’s name is being put on them, the covenant placed on 

them, and they are now witnesses. When God’s 

countenance is lifted upon you is as if God places his 

face over your face so that people might witness God 

personally. It’s the totality of God resting on you – God 

giving that, so that all that Jesus is, is resting upon you. 

I’m reminded that Jesus says, “You will receive power 

when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be 

my witnesses.” (Acts 1:8) 

And so I repeat 

“The Lord bless you and keep you; 



The Lord make his face shine upon you and be 

gracious unto you; 

The Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give 

you peace.” 

Amen 

 

 


