
Exposition	of	the	Book	of	Numbers 
Sunset	Bible	Church	Adult	Sunday	School	2021 

 
Week 1: Introduction to the Book of Numbers; Numbers 1-6 

YHWH spoke to Moses: “Tell Aaron and his sons, ‘This is the way you are to bless the Israelites. Say 
to them: 

“YHWH bless you and protect you; YHWH make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious 
to you; YHWH lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace.”’ 

“So they will put my name on the Israelites, and I will bless them.” – Numbers 6:22-27 
 
Outline of the Class/Book 

• Week 1: Introduction to the book of Numbers; Census (1-6) 
• Week 2: Tabernacle and Celebration (7-10) 
• Week 3: Four Rebellions (11-15) 
• Week 4: Korah’s Rebellion (16-19) 
• Week 5: Balaam and the Moabite (20-25) 
• Week 6: A New Generation (26-27) 
• Week 7: Offerings and Holy Days (28-30) 
• Week 8: Preparation to Enter the Promised Land (31-33) 
• Week 9: Cities and Boundaries (34-36); Conclusion 

 
Opening Discussion: The Greek name for fourth book of the Bible is Arithmoi (Numbers); the 
Hebrew name is B’Midbar (in the wilderness). What does each name conjure up in your 
imagination? Which name do you prefer? Why?  

Approach of this class: The scope of this class, as a nine week survey of Numbers, is 
necessarily limited.  We will not be turning over every rock and exploring every detail of the 
book.  The goal of this class is to equip and aid you in your understanding of Numbers so that 
you will glean more benefit from reading it on your own.  Because of this, my desire is for you to 
be participants in this class, not consumers.  To be a participant is to engage the text yourself, 
think about its implications, and contribute to the life of the class by sharing your insights.  

Reading the Old Testament is profitable for the Christian (Review):  

• 2 Timothy 3:16-17: All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for 
reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be 
complete, equipped for every good work. 

• The Old Testament points us towards Christ. 
Luke 24:27: And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all 
the Scriptures the things concerning himself. 

• The Old Testament Law has not been abolished, but fulfilled.  
Matthew 5:17: Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not 
come to abolish them but to fulfill them. 



Primary Theological Themes of Numbers:1 

1. Presence of God in Action: God’s presence, continuing from Exodus, is a central 
reality and concern. God, because of His holiness, is dangerous, but He is faithful to His 
covenant and provides, protects, and fights for Israel. His presence is mediated through 
the tabernacle/ark with “controls” on access to His presence through priestly mediators.  

2. God and Revelation: God’s speech is a central theme of Numbers. God speaks to and 
through Moses, Aaron, Miriam, angels, Balaam, and Balaam’s donkey.  

3. Holiness and Purity of God:  As we also saw in Leviticus, God’s holiness is a central 
concern of the Pentateuch. Much of the arrangement of the tabernacle its care is 
designed to keep His holiness central to Israel’s understanding.   

4. Faithfulness of God: God, in faithful fulfillment of His covenant promises, provides 
deliverance, provision, leadership, land, and victory despite the unfaithfulness and 
rebellion of Israel.  

5. Promise and Fulfillment: Numbers keeps the Abrahamic covenant consistently in the 
forefront. God promised Abraham land, seed, and blessing. The censuses in the book 
highlight the fulfillment of seed, but the land is, seemingly in jeopardy when it is 
rejected by the people. But God, while punishing the older generation for their lack of 
faith will bless the younger generation and give them the land. The book ends with 
practical concerns of the division of the land, inheritance, and designated Levitical cities 
and cities if refuge in anticipation of the land being given to Israel.  

6. Uniqueness and Exclusivity of God: God is one, the only one worthy of worship, and 
unable to be represented in physical form. He will not tolerate other gods or any form of 
idolatry. Israel’s failure to honor God’s exclusively results in judgment.  

A Guide to Reading Numbers: 

• What kind of a book is Numbers? Numbers is mostly Law, but of the sort that is not 
found in contemporary western law codes.  The Law found in Numbers is primarily the 
foundation of a relationship between YHWH and Israel.  It establishes the parameters 
for how God and Israel are to relate to each other. 

• What is the historical setting of Numbers? Numbers is set during the time of Israel’s 
wandering in the Exodus. Israel has been delivered from Egypt and are under Moses’ 
authority. Numbers is the hinge between the first generation (chapters 11-25) which 
failed to trust God and the new generation (26-36) which will enter the promised land. 

• What is the cultural setting of Numbers? Numbers is set in the Ancient Near East and 
uses culturally appropriate forms. Laws should be read with some understanding of ANE 
law codes. Gender relationships should be read with the understanding of a patriarchal 
society. The relationship between God and Israel is covenantal and takes the form of a 
suzerain-vassal treaty (see below).  

 
1 Dennis R. Cole, Numbers: An Exegetical and Theological Exposition of Holy Scripture (Nashville, Tenn: Holman 
Reference, 2000). 52-56 



• What is the Canonical Setting of Numbers? Numbers is the fourth book of the 
Pentateuch, the five books that make up the Old Testament Law, which can be seen as 
one large covenant, sometimes called a suzerain-vassal treaty.  

o Genesis introduces the “players” (God =suzerain; Israel = vassal). Exodus relates 
the suzerain’s deliverance of the vassal from their enslavers for service to 
Himself. The covenant itself is outlined from Exodus 20 through Numbers 10.  

o Numbers 11-25 picks up the story of the “older generation’s” rebellion and 
failure to keep the covenant. Numbers 26-36 begins with a new generation and 
the hope that the blessings of the covenant can still be realized through them.  

o Deuteronomy is, in essence, a sermon. It recounts what has happened between 
God and Israel, calls on Israel to follow the Law and be obedient, predicts 
blessings and curses (benefits and punishments) for following or failing to follow 
the law, and a promise to restore them if (and when) they fail. Joshua can be seen 
as a postscript to the Pentateuch as the promised land is attained, the land is 
apportioned, and the real test begins – will Israel follow the law, receive God’s 
blessing, and keep the land, or will they invoke the curses and be expelled? 

o The rest of the Old Testament builds from the Pentateuch.  The judges and kings 
of Israel are to be seen in light of how they lead God’s people to faithfulness to 
this covenant or in straying from it.  The psalms are reflections on what it means 
to be people of the covenant.  The wisdom literature reflects living in obedience 
to the covenant. The prophets call people back to the covenant, and pronounce 
judgment on the people for violating it.  The New Testament builds on and flows 
from the Old, but the Old Testament builds on and flows from the Pentateuch.  

• What in Numbers is theologically normative for today? The covenant made between 
God and Israel is not a covenant that is in force for the church today – the new covenant 
has replaced it. The best way to respond to the book of Numbers is to respond to its 
theology. Who is God? How should his people relate to Him? What parallels are there 
between the context of Numbers and ours? The book of Numbers is a book about the 
same God who is in a covenant relationship with us and reveals who He is in this 
relationship and what he expects from us. The theology of Scripture does not change 
even though our relationship to the text, because of a changed context, has.  

Sinai Cycle One: Census and Consecration (1:1-6:27) 

Prologue: In the Wilderness (1:1) Now YHWH spoke to Moses in the tent of meeting in the 
desert of Sinai on the first day of the second month of the second year after the Israelites departed 
from the land of Egypt. He said: 

• The opening to the book reminds us of the major players (YHWH, Moses, Israel) and the 
geographical context (the wilderness of Sinai). It also points us to the divine origins of 
the book,“(YHWH) said.” 

Census (1:2-46): YHWH ordered Moses to take a census of the Israelites by families and clans, 
numbering those who can serve in the army (men twenty years and older). There is to be one 



representative from each tribe to help him number the people. Moses and the people did as 
YHWH had commanded them. The text proceeds to give the results of the census by tribe: 

• Results: 
o The descendants of Reuben were 46,500. 
o The descendants of Simeon 59,300. 
o The descendants of Gad were 45,650. 
o The descendants of Judah were 74,600. 
o The descendants of Issachar were 54,400. 
o The descendants of Zebulun were 57,400. 
o The descendants of Ephraim were 40,500. 
o The descendants of Manasseh were 32,200. 
o The descendants of Benjamin were 35,400. 
o The descendants of Dan were 62,700. 
o The descendants of Asher were 41,500. 
o The descendants of Naphtali were 53,400. 
o All those numbered totaled 603,550. 

• Textual Difficulties: 
o Historical and archeological problems with census numbers 

§ The numbers are too high for the wilderness or the land to support. 
§ There is no archeological evidence for a population of this size. 
§ This would have made Israel much larger than other nations (Egypt’s 

army was about 20,000 men), but God says they were the “least.”   
§ Taking the numbers as reflected in the text and 22,000 firstborns would 

mean an average of 27 sons per woman (not counting daughters).  
o Solutions: 

§ Numbers are literal: Some conservative scholars have maintained that we 
must accept these numbers on faith despite the difficulties. Other liberal 
scholars have suggested the same but with the understanding that they 
were wrong, written much later and without an actual census behind it.  

§ Numbers represent later population totals from the time of David’s census.  
§ Numbers are a form of gematria (spiritual meanings hidden in the text). 
§ Numbers are literal, but “’elep” denotes clans, not thousands. This would 

reduce the numbers drastically and maintains the accuracy of the 
numbers in the text.  

§ Numbers are symbolic, not literal (some have related them to astronomical 
periods, which is meant to remind us of God’s promises to Abraham to 
multiply his seed like the “stars in the sky.” 

§ Numbers are hyperbolic: If these numbers are thought to be exaggerated 
by a factor of 10 and we “remove a 0” the totals work out nicely. This was 
a common practice in the ANE and may, perhaps, be done to highlight 
God’s multiplying of the Israelites in fulfillment of the Abrahamic 
covenant.2 

 
2 Ronald Allen., Numbers–Ruth, ed. Tremper Longman III and David E. Garland, Revised edition. (Zondervan 
Academic, 2012). 65-69 



Arrangement of the Camps (2:1-34): The arrangements of the tribes reflects the concept of 
the levels of holiness circling around the presence of God in the center. The center of the camp 
is the Tabernacle and the Holy of Holies with the priests and Levites circling it as a barrier and 
mediator between the people and God. The tabernacle faces east, towards the priests (and, in 
the outer barrier, Judah). This is best represented graphically (see below): 

 

Responsibilities and Census of the Levite Clans (3:1-4:49) 

• The Sons of Aaron: The names of the sons of Aaron: Nadab the firstborn, Abihu, Eleazar, 
and Ithamar. These are the names of the sons of Aaron, the anointed priests, whom he 
consecrated to minister as priests. Nadab and Abihu died before the Lord when they offered 
strange fire before the Lord in the desert of Sinai, and they had no children. So Eleazar and 
Ithamar ministered as priests in the presence of Aaron their father. 

o The reminder of the deaths of Nadab and Abihu serves to warn the priests of the 
perils of their ministry and the importance of following YHWH’s instructions.  

o Eleazar and Ithamar represent the next generation – Aaron will soon die and 
they will need to step in to take his place (a larger theme in the book). 

• The Responsibilities of the Levites: The priests supervise the worship of YHWH in the 
Tabernacle and the Levites are to support and serve the priests. The Levites serve as 
substitutes for the firstborn sons of Israel who belong to YHWH. 

• The Numbering of the Levites: The Levites are numbered according to the sons of 
Levi. The numbers given in the text are the number of males one month or older. 



o The Gershonites: 
§ Numbers: 7,500 
§ Camping Location: Behind the Tabernacle to the west 
§ Responsibilities: Taking care of the tabernacle (the tent itself), tent and 

its covering, the curtains, the courtyard hangings, and ropes. 
§ Leader: Eliasaph, son of Lael 

o The Kohathites: 
§ Numbers: 8.600 
§ Camping Location: On the south side of the Tabernacle 
§ Responsibilities: Taking care of the sanctuary, the ark, table, lampstand, 

altars, utensils, and the curtain of the sanctuary. tent and its covering, 
the curtains, the courtyard hangings, and ropes. 

§ Leader: Elizaphan son of Uzziel (but Eleazar son of Aaron is the head of 
the Levitical leaders and is over those responsible for the sanctuary).  

o The Merarites: 
§ Numbers: 6,200 
§ Camping Location: On the north side of the Tabernacle 
§ Responsibilities: Taking care of the frames of the Tabernacle, crossbars, 

posts, sockets, its utensils, and the pillars, sockets, pegs, and ropes of the 
courtyard.   

§ Leader: Zuriel, son of Abihail 
o Camping of the priests: In front of the Tabernacle, on the east, are Moses, 

Aaron, and Aaron’s sons. They were responsible for the needs of the sanctuary 
and the needs of the Israelites, but unauthorized persons approaching the tent 
are to be put to death. 

o The total number of the Levites (males one month and up): according to 
their families, every male from a month old and upward, were 22,000. 

• Substitution for the Firstborn: The total number of the firstborn sons of Israel was 
22,273 (the total of the Levities was 22,000). This created a discrepancy of firstborns 
that needed to be made up.3 Five shekels were to be collected for each son not covered 
and given to the priests.  

• The Service of the Levites: Moses is commanded to take a census of each of the 
divisions of the Levites, counting the men between thirty and fifty years of age. YHWH 
then gives instructions for the service of each. 

o  The Kohathites (caring for the sanctuary): 
§ Preparing the Ark for transport: The priests must take down the screening 

curtain and cover the ark with it. They must cover it with a leather 
covering and blue cloth and then insert the poles in the ark for transport.  

§ Preparing the Table for transport: The priests cover the table with blue 
cloth and put the dishes, pans, bowls, pitchers, and bread of the presence 
on top. They must then cover these with a scarlet cloth and then with a 
covering of fine leather. They must then insert the poles for transport.  

 
3 There is probably a corruption in the MT. The LXX totals for Levites is 22,150, whereas if you add up the numbers 
for the MT it is 22,300 and no discrepancy between the Levites and the firstborns. Cole, Numbers. 98 



§ Preparing the Lampstand for transport: The priests are to cover the 
lampstand (and its trays, oil vessels, and wick-trimmers) with a blue cloth 
and put all of its utensils in a covering of fine leather and put it on a 
carrying beam.  

§ Preparing the Golden Altar for transport: The priests are to put a blue cloth 
on the gold altar and cover it with fine leather and insert its poles. They 
are to put the utensils in blue cloth, cover them with fine leather, and put 
them on a carrying beam. The ashes of the altar are to be covered with a 
purple cloth. All the implements used (trays, meat forks, shovels, basins 
and utensils of the altar) and to be covered in fine leather. They are then 
to insert the poles for transport.  

§ Transporting the sanctuary and its furnishings: After the priests have 
finished preparing the sanctuary, the Kohathites will come to carry them, 
but must not touch any holy thing.  

§ Keeping the Kohathites alive: Moses and Aaron are instructed to keep the 
Kohathites from being cut off from the Levites so that they live and do 
not die when they approach the most holy things. This is why the priests 
must go in first, but if the Kohathites go in and watch while this is 
happening, they will die. Eliezar is the appointed authority to ensure the 
proper carrying out of these instructions.  

o The Gershonites (caring for the tent): The Gershonites must carry the 
curtains for the tabernacle and the tent of meeting, the hangings for the 
courtyard, the curtain for the entrance to the courtyard, and all of the 
furnishings for them. They will serve under the direction of the priests (Ithamar).  

o The Merarites (caring for the frames): The Merarites must carry the frames, 
crossbars, posts, sockets, tent pegs, ropes, and furnishings. They are to be 
assigned by name to a particular item that they are carrying. They, also, are 
under the authority of the priests (Ithamar) 

• Results of the Census 
o The Kohathite men aged 30 to 50 numbered 2750 
o The Gershonite men aged 30 to 50 numbered 2630 
o The Merarite men aged 30 to 50 numbered 3200 
o The total number was 8,580 

Purification Laws for the Faithful Community (5:1-31) 

• Separation of the Unclean: The unclean (lepers, those with a discharge, or those who 
have been defiled by a corpse) must be put outside of the camp so that they do not defile 
it. This command specifically states that it applies to both men and women. Israel did as 
YHWH had spoken.  

• Restitution for Sin: When a man or woman commits a sin and is found guilty, they 
must confess their sin and make restitution, adding 1/5 to whoever has been wronged. If 
there is no living relative to whom to make restitution, the wrong is paid to the priest.  

• Trial by Ordeal for an accused wife: When a man suspects his wife of having 
committed adultery and he does not have proof, they are to go to the priest, bringing a 
grain offering, one tenth of an ephah of barley meal (without olive oil or frankincense, 



because it is a grain offering of suspicion). The priest will bring her near and have her 
stand before YHWH, taking holy water from a pottery jar and dust from the floor of the 
tabernacle and mix it together. The women will be put under an oath saying that she has 
not gone astray. The woman is to reply, “Amen, amen.”  The priest will write these 
curses on a scroll and scrape them off into the water and make the woman drink the 
water. If she is not guilty, nothing will happen and she will be able to bear children. If 
she is guilty, YHWH will make her thigh rot and her abdomen swell. 

• Commentary: Although this is strange and, according to some, misogynistic, I believe, 
properly understood, this text is a protection to women from their jealous husbands. 
Parallel passages in ANE law codes (such as the Code of Hammurabi) regularly use 
“trials by ordeal” to settle crimes that cannot be proved (this is the only such text in the 
OT). The prescription for a woman who is suspected of adultery is that she be thrown 
into the river and if she drowns, she is guilty and if she lives she is innocent. This text 
requires the supernatural intervention of God for her guilt to be established. The result 
is that a man, who in that context has significant power over his wife, has a means 
through which to bring his suspicions into a legal setting and his wife can be vindicated 
and the matter dropped.  

The Nazirite Vow (6:1-21):  

• When a man or woman takes the vow to become a Nazirite, separate to YHWH, they are 
to, for all the days of their vow, separate from: 

o Wine and strong drink (not drinking anything made from grapes or strong drink) 
o Razors (are not to touch his head);  
o Dead bodies (even for the deaths of close relatives) 

• If someone dies in front of him suddenly, he must shave his head (and again on the 
seventh day) and bring in a sacrifice of pigeons or doves to the priest to purify himself 
and rededicate his days and start the vow over again with the sacrifice of a male lamb 
(for a burnt offering). 

• After his vow is fulfilled, the Nazirite is to bring a year old male lamb without blemish 
for a burnt offering, a year old ewe lamb without blemish for a purification offering, a 
ram without blemish for a peace offering, a basket of unleavened bread, cakes of fine 
flour made with olive oil, wafers made without yeast and smeared with olive oil, and 
their grain and drink offerings.  

• The priest presents all of these sacrifices to YHWH. 
• The Nazirite must then shave his head and burn his hair where the peace offering is 

burning. The priest is to take the boiled shoulder of the ram, one cake, and one wafer 
and put them on the hands of the Nazirite and offer them as a wave offering. After this 
the Nazirite may drink wine.  

• This is the law of the Nazirite and the vow he must fulfill.  

The Priestly Blessing (6:22-27): YHWH spoke to Moses: “Tell Aaron and his sons, ‘This is the 
way you are to bless the Israelites. Say to them: YHWH bless you and protect you; YHWH make 
his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you; YHWH lift up his countenance upon you 
and give you peace.”’ 



“So they will put my name on the Israelites, and I will bless them.” 

• The Israelites are to “carry the name” of YHWH and He puts His name on them. I believe 
it is important to maintain the name YHWH here because that really is the point of the 
blessing – His name is on them and because of this they will be blessed.  

Reading Numbers Together:  You can certainly benefit from this class by attending and 
taking part in the discussions, but I believe you will benefit that much more by committing to 
reading through Numbers along with the class.  To the end, I will be sending out reading guides 
every week that will include questions that will be discussed the following week (which is how 
we will begin each class).  You can choose to read each section in a single sitting, spread it out 
through the week, or just attend the class and continue with your current Bible reading plan.  If 
you do choose to read with us, here is the reading for each week: 

• Week of 7/18: Numbers 1-10 
• Week of 7/25: Numbers 11-15 
• Week of 8/1: Numbers 16-20 
• Week of 8/8: Numbers 21-25 
• Week of 8/15: Numbers 26-27 
• Week of 8/22: Numbers 28-30 
• Week of 8/29: Numbers 31-33 
• Week of 9/5: Numbers 34-36 

Primary Sources: 

• The Book of Numbers, The New International Commentary on the Old Testament by 
Timothy Ashley 

• Leviticus, Numbers, NIV Application Commentary by Roy Gane 
• Numbers, Interpretation Commentary by Dennis Olson 
• Numbers, New American Commentary by R. Dennis Cole 
• Numbers, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary by Ronald Allen 
• Numbers, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries by Gordon Wenham 
• The Five Books of Moses: A Translation with Commentary by Robert Alter 


