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

 
Week 2: Purification, Tabernacle, and Celebration; Numbers 5-10 

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:  

• What did you notice or observe as you read that you had not noticed before? What stood 
out to you?  

• How do these chapters describe God? What can we learn about God in these chapters? 
How is He portrayed? 

• How do these chapters describe God’s relationship to His people? How does this relate 
to God’s relationship with us?  

• What questions do you still have about the text? What didn’t make sense?  
• What theological questions arose from the text as you read? 
• Did anything arise that warrants further study? If so, what?  

 
Purity and Defilement: The concepts of “defilement” and “impurity” are largely foreign to us 
as post-enlightenment westerners but were crucial in shaping society in the ancient world (as 
today, in many parts of the non-western world). The concept of defilement is normally used to 
exclude outsiders and the marginalized, but according to the observations of anthropologist, 
Mary Douglas, the purity codes in Leviticus and Numbers are different.  Defilement in the OT 
comes, not from contact with foreigners, but from the body or moral failure and is something 
that affects everyone in the community. The key concern of the purity laws in the OT, she 
argues, is the presence of God, rather than the exclusion of outsiders.1  
 

 
1 Mary Douglas, In the Wilderness: The Doctrine of Defilement in the Book of Numbers, Rev ed. edition. (Oxford ; 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). 24-25 



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.”2 

• 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 

 
2 Commentators are divided on what this means. The phrase refer to a physical ailment or to the loss of the ability 
to bear children.  



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.  

Sinai Cycle 2: Tabernacle and Celebration (7:1-10:10) 

Dedication of the Tabernacle (7:1-89): When Moses completed setting up the tabernacle, he 
anointed and consecrated it and all of its furnishings and utensils . Then the leaders of each 
tribe came with offerings loaded in six carts pulled by twelve oxen and presented them in front 
of the tabernacle. These gifts were to be used by the Levites to complete their service and, in 
obedience to YHWH’s command, Moses accepted the carts and gave them to the Levites.  

• The distribution of the gifts: 
o Two carts and four oxen were given to the Gershonites. 
o Four carts and eight oxen were given to the Merarites 
o Four carts and eight oxen were given to Ithamar (Aaron’s son) for the priests.  
o The Kohathites were given none because their service was over the holy things in 

the tabernacle.  
• The presentation of the gifts: The gifts were presented one on each day for the twelve 

days of dedication for the altar. Each tribe came in succession, beginning with Judah and 
continuing with Issachar and Zebulun (the other tribes who dwelt on the east side of the 
camp), moving clockwise around the camp according to the positions of the tribes. Each 
tribe offered identical offerings: 

o A silver platter weighing 130 shekels and a silver sprinkling bowl weighing 70 
shekels filled with fine flour mixed with olive oil. 

o One gold pan weighing 10 shekels full of incense 
o One young bull, one ram, one male lamb for a burnt offering 
o One male goat for a purification offering 
o Two bulls, five rams, five male goats, and five male lambs for the peace offering. 
o Totals (given in the text):  

§ 12 silver platters, 12 silver bowls, 12 gold pans. 
§ For the burnt offering: 12 bulls, 12, rams, 12 male lambs 



§ For the purification offering: 12 male goats 
§ For the peace offering: 24 bulls, 60 rams, 60 male goats, and 60 rams. 

• Notes:  
o These gifts were not given by command of YHWH, but seem to be spontaneous. 
o The gifts of each tribe are identical, but are each listed in full. This makes for 

rather boring reading, but reflects a value placed on each tribe and their 
contribution.  

o The Kohathites were excluded from receiving the gifts because they are carrying 
the most holy objects of the tabernacle.  

Setting up the Lampstand (8:1-4): YHWH spoke to Moses again, telling him to face the lamps 
to the front of the lampstand. The lampstand (as we are reminded in the text) is made from 
beaten gold, from its shaft to its flowers, according to the pattern that YHWH had shown 
Moses.  

Consecration of the Levities (8:5-26): The Levites, as a holy tribe among a holy people, are, 
according to the word of YHWH, to be taken out from the people and purified. Their 
consecration includes: 

• Purification of the Levites’ Bodies: The Levites are sprinkled with the water of 
purification, shave their body, and wash their clothes. 

• Atonement for the Levities: Two young bulls and a grain offering are brought for the 
dedication ceremony. The first bull is offered as a burnt offering, the second as a 
purification offering. The Levites are to place their hands on the bulls and they will 
make atonement for them. In this ceremony, Aaron is offering the Levites as a “wave 
offering” to YHWH and they are separated out as His.  

• Levites as substitution for the firstborn of Israel: We are reminded, once again, in 
the text, that the Levites are taken for YHWH, instead of the firstborn sons of the 
Israelites, who are rightfully His. The claim for this goes back to the first Passover when 
YHWH destroyed the firstborn in Egypt.  

• The purpose of setting them apart: The purpose for this “setting apart” is so that 
there will be no plague among the Israelites when they come near the sanctuary.  

• The length of service: Levites’ service begins at age twenty five and ends at age fifty. 
This is sometimes seen as a conflict with the census which only counted for service 
Levites between the ages of 30 and 50. Jewish commentators have speculated that 
perhaps the period from age 25 to 30 was an apprenticeship of sorts.3   

A Second Passover Date (9:1-14): The Passover is be regularly observed on the fourteenth day 
of the first month. But there arose a problem because there were those who were excluded from 
the Passover celebration because of ceremonial uncleanness derived from contact with a dead 
body. To accommodate them and others in a similar position, a second Passover “make-up” 
date is appointed for the fourteenth day of the second month. This is only for those who were, 
because of a journey or ceremonial uncleanness, were unable to celebrate the first Passover. 
Those who can celebrate it, must or be cut off from the people.  

 
3 Gordon J. Wenham, Numbers, Illustrated edition. (Nottingham, England : Downers Grove, Ill: IVP Academic, 
2008). 97-98 



The Cloud above the Tabernacle (9:15-23): Whenever the tabernacle was set up, the cloud 
covered the tabernacle during the day and the fire appeared over it by night. They would set up 
the tabernacle wherever the cloud or fire would settle and stay until YHWH instructed them 
otherwise. Sometimes this was for days, a month, or even as long as a year.  

The Silver Trumpets (10:1-10): YHWH instructed to Moses to make two silver trumpets, each 
hammered from a single piece for the purpose of assembling and directing the camp. When 
both horns are blown, the people are to gather at the tent of meeting, if one is blown the 
leaders are to come. These trumpets are to be used for directing the people during war and in 
the celebrations of festivals.  

Rebellion Cycle 1: From Sinai to Zin (10:11-15:41) 

The Israelites Leave Sinai (10:10-36):  

• The Israelites set out: On the twentieth day of the second month, in the second year, the 
cloud was taken up from the tabernacle of the testimony. So the Israelites set out on their 
journeys from the desert of Sinai; and the cloud settled in the wilderness of Paran. This was 
the first time they set out on their journey according to the commandment of the LORD, by the 
authority of Moses. The traveling arrangements proceeded as proscribed earlier.  

• Hobab invited: Moses invited Hobab, son of Reuel, his father-in-law, to stay with them. 
Hobab refused, wanting to go on to his own people, but Moses insisted, promising a 
share of the good things that YHWH will give them.  

• The presence of YHWH: They traveled three days from Sinai and the cloud of YHWH 
was over them by day. When the ark traveled, Moses would say, “Rise up, O LORD! May 
your enemies be scattered, and may those who hate you flee before you!” And when it came 
to rest he would say, “Return, O LORD, to the many thousands of Israel!” 

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 7/25: 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 


