
 
1. Intro  
 

a. Genre - switches between narrative and non-narrative sections 
(law, lists).  

i. See chart on pg. 262 
ii. these switches are not interruptions but rather  

b. Question regarding the population numbers:  
i. 603,550 warriors indicates a total population of more 

than 2 million. 
ii. Issues:  

1. logistics of that many people moving and 
surviving in the wilderness. 

2. archeological evidence in promised land at that 
time suggests a smaller population. 

3. some numbers suggest mathematical oddities 
a. many numbers rounded to 100’s 
b. ratio of adult males to firstborn sons is 

large (27/1) 
iii. Proposed Solutions 

1. Figures are to be taken at face value 
2. Figures represent the population of Israel at a 

later time (supposing later authorship) 
3. Numbers change by scribes 

a. misunderstanding meaning of ‘elep 
4. Numbers are symbolic 

 
 
4. Summary of content 
 
Chapters 1-10 Preparation of Exodus generation 

The Israelites were at Mt. Sinai and had received instructions for worship 
at the tabernacle recorded in Leviticus. Thirteen months had passed since 
the Hebrews left Egypt. Numbers picks up where Exodus leaves off and 
continues the account, covering the period of 40 years when the Hebrews 
journeyed/ wandered from Mt. Sinai to the promised land of Canaan. 
 
The first 10 chapters are devoted to preparation of the people. A census was 
taken revealing 603,550 men 20 years and older which would yield a total 
population in excess of 2 million people. 
 
God provided orders for the arrangement of the camp and the marching plan 
of the tribes (see chart near Numbers 2, in the NIV/NASB/KJV. In other 
Study Bibles, look for related charts, maps, articles, study notes, etc.). The 
Levites were instructed with respect to setting up, carrying and taking down 
the tabernacle. Other instructions were given and the first annual Passover 
was celebrated. God’s presence and leading were provided by a cloud by day 



and pillar of fire by night. The journey began as the “ark of the Lord went 
before them.” 
 
A. Census of Israel’s Warriors (Ch. 1) 

a. Purpose of Census (see study note for 1:1-46 
b. Levites exempted (1:47-54) read v. 53-54 

B. Arrangement of the Camp (Ch. 2) 
a. see chart on pg. 267 
b. Levites surrounding the Tabernacle as protection 

C. Census and duties of Levites (Ch. 3-4) 
a. Levites take the place of the firstborn as those designated to the 

Lord’s service. (3:12-13) 
i. Exodus 32:25-29 

b. 4:4-6, 15 -  How to transport the Ark of the Covenant 
i. See also 7:8-9 

ii. 1 Samuel 7:1 
D. Further Laws (Ch. 5-6) 

a. Test for Adultery  
i. Model for Medieval trials by ordeal 

E. Tabernacle guidelines and Passover 
a. 9:15-23 – The movements of the people guided by God.  

i. Vivid picture of Israel’s dependence upon God 
F. Isreal sets out from Sinai 

a. There for almost a year 
 

 
 
Chapters 11-21 Faith failure of the Exodus generation 

Sadly, the people began to complain, grumble and murmur about the 
“hardships” of the journey and having nothing to eat except manna. God 
provided the people with quail and a plague to discipline them for rebellion 
and an ungrateful spirit.  

A. The people complain and are punished(Ch. 11) 

a. A rose-colored view of the past 11:4-6 

b. God provided what they needed, not what they thought they 
needed. 11:18-23 

c. Eldad and Medad Prophesy 11:24-30 

i. See Joel 2:28 

Aaron and Miriam also rebelled against the leadership of Moses and God 
disciplined them.  

A. Miriam and Aaron rebel against Moses 

a. Why was only Miriam punished? 



i. 12:1, Miriam mentioned first, verb “Spoke” in singular 
feminine form. This seems to indicate that Miriam was 
the leader of this rebellion. 

ii. Also, if he contracted leprosy, Aaron as the high priest 
would not have been unable to intercede on their behalf 
regarding this sin.  

1. In sparing Aaron the punishment, it may have 
been a mercy of God even if it seemed unfair. 

b. Moses, a prophet like no other. 12:6-9 

i. Deut. 18:15; Acts 3:22-26 

Upon approaching the promised land of Canaan, it was determined that a 40-
day spying/reconnaissance mission would provide valuable information on the 
land and its inhabitants. Twelve spies were sent out. Ten of the spies returned 
with a positive report of the abundance of the land but a negative report about 
the fortified cities and giants in the land. Their recommendation was to not try 
and conquer the land. 
The other two spies, Joshua and Caleb, agreed that the land was “flowing with 
milk and honey” and that there were strong people in the land, but in the 
power of God the land could be taken. The real issue was faith or lack of 
faith in God. The people followed the leading of the 10 spies and rebelled 
against Moses and God. 

God judged the people for their unbelief (lack of faith) and decreed — 
• that they would wander in the wilderness for 40 years and 
• that all the men 20 years and older would die during the wandering. 

 
A. The Spies and the faith failure of Israel (Ch. 13-14) 

a. 13:2 – A reminder of the covenant promises of God.  
b. All but 2 spies lack faith. Caleb answers back (13:30) 
c. The people accept the word of the faithless (14:1-4) 
d. Caleb and Joshua answer back (14:6-10) 

B. Parallels with Golden Calf incident 
a. The leadership of Moses is questioned 

i. This is in essence questioning God Himself 
b. Golden Calf happens shortly after God miraculously delivered 

his people from a mighty enemy. 
i. Here they lack the faith to trust God to deliver them 

again. 
c. God makes similar proclamation against his people 

i. Ex. 32:9-10; Numbers 14:11-12  
d. Moses intercedes on their behalf both times 

i. In Numbers 14:17 Moses quotes God’s self-
description from Exodus 34: 6-9 

1. 2 Peter 3:7-9 



e. God relents, but why?  
i. v. 20 “I have pardoned according to your word” 

ii. v. 21 Why did God pardon them? For the sake of his 
Glory 

f. He still brings down judgment upon the people v. 22     
i. God’s Justice was served 

ii. God’s covenant promises were kept. 
1. Romans 1 & 2 condemn both Gentile and 

Jew under God’s law.  
2. Romans 3:10-18, 21-26 

a. Here we see Jesus fulfilling the 
covenant, doing what Moses could 
not do. 

And so began a 40-year period of aimless wandering in the wilderness 
under the judgment of God as God’s decree of death for the military 
men was carried out (see Ps. 90). There was further rebellion by 
Korah against the Aaronic priesthood which God also sovereignly 
judged. 

 
g. Korah’s Rebellion (Ch. 16) 

i. Korah is questioning God’s declaration of who is 
holy. 16:3-5 

1. He is denying the need for mediation. 
ii. 16:20-22 Is it right for the consequences of one 

man’s actions to affect the whole congregation?  
1. Adam and Christ  

a. Romans 5:12-14 
b. 1 Cor. 15:22 

iii. The People still rebel (16:41) 
1. God brings judgment upon the people 

(16:45) 
2. In light of the story of Korah what is the 

significance of 16:46-48? 
iv. Aaron’s staff buds 

1. A symbolic rebuttal of Korah’s rebellion. 
2. v.10 the staff is put into the Ark of the 

Covenant (along with manna and tablets of 
the covenant law) 

3. The people finally seem to get it. 17:12-13 
a. Hebrews 10:19-23 

h. Ch. 18 God again commissions the Levites and the Aaronic 
priesthood. This has a ring of restoration following the 
rebellion of some Levites in challenging the Aaronic 
priesthood. (an event that echoes the failure of the preists with 
Nadab and Abihu) 

C. Moses Sins by striking the rock. Numbers 20. 



a. v. 12 “Because you did not believe in me” parallel’s God’s 
condemnation of the people’s rebellion at Kadesh Barnea 
(14:11) where they too were kept from entering the Promised 
Land. 

D. Ch. 21 Israel’s first victory over the Canaanites 
a. 21:1-3 
b. Sin quickly enters into the picture v. 4-9 

i. Bronze serpent – an image that both represents the 
wrath of God and the turning away of the wrath of 
God. 

ii. John 3:14-15 

 
Toward the end of the time Moses sinned by presumptuously disobeying 
God and Miriam and Aaron died. None of these leaders entered into the 
promised land, and in the last year of the wandering God had to judge His 
rebellious people again through the death bite of fiery serpents. By a 
bronze serpent raised up on a pole God provided a cure for those who 
would look on it by faith. Christ applied this incident to Himself in Jn. 
3:14-15.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
., 
Chapters 22-36 Preparation of the Canaan generation 

 
The last section of Numbers details further discipline from God because 
of sin, and God’s blessing of Israel in spite of her disobedience as He 
thwarts Balak and the prophet Balaam. 
 

B. 22-24 Recount the story of Balaam 
a. Oracle 1 – Focuses on Israel’s status as a people set apart 
b. Oracle 2 – Focuses on the nature of God and his 

unchanging character. Balak’s call to curse cannot 
overturn God’s blessing. 

c. Oracle 3 – Prophesies God’s completion of establishing 
his people in the promised land. 

i. v.6-7 use garden imagery to describe the 
promise land. 

d. Oracle 4 – Prophesies about Israel’s coming victory over 
its enemies.  This will be fulfilled in the Davidic Kingom 

i. This finds it’s ultimate fulfillment in the return 
of The Great King promised to David  

1. Rev. 19:11ff. 
e. Who did Balak represent? Moab 

i. Ruth 4:13-17 (Matthew 1) 
 

C. Ch. 27 the Daughters of Zelophelod 
a. Their request for their land allotment reflected their faith 

that God would successfully lead them into the promised 
land.  

i. God does not visit the iniquity of their father 
upon them. 



D. What can we learn from these stories?  
a. 1 Cor.10:1-13 
b. Heb. 3:7ff 

 
The old Exodus generation of men had died and now had been replaced by a 
new generation of men who had to be instructed all over again in the 
commandments and ways of God. A new census was taken revealing 
601,730 men and a new leader selected — Joshua. God provided further 
instructions for the people before entering the land and about how the land 
was to be divided. 

 
God reminded the people that although He had given the land of Canaan to 
them, they had to conquer and possess it. The book of Deuteronomy would 
provide final instructions in the Law and commandments of God to the new 
generation about to enter Canaan. 

 
5. Theme/purpose/applicational message 

Theme/purpose 
Moses recorded in Numbers God’s discipline of Israel through the 
wilderness wanderings in order to show that lack of faith in Him 
brings disastrous results. 

Applicational message 

God expects His people to walk by faith and when they act in hen they 
act in unbelief, they miss the blessing of God and incur divine discipline. 

 
6. Key chapters  
Nu.1    Census of Exodus generation  
9 First Passover observed/God’s leading  
11 Complaining of the people/discipline of God  
14 Rebellion and unbelief at Kadesh-Barnea  

Judgment of God — wilderness wandering  
16 Rebellion of Korah  
20 Sin of Moses  
21 Bronze serpent  
22–23 Balaam and his donkey 


