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Background 

 

The Hebrew title for this book comes from the fifth word in the first sentence.  The word is b’mid’bar 

(dB;d.mIB.) which means “in the wilderness.”  Our modern title comes from the Greek title, Arithmoi, which 

means numbers and would appear to have been used because of the two numberings of the Israelites in the 

wilderness – at the beginning and at the end. 

 

Date and Author 

 

Moses is the author, whether he actually wrote it himself or dictated it to a scribe since God told him to number 

the people and list every man, one by one, in chapter 1:2; and then in chapter 33:2 Moses tell us that the Lord 

commanded him to record the stages of their journey in the desert.  Since the first census was taken in the 

second month of the second year after they left Egypt that means the book begins in 1490 BC.  Since we will 

learn that the Israelites spend 40 years in the wilderness that means the second census would have been taken in 

1450 BC. 

 

Scope and Purpose 

 

The book begins at the base of Mt. Sinai and ends with them on the plains of Moab which is on the east side of 

the Jordan River at the north end of the Dead Sea.  Before they reached the plains they traveled from Mt Sinai 

to Kadesh Barnea on the southern border of Canaan.  Then because they would not trust God to lead them in 

conquering the Promised Land from the Canaanite tribes living there, the Lord made them spend the rest of 

forty years in the wilderness before allowing the children and the young men, under 20 years of age at the time 

of their distrust, to enter the land.  What Moses doesn’t record for us about their journeys for the 40 years is 

where they traveled for most of that time.  It would seem unlikely that they moved around much because of the 

difficulty of moving so many people.  The Lord was providing manna for them on six days of every week 

during this time, but they would also need water which we learn he provided for them. 

 

In this book we learn how the tribes were to order themselves as they traveled when the cloud of God’s 

presence lifted from the Tabernacle and gave them a direction to move.  It tells us how the priests and the rest of 

the Levites were to function during a journey.  It tells how they were to prepare themselves for the conquest of 

Canaan and their lives thereafter.  Finally, it shows how well they followed God’s will.  The first 25 chapters 

cover the experiences of the older generation.  Here God’s provision for his people is displayed in how he told 

them to maintain the order and purity of their camp, how they were to worship, and how they were to move the 

camp.  These chapters also show his patience with them when they fail to obey him.  He did not abandon them 

but he did discipline them.  The last 11 chapters focus on the preparations of the younger generation for entering 

the land and warnings and encouragement for them.  Even in the discipline of the older generation, God was 

faithful with the younger generation to educate and prepare them for becoming the leaders of the nation and to 

prepare them to be obedient in following his commands as they enter and conquer the Promised Land. 

 

The people who came out of Egypt were not just the descendants of Jacob but also included others who had 

learned the ways of the Israelites and wanted to be a part of them and those who just wanted to escape 

domination by the Egyptians.  So, in numbers we find the roots of unbelief in / distrust of God.  Since the 

people were a mixed group they had mixed motives for their future.  Even some of the descendants of Jacob had 

mixed motives for their future.  They wanted to enjoy the blessings of God and would even obey him to a 

degree but, like what caused Adam and Eve to fall, they wanted things God knew was not good for them and 

wanted to choose for themselves what they considered good or bad to do.  Consequently, these things led to the 

discipline of the group just as Adam and Eve had been disciplined, but this would not defeat God’s plan. 



Chapter 1 

 

Verses 1 – 16.  On the first day of the second month of the second year after the people left Egypt, God tells 

Moses to take a census of the people, listing all the men over the age of twenty by tribe.  This dating puts the 

census in the Hebrew month of Ziv (approximately our month of May) in 1490 BC.  God gives Moses the 

names of the individuals from each of the tribes that are to help him with the census.  They were the heads of 

each of the tribes at that time. 

 

Verses 17 – 46.  Moses, with the help of Aaron, assembled these men and called the entire community to 

indicate their ancestry by clan and families so that all the males twenty years of age and older could be listed by 

name.  Moses doesn’t provide us the entire list but only the summary of the number of men in each of the tribes.  

Mention is made for each tribe that these are the number of men twenty years or older who were able to serve in 

Israel’s army.  These would be the individuals who would fight when necessary to conquer the Canaanites 

living in the Promised Land.  Nothing is said about the other men who were not Israelites fighting as part of the 

army, but I suppose that they may have been allowed to fight, at least in some circumstances.  In verse 46 

Moses provides the total of all the Israelite men and it was 603,550.  Using conservative presumptions that 75% 

of those men would have a wife (452,662) and that 50 % of that number (226,331) would have an average of 4 

children (905,324), this would mean the total number of Israelites in the camp was 1,961,536.  Since people 

who had exited Egypt with the Israelites were not part of one of the tribes, this would indicate they were not 

counted so the total number of people could be 2 million individuals or more.  We note in this numbering that 

the largest tribe was Judah and the smallest tribe was Manasseh, one of the two sons of Joseph.  Even if the men 

of both of Joseph’s sons are considered together Judah is still the most numerous of the tribes.   

 

Verses 47 – 54.  Moses informs us that God told him not to count the families of the tribe of Levi because they 

are to be in charge of the Tabernacle and carry all of it whenever they move.  Because of this they would not be 

able to fight if the community were attacked or needed to fight for any reason.  Part of what God told Moses 

about the Levites was that they were to take the Tabernacle down and carry it when God indicated they should 

move to another location and then set it up when God indicated they should stop at some location.  They were 

also to camp around the Tabernacle so that wrath would not fall on the Israelite community. 

 

Chapter 2 

 

Verses 1 – 34.  God tells Moses how the people are to lay out their encampment around the Tabernacle so that 

he would be in the midst of his people (literally).  We learned in the last chapter that the Levites were to camp 

immediately around the Tabernacle.  The rest of the people were to arrange themselves by tribe in the following 

manner.  Immediately to the east were to be all the families of the tribe of Judah under the leadership of 

Nahshon, the son of Amminadab, and all the 74,600 men with their families.  From Matthew 1:3-4 and Luke 

3:33 we learn that Nahshon was the great great great grandson of Judah.  Once again we see that is four 

generations after Judah who went into Egypt with Jacob and exactly fulfills God’s promise to Abraham that his 

descendants in slavery in Egypt would come out in the fourth generation (Gen 15:16).  Issachar (54,400 men) 

was to camp on one side of Judah (74,000) and Zebulun (57,400) was to camp on the other side.  That would 

mean that 186,400 men and their families would set out first when the company began any move.  On the south 

side of the Tabernacle was to be Reuben (46,500) with Simeon (59,300) on one side and Gad (46,650) on the 

other side.  That would total 151,450 men and their families and they would set out behind Judah, Issachar, and 

Zebulun.  The Tabernacle and the tribe of Levi was in the center of the camp and they would set out after 

Reuben, Simeon, and Gad.  On the west side of the Tabernacle was to be Ephraim (40,500) with Manasseh 

(32,200) on one side and Benjamin (35,400) on the other side.  That would total 108,100 men and their families 

and they were to set out after the Tabernacle and the tribe of Levi.  On the north side of the Tabernacle was to 

be Dan (62,700) with Asher (41,500) on one side and Naphtali (53,400) on the other side.  That would total 

157,600 men and their families and they were to set out after Ephraim, Manasseh, and Benjamin.  We are not 

told where those people who were not Israelites would be arranged in the camp or when traveling. 



 

It has been estimated that with two million people encamped around the Tabernacle it would have formed a 

square about 12 miles on a side.  Moses did not explain the arrangement of the tribes around the Tabernacle but 

some scholars have suggested that it had some relationship to the mothers from which the tribe’s ancestor was 

born.   

 

Chapter 3 

 

Verses 1 – 4.  We are told that this is an account of the family of Aaron and Moses at the time Moses was on 

Mt. Sinai talking with God.  The firstborn son of Aaron was Nadab.  His other sons were Abihu, Eleazar, and 

Ithamar.  Along with Aaron, they were anointed as priests and ordained to serve within the Tabernacle, meaning 

they would keep the lights burning on the lampstand, replace the showbread daily, and burn incense on the altar 

before the curtain separating the Holy Place and the Most Holy Place where the Ark of the Covenant (God’s 

mercy seat) was located.  Then we learn that Nadab and Abihu fell dead before the Israelites left the base of Mt. 

Sinai because they made an offering using unauthorized fire before the Lord.  So, during the remaining lifetime 

of Aaron, only Eleazar and Ithamar served as priests with him.  (See Lev 10:1 – 5)   

 

Verses 5 – 13.  Moses was told to bring the tribe of Levi and present them to Aaron to assist him by performing 

duties for him and the community at the Tent of Meeting.  They would do whatever was necessary around the 

Tabernacle and the Tent of Meeting to assist the priests and to protect the area from defilement from anyone 

else entering and approaching the sanctuary (the tent housing the Holy Place and Most Holy Place).  God says 

he took the Levites in place of the firstborn male of every Israelite woman. 



Verses 14 – 37.  God tells Moses to count the Levites, every male a month old and older.  The following is the 

descendants of Levi at the time the Israelites camped at Mt. Sinai.  The sons (descendants of Levi) were 

Gershon, Kohath and Merari.  Gershon’s sons were Libni and Shimei.  The sons of Kohath were Amram, Izhar, 

Hebron, and Uzziel.  The sons of Merari were Mahli and Mushi.   

 

The number of Gershon’s descendants was 7,500.  They were assigned to camp on the west of (behind) the 

Tabernacle.  The leader of the Gershonites was Eliasaph, the son of Lael.  They were to be responsible for the 

care of all the curtains surrounding the Tabernacle courtyard, the curtain at the entrance of the courtyard and the 

entrance of the sanctuary.  They were also to care for the coverings of the sanctuary, the ropes, and the brazen 

altar and all its utensils. 

 

The number of Kohath’s descendants was 8,600.  They were to camp on the south side of the Tabernacle.  The 

leader of the Kohathites was Elizaphan the son of Uzziel.  He was the leader because the descendants of Aaron, 

who was the eldest descendant of Kohath, was the High Priest and his sons were the priests.  They were to be 

responsible for the care of everything within the sanctuary including the curtain separating the Holy Place and 

the Most Holy Place.   

 

The number of Merari’s descendants was 6,200.  They were to camp on the north side of the Tabernacle.  The 

leader of the Merarites was Zuriel the son of Abihail.  They were to be responsible for the care of all the rest of 

the Tabernacle: the frames, crossbars, posts, bases, tent pegs, ropes of the courtyard, and all miscellaneous 

equipment. 

 

Verses 38 – 51.  Moses, Aaron and his sons were to camp on the east side of the Tabernacle in front of the Tent 

of Meeting.  They were responsible for all the care and services of the Tabernacle on behalf of the Israelites.  

Again, we are told that anyone who approached the sanctuary was to be put to death.  Then we learn that the 

total number of the male Levites, including those 1 month old and older, was 22,000.  There is a difference in 

this total and the total when adding the individual numbers of each clan of 300.  Scholars believe that there was 

a copyist’s error in the total for the Kohath clan and that the correct numbering should have been 8,300.  That 

would make the adding of the clans agree with the total of 22,000.  This total agrees with what we are told about 

the numbering of the firstborn males of all the Israelites (22,273) as compared to the total Levites (22,000) and 

the resultant number of 273 which Moses was told to collect 5 shekels as redemption for them.  In that way all 

the firstborn, who were all dedicated to the Lord, would have their lives redeemed from sanctuary service which 

God had directed was only to be done by the Levites.  In the future all firstborn males would need to be 

redeemed by paying the price to the priests (Aaron and his descendants). 

 

Chapter 4 

 

Verses 1 – 33.  Now Moses is to number all the Levites clans to determine all the males from age 30 to 50 who 

are going to serve in the work around the Tabernacle.  Before giving the number of males in that age range in 

each clan, Moses describes the work that each clan will be doing. 

 

He begins with the Kohathites, then proceeds with the Gershonites and finally ends with the Merarites.  The 

Kohathites were to work in the Tent of Meeting and take care of the most holy things.  When the camp is to 

move, Aaron and his sons were to go in and take down the curtain separating the Holy Place from the Most 

Holy Place and cover the Ark of the Testimony with it.  Then they were to cover this with hides of sea cows, 

put a solid blue cloth over that, and put the poles for carrying the ark in place.  There were to put a solid blue 

cloth over the table of the Presence, put the utensils used with it on the cloth with the bread that is to be on the 

plates still on them, put a solid red cloth over them, put sea cow hides over that, and then put the poles for 

carrying the table in place.  For the lampstand, they were to place a sold blue cloth over it along with all the 

utensils used with it, wrap all of that with sea cow hides and put it in a frame for carrying it.  Over the altar of 

incense they were to place a sold blue cloth, cover it with sea cow hides and then put the poles to carry it in 

place.  All other articles used in the Holy Place were to be wrapped in a solid blue cloth, cover that with sea 



cow hides, and put it in a frame for carrying.  They were to remove the ashes from the bronze (brazen) altar, put 

a purple cloth over it, place all the utensils on that, cover it all with sea cow hides, and put the poles for carrying 

it in place.  When Aaron and his sons have covered the holy furnishing and when the camp is ready to move, the 

Kohathites are to do the carrying of all of it, but they must not touch any of the articles.  Eleazar, the son of 

Aaron, was to have charge of the oil for the light, the fragrant incense, the grain offering, and the anointing oil 

as well as be in charge of the entire Tabernacle and everything in it.  God instructs Moses that the Kohathite 

clan is not to be cut off from the rest of the Levites so that they may live when they come near to the most holy 

things and Aaron is to assign what each man is to carry.  But the Kohathites must not go in to look at the holy 

things, even for a moment, or they will die.  That privilege is reserved for Aaron and his sons and their 

descendants after them who are the priests. 

 

The Gershonite clan is to carry the curtains of the Tabernacle, the Tent of Meeting, its covering including the 

outer covering of sea cow hides, the curtains for the entrance to the Tent of Meeting, the curtains of the 

courtyard, the ropes and all the equipment used in the whole structure that is not assigned to someone else.  All 

of their service, whether carrying or something else, is to be under the direction of Aaron and his sons.  When 

they are serving at the Tent of Meeting all their duties are to under the direction of Ithamar, the son of Aaron. 

 

The Merarite clan was to carry the frames of the Tabernacle, its crossbars, posts and bases, along with the posts 

of the surrounding courtyard with their bases, the tent pegs, ropes and everything associated with the use of all 

those things.  Their duties were to be under the direction of Ithamar, the son of Aaron. 

 

Verses 34 – 49.  Then Moses gives us the numbering of the males of the Levite clans who were 30 to 50 years 

of age.  From the Kohathites there were 2750.  Comparing that with the previous numbering of the Kohathite 

males over age 1 month, that means there were 5850 below age 30 and over age 50.  From the Gershonites there 

were 2630.  Comparing that with the previous numbering of the Gershonite males over age one month, that 

means there were 4870 below age 30 and over age 50.  From the Merarites there were 3200.  Comparing that 

with the previous numbering of the Merarite males over age one month, that means there were 3000 below age 

30 and over age 50.  So all the men between the ages of 30 and 50 who were to do the work around the 

Tabernacle and the carrying of it as they moved, were numbered at 8580. 

 

Chapter 5 

 

Chapters 5 and 6 are similar to the information in Leviticus which explains how the Israelite nation must 

maintain their holiness so that they can continue in the close relationship with God that is expected in the 

covenant they have made with God. 

 

Verses 1 – 4.  In these verses God commanded that anyone (male or female) who had an infectious skin disease, 

a discharge of any kind, or was ceremonially unclean for touching a dead body had to live outside the camp so 

they would not defile the camp.  That would not have been a permanent banning from the camp but only until 

whatever was causing the uncleanness was no longer present.  It wasn’t meant to mean those people were 

inferior in any fashion, just that to maintain the purity of the camp, those people had to be removed for a time 

because the Holy, totally pure God resided in the midst of the camp.  This was also covered in Leviticus 13 – 

15.  There is a saying that has become fairly common that says: “Cleanliness is next to godliness.”  Since God 

now lives (as the Holy Spirit) within every person who believes Jesus’ death on the cross was real and has faith 

that it will restore a believer to a right relationship with God, this principle of separation of the unclean from the 

presence of God applies to every believer and thus to the universal Church. 

 

Verses 5 – 10.  Here God identifies that anyone who wrongs another in any way has been unfaithful to the Lord 

and must confess their sin, make full restitution plus 1/5 and give it to the wronged individual.  But, if it is 

impossible to give restitution to the person or a relative of the person, then the restitution is to be given to the 

priests along with a ram for atonement.  This shows that not only are the people to maintain their vertical 

relationship with God but that relationship also requires a horizontal relationship with their neighbors. 



Verses 11 – 31.  In these verses God shows the necessity of maintaining purity in the marriage relationship so 

that the nation’s relationship with God is maintained.  God proposes a situation where a man’s wife is unfaithful 

and he doesn’t know it or that he thinks something is not right in her conduct and therefore is jealous.  God says 

the man should take his wife to the priest along with a grain offering of barley without any oil or incense.  The 

offering is a reminder offering to draw attention to guilt (for having sinned).  The usual grain offering was made 

of finely ground wheat.  Bringing an offering without oil or incense means it was not meant to make a pleasing 

aroma before the Lord.  Barley was half the cost of wheat and was often the food of poor people and usually fed 

to animals.  So bringing a barley offering without oil or incense may have been meant to represent that the 

wife’s reputation for purity was in question by her husband.   

 

When the woman is in front of the priest, he is to take some holy water in a clay jar and put some dust from the 

tabernacle floor in it.  The dust makes the water bitter.  The priest is to put the woman under oath that she has 

not defiled herself by sleeping with a man other than her husband and if that is not the truth then by her drinking 

the bitter water may the Lord curse her thigh to waste away and her abdomen swell.  To which the woman must 

reply “So be it.”  The priest will write the curse on a scroll and wash it off into the bitter water.  The priest will 

then take a handful of the barley grain offering and burn it on the altar (brazen altar) before having the woman 

drink the bitter water.  If she has been unfaithful to her husband then the curse in the bitter water will make her 

abdomen swell and her thigh waste away and she will become accursed among her people.  The thigh is used to 

represent her sexual organs and the wasting away would mean she would not be able to have children.  But, if 

she has not defiled herself and is free of impurity then she will be cleared of guilt and will be able to have 

children.  Her husband will be innocent in either event and only she will bear the consequences of any sin.   

 

The question arises why only the woman would bear the consequences of her sin of defilement.  The answer is 

in the situation God proposed.  In what was given in the situation, the other man that was involved in her 

possible defilement is unknown.  If he was known, then by Leviticus 20:10, both she and the other man would 

both be stoned to death.  Another question arises about what a woman is to do if she suspects her husband has 

been unfaithful to her.  There is no provision for this situation and it would appear to result from the 

relationship a woman had in the community.  Until she was married, a woman answered to her father for her 

actions because she was under his protection.  After she was married, she answered to her husband for her 

actions because she was now under his protection.  So God has the responsibility for dealing with the sin of the 

husband because the man is under God’s protection.  What this procedure did was to protect the wife of an 

extremely jealous husband who might accuse his wife unjustly.  The man would suffer shame by the proven 

innocence of his wife because the ceremony was held in public and not privately and it also protected her from 

death at the hands of the community just because of an accusation by her husband without proof of the 

involvement of another man. 

 

Chapter 6   

 

Verses 1 – 21.   In these verses God addresses the purity requirements for an individual who wants to dedicate 

themselves to God’s service.  The individual (man or woman) is to make a vow of separation to the Lord.  The 

vow is called a Nazirite vow because it comes from the Hebrew word “nazar” which means to separate.  

Usually a Nazirite vow was only for a specified, short time, but there are at least three examples of lifelong 

Nazirite vows – Samson (Judges 13:4-7), Samuel (1 Samuel 1:27-28) and John the Baptist (Luke 1:13-15).  By 

God’s command, anyone who wanted to take a Nazirite vow, for whatever reason he was dedicating himself to 

the work the Lord, he must strictly obey the following rules for the entire time for the vow to be completed.   

 

He must abstain from any wine or other fermented drink, including vinegar made from any of those drinks.  

Included in this prohibition was the drinking of grape juice, eating grapes, raisins, or even the skins or seeds. 

 

He must not allow a razor to be used on his head and must let his hair grow long. 

 

He must not go near a dead body, not even that of one of his family members.  If someone dies suddenly in his 



presence and therefore defiles the hair that he has dedicated, he must shave his head on the seventh day when he 

is ceremonially cleansed and then on the eighth day bring two doves or two pigeons to the priest, one as a sin 

offering and the other as a burnt offering.  Then he must dedicate himself again for the same period of time of 

separation as the vow that was broken.  The period of the vow will then begin anew from that day and any 

previous days already spent in the previous vow will not count toward the new vow. 

 

When the period of the vow has been completed, he is to bring the following to the priest:  a year-old male lamb 

without defect for a burnt offering; a year-old ewe lamb without defect for a fellowship offering; a ram without 

defect for a fellowship (peace) offering; the grain and drink offerings that should accompany those listed 

offerings; a basket of unleavened bread made of fine flour mixed with oil and wafers spread with oil.  After the 

priest has presented the offerings, the Nazirite must shave off his hair and put it in the fire burning under the 

fellowship offering.  After the Nazirite has placed his hair under the fellowship offering, the priest is to take a 

boiled shoulder of the ram, a cake of the bread, and a wafer, put them in the hands of the Nazirite and wave 

them before the Lord.  These portions are holy to the Lord and for the Nazirite to have them to eat meant he 

enjoyed a portion of the fruit of his time of dedication to the Lord’s work.  After this ceremony has been 

completed, the Nazirite may once again drink wine.  If the Nazirite could afford to do more than what it cost 

him for the ritual, he was expected to do more.  In Acts 18:18 we learn that Paul took a vow at Corinth before 

he returned to Jerusalem.  Then in Acts 21:17-26, we find that when Paul arrived in Jerusalem he took four 

other men to the temple with him to fulfill his vow and also paid for the fulfillment of their vows.  Nowhere 

does the biblical record say that Paul’s vow was a Nazirite vow but the description of it would seem to indicate 

it was. 

 

Verses 22 – 27.  After giving commands for the purity of the camp, God tells Moses how the priests are to bless 

the Israelites.  This is a saying that many pastors use at the end of their worship times to bless their 

congregations.  “The Lord bless you and keep you.  The Lord make his face (countenance) shine upon you and 

be gracious to you.  The Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace.”  God says that in this way the priest 

is putting his (God’s) name on the Israelites and therefore he (God) will bless them. 

 

Chapter 7 

 

Verses 1 – 9.  Moses now tells us what transpired after the craftsman had completed constructing everything for 

the tabernacle and it was set up and ready to begin functioning.  He anointed and consecrated everything as God 

had told him.  Then the leaders of Israel who were the heads of each tribal family brought carts and oxen so that 

the tabernacle could be moved.  Each leader brought an ox and two of them together brought a cart so that there 

were twelve oxen and six carts.  God instructed Moses to accept the gifts and distribute them to the Levites for 

their work in transporting the tabernacle.  So he gave two carts and four oxen to the Gershonites and the other 

four carts and eight oxen to the Merarites.  These two families of the Levites would be transporting everything 

of the tabernacle that was not carried by poles.  The Kohathites didn’t receive carts or oxen because they were 

to use poles to carry on their shoulders the sacred furniture from the tabernacle. 

 

Verses 10 – 88.  This long section describes the offerings the leader of each tribe brought for the dedication of 

the tabernacle.  The dedication lasted twelve days and each day a different tribe brought the same items for the 

dedication.  These were the items that were brought each day: one silver plate weighing 130 shekels (about 3 ¾ 

pounds) and one silver sprinkling bowl weighing 70 shekels (about 1 ¾ pounds) both filled with find flour 

mixed with oil as a grain offering; one gold ladle weighing 10 shekels (about 4 ounces) filled with incense; one 

young bull, one fam and one male lamb a year old for a burnt offering; one male goat for a sin offering; and two 

oxen, five rams, five male goats and five male lambs a year old to be sacrificed as a fellowship (peace) offering.  

The order of the tribes bringing the offerings was Judah, Issachar, Zebulun, Reuben, Simeon, Gad, Ephraim, 

Manasseh, Benjamin, Dan, Asher, and Naphtali.  There is no reason for the specific order of which tribe 

brought their gifts other than their arrangement around the Tabernacle. 

 

Verse 89.  Moses says that when he entered the tabernacle he heard the voice of God speaking to him from 



between the two cherubim above the atonement cover on the ark of the Testimony and that he would speak with 

God.  Some commentators believe that the fact that God spoke to Moses from the mercy seat after the 

dedication indicates that God accepted the gifts of the people, but God’s glory filling the tabernacle as Moses 

mentions at the end of Exodus would be the real indication that God accepted the tabernacle that had been built 

along with the gifts that had been given for its construction and dedication and the gifts and sacrifices that 

would be brought in the future. 

 

Chapter 8 

 

Verses 1-4.  God spoke to Moses and told him to tell Aaron that when he sets up the seven lamps of the 

lampstand that they are to light the area in front of the lampstand.  Moses says that Aaron did just as he was 

commanded. 

 

Verses 5 – 26.  Now Moses describes how God directed that the entire Levite tribe was to be set apart for their 

ministry to the Lord.  Moses told us in Chapter 3 that God had selected the entire Levite clan to be his as 

replacements for the first-born of all the Israelites.  Now he is directing how they are to be dedicated for this 

service.  Previously in Exodus 29 God spelled out how Aaron and his sons were to be set apart and dedicated 

for their service to him as priests and then in Leviticus 8 and 9 Moses described how he performed this 

dedication according to God’s instructions.  Now the remainder of the Levites are to be dedicated for their 

service.  God tells Moses that they are to be made ceremonially clean in the following way:  sprinkle the water 

of cleansing on them; have them shave their whole bodies and wash their clothes and so they will be purified.  

Then they are to bring a young bull with a grain offering of fine flour mixed with oil and Moses is to take a 

second young bull for a sin offering.  The Levites are to be brought before the entire community which will lay 

their hands on the Levites.  This would symbolize the transference of responsibility of the first-born sons to the 

Levites.  Then Aaron is to present the Levites before the Lord as a wave offering so that they may be ready to 

do the work of the Lord.  The Levites are to lay their hands on the two bulls; one is to be used as a sin offering 

and the other as a burnt offering to make atonement for the sin of the Levites.  Here, Moses again reiterates the 

reason that the Levites were being set apart for service to the Lord in place of every first-born male.  After the 

Levites had been set apart according to God’s instructions then they could come to the tabernacle to accomplish 

their work for the Lord.  The actual work of the Levites at the tabernacle was to be done by those males from 25 

years old up to 50 years old.  After a Levite became older than 50 years he could assist but not accomplish the 

work.   

 

Chapter 9 

 

Verses 1 – 14.  This passage takes us back to the beginning of the second year after the Israelites exited Egypt.  

Remember that their exit began on the 15
th

 of the month after they had celebrated the death angel passing over 

the homes with the blood of the unblemished lamb smeared on the door frame of the house.  The people were 

told by God to celebrate that Passover annually.  So, God is reminding Moses that they need to prepare to 

celebrate the Passover according to the way he had told them to celebrate it.  Moses then instructs the people to 

celebrate the Passover as God prescribed and they do it.  But some individuals come to Moses and explain that 

they are not ceremonially clean because of contact with a dead body and ask what they should do.  Moses goes 

to God for the answer and is given an answer not only for that situation but also for the case where someone 

can’t celebrate because they are away on a journey.  Then the person should celebrate on evening of the 14
th

 day 

of the second month with just the same procedures as if they were celebrating on the first month.  But God also 

says that if a man is ceremonially clean and not on a journey and fails to celebrate Passover, then he must be cut 

off from his people (put to death) because of his sin and he will bear the consequences of that sin.  God also 

went on to say that if an alien living among the Israelites wants to celebrate the Passover he must observe all the 

regulations just as all other Israelites must.  That means if the alien has not been circumcised to identify with the 

Abrahamic Covenant he must first have all the males in his household circumcised (see Ex 12:48-49).   

 

 



Verses 15 – 23.  Moses tells us that on the day the tabernacle was set up (and Moses had inspected it to be sure 

it was done properly) that the cloud which was God’s presence settled upon it (covered it) from evening until 

the following morning and looked like fire upon the tabernacle.  This showed God’s approval and acceptance of 

all the gifts, work, and sacrifices that had been given for the construction, consecration, and dedication of the 

tabernacle.  From that time until they entered the Promised Land the pillar of fire shone through the night and 

the pillar of smoke was visible during the day to guide the people and so they would recognize God’s presence 

with, protection of, and provision for the people.  Whenever the cloud would lift from the Tent of Meeting the 

Levites would pack up the tabernacle and the people would pack up their belongings and prepare to move out in 

the direction the cloud would lead them.  Whenever the cloud stopped moving before them, the Levites would 

again set up the tabernacle and the people would set up their tents and they would stay until the cloud lifted 

from the Tent of Meeting again.  Sometimes the cloud would stay over the tabernacle for two days or a month 

or a year and the people would wait for God to direct them to move again by the cloud lifting from above the 

Tent of Meeting and setting out in the direction which they should move.   According to Chapter 10, verse 11, 

just 50 days after the cloud settled over the Tent of Meeting the first time, the cloud lifted from the tent and the 

people leave the base of Mount Sinai, so what Moses has written in the last part of Chapter 9 is a summary of 

how the people knew when to pack up the tabernacle and move and when to stop and set it up again.   

 

Chapter 10 

 

Verses 1 – 10.  Now Moses tells us about how God told him the people were to be called to assemble together, 

to set out in an orderly fashion when they moved, and even when they go into battle.  God told Moses to have 

two silver trumpets made to use in this signaling.  Since it would take some time to make these silver trumpets, 

that means God told this to Moses while the tabernacle was still being constructed and the metal workers were 

also making other silver, gold and bronze items.  When the entire community is to assemble before Moses (and 

therefore before God) both silver trumpets are to be blown.  If only the leaders (the heads of the clans) are to 

assemble, only one trumpet is to be blown.  When the community is to begin moving after everything has been 

packed up, there is to be a blast on one of the trumpets and with that signal the clans on the east of the 

tabernacle are to start moving.  With another blast, the clans on the south are to start moving behind the clans 

from the east.  And in like manner would the other clans be expected to know and begin moving out.  Aaron’s 

sons are to be the trumpeters and they are not to use the same sounding blast but use a different blast for each 

type of activity to be governed by a blast or blasts on the trumpets.  They are to use the trumpets at appointed 

feasts, New Moon festivals, over their burnt offerings and fellowship offerings, and they will always be a 

memorial for God’s chosen people before him. 

 

Paul wrote to the Thessalonians (1 Thess 4:13-18) about the coming (return) of the Lord (Jesus) so that they 

would not be ignorant about what would happen, especially to those who have fallen asleep (died) before the 

return Jesus said he would make to take his believers back to his Father’s house with him (John 14:1-3).  Paul 

says that what he is writing is from the Lord’s own word.  Since we don’t have that specific word preserved for 

us in any other of the New Testament writings, we may confidently speculate that he heard it directly from 

Jesus while he was in the desert after his conversion on the road to Damascus and his subsequent restoration of 

sight at the hands of Ananias after three days of blindness in the city of Damascus (Acts 9:1-19; 22:6-16; 

Galatians 1:11-17).  Paul writes that the believers who are alive at Jesus’ return will not precede those who have 

fallen asleep (died); the Lord himself (Jesus) will come down from heaven with a loud command, with the voice 

of the archangel, and with the trumpet call of God and the dead will rise first and then after that the living 

believers will be caught up with them in the clouds to meet the Lord and be with him forever.  So, just as the 

silver trumpets are to be used to call the people to assemble before God, a trumpet will be used to call believers, 

dead and alive, to assemble before Jesus.   

 

Back in Leviticus 23:24-25 (and again in Num 29:1) God commanded the people to hold a sacred assembly and 

a day of rest on the 1
st
 day of the 7

th
 month of the sacred year that begins with the 1

st
 day of the month of Nisan 

(the month of Passover).  That day is known today as Rosh Hashanah (head of the year) and is celebrated with 

the blowing of the trumpet.  Since God fulfilled the first four of his seven feast (the spring feasts: Passover, 



Unleavened Bread, Firstfruits, and Weeks which is also known as Pentecost) at Jesus’ first coming, he has 

shown that he will fulfill the last three feasts (the fall feasts: Trumpets, Atonement, and Tabernacles) at Jesus’ 

second coming.  It appears most likely that the Feast of Trumpets would be the time when Jesus would come 

down from heaven with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trumpet call to assemble 

his believers (dead and alive) to join him in his Father’s house.  This could easily be the rapture (catching away) 

of the believers.  The Jews refer to the ten days between the Feast of Trumpets and the Day of Atonement as the 

Days of Awe and describe it as a time to turn from disobedience to obedience of God before the Day of 

Atonement which will set a person’s relationship with God for the next year.  This could easily be the seven 

year tribulation described in the book of Revelation when non-believers are encouraged and given the chance to 

hear and believe that Jesus is God in the flesh and attempt to live in obedience to him as opposed to obedience 

to Satan in the face of terrible persecution by Satan and his followers.  The final fall feast, known as 

Tabernacles, celebrates God living in the Tabernacle in the midst of his people.  This could easily be the 

Millennium when Jesus will live and rule on earth from the throne of David in a restored Jerusalem in the 

Promised Land for 1,000 years.  In this way, the final three fall feasts would be fulfilled by Jesus as he calls his 

Church to join him, gives non-believers the opportunity to believe and follow him before he actually sets foot 

again on the Mount of Olives (See Acts 1:1-12), and then lives and rules on earth for 1,000 years.  Finally, he 

will destroy this present universe like a scroll as earth and sky flee from his presence (Rev 20:11), judge people 

for their disbelief or belief in and acceptance of him as their Lord (Rev 20:12-15), and create a new heaven and 

earth where those who have trusted God’s promise of a Messiah (Jesus) will live with him (Jesus) for eternity 

(this is what is known as heaven). 

 

Verses 11 – 13.  Moses 

says that on the 20
th

 day 

of the 2
nd

 month of the 

2
nd

 year (after leaving 

Egypt) the cloud (God’s 

presence with his people) 

lifted from above the 

tabernacle of the 

Testimony (the tent in 

which the Ark of the 

Testimony / Ark of the 

Covenant was located).  

In Exodus 12:1-41, 

Moses reported that 

Pharaoh told him to take 

the Israelites out of Egypt 

on the 15
th

 day of the 1
st
 

month of their year.  

Then in Exodus 19:1, he 

reported that they arrived 

at Mt. Sinai (God’s 

mountain) in the 3
rd

 

month after leaving 

Egypt.  So everything 

that he has recorded in 

the remainder of Exodus, 

Leviticus, and Numbers up to verse 11 has occurred at Mt Sinai during the 11 months they were camped at the 

base of Mt. Sinai.  Now Moses says that at God’s command through him the Israelites departed Mt. Sinai and 

traveled from place to place until the cloud came to rest in the Desert of Paran.  Moses will report in Number 

13:26 that the place they camped in the desert was Kadesh (also known as Kadesh Barnea).  The Desert of 

Paran (as shown in the graphic above) is at the southern edge of the Promised Land. 



Verses 13 - 36.   Now Moses describes how the people set out by tribes and began their travel as the Lord 

directed them in the way they should go.  The first to set out was Judah, then Issachar, then Zebulun.  These 

were the tribes camped on the east side of the Tabernacle.  Next, the tabernacle was taken down and the 

Gershonites and Merarites who transported everything but the Holy things on carts set out so that when the 

Lord’s presence in the cloud indicated they should stop the tabernacle could be set up by the time the Holy 

things arrived at the camp site.  Then Reuben set out followed by Simeon and Gad.  Next the Kohathites set out 

carrying all the Holy things.  Following the Holy things came Ephraim, Manasseh, and Benjamin.  The final 

group to depart was led by Dan, followed by Asher, and bringing up the rear was Naphtali.  Now Moses tells us 

that he invited his brother-in-law Hobab, the son of Reuel (Jethro) the Midianite, to travel with them to the 

Promised Land, but Hobab said that he would not go with them but return to his own land and his own people.  

Moses says he pleaded with Hobab to come with them because he knew where they should camp in the desert 

and could be their eyes and Moses promised to share whatever good things the Lord gives the Israelites.  It 

would appear from this that Moses wasn’t yet fully trusting God to direct the Israelites to the Promised Land, 

but I suspect it was really just an attempt by Moses to make Hobab feel that he would be an asset to the people 

if he would come with them.  Finally Moses says they traveled for three days with the Ark of the Covenant 

leading them to a place of rest.  So it appears that the Ark of the Covenant actually went ahead of the tribe of 

Judah, although the rest of the Holy things traveled in the middle of the people, and also that the cloud hovered 

over it as the Lord led his people to where he wanted them to camp.  We are told that whenever the ark set out 

Moses would call upon God to make the Lord’s enemies scatter and flee before him.  And when the ark came to 

rest, Moses would ask God to return to the countless thousands of Israel.  He was requesting a blessing from 

God and a rest with God. 

 

Chapter 11 

 

Verses 1 – 3.  This begins Moses’ account of events that happened on the journey from Mt. Sinai to Kadesh.  

Almost immediately some of the people began to complain about the hardships and Moses says it was in the 

hearing of the Lord.  Since the Lord exists outside of time and space, he knows everything that is thought or 

said, not only as it is thought or said but before a person thinks it.  In Moses’ understanding God would know 

about the complaining because he heard it, but in reality God already knew about it.  Moses understands that 

God’s anger was aroused against the people and therefore he caused a fire that burned among them and 

consumed some of the outskirts of the camp.  Moses doesn’t say any of the people were harmed, but whatever 

was burned would have made the hardships even greater.  So God is showing them that what they think is 

hardship can be harder if they don’t trust him in everything.  As a result of the fire that God brought to the 

outskirts of the camp, the people cried out to Moses to intercede with God for them.  When Moses prayed to 

God, the fire died out so the place was named Taberah which means “burning.”  We have no idea where this 

place is located but it would seem to be somewhere near Mt. Sinai from which they have just departed. 

 

Verses 4 – 35.  We don’t know how long it was between the previous event and this event but we would 

presume it was not too long.  Moses says some of “rabble” with the Israelites (Egyptians that had departed with 

the Israelites) began to crave other food and this attitude infected the Israelites so that they started to cry out 

about not having the spicy foods of Egypt but only manna to eat.  We are reminded that each day the people 

would go out in the morning and gather the manna they would need for that day.  They could grind or crush it, 

make it into cakes or boil it and that it tasted like something made with olive oil. 

 

Moses heard the people wailing at the door of their tents and was troubled that the Lord was becoming angry, so 

he asked the Lord why he brought such trouble as this upon his servant.  He said that he hadn’t given them birth 

so why has God put the burden of carrying them upon him.  He tells God they are crying out for meat and asks 

where he could get meat for all these people.  Then he tells God that if this is how God is going to treat him, 

then put him to death and don’t let him face his own ruin.  God’s response was to tell Moses to bring 70 of 

Israel’s leaders to the Tent of Meeting and there he (God) will place some of the Spirit that is on Moses on those 

elders so they can help carry the burden.  Then God tells Moses to have the people consecrate themselves for 

tomorrow when they will eat meat, not just for one day, two days or even 20 days but for an entire month until 



it “comes out of their nostrils” (figuratively not literally) and they loathe it.  That will all happen because they 

have rejected the Lord (they have failed to trust him) and wanted something that God had not chosen for them.  

Moses replied that he is among 600,000 men and where would they get enough meat to eat for a month even if 

they slaughtered their entire herds and flocks or if all the fish in the sea were caught for them.  God asks if his 

arm is too short (is he not powerful enough to do what he has said) and that now Moses will see whether what 

he has said will come true.  So in the midst of this crisis Moses has discovered that God will give him help in 

caring for the people and that God is powerful enough to provide anything he says he will provide. 

 

Moses tells the people what God has said and brings the elders together at the Tent of Meeting and had them 

stand around it.  Then the Lord came down, spoke with Moses, and put the Spirit on the elders and they 

prophesied for the first and only time in their lives.  Apparently Moses hadn’t counted the elders because two of 

them had remained in the camp rather than come to the tent.  But God placed the Spirit on them as well and they 

prophesied there in the camp, which a young man heard and reported to Moses.  Joshua suggested that Moses 

stop them, but Moses asked if Joshua was jealous for his sake and said that he wished God would put the Spirit 

on all the people.  Then Moses and the elders return to their tents. 

 

Moses reports that God brought a wind 

that drove quail in from the sea and 

they were about three feet above the 

ground all around the camp for the 

distance of a day’s walk.  That day and 

night the people went out and gathered 

no less than 10 homers (about 60 

bushels).  While the meat was still in 

their mouths the Lord’s anger burned 

against them and he struck them with a 

plague.  Therefore that place was 

called Kibroth Hattaavah which means 

“graves of burning” because people 

who craved other food were buried 

there. 

 

So they apparently stayed there for the 

month that God gave them meat to eat 

and then traveled to Hazaeroth and 

stayed there.  Again, we don’t know 

where Hazaeroth is located but 

probably on the eastern coast of the 

Sinai Peninsula across from Midian along the Gulf of Aqaba. 

 

Chapter 12 

 

Verses 1 – 3.  Now Moses tells us about an incident that happened while the community was camped at 

Hazaeroth.  Miriam (his sister – 7 years older, born 1578 BC) and Aaron (his brother – 3 years older, born 1574 

BC) began to talk against Moses and the reason Moses gives is because he had married a Cushite woman.  The 

question that arises from this statement is when he married a Cushite woman.  We know he married Zipporah, 

the daughter of Jethro (also known as Reuel) during the 40 years he lived in Midian and cared for Jethro’s 

sheep.  So some scholars presume that Zipporah had died sometime during the time after she and Moses left to 

go to Egypt (Ex 4, 1491 BC) and the community leaving Mt. Sinai (Ex 10, 1490 BC) and that then Moses 

married the Cushite woman.  That scenario doesn’t seem likely.  Some scholars want to say that Zipporah was a 

Cushite woman, but that doesn’t seem plausible since her father is a priest of Midian.  Josephus, the Jewish 

historian who wrote a history of the Jewish people for the Romans, records that Moses married a Cushite 



woman while he was a general in the Egyptian army during his first 40 years of life.  It would seem more likely 

that the Cushite woman that Miriam and Aaron are speaking about against Moses was his wife from more than 

forty years earlier.  So why are they bringing that marriage up now?  It seems likely that they are jealous about 

God giving the Spirit to the 70 elders and not to them, especially Aaron who has been anointed as the High 

Priest.  It is just like the two men who ran to “tattle” to Moses about the two elders who didn’t go to the tent and 

yet received the Spirit and were prophesying (praising God) in the camp and expected Moses to stop them.  

Moses reports that Miriam and Aaron asked if the Lord has only spoken through Moses and then asked if God 

hasn’t also spoken through them.  Notice that what they are upset about has nothing to do with Moses having 

married a Cushite woman.  That appears to have been said just to get the people upset against Moses and get 

them on Miriam’s and Aaron’s side against him. 

 

The comment that Moses was a very humble man, more humble than anyone else on the earth was probably 

added by Joshua who may have been Moses’ scribe and most certainly wrote the end of Deuteronomy which 

records Moses’ death.  Note that nothing is said about Moses saying anything in response to or against Miriam 

and Aaron.  If Moses was really humble as the statement says then he wouldn’t have said anything against them 

and trust the Lord to work things out and that seems to be what he did. 

 

Verses 4 – 16.  God responded to this attack on Moses by commanding that all three of them meet him at the 

tent of meeting.  There he appeared in the cloud at the entrance of the tent and commanded Miriam and Aaron 

to step forward before him.  They obeyed and the Lord told them that when a prophet of the Lord is among 

them (the people) he speaks to that person in visions and dreams but that is not the way he speaks with his 

servant Moses.  With Moses the Lord said he speaks face to face, clearly and not in riddles, and that he sees the 

form of the Lord.  Then he asks Miriam and Aaron why they were not afraid to speak against his servant Moses.  

In his anger the Lord left their presence.  When the cloud of the Lord’s presence lifted away from them, Miriam 

stood there with her skin affected and white with a disease like leprosy.  Aaron looked at his sister and pleaded 

with Moses that he wouldn’t hold their foolish sin against them and let her be like a stillborn infant with its 

flesh half eaten away.  Aaron recognized that he didn’t have the same relationship with God that Moses did so 

he had to ask Moses to intercede for Miriam.  Moses responded by crying out to the Lord to heal her.  The Lord 

replied that if Miriam’s father had “spit in her face” she would be considered disgraced for seven days, so she 

should be confined outside the camp for seven days and after that she can be brought back into the camp.  

Spitting in someone’s face was considered an act of contempt for someone who had done something despicable, 

so God was judging that the actions of Miriam and Aaron were despicable.  Note that God only judged Miriam 

with the skin disease and not Aaron, because Aaron had daily work he needed to do as God’s servant and 

wouldn’t have been able to do it if he had the skin disease, but God’s judgment on Miriam also judged Aaron as 

not being worthy to have the relationship with him that Moses had and that he still had to fulfill his 

responsibilities as the High Priest for the people.  The entire community also felt the impact of God’s judgment 

on Miriam and Aaron because they couldn’t continue on their journey to the Promised Land for a week.  At the 

end of the week, they left Hazeroth and camped in the Desert of Paran.  From Moses’ recounting in 

Deuteronomy 1 of the Israelites’ departure from Mt. Sinai (Horeb) and travel to the Desert of Paran we learn 

that where they camped was Kadesh Barnea. 

 

Chapter 13 

 

Verses 1 – 3.  From this account we see that God told the people that they should send one individual from each 

of the tribes to go into the Promised Land, look it over, and report back to the whole community.  This would 

appear to be God’s plan and why he had them camp at Kadesh Barnea.  But from Moses’ account in 

Deuteronomy 1 we discover that sending men into the Promised Land was actually the idea of the people.  It 

would seem that the people were reluctant to enter the land without first learning what they faced as they 

entered.  It shows that they didn’t really trust the Lord to protect them and give the land to them as he had 

promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  So, this account is Moses’ statement that God allowed their plan and 

told them to select 12 men to go up and spy out the land so the people would know what they would encounter 

when entering the land.   



Verses 4 – 25.  Moses lists the names of the men selected to spy out the land and the tribe which they 

represented.  Note that these men are not the ones who were previously mentioned as the leaders of the different 

tribes.  It would not be appropriate for the leaders of the tribes to go because something could happen to them 

on the journey and then a new individual would have to take over leadership of the tribe.  The two most 

important names to recognize and remember are Caleb, the son of Jephunneh, representing the tribe of Judah 

and Hoshea, the son of Nun, representing the tribe of Ephraim.  We are told in verse 16 that Moses had changed 

Hoshea’s name to Joshua.  In Joshua 14:14 we find that Caleb was the son of Jephunneh the Kenizzite.  Since 

he is called the Kenizzite, some people think that means he was a descendant of someone named Kenaz whose 

name was given to one of the people groups that God promised Abraham he would be given their land (Gen 15: 

19) which is generally known overall as the land of the Canaanites.  There is also an individual named Kenaz 

who was one of the grandsons of Esau, Jacob’s twin brother.  It doesn’t seem likely that either of these are an 

explanation of why Caleb’s father is called a Kennizzite.  Hebrew names have meanings and the meaning of the 

name “Kenaz” is “hunt,” “hunter,” or “hunting.”  The Hebrew phrase that is translated “the Kennizzite” is 

“hakenaz” which can be rightly translated “the hunter.”  This would seem to be the best explanation for why 

Caleb’s father is called “hakenaz” – the Kennizzite – the hunter.  In 1 Chronicles 4:15 we learn that one of 

Caleb’s grandsons was named Kenaz.  This gives added weight to the explanation that “hakenaz” should be 

understood to mean “the hunter” and not a genealogical connection to a non-Israelite tribe. 

 

At God’s command to allow the people to follow their plan, 

Moses tells the twelve men to go up through the Negev, on up 

through the hill country and explore Canaan to see what the land 

is like and whether the people are strong or weak, few or many, 

whether the land is good or bad, are the towns unwalled or 

fortified, whether the soil is fertile or poor, and whether there are 

trees on the land.  Since it was the season for the first ripe grapes 

(late July to early Aug), he told them to bring back some of the 

fruit of the land.  So, we are told that they explored the land from 

the Desert of Zin as far as Rehob toward Lebo Hamath (about 100 

miles north of the Sea of Galilee) – that they went up through the 

Negev to Hebron.  Remember that Hebron is where Abraham 

lived (Gen 13:18).  Here, we are told that Hebron had been built 

seven years before Zoan in Egypt.  Zoan was a frontier town in 

the Nile Delta in an area called the Land of Goshen and was at 

one time the place from which the “shepherd kings” (the Hyksos) 

ruled Egypt.  The city was destroyed and rebuilt many times and 

was probably known at one time as the “City of Rameses.”  It was 

in the area where Jacob and his family were settled by Joseph 

when they moved to Egypt during the seven-year famine and the 

area from which they left on the Exodus.   

 

When the spies reached the valley of Eshcol they cut off a branch bearing a single cluster of grapes and it took 

two men to carry it on a pole between them.  They also gathered some pomegranates and figs and brought them 

back.  They spent 40 days exploring the land before they returned. 

 

Verses 26 – 33.  The spies came back to Moses, Aaron, and the whole Israelite community at Kadesh and 

showed them the fruit which they had brought back.  They gave this account of the land: it “flowed with milk 

and honey” meaning everything was plentiful, the people who live there are powerful and live in fortified cities, 

and they saw Nephilim (means “strong ones”), the descendants of Anak, living there.  The descendants of Anak 

were known to be giants of men and fierce warriors.  After the report was given, Caleb silenced the murmuring 

of the people and said they should go up and possess the land for they could certainly do it.  But ten of the men 

said they shouldn’t attack those people because they were so big and stronger than the Israelites.  They said that 

they seemed like grasshoppers in their own eyes compared to the people. 



Chapter 14 

 

Verses 1- 12.  During the night after the spies returned with their negative report, the people all cried out, wept 

loud, and grumbled against Moses and Aaron.  The people said they should have died in Egypt or in the desert 

rather than fall to the sword of the people of that land and have their wives and children be taken as plunder.  

They cried out that it would be better for them to return to Egypt and suggested that they should choose a leader 

to take them back.   

 

Because of the outcry of the people, Moses and Aaron fell facedown (prostrate) before the people.  This 

suggests they were praying for the people to turn from their rebellion.  This led Joshua and Caleb (two of the 

men who walked through the land to see what it was like) to appeal to the people not to rebel against God’s 

leadership.  Tearing their clothes indicated how terrible they considered the people’s actions to be.  They 

reminded the people that the spies had seen the land was exceedingly good (flowing with milk and honey) and 

that this is the land the Lord had promised to give them.  They urged the people not to rebel but trust God 

because the protection of those people (their fortifications and strength) was gone.  If the Israelites would trust 

God, he would go with them so they shouldn’t be afraid (God had shown them he was powerful by freeing them 

from their slavery, taking them through the Red Sea on dry ground, providing water and manna for them, and 

giving them victory over the Amalekites so he was powerful enough to enable them to defeat the people of the 

land).  Still the people rebelled and talked of stoning them (Moses, Aaron, Joshua, and Caleb).   

 

The Lord responded to the people’s rebellion by appearing at the Tent of Meeting and asking Moses how long 

the people would refuse to believe in him (trust) in the face of all the miraculous signs he has performed for 

them.  So he proposes to strike them down with a plague and destroy all of them and in turn make Moses (that is 

- his descendants) into a nation greater and stronger than these Israelites.  This is reminiscent of what God 

proposed to Moses when the people rebelled at the base of Mt. Sinai by making and worshipping a golden calf.  

Some people think God’s statement to Moses about destroying the people was just a test of Moses and his 

acceptance of whatever God’s will is.  Other people argue that if God had destroyed all the people as he seems 

to be indicating, then he wouldn’t be able to fulfill all that he promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob through 

just Moses’ descendants.  Remember Jacob’s blessing on Judah that “the scepter will not depart from Judah, nor 

the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until he comes to whom it belongs and the obedience of the nations is 

his.” (Gen 49:10)  The blessing to all of Jacob’s children means there is a promise that there will be descendants 

from all the tribes living in the Promised Land.  So the argument is that God did not mean he would destroy all 

the people but only the older ones who were rebelling and that he would do it quickly.  This seems a more likely 

understanding of God’s statement in light of what he actually does in judging the people.  We must learn what 

the Israelites needed to learn – namely that we are inadequate to accomplish anything in the face of difficulties 

by our own power – we need to trust God’s power to accomplish what he tells us to do, no matter how 

impossible it appears to be. 

 

Verses 13 – 19.  Moses responds to God’s statement by pleading for the people just as he did on Mt Sinai.  He 

says the Egyptians would hear about the destruction of the Israelites and tell all the inhabitants of the Promised 

Land.  Moses says that the people of the land have already heard that God is with them, leading them by a pillar 

of cloud and fire so if God kills all the people the inhabitants will say that he was not powerful enough to bring 

the people into the land he had promised them.  So Moses asks that God’s strength might be displayed just as he 

has declared that he is slow to anger, abounding in love and forgiving sin and rebellion.  Moses acknowledges 

that God does not leave the guilty unpunished, even allowing the sin of the fathers affect their children to the 

third and fourth generation, but Moses asks that the Lord will forgive the sin of these people just as he has done 

from the time they left Egypt until now. 

 

Verses 20 – 38.  God replies to Moses’ plea by saying he has forgiven the people as Moses’ asked.  Then he 

promises that not one of the men who saw his glory and all his miraculous signs in Egypt and the desert and still 

disobeyed and tested him ten times will ever see the land he has promised.  Some people speculate what the ten 

times were that God was tested by the people and try to list them.  Others think it refers to the ten spies who 



didn’t trust God and led the rest of the people to disobey.  There is no list so we can’t know for sure what 

testing God meant.  God also states that no one who has treated him with contempt will ever see that Promised 

Land.  As for Caleb, who silenced the people after they heard about the fortified cities and the strength of the 

people and proclaimed that the Israelites should go up and take the land because God will certainly do it for 

them, God says he will give him the land he went to and his descendants will inherit it. 

 

Then God tells Moses that he has heard the grumbling of this wicked community and will do to them the very 

things he heard them say – that their bodies will fall in the desert.  But God limits those who will die to the men 

who were counted in the census that were twenty years old and older.  He also exempts Caleb and Joshua for 

their trust in him and their urging the people to trust God rather than rebel.  And God says he will bring the 

children into the land their elders have rejected, but they will be shepherds in the desert for 40 years until the 

last of the elders have died.  God says the 40 years are punishment for their sin and based on a year for each of 

the 40 days they explored the land.  This also included the time since they had exited Egypt in 1491 because 

they began grumbling right after leaving and before God gave them a miraculous crossing of the Red Sea (Ex 

14:10-12).  This 40 years in the wilderness will teach them what it is like to have God against them.  In addition 

to this judgment, God sent a plague that immediately killed the 10 men who returned from exploring the land 

and brought a bad report and led the people to rebel.  Only Caleb and Joshua, the two of the twelve explorers 

were spared. 

 

When Moses reported God’s judgment to the people they mourned bitterly for the rest of the day.  Then the next 

morning they acknowledged they had sinned and said they would go up to the place God had promised, but 

Moses says they are disobeying God and that if they go they will not succeed because God is not with them and 

therefore they will be defeated.  Those people who presumed that they could now change their minds and obey 

what God told them to do after disobeying him and receiving his judgment still went up to take the hill country 

even though neither Moses or the ark went with them.  The result of their new disobedience was that the 

Amalekites and Canaanites attacked them and beat them back all the way to Hormah.  In Deuteronomy chapter 

1, Moses tells the rest of the story that after being pushed all the way to Hormah those people returned to the 

camp at Kadesh and wept before the Lord.  Although those people showed sorrow before the Lord, it was not 

for their disobedience but because of their defeat and losses, so the Lord paid to attention to them but turned a 

deaf ear to them. 

 

Although the Israelites stayed in the wilderness for the remainder of 40 years, Moses doesn’t record many 

things that happened during that time.  It appears from Moses’ account of their travels in Numbers 33 and his 

statements in Deuteronomy 1:46 and 2:1, that the people remained camped at Kadesh for most of their time in 

the wilderness until God directed the grown children to resume the journey to the Promised Land (Deut 2).  The 

events that Moses does record from this time and the instructions that he gives show that the time was not 

wasted and God continued to further educate the people and prepare them to trust him when they entered the 

Promised Land. 

 

Chapter 15 

 

Verses 1 – 21.  To begin their time staying in the wilderness, God gives them some instructions about offerings 

they are to present once they enter the land.  He gives them additional instructions for what to present with 

offerings that will be made by fire as an aroma pleasing to the Lord.  Then he says that this will apply not only 

to the future generations of the Israelites but also to any aliens living among them.  He tells them that when they 

enter the land and eat of the food of the land they are to present a portion of it as an offering to the Lord. 

 

Verses 22 – 29.  Next God discusses what they are to do and what offering should be presented if any of the 

commands the people have been given are unintentionally broken.  If the unintentional sin has happened 

without the community being aware of it, then the whole community is to bring a sin offering and after it has 

been properly presented by the priests, the whole community and any aliens living with them will be forgiven 

because all the people have been unintentionally involved.  But if just one person sins unintentionally he is to 



bring a different offering and then he will be forgiven.  This instruction is to apply not only to all the individuals 

of the community but also for any aliens living among the community. 

 

Verses 30 – 31.  But if anyone sins defiantly, blaspheming the Lord, that person must be cut off from his people 

because his sin remains on him.  The phrase “cut off from his people” means to die and we will read Moses’ 

account involving such a sin beginning in verse 32. 

 

Verses 32 – 36.  This particular incident of defiant (deliberate) sin involved violating the law of Sabbath 

observation.  A man was found gathering wood on the Sabbath.  The people didn’t know what to do with him so 

they brought him to Moses and Aaron to find out what should be done.  The Lord told Moses that the man must 

die and that the entire assembly must stone him outside the camp.  So the people did just as the Lord said 

through Moses.  This was a direct defiance of God’s authority to rule the people and decide what was right and 

what was wrong for people to do.  It is an example of man’s trying to decide for himself what is right and what 

is wrong just as Satan tempted Adam and Eve to do by disobeying God’s command in the Garden of Eden. 

 

Verses 37 – 41.  Then the Lord told Moses to command the Israelites to put tassels on the corners of their 

garments with each tassel having a blue cord.  That doesn’t mean the tassel was to be tied on with a blue cord 

but that the tassel was to have a blue cord woven into it.  When we studied the colors used in the construction of 

the Tabernacle, it was noted that “blue” probably symbolized heaven and therefore royalty.  It is also noted by 

some scholars that the making of “blue” dye was expensive and therefore generally could only be afforded by 

royalty or rich people.  The Lord says the people would have these tassels to see and remember to keep God’s 

commands rather than following the lusts of their hearts and in this way they would be consecrated to God.  

Since the tassels would only have a blue cord and not be totally blue, the cost would not be an excessive burden 

even on the poorer people but would be a reminder for everyone as they saw everyone wearing them.  This is 

the origin of the present day Jewish custom of wearing a “tallis” or “prayer shawl.”  It also is the origin of the 

blue color of the Star of David on modern-day Israel’s flag. 

 

Chapter 16 

 

Verses 1 – 3.  Sometime after the previous 

event of the Sabbath breakers the follow 

event happens, but there is nothing to tell us 

how much time has passed.  The event begins 

when Korah, the grandson of Kohath and the 

great grandson of Levi, decided that Moses 

and Aaron, also grandsons of Kohath, were 

setting themselves above the people.  

Remember that God had given the 

descendants of Kohath the privilege and 

responsibility for taking care of and 

transporting all the sacred articles of the 

Tabernacle.  Apparently Korah has decided 

that he is just as important as his cousins and should have some of the glory and recognition that they have, 

especially the priesthood of Aaron and his sons.  So he leads two descendants of Reuben and 250 other 

Israelites who were part of the council of advisors to Moses in a rebellion, saying that all the community are 

holy and the Lord is with them so Moses and Aaron have gone too far in their actions and are setting themselves 

above the assembly of God’s people.  Although Moses doesn’t record that Korah was jealous of Aaron and 

himself, that is what is shown by what he records.  The fact that he gathers other leaders of the council to go 

along with him shows that he is trying to take over as leader.  Thus he is opposing God, and leading others to do 

the same, because he wants things to be as he wants them rather than accept what God has decided should be 

the way things are to be.  Desiring to decide what is right and wrong for yourself is the sin of Adam and Eve 

and the sin of every human and for what Jesus paid the price by his death on the cross. 



Verses 4 – 7.  When Moses hears of Korah’s claims he falls face down, not in worship but in great distress.  

Moses doesn’t write that he did this before Korah or before the Lord but it is much more likely that it was 

before the Lord as he sought how to respond.  Moses records that he responded by telling Korah and all his 

followers that the next morning the Lord would show the man who is holy by calling him to himself.  Moses 

says Korah and all his followers should take censers, put fire and incense in them, and appear the next morning 

before the Lord and the Lord would choose the man who is holy.  And he says the Levites have gone too far.  

Presenting an offering of incense was the most holy thing the priests did and when Nadab and Abihu presented 

unauthorized fire and incense before the Lord they were killed for disobeying the Lord (Lev 10:1-3).  So when 

Moses fell face down, the Lord must have told him to have these individuals (some of whom were not Levites 

and therefore not authorized to present fire and incense before the Lord) to do this as a way of showing who 

was holy (obeying the Lord’s commands).  Moses saying “You Levites have gone too far” was incorrect since it 

wasn’t just Levites who were part of Korah’s rebellion, but it was a cousin of Moses’ that was leading it and 

apparently some other Levites (probably other members of the Kohath clan) were part of it. 

 

Verses 8 – 14.  Then Moses confronts Korah and the Levites with him about the rebellion being against God 

because they were wanting to have the priesthood for themselves rather than being content with the privilege 

God had given them to care for the sacred items of his Tabernacle.  Moses asks why should they grumble 

against Aaron because of their desire to have something God has given to Aaron.  Moses doesn’t mention that 

they also have been grumbling against him.  Then Moses has to summon Abiram and Dathan because they 

aren’t with Korah when Moses confronts him and the other Levites.  But they send a message refusing to 

respond to Moses summons and say that Moses has brought them up out of a land flowing with milk and honey 

(a total lie about the conditions the people had experienced in Egypt) and hasn’t brought them into a land of 

milk and honey (another lie because it was their own disobedience of God that caused them to be in the desert 

rather than in the Promised Land) and wants to Lord it over the people.  Then they ask if he will gouge out the 

eyes of these men and so they refuse to come.   

 

Verses 15 – 35.  Because of their message, Moses becomes angry and asks God not to accept their offering, 

saying he has not taken so much as a donkey from them nor wronged any of them.  Moses tells Korah that he 

and his followers should appear the next morning at the Tent of Meeting with their censers filled with fire and 

incense.  When they appear the next morning the Lord appeared to the entire assembly and tells Moses and 

Aaron to separate themselves from the rest of the assembly so he can put an end to them.  But Moses and Aaron 

fall face down before the Lord and cry out for him not to be angry with the entire assembly when only one man 

sins.  So God responds by telling them to have the assembly to move away from the tents of Korah, Dathan, and 

Abiram, the leaders of the rebellion, and not to touch anything belonging to them or they will be swept away by 

their sins.  The assembly obeys, leaving the three men, along with their wives and children, standing at the 

entrances to their tents. 

 

Then Moses tells everyone that this is how they will know that everything that he has done is by the Lord’s 

word and not his own idea:  if these men experience a natural death, experiencing only what is natural, then the 

Lord has not sent him to do these things.  But, if the Lord brings about something totally new and the earth 

opens up and they and everything they have go down into the grave alive, then everyone will know that they 

have treated the Lord with contempt.  As soon as Moses finishes saying that, the ground under them opens up 

and they and all their belongings go down into their graves alive.  Then the earth closes up over them.  When 

the people nearby see this they flee shouting that the earth is going to swallow them up as well.  Then fire came 

out from the Lord and consumes all the 250 men who were offering the incense. 

 

Verses 36 – 40.  The Lord tells Moses to have Eleazar, son of Aaron, take the censers out of the smoldering 

remains of the men who sinned at the cost of their lives, scatter the coals some distance away (that would be 

outside of the camp since it was unauthorized fire and thus sinful) but hammer the censers into bronze sheets 

and overlay them on the brazen altar since they were presented before the Lord and therefore holy.  Eleazer did 

as he was told and this would be a sign to the Israelites that no one except a descendant of Aaron should come 

to burn incense before the Lord or they would become like Korah and his followers. 



Verses 41 – 50.  After Korah’s rebellion resulted in the earth swallowing up of three men, their families, and 

their possessions, and resulted in the fiery deaths of 250 other leaders of the community, the rest of the whole 

community still grumbles the next day against Moses and Aaron that they have killed the Lord’s people.  When 

the people assembled against Moses and Aaron in front of the Tent of Meeting where Moses and Aaron would 

have been, suddenly the cloud of the Lord’s presence covered the tent and the glory of the Lord appeared.  So 

Moses and Aaron went to the front of the tent and the Lord said to them to get away from the assembly so he 

can put an end to them (kill them).  This is the third time that God has suggested he would do away with the 

entire Israelite community.  Moses and Aaron respond by falling face down before the Lord (a show of distress 

at what God had said).  Moses tells Aaron to take his censer, put incense in it, along with fire from the altar 

(brazen altar of sacrifice) and hurry to the assembly to make atonement for them for a plague from the Lord has 

already started killing the people.  Aaron did as Moses said and ran into the assembly to stand between the 

living and the dead.  Thus the plague was stopped, but 147,000 people in addition to those killed because of 

Korah’s rebellion died.  When it was obvious that the plague had stopped, Aaron returned to be with Moses in 

front of the Tabernacle. 

 

Chapter 17 

 

Verses 1 -13.  The Lord tells Moses to have the Israelites to get a staff from the leader of each of the twelve 

tribes and write the name of the leader on the staff.  For the tribe of Levi, Moses was to take Aaron’s staff and 

write Aaron’s name on it.  Then all the staffs were to be placed in front of the Tent of Meeting where the Lord 

meets with Moses.  God would choose one staff and make it sprout and that will stop the grumbling by the 

people against Moses. So Moses told the Israelites and they gave him a staff from the leader of each of the 

ancestral tribes and he placed them in front of the Tent of Meeting.  The next day when Moses came to the tent, 

he saw that Aaron’s staff, representing the tribe of Levi, had not only begun to sprout, but had budded, 

blossomed, and produced almonds.  I suppose any of the staffs could have accidentally sprouted overnight, but 

for a staff not only to sprout but to go all the way to producing almonds was a miracle that could not be caused 

to happen by any other way than a direct miracle of God.  Moses brought all the staffs out so all the people 

could see which staff the Lord had chosen and each leader took back his own staff.  The Lord told Moses to 

take Aaron’s staff and put it before the Testimony (Ark of the Covenant) as a sign to the people.  All the people 

respond that they are lost and anyone who comes near the tabernacle will die.  It appears that because of God 

vindicating his holiness, his right to choose what he will and will not do, and who he will honor and in what 

way, they have recognized their sin and are afraid that they will in some way offend God again by being 

disobedience and be destroyed because of that disobedience. 

 

Chapter 18 

 

Verses 1 – 7.  Moses writes that the Lord told Aaron that he, his sons, and his father’s family (the descendants 

of Kohath) are to bear the offenses against the sanctuary and against the priesthood.  Then he writes that the 

members of Aaron’s ancestral tribe of Levi are to join and assist him and his sons as they minister before the 

Tent of the Testimony (where the ark, the golden lampstand, the table of showbread, and the altar of incense 

were placed for ministering before God).  The Levites are to care for everything concerned with the tabernacle 

so none of the other Israelites come near to it.  In addition, Aaron and his sons are responsible for the care of the 

sanctuary (Tent of Testimony) with the help of the Kohathites but only Aaron and his sons are to serve in 

connection with everything at the altar and inside the curtain.  Anyone who comes near the sanctuary is to be 

put to death.  This isn’t the first time this information has been given.  In Numbers 4, we were told about the 

distribution of the work of the tabernacle between the three Levite clans.  Then in Numbers 8 we were told 

about the Levites being set apart to help Aaron and his sons for taking care of the tabernacle.  So this 

information is a restatement of what has already been told and done.  It is expressly stated here again to ease the 

fears of the people about somehow getting too near the tabernacle and being destroyed like Korah and the 

people of his rebellion.  

 

 



Verses 8 – 24.  The Lord continues talking with Aaron and says that Aaron is in charge of all the offerings the 

people present to God and that he and his sons are to have a regular share of all the most holy offerings, whether 

grain or sin or guilt offerings.  Every male is to eat it as something most holy.  God also says that whatever is 

set aside from the gifts of all the wave offerings is for Aaron, and his family, and everyone in the family who is 

ceremonially clean may eat of it.  God says that all the finest olive oil, new wine, and grain the people bring to 

God as the firstfruits of their harvest is to be Aaron’s and everyone in his household that is clean may eat it.  

God continues that everything in Israel that is dedicated to the Lord is Aaron’s.  That includes the offspring of 

every womb (man and animal).  Aaron is to redeem every firstborn son and every firstborn male of unclean 

animals at the price of 5 shekels of silver, according to the sanctuary shekel (about 2 oz of silver).  But he is not 

to redeem the firstborn male of an ox, a sheep, or a goat because their blood is to be sprinkled on the altar and 

their fat burned as an offering made by fire, which is pleasing to the Lord.  The meat of those offerings is to be 

Aaron’s, just as the breast of the wave offering and the right thigh are to be his.  In fact, everything that is set 

aside from the holy offering the people bring to present to God is to be the possession of Aaron and his sons and 

daughters.  God says this is an everlasting covenant before the Lord for both Aaron and his offspring.  God calls 

the covenant a “covenant of salt.”   

 

The phrase “covenant of salt” seems strange to us.  There are three times that the phrase is used in the Bible in 

the Old Testament.  The first is in Leviticus 2:13 where God instructs: “Season all your grain offerings with 

salt.  Do not leave the salt of the covenant of your God out of your grain offerings; add salt to all your 

offerings.”  This grain offering was to be of fine flour, with oil poured on it, and with incense put on it.  When it 

was brought to Aaron, he would take a handful of the flour and oil and all of the incense and burn it on the altar.  

The flour and oil could also have been baked, cooked in a pan, or prepared on a griddle but without any yeast or 

honey added.  If it was already cooked in some way, it was then crumbled and a portion (along with the 

required incense) was burned on the altar.  All the later mentions of the grain offering repeat the requirement for 

it to be of fine flour, oil, and incense but do not say anything about adding salt to what is brought.  None of the 

other offerings mention adding salt to what was brought.  There is a mention in Ezekiel 43:24 where God has 

instructed Ezekiel about the procedures for purifying a rebuilt altar of burnt offering after the captives have 

returned to Jerusalem.  Ezekiel is told on the second day of the purification ritual to offer a young bull and a 

ram and that the priests are to sprinkle salt on them as they are sacrificed. 

 

The second mention of the phrase is here in verse 19.  Note that the offerings mentioned here (which are burnt 

offerings) do not include adding salt to what is being burned. 

 

The third mention of the phrase is in 2 Chronicles 13:5 where Abijah (descendant of David and King of Israel in 

958 BC) said:  “Don’t you know that the Lord, the God of Israel, has given the kingship of Israel to David and 

his descendants forever by a covenant of salt.”   The Lord spoke to the prophet Nathan and told him to give a 

message to King David which included the promise that his “Your house and your kingdom will endure forever 

before me (God), your throne will be established forever.” (2 Samuel 7:16)  Note that there was no mention of a 

covenant of salt in that message, but when Abijah refers to the promise he mentions a “covenant of salt.” 

 

So, although the first use of the phrase is in conjunction with the grain offerings, the other two mentions of the 

phrase have nothing to do with adding salt to an offering.  Even though the passage in Ezekiel mentions salt in 

connection with a burnt offering and the passage in Leviticus mentions salt in connection with grain offerings, it 

appears the phrase “covenant of salt” has nothing to do with adding salt to an offering.  Edward Bagby Pollard 

explains in an article entitled “Covenant of Salt” in the International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, that 

“Covenant were generally confirmed by sacrificial meals and salt was always present.  Since, too, salt is a 

preservative, it would easily become symbolic of an enduring covenant.”  (Orr, James, M.A., D.D. General Editor. "Entry for 

'COVENANT OF SALT'". "International Standard Bible Encyclopedia". 1915) 
 

Taking all of this information together, the best understanding of a “covenant of salt” would be that it indicates 

an agreement between parties that are unbreakable and everlasting.  So, in this passage in Numbers, it represents 

that any offering was a person’s acknowledging their loyalty and honesty toward God and trust in him. 



God also told Aaron that he and his descendants would not have any share in the Promised Land because God 

was their inheritance among the Israelites.  God says he gives to the Levites all the tithes as their inheritance in 

return for the work they do while serving at the Tent of Meeting.  Those tithes would include the tenth portion 

of any money the Israelites received, of any increase in their flocks, herds or animals, and of any produce from 

their fields or gardens.  We will see in Chapter 35 that the Levites will receive 48 towns and a certain amount of 

land around them upon which they can pasture their animals. 

 

Verses 25 – 32.  God now gives Moses some instructions for how the Levites are to handle the tithes that they 

receive.  God says that a tithe of what they receive is their gift to honor God and is to be given to Aaron.  They 

are to present as the Lord’s portion the best and holiest part of everything given to them.  When they do this, 

that portion will be reckoned to them as the product of the threshing floor or the winepress.  It was their tithe 

from what they earned by working at the Tent of Meeting.  By presenting the best part as their tithe they would 

not be guilty and would not defile the holy offerings to the Lord of the Israelites.  To disobey this command 

would mean death and to obey would mean life.  Since the Levites would receive animals as part of the people’s 

tithe to God, the cities and some land around to pasture the animals would produce an increase.  A tithe of that 

increase would be the Lord’s portion from them, but it would be theirs and they would only need to give Aaron 

a tenth (tithe, therefore one 100th) of the tithe of their increase as the High Priest’s portion. 

 

The fact that Moses is not included in the instructions given to the priests is an indication that his role as 

mediator of the covenant between God and the Israelites was not merely a priestly one.  Here we see the 

beginning of two other roles that are shown in Deuteronomy 18 and 33 as prophet and king.  So, after those 

roles are mentioned, we will have a picture of Moses that resembles the future messianic ruler as priest, prophet, 

and king. 

 

Chapter 19 

 

Verses 1 - 10.  Here God gives instructions for another duty of the priests – the preparation of water to be used 

for cleansing someone who has been the presence of a dead person, touched a dead person, or touched 

something that the dead person’s body touched.  God tells Moses and Aaron that the people are to bring to them 

a red heifer that is without defect or blemish and that has never been under a yoke (never worked).  A heifer is a 

young female cow that is no longer a calf.  Some scholars believe God required a female because females are 

the bearer of life.  They also believe that God have specified that the heifer could only be a red one because the 

red color represented life or that it represented sin.  That the heifer has never been under a yoke would help 

make sure it was unblemished, but it would mean it had never performed any work in its young life.  Moses and 

Aaron are to give the heifer to Eleazar the priest, the son of Aaron the High Priest, and he is to take it outside of 

the camp where it is to be slaughtered in his watchful presence.  It had to be slaughtered outside the camp 

because of its connection with sin and death and therefore was connected with uncleanness.  Some scholars say 

that the High Priest had to observe the slaying to be sure it was done properly.  That idea is shown as incorrect 

because Aaron was the High Priest and Eleazar was his son and it was Eleazar who God said was to observe the 

slaying.  Some of the heifer’s blood had to be collected for Eleazar to take back into the camp and, using his 

finger, sprinkle some of it seven times toward the curtain at the entrance of the tabernacle (the whole structure – 

not just the tent of meeting within the enclosure).  Seven times is specified because the number seven represents 

completeness.  Moses and Aaron were to tell Eleazar to watch while the heifer was burned on the altar – the 

hide, flesh, blood and offal (parts of animal not acceptable for eating – like internal organs and entrails).  While 

the heifer was still burning, the priest was to take some cedar wood, hyssop, and scarlet wool and throw them 

on it.  Then the priest was to go out of the camp to wash his clothes and bathe with water.  He would still be 

unclean until evening.  The Levite who burned the heifer on the altar also would have to wash his clothes, 

bathe, and would be unclean until evening.  A man (Levite) who was ritually clean had to remove the ashes of 

the heifer from the altar and put them in a ceremonially (ritually) clean container and place the container outside 

of the camp.  The ashes would be kept there for use by the entire community for cleansing from sin, specifically 

from touching a dead body.  The man who placed the ashes outside of the camp also had to wash his clothes and 

bathe and would be unclean until evening.  These things were a lasting ordinance. 



Verses 11 – 22.  Now God gives Moses and Aaron the instructions for how the ashes from the burning of the 

red heifer were to be used to purify someone from the uncleanness that results from touching a dead body.  The 

person is to be purified on the third and seventh day and then he will be clean, but if he doesn’t purify himself 

on those days then that failure defiles the tabernacle and the person must be cut off from Israel because his 

uncleanness remains on him.  This is the general rule for how the ashes were to be used.  When modern doctors 

look at these general rules for cleansing for touching a dead body they see what the Israelites of that day did not 

understand that God was doing for their protection from the spreading of infection and some disease.  For the 

Israelites of that day it was something that made them distinct from the other people around them.  Modern 

doctors recognize that the incubation period of most bacteria is within seven days and by that time it would be 

known if a person has contracted a disease.  The washing by water was also practical because it would rinse off 

most of the microbes and the period of drying allows the drying microbes to die.  The tabernacle would be 

defiled not because the individual was coming into contact with it but because the person was rejecting what 

God had said and thus was acting as the “god” of their life.  As we have mentioned in previous references of 

cutting a person off from the community, that means the person would be killed and they would be responsible 

for their own death because they refused to obey God’s command.   

 

Now we are given specific examples of how the general rule was to be applied.  If a person dies in a tent, 

anyone who is in the tent or who then enters the tent would be unclean for seven days and had to be washed on 

the third and seventh days.  Also any container that didn’t have a lid fastened on it would be unclean (including 

anything in it).  Another example would be anyone out in the open who touches someone killed by a sword or a 

natural cause or if a person even touches a human bone or grave.  That person would be considered as unclean 

for seven days.  For that unclean person, some of the ashes were to be put in a clean jar (container) and fresh 

water poured over them.  Then another man who is ceremonially clean is to take some hyssop, dip it in the 

cleansing water, and sprinkle it on the unclean tent or the unclean person on the third and seventh days.  Then 

the unclean person would be purified after he washed his clothes and bathed at the end of the day’s drying 

period (evening).  The man who does the sprinkling or anyone touching the water being sprinkled must also 

wash his clothes and becomes unclean until evening.  The reason would be that when the unclean person was 

sprinkled some of the microbes could get on the hyssop and get in the cleansing water, be accidentally splashed 

on the person doing the sprinkling and if anyone touched the water they could get the microbes on them and 

therefore anyone involved in the process of sprinkling the cleansing water should be considered unclean until 

they have washed and completed their drying period.  If anyone is unclean, anything touch will be unclean and 

anyone touching them will be unclean until cleansed and dried until evening. 

 

Although there is a medical reason for the cleansing process, it also represents a kind of “instant” sin offering 

that would make the person clean from defiling contact with death.  Refusing that purification meant the person 

was defiled by death and their refusal of God’s provision for cleansing meant they had to die.  In a similar way, 

God has provided through Jesus’ death and his shed blood, a way for a person to be cleansed from the death that 

comes from contact with the world that is defiled because of the sin of Adam and Eve which brought death into 

and contaminated (defiled – made unclean) the entire world. 

 

Chapter 20 

 

Verses 1 – 13.  Here we start the last of four steps in Israel’s journey from captivity in Egypt to entering the 

Promised Land.  The first step was from the exit of Egypt to reaching God’s mountain (Mt. Sinai).  The second 

step was from Mt. Sinai to Kadesh and the Israelite refusal to trust God and enter the land.  The third step was 

40 years of waiting in the wilderness while the rebellious generation died (everyone over 20 years of age except 

for Joshua and Caleb).  This last step is a journey from Kadesh to the eastern side of the Jordan River opposite 

Jericho (just north of the Dead Sea).  This will give the new generation the opportunity to demonstrate their 

faith and trust in God by obeying what he says to do to enter the Promised Land. 

 

Moses writes that in the first month the whole community arrived at the Desert of Zin.  Kadesh is both a town 

and the area around the town which is where the borders of three wilderness (or desert) areas meet.  The three 



wilderness areas are the Wilderness of 

Shur to the northwest and west, the 

wilderness of Zin to the northeast and 

east, and the Wilderness of Paran to the 

south west, southeast and south.  (See 

map at right)  This is not a second arrival 

at Kadesh as some people may think.  

Moses explains in Deuteronomy 1:41-46 

that after the people sided with the 10 

spies who said they couldn’t possess the 

land and thus rebelled against God, they 

again rebelled by attempting to go in and 

take the land trusting upon their own 

power and against God’s will and 

judgment that they would not be allowed 

to enter.  At the end of that passage 

Moses says that they “stayed in Kadesh 

many days – all the time you spent 

there.”  Thus the majority of the forty 

years after they left Egypt were spent in 

Kadesh where the Tabernacle would 

have stayed.  The people may have had 

to move around in the desert to find food for their animals and thus could be said to “wander” in the wilderness 

while in reality the Israelite community remained camped in Kadesh for the entire time.  We know from 

Numbers 10:11 that the Israelites depart from Mt Sinai on the 20
th

 day of the 2
nd

 month of the 2
nd

 year after they 

left Egypt (therefore 1490 BC).  So the Israelite arrival at Kadesh in the first month had to be in the 3
rd

 year 

after leaving Egypt which would have been 1489.  That means it took them 10 months to travel from Mt. Sinai 

to Kadesh.  Moses tells us that during the time of waiting at Kadesh his sister, Miriam, died and was buried 

there but doesn’t give any further details. 

 

We are told that there wasn’t enough water for the community and this brought the community together in 

opposition to Moses and Aaron.  They complained that there wasn’t any grain, figs, grapevines, or 

pomegranates and no water to drink.  All of these things would have been available to them if they had trusted 

God and in obedience to his will entered the Promised Land when they first arrived.  So now, just as when they 

refused to enter the Promised Land, they are complaining and asking why Moses brought them into this terrible 

place to die.  So Moses and Aaron go to the entrance of the tent of meeting (inside the tabernacle enclosure) and 

fall face down in worship of God and seeking how they should answer the people.  The glory of the Lord (his 

presence which would be the pre-incarnate Jesus) appeared to them and told Moses to take his staff and 

assemble the people at the rock (no information given as to where the rock was located) and that Moses was to 

speak to the rock and before the eyes of the people water would come pouring out of the rock.  This is similar to 

the situation in Exodus 17 when the people needed water at Rephidim while on their journey to Mt. Sinai.  In 

that situation God told Moses to take his staff and strike the rock and water would come out of it.  (Ex 17:6)  

But in this situation, God tells Moses to speak to the rock and water will come out of it.  So Moses takes his 

staff, gathers the people at a rock, and then says to them: “Listen you rebels, must we bring you water out of 

this rock?”  Then he raises his arm and strikes the rock twice with his staff.  Even though Moses didn’t do what 

God had told him, water came gushing out of the rock so that the community would have water for their 

animals and themselves.  Moses tells us that these were the waters of Meribah (which means quarreling) 

because it was where the Israelites quarreled with God and yet God showed himself holy among them. 

 

But after God brought water out of the rock, he told Moses and Aaron that because they had not trusted him 

enough to honor him in the sight of the people (by speaking to the rock so it was obvious that God was causing 

the water to flow) they would not be allowed to take the community into the Promised Land.  Moses had let his 



anger get the best of him yet another time (remember his killing an Egyptian for beating a Hebrew in Ex. 2 11-

12).  Aaron knew what God had told Moses to do and did not stop him, so he is also guilty of not trusting God 

and glorifying him in the sight of the people.  The consequence of their disobedience is that they don’t get to 

enter the Promised Land just as the older generation would not get to enter because they didn’t trust God and 

disobeyed him.   

 

Verses 14 – 21.  Moses says he sent messengers from Kadesh to the king of Edom.  Remember that Edom (also 

known as Esau) was Jacob’s twin brother.  So the king of Edom and his people are the cousins (no matter how 

many generations removed) of the Israelites.  So the message reminds the king of their relationship and the 

hardship the descendants of Jacob have experienced.  It tells him that in their mistreatment by the Egyptians, 

God heard their cry and sent an angel to bring them out of that captivity.  Then it acknowledges that they are 

now at the edge of the territory of Edom and asks that the king allow them to pass through the land.  In the 

message Moses promises that they will not go through any field or vineyard and will not drink from any well.  

The promise includes that they will travel along the king’s highway and not turn to the left or right until they 

have passed through the Edomite territory.  The Edomite king answered that the Israelites were not to pass 

through his territory and if they tried he would lead his people out to attack them with the sword.  Even though 

the Israelites promised not to leave the main highway and if they or their livestock drank any of the Edomite’s 

water they would pay for it, the Edomite king still replied that they may not pass through.  And to back up his 

commitment, the king of Edom brought out a large and powerful army to confront the Israelites and refuse them 

passage through their territory. 

 

Verses 22 – 29.  Moses says the community set out from Kadesh and came to Mt. Hor near the border of Edom.  

There God told Moses and Aaron that this was the time when Aaron would be gathered to his people (die).  God 

says for Moses to take Aaron and his son, Eleazer, up Mt. Hor and there he is to take the high priestly robes off 

of Aaron and put them on Eleazar.  Then Aaron died on the top of the mountain.  In Number 33:37-39, Moses 

tells us that Aaron died on the 1
st
 day of the 5

th
 month of the 40

th
 year (1451 BC) after the Israelites left Egypt.  

He also tells us that Aaron was 123 years old when he died.  That means he was born in 1574 BC and Moses 

was born in 1571 BC so Aaron was three years older than Moses. 

 

Moses and Eleazar return down the mountain to the people and when the people learned that Aaron had died 

they mourned for him for 30 days.  Over the years there have been many suggestions by people of where Mt 

Hor and even Kadesh Barnea are located.  Some have placed them as far east as Petra which is located on the 

eastern side of the line between the bottom of the Dead Sea and the Gulf of Aqaba on the eastern side of Mt. 

Sinai.  This location doesn’t fit the biblical account because after being refused to be allowed to pass through 

the Edomite territory, Moses tells us that they traveled 

along the route to the Red Sea (Gulf of Aqaba) to go 

around Edom.  If Mt. Hor was located at or near Petra 

they would have already traveled through part of the 

Edomite territory.   

 

Chapter 21 

 

Verses 1 – 3.  Israel has begun to leave Kadesh Barnea 

and the Canaanite King of Arad hears that they are on 

the move and decides to make a pre-emptive attack on 

them and captures some.  The Israelite people go to the 

Lord and vow that if he will deliver those people into 

their hands, they will totally destroy their cities.  The 

Canaanites may have remembered that 38 years earlier 

the Israelites had been defeated and beat back to 

Hormah (Num 14:39-45).  God heard their plea and gave 

them victory and the people destroyed the cities.  This is 



the event that gave the area the name Hormah, which means destruction) which Moses used in the Numbers 14 

passage. 

 

Verses 4 – 9.  The Edomite people had rejected Moses’ request to cross their land on the way to the Jordan 

River so after defeating the Canaanites from Arad and destroying their cities, the Israelites headed south toward 

the arm of the Red Sea (called Gulf of Aqaba) so they could go around the Edomite land.  On the way the 

people become impatient and speak against God and Moses, asking why they have been brought into the desert 

where there is no food or water and all they have is this miserable food (manna).  This is the same attitude that 

their elders had displayed when God first brought them to the border of the Promised Land and resulted in all of 

them dying during the next 38 years in the wilderness.  This shows the normal attitude of people when they seek 

what they want rather than trusting God and accepting whatever he allow to happen in their lives.  The Lord’s 

response to their attitude was to send venomous snakes among the people which caused many people to die.  

Then the people go to Moses, acknowledging that they have sinned when they spoke against God and him, and 

they ask Moses to pray to the Lord for them that he would take away the snakes.  So Moses prayed for them and 

the Lord tells Moses to make a bronze snake and put it on a pole and that anyone who has been bitten and looks 

on it (trusts God) will live.  The people respond to look upon the snake (in faith) and are healed.  Jesus 

references this event when he was talking with Nicodemus.  He said, “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the 

desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.” (John 

3:14-15).  Jesus’ reference to the snake is really a reference to their faith (trust) in God’s promise because in the 

next verse (3:16) he says, “For God so love the world that he gave his one and only Son that whoever believes 

in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  Just as the Israelites looked on the snake that was lifted up on the 

pole with faith of God’s promise of healing, everybody who will look on Jesus who was lifted up on a cross to 

die to pay for the sin that separates people from God and in faith trust that promise to save them they will be 

healed and given victory over the snake.  Jesus uses the bronze snake as a type of himself and faith in God’s 

promise of healing when looking at the bronze snake the type of faith in his death that will bring healing 

between God and man. 

 

Verses 10 – 20.  Moses describes stops the Israelites made 

on their way to Mount Pisgah.  The list is not the same as 

what he gives in Num 33 which is more extensive.  

Archaeologists have not been able to positively identify 

the locations of most of those sites.  He mentions that they 

camped in the Zered Valley, which is the border between 

Edom and Moab, and then camped alongside the Arnon, 

which is the border between Moab and the Amorites, 

before arriving at Mt. Pisgah. 

 

Moses quotes an entry in the Book of the Wars (which no 

copy exists).  He also mentions a location named Beer at 

which God provided water for the people.  This time God 

didn’t provide the water by a miracle but by having them 

dig wells. 

 

Verses 21 – 35.  Moses says Israel sent messenger to 

Sihon, the king of the Amorites, asking to be allowed to pass through his country.  But Sihon refused to allow it 

and gathered his army and marched out against the Israelites.  In Deuteronomy 2:24-25, Moses records that God 

told him to take the Israelite army across the Arnon because he will give Sihon and all his forces into their 

hands and the Israelites will take possession of all the Amorite lands.  Moses records here that the Israelites put 

Sihon to the sword (killed him) and took all the Amorite land from the Jabbok River to the Arnon River and 

settled in the land.  Then Moses says the Israelites continued on toward the Bashan land of King Og because the 

Lord had said he had handed Og and his whole land into their hand.  So Israel fought Og at Edrei, defeated and 

killed him and his entire army, and took possession of all the land of Bashan. 



Chapter 22 

 

Verses 1 – 20.  After defeating Sihon and Og and 

capturing their lands, the Israelite army returned 

to the area of Mt. Pisgah and Mt. Nebo where the 

rest of the community were camped across the 

Jordan River from Jericho.  Balak, the king of 

Moab, and all the Moabites were terrified 

because the Israelites had defeated the Amorites 

and taken all their land from the Arnon River all 

the way through the area of Bashan.  Balak had 

previously allowed the Israelites to pass through 

Moab safely but now he and the people were 

afraid the Israelites would treat them as they had 

just done the Amorites.  So, Balak contacted the 

elders of Midian (who lived south of Moab and 

Edom) and together they sent messengers to 

Balaam, son of Beor, who lived at or at least at 

this time was at Pethor which was near the Euphrates River.  The map at the above shows two locations where 

scholars believe Pethor may have been and the route between it and Mt. Nebo.  The message Balak sent to 

Balaam was that a people who had come out of Egypt were settled next to Moab and have covered the land 

(thus indicting how large a group it was and therefore dangerous).  The message asks Balaam to come and curse 

these people because it is known that those whom Balaam blesses are blessed and those he curses are cursed.  

The messengers took with them a payment for Balaam’s services.  Balaam tells them to spend the night and he 

will bring them the answer the Lord gives him.  Remember that the Moabites were descendants of Abraham’s 

nephew, Lot, and the Midianites were descendants of Abraham and his second wife, Keturah (Gen 25:1-4).  So, 

all of these people, along with the Edomites (who were descendants of Jacob’s brother, Esau) and the Moabites 

(who were descendants of Abraham’s nephew Lot) were all related to the Israelites. 

 

It seems strange that a seer, someone who blesses and curses people for payment, would say that he was going 

to check what the Lord tells him before speaking with the messengers again.  This, and the report that God 

appeared to him, has led some people to presume that he was not a false prophet but a true prophet of God and 

that his subsequent actions only mean he succumbed to the temptation of money.  That seems a little unlikely as 

the Bible never refers to him as a prophet but as someone who practiced divination (Josh 13:22).  In chapter 24 

verse 1 Moses writes that Balaam did not resort to sorcery as at other times.  We know that God prohibited 

divination and all forms of sorcery (Lev 19:26, Deut 18:10-13, 1 Sam 15:23, Ezek 13:9, 23 and 22:28, and Jer 

14:14) so since Balaam practiced these prohibited things he could not have been a prophet to the Israelite 

people.  But nothing can interfere with God using such an individual if it suits his purposes, just as many years 

later he will use Nebuchadnezzar to discipline the Jews and take a large number of them captive into Babylon.  

Here, God asks Balaam who the men are who are with him.  It was not that God didn’t know and needed to find 

out but that it was his purpose to make Balaam confess that he was considering whether or not to curse people 

for them.  So God informs Balaam that he is not to go with them and curse the people because the people are 

blessed. 

 

The next morning Balaam tells the messengers (princes of Moab and Midian) that the Lord has refused to let 

him go with them (ie. go with them and curse the people).  So the messengers returned and told Balak what 

Balaam had said.  Then Balak sent more princes to Balaam to plead with him to come and curse the people and 

to let him know that he will reward him handsomely (more than his normal fee) and do whatever he says to do.  

But Balaam responds that even if Balak gave him his palace filled with silver and gold he could not go beyond 

the command of the Lord, his God.  Interesting statement for someone practicing sorcery, but may indicate he 

knows God but only as one of many gods.  That night God tells Balaam he can go with the men but that he is 

not to do anything God does not tell him to do. 



Verses 21 - 41.  After the princes of Moab (and Midian) waited the night as requested, Balaam got up, saddled 

his donkey and left to return with them to a location overlooking the place where the Israelites were camped 

with the implied future that he would curse the Israelites as Balak had requested and for which he was willing to 

pay a great amount.  We are told that God was very angry with Balaam for leaving with the princes.  The 

question that isn’t directly answered is why God would be angry with him when he told him he could go.  Some 

people see this as God being changeable and even capricious.  But that view is inconsistent with what the Bible 

shows about God.  God had previously told Balaam not to go with the princes and not to try to put a curse on 

the Israelites because they were blessed (favored by God).  So, why did God tell Balaam it was OK to go when 

asked this time about going?  Balaam obviously wanted to go and with the princes and be rewarded with great 

riches or he wouldn’t have asked God a second time if he could go.  God knew Balaam’s heart and his desire to 

disobey because of the lure of riches so he would allow Balaam to go but only if he would not curse the blessed 

people.  God always gives people the freedom (permission) to do what he has said not to do, but that also means 

reaping the consequences of that disobedience (remember Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, their 

disobedience, and the consequences for them, their descendants, and the entire universe).   

 

So, now that Balaam has chosen to disobey, God sends the angel of the Lord to oppose him on his journey.  As 

Balaam rode along the road on his donkey, the angel of the Lord stood blocking the road.  Balaam, who was 

supposedly sensitive to the spiritual realm, did not even know an angel was blocking the way.  But his donkey 

saw the angel of the Lord and turned off the road into a field rather than continue on toward him.  Balaam 

responded by beating the donkey to get it to go back on the road.  The angel of the Lord moved to a spot on the 

road between two vineyards where there were walls close on both sides.  When the donkey saw the angel of the 

Lord again, it tried to pass by pressing close to one of the walls and this caused Balaam’s foot to scrape against 

the wall, so he again beat the donkey for hurting him.  Then the angel of the Lord moved on to a place where he 

blocked the road and there was no opportunity to turn either right or left.  So, this time the donkey just lay down 

on the road.  Balaam was angry with his donkey so he beat it with his staff.  The phrasing would indicate that he 

was off of the donkey’s back and began swinging his staff to beat the donkey again and again.  At this 

treatment, God allows the donkey to speak so that Balaam can understand it, and the donkey asks what it has 

done to Balaam that he has beat it three times.  Balaam answers that it has made a fool of him and if he had a 

sword he would kill it right then.  The donkey reminds Balaam that he has always ridden it and asks if it has 

ever treated him in this way before.  Balaam replies “no” and then God opens Balaam’s eyes so that he can see 

the angel of the Lord standing in the road with his sword drawn.  At this sight Balaam doesn’t bow low in the 

traditional greeting toward someone but falls prostrate, face down on the ground, showing complete submission. 

 

It is interesting to consider if Balaam regularly talked to animals as people often do today.  And if he did talk to 

them had he ever, or even on several occasions, heard them talk back to him.  It would not be impossible for 

demons to make it seem that an animal was talking to a person.  In the Garden of Eden, Eve talked with the 

serpent and it didn’t seem to be an abnormal occurrence.  We don’t know how that worked and we don’t know 

how it worked between Balaam and his donkey, but we know that there was an understanding of the 

communication. 

 

The angel of the Lord announces to Balaam that he has come to oppose him and the donkey has three times 

turned away so that Balaam’s life was spared.  Balaam responds by acknowledging that he has sinned and that 

he didn’t even realize the angel of the Lord was standing in the road opposing him.  So Balaam says he will go 

back home if his journey displeases God.  The angel of the Lord says he is to go with the men but only speak 

what I tell you.  This interchange between the angel and Balaam indicates that Balaam was talking not with just 

an angel, but with God himself.  Thus the angel of the Lord must have been the pre-incarnate Son of God.   

 

The result of this entire interchange impresses on Balaam that although he is allowed to go with the princes of 

Moab and Midian he is not allowed to do anything but what God tells him to do.  Since God has already told 

him the people are blessed and that he is not to curse them, he should know that he is not going to be allowed to 

do what Balak has asked him to do.  So why would there be any reason for him to go?  I suppose the answer 

would be Balaam’s pride and the possibility, even if it is remote, that he might get some reward for at least 



coming with the princes and maybe even have a request for something else that God has not told him he can’t 

do.   

 

When Balak hears that Balaam is nearing his territory he goes out to meet him at the border.  Balak wants to 

know why Balaam delayed in responding to his urgent summons and if the delay was because he didn’t believe 

he would really be rewarded.  Balaam responds that he is here now but that he can only speak what God puts in 

his mouth.  Balaam goes with Balak as he went and sacrificed cattle and sheep and gave some to him and the 

princes (a meal of the sacrificed animals).  The next morning Balak takes Balaam up to a place where they can 

see part of the Israelite community.  It would appear that Balak thinks Balaam will be better able to receive 

supernatural power and be more effective in cursing the Israelites if he can see them. 

 

Chapter 23 

 

Verses 1 – 12.    Here begins the first of seven oracles, utterances that God gave Balaam to say about the 

Israelite people.  Balaam says to have seven altars built and prepare seven bulls and seven rams for sacrifice.  

Balak does what Balaam instructs and together they sacrifice one bull and one ram on each altar.  Then Balaam 

tells Balak to stay while he goes to a barren high place to find out what God will reveal to him.  On the barren 

place God meets with Balaam and puts a message (oracle) in his mouth.  In the oracle Balaam says: “How can I 

denounce those whom the Lord has not denounced?  …  I see a people who live apart and do not consider 

themselves one of the nations.  Who can count the dust of Jacob (descendants) or number the fourth part of 

Israel?  Let me die the death of the righteous and may my end be like theirs!”  Note that the oracle emphasizes 

that Israel’s seed was multiplied.  This is exactly what God promised Jacob (Israel), as well as Abraham and 

Isaac and shows that God is blessing the descendants of Israel.   Balak’s response recognizes that the oracle 

blessed the Israelites rather than curse them.  Balaam’s response reminds Balak and us that he is only speaking 

the words God has given him just as God told him and just as he told Balak would be what happened. 

 

Verses 13 – 26.  After the first attempt at cursing the Israelites failed, Balak takes Balaam to another place on 

top of Mt. Pisgah where he can see the people so he can curse them.  Again seven altars are built and a bull and 

ram sacrificed on each altar.  Again, Balaam tells Balak to wait while he goes to meet with God.  God meets 

with Balaam and puts another message in his mouth.  Balaam returns to where Balak and the princes stand by 

the altars and sacrifices and gives them God’s message (oracle).   Balaam says “God is not a man that he should 

lie nor a son of man that he should change his mind.”  He refers to the first oracle saying: “I have received a 

command to bless; he has blessed, and I cannot change it.”  God knows and has shown through his Word that 

we have already studied in Genesis, Exodus and Numbers that Jacob and his descendants have seen misfortune 

and misery, but God has dealt with all that the people have done and has chosen to bless them, so the oracle’s 

statements show God is with the people.  That the shout of the King is among his people shows that God is in 

their midst and that because of that they are invincible.  That is also what the remainder of the oracle announces.  

Balak is so upset with Balaam’s message that he commands him not to curse or bless them at all.  Balaam’s 

reply is to remind Balak that he told him that all he could do was what God told him. 

 

Verses 27 – 29.  Even though he is upset with Balaam, Balak takes him to another place, the top of Mt. Peor, 

with the idea that perhaps it will please God to allow him to curse the people from that location.  Obviously, 

Balak has not really heard or understood that God is for the people and has and will only bless them.  Balaam 

says, and maybe we could expect that it was with a sigh, to prepare seven altars and bring a bull and ram for 

sacrifice upon each of them. 

 

Chapter 24 

 

Verses 1 – 14.  The last two verses of chapter 23 are the prelude to the fourth oracle.  Now we learn that Balaam 

has really understood that it pleased God to bless the people and so he did not resort to sorcery as he had the 

other times to hear from God.  He is learning that it was not sorcery that connected him with God and enabled 

him to have God’s message to take back to Balak, so this time he simply looks toward the desert.  When he 



looks, God’s Spirit comes upon him and he utters God’s next oracle to Balak about the Israelites.  This oracle 

from God begins by announcing that Balaam is one who sees clearly, hears the words of God, and sees a vision 

from the Almighty.  Then it announces that the tents (dwelling places) of Israel are beautiful, that they (the 

dwelling places of the people) spread out like gardens beside a river, that they will have abundant water, and 

that their king (remember that they don’t have one at this time) will be greater than Agag and their kingdom 

exalted.  The name “Agag” here may be a title used by the kings of the Amalekites (like pharaoh was for the 

Egyptian kings) or a dynastic name for the Amalekite kings (like the British house of Tutor is referred to as the 

Tutors).  The oracle goes on to declare God brought the Israelites out of Egypt and that they have the strength to 

devour nations.  It ends by proclaiming that those who bless the Israelites will be blessed and those who curse 

them will be cursed.  That should have been enough to change Balak’s mind about what he wanted to do but it 

doesn’t.  He is so angry toward Balaam that he strikes his hands together in an ancient custom showing his total 

disrespect for Balaam.  He tells Balaam to go home and says he would have rewarded him if he had cursed the 

Israelites but the Lord is responsible for him not receiving anything.  Balaam’s response to Balak’s rant is to 

remind him that he told the messengers (princes) that even if Balak were to give him his palace filled with gold 

and silver that he could not do anything of his own accord or go beyond what the Lord’s commands him to do.  

Then Balaam tells Balak he is going home but before he goes he wants to warn him what this people will do to 

his people in the days to come. 

 

Verses 15 – 19.  The fourth oracle Balaam speaks for the Lord declares that “a star will come out of Jacob; a 

scepter will rise out of Israel.  He will crush the foreheads of Moab, the skulls of all the son of Sheth (which 

could be translated “noisy boasters).  Edom will be conquered; Seir, his enemy, will be conquered, but Israel 

will grow strong.  A ruler will come out of Jacob and destroy the survivors of the city.”  The kingships of Saul, 

David, and Solomon obviously fulfill part of this futuristic (prophetic) oracle, but it has a complete fulfillment 

in the coming of the Messiah (Jesus), not just in his first advent but more specifically in his second advent and 

establishing an earthly kingdom for a thousand years.  Following David’s reign, Edom was sometimes under 

Israel’s rule and sometimes not and several times attacked Israel.  John Hyrcanus, who ruled the nation from 

135 t0 102 BC finally conquered Edom in 129 BC and it ceased to exist. 

 

Verses 20 – 25.  Balaam continues to give three final short oracles to Balak.  Concerning the Amalekites he says 

“Amalek was first among the nations, but he will come to ruin at last.”  Saul and David both defeated the 

Amalekites but the nation continued to exist until it was completely destroyed in King Hezekiah’s time (1 

Chron 4:43).  Concerning the Kenites, who were a part of the descendants of Midian, he says “Your dwelling 

place is secure, your nest is set in a rock; yet you Kennites will be destroyed when Asshur (the Assyrians) takes 

you captive.”  At this time the Assyrians were just a city-state but not powerful like they would become many 

centuries later. The final oracle was this:  “Ah, who can live when God does this?  Ships will come from the 

shores of Kittim (people of Cyprus); they will subdue Asshur and Eber, but they too will come to ruin.”  This is 

a broad prophecy about western powers destroying the Semites in the area, but excluding the Israelites, and its 

fulfillment awaits the Tribulation and the coming earthly kingdom of the Messiah. 

 

Chapter 25 

 

Verses 1 – 5.  Balak has not been able to have the Israelites cursed by Balaam and from what Moses just wrote 

it appears that Balaam has returned to his home beyond the Euphrates River.  But Moses gives us some 

additional information about the events he is going to discuss next.  But in chapter 31, Moses tells us about the 

Israelites taking vengeance on the Midianites at the Lord’s command and killing five Midianite kings.  Along 

with those kings, he says they killed Balaam, son of Beor (31:8).  Then in verse 16 he records that Balaam had 

advised the Moabites that they could turn the Israelites away from the Lord if the Moabite women seduced the 

Israelite men. 

 

Here, in this chapter, Moses tells us the Moabite women sexually seduced the Israelite men and invited them to 

their sacrifices to the Moabite gods.  By eating and bowing down to those gods, the Israelites joined in 

worshipping the Baal of Peor and the Lord’s anger burned against them.  God tells Moses to take all the leaders 



of the people who participated in that worship, kill them, and expose them in broad daylight so the Lord’s anger 

may turn away from the Israelite people.  Moses tells the judges of Israel that they must put to death all the men 

who joined in worshipping the Baal of Peor. 

 

Verses 6 – 18.  Here, Moses records that an Israelite man brought a Midianite woman into his family right 

before Moses and the whole assembly of Israelites while they were weeping at the entrance to the Tent of 

Meeting.  The intent of the statement is to say he took the woman to his tent to have sex with her while the 

people were weeping before the Lord because something terrible had happened – probably the deaths of all the 

men who had sex with the Moabites.  Now we see that the Midianites were participating in Balaam’s advice to 

seduce the Israelite men to turn them away from the Lord.  Aaron is dead, so his son, Eleazar is now the High 

Priest and his son Phinehas is in charge of the activities of and protection of the Tabernacle.  So, Phinehas takes 

a spear and follows the Israelite man and Midianite woman to his tent and drives his spear through both of 

them.  It is implied (qubba the term used for “tent” was used to designate a bedchamber) that he did this while 

catching them in the act of sex.  Moses says that this act of Phinehas stopped the plague against the Israelites 

but that the number of people who had died because of the plague was 24,000. 

 

It is interesting to note that the Midianites, who were descendants of Abraham through his second wife, 

Keturah, and to whom Moses fled from Pharaoh and obtained his wife, Zipporah (daughter of Reuel, also called 

Jethro, a priest of Midian – Ex 2:15; 18:5) were a part of the Israelites’ major apostasy since they left Mt. Sinai.   

 

God tells Moses that because Phinehas was zealous for his honor among the people that he has a lasting 

covenant with God that his descendants would be priests before God, and because he made atonement for the 

Israelite people.  Now we are told that the name of the Israelite man who died was Zimri of the Simeonite tribe 

and that the name of the Midianite woman was Cozbi, the daughter of Zur who was one of the Midianite kings.  

God tells Moses to treat the Midianites as enemies and kill them because they treated the Israelites as enemies 

as Cozbi deceived them with her affair (with Zimri). 

 

Chapter 26 

 

Verses 1 – 4.  After the plague had stopped and before the Israelites were to start an attack on the Midianites, 

God told Moses to take a census of the people to number all the men 20 years old and older who are able to 

serve in the army of Israel.  The last census of the people was taken 40 years previously when they were 

encamped at the base of Mt. Sinai. 

 

Verses 5 – 56.  The male descendants of Reuben numbered 43,730.  Moses notes that Dathan and Abiram had 

died as part of Korah’s rebellion (Num 16).  Korah was a Levite and Moses notes that all the descendants of 

Korah did not die because of the rebellion.  The male descendants of Simeon numbered 22,200.  The male 

descendants of Gad numbered 40,500.  The male descendants of Judah numbered 76,500.  The male 

descendants of Issachar numbered 64,300.  The male descendants of Zebulun numbered 60,500.  The male 

descendants of Joseph through his son Manasseh numbered 52,700.  The male descendants of Joseph through 

his son Ephraim numbered 32,500.  So the total number of Joseph’s descendants was 85,200.  The male 

descendants of Benjamin numbered 45,600.  The male descendants of Dan numbered 64,400.  The male 

descendants of Asher numbered 53,400.  The male descendants of Naphtali numbered 45,400.  So the total 

number of Israelites who were 20 years or older and able to serve in the army was 601,730.  This did not 

include the descendants of Levi because they were not eligible to serve in Israel’s army. 

 

God tells Moses that the land is to be divided (allotted) based on the number of names of Jacob’s descendants 

with larger tribes receiving a larger allotment. 

 

Verses 57 – 65.  The male descendants of Levi who were over one month old numbered 23,000.  None of the 

males counted in the first census, except Moses, Joshua, and Caleb were among those counted in this second 

census. 



Chapter 27 

 

Verses 1 – 11.  Now Moses records for us a situation that modified the normal way inheritance was handled by 

passing what a man owned down to his sons with the oldest receiving an extra portion.  A man named 

Zelophehad who was a descendant of Joseph through Manasseh died as one of the older generation that all died 

in the 40 year stay in the wilderness.  He had four daughters but no son.  Since he had no son to enter the 

Promised Land and claim an inheritance, the daughters would be left without anything and with no means of 

support.  So the daughters appealed to Moses that they might receive an inheritance in the Promised Land along 

with their relatives so that their father’s name would not disappear from his clan.  This presented a new situation 

for the Israelite community so Moses took their care to the Lord to determine what God would say should be 

done.  God’s reply was that what the daughters were saying was correct.  They should receive what their father 

would have received of the Promised Land.  God goes further by giving further guidance for similar future 

situations.  He says that if a man dies without a son to inherit his estate, it should be given to his daughters.  

Later, in chapter 36, we will find that God added a further provision that the daughters had to marry within their 

own tribe so the inherited land would remain within their tribe just as it would if a son inherited it.  God further 

added that if the man had no sons or daughters his inheritance should be allotted in the following manner:  to his 

brothers, and if no brothers then to his father’s brothers, and if no brothers of his father then to the nearest 

relative.  This would keep the Promised Land divided up as it would initially be done and no one tribe could 

amass all or a majority of the land and therefore diminish the inheritance of the other tribes. 

 

Verses 12 – 23.  The Lord tells Moses that he is to go up a particular mountain in the Abarim range and there he 

will see the land given to the Israelites.  Moses is told that after he sees it he will be “gathered to his people” 

(die) as his brother, Aaron, did.  God says this is the consequence they both receive for disobeying and 

dishonoring him when the people were rebelling because they wanted water.  God had told Moses and Aaron 

that Moses was to go out before the people and speak to the rock and God would cause water to come out of it, 

but Moses in his anger struck the rock as he had done previously and said “must we bring you water out of this 

rock.” (Num 20:1-12)  Moses replies to God’s announcement by asking that God appoint a man to lead the 

people so they will not be without a shepherd.  God tells him to take Joshua, son of Nun, in whom is the Spirit, 

and lay his hand upon him before Eleazar the priest and the entire community.  He is to give Joshua some of his 

authority so the people will obey him.  Joshua is to stand before Eleazar whenever he needs guidance from the 

Lord and Eleazar will obtain it through the Urim (and Thummim).  At Joshua’s command the entire community 

will come in and go out.  Moses does as God commands, lays his hands on Joshua, and commissions him before 

the entire community.  Joshua was the obvious choice.  He has served Moses since they left Egypt.  He went up 

on Mt. Sinai with him and waited while Moses talked with God.  He led the people in battle against the 

Amalekites.  He remained outside of the Tent of Meeting while Moses met with God.  Joshua was essentially 

Moses’ aide for the forty years of their journey from Egypt to the Promised Land.  So, the people would already 

have seen him in a leadership role, although lesser than Moses’ role, and be ready to accept him as their leader.  

Besides this, he and Caleb were the oldest men in the community and therefore to be recognized as the natural 

leaders.   

 

Chapters 28 and 29 

 

Now God takes the time to tell Moses to instruct the people about the offerings they should make all year long 

so that they can maintain a proper respect and honor for God.  The order that Moses lists the offerings is by 

their frequency: daily, weekly, monthly, and then yearly starting with Passover and ending with the Feast of 

Tabernacles.  The information in these chapters isn’t new but it is intended to reinforce what was previously 

taught forty years earlier and remind the younger generation which hadn’t heard the first instructions about the 

importance of following them exactly in order the honor God and maintain their right relationship with him.  

Starting with daily offerings emphasizes that every day was to be a day of worship with the Sabbath (7
th

 day) 

being a special day of worship for everyone but the priests who had extra service to perform. Annually, the 

offerings amounted to 113 bulls, 32 rams, 1086 lambs, and about a ton of flour and a thousand bottles of wine 

and oil.  In addition, the people brought their individual offerings. 



Chapter 30 

 

Verses 1 – 2.  After describing the daily, Sabbath, monthly and yearly offerings the Israelite community was 

required to give to God to maintain their close relationship with him, Moses discusses vows.  This is appropriate 

because vows are voluntary promises to do or not to do something and are most often made to God.  Some vows 

are specifically promises of thanks to God for something special he has done.  Often the vows involved fasting 

or abstaining from something that was lawful to do (if something is unlawful then abstaining is naturally 

required so you can’t make a vow about that) or they could be giving God some special gift and either of these 

could be to ask God to do something or thank God for doing something.  Moses also discussed vows and the 

importance of them in Leviticus 27, so he begins here by emphasizing that a vow or an oath obligating 

something to be done must not be broken and must be done just as had been stated.  He also restates this again 

in Deuteronomy 23:21-23.  But as soon as this is stated, God gives him examples of situations when a vow 

should be or could be broken and when it could not be broken. 

 

Verses 3 – 5.  The first example was a young woman, obviously unmarried and therefore under the obligation to 

obey her father.  If this young woman makes a vow to the Lord obligating herself to do something and her 

father does not forbid it when he hears about the vow then everything she has vowed must be fulfilled because 

her father has allowed it and therefore becomes responsible to see that it is fulfilled.  But if her father forbids it 

when he hears of it then the Lord releases her from all that was vowed because her father has forbade it. 

 

Verses 6 – 9.  The second example is a woman who makes a vow before she is married, and obviously her 

father has not forbade it.  After she is married and her new husband hears about it, if he does not forbid it then 

the vow must be fulfilled as spoken. But if her husband forbids the vow when he hears about it then the Lord 

releases her from all that was vowed because her husband has forbade it.  Just as a young woman was obligated 

to obey her father, a wife was obligated to obey her husband.  But if her husband allows the vow then it stands 

he becomes responsible to see that it is fulfilled.   

 

The third example is that of a widow or divorced woman.  Since that woman is not obligated to obey her father 

or a husband, she is responsible for her own actions and must fulfill any vow she makes. 

 

Verses 10 – 16.  The fourth example is that of a woman who is already married and makes a vow.  If her 

husband hears about her vow and does nothing to forbid it then it stands and he becomes responsible to see that 

it is completed.  But if her husband forbids the vow when he hears about it then the Lord releases her from all 

that was vowed because he forbade it.  If her husband hears about the vow and does not immediately forbid it 

but then later nullifies the vow by not allowing her to fulfill it then he becomes responsible for her guilt and not 

her.  A husband was responsible for everything he allowed his wife to do.  This is the same situation as in the 

Garden of Eden when Adam, to whom the command not to eat of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, 

did not stop Eve from eating when he was right there with her and by that default allowed her to do something 

that was forbidden and became responsible for her actions.   

 

Chapter 31 

 

Verses 1 – 24.  Remember in chapter 25:16-18, the Lord commanded Moses to consider the Midianites as 

enemies and kill.  Now Moses recounts what Israel did to the Midianites.  God tells him that after he has taken 

vengeance on the Midianites that he will be gathered to his people (die).  We must remember that about 80 

years previous to this that Moses ran from Egypt and Pharaoh and settled with Jethro, a priest of Midian, and 

married his daughter.  So, for Moses to follow the Lord’s command meant some of his wife’s relatives would be 

killed.  Moses obeyed the Lord’s command by having 1,000 men from each of the twelve tribes armed and sent 

to battle the Midianites.  Along with the 12,000 men he sent Phinehas, the son of Eleazar the High Priest.  

Phinehas took some unspecified articles from the sanctuary and trumpets for signaling the troops. 

 

Moses says they fought against Midian and killed five men identified as kings of Midian along with Balaam, the 



son of Beor, whom the Lord had not allowed to curse the Israelites but who had advised the Midianites and 

Moabites that they could lead the Israelites to turn away from the Lord by using their women to seduce the 

Israelite men to join in the sexual practices used to worship their pagan gods.  Moses also records that they 

killed every man, burned all the towns where they lived, and their camps.  This statement must refer just to the 

Midianites who went into battle against the Israelites because in Judges 6:1 we learn that when the Israelites did 

evil, the Lord gave them into the hands of the Midianites for seven years to oppress them.  So, obviously this 

statement doesn’t mean every man who was a descendant of Midian was killed. 

 

Moses says the Israelite army took everything of the Midianites as plunder, including the people and animals, 

and brought it all to Moses and Eleazar at their camp on the plains of Moab, by the Jordan River across from 

Jericho.  When the army arrived with the plunder, Moses was angry with them for allowing all the women to 

live since they were the reason the Midianites had seduced the Israelite men to turn away from the Lord.  So, he 

orders that all the boys and every woman who has slept with a man should be killed, but every woman who has 

not slept with a man would be spared. 

 

Then Moses tells the army of men that all of them who killed anyone or touched anyone who was killed must 

stay outside the camp for seven days.  This was in obedience to the command given by the Lord for the 

cleansing of anyone who was defiled by touching a dead body or anything that had touched a dead body (Num 

19).  This command also applied to those captives allowed to live as well as everything that was captured.  

Anything that could withstand it must be cleaned by means of fire and then be cleaned with the water of 

cleansing.  All other things had to be cleaned with the water of cleansing.   

 

Verses 25 – 54.  Now Moses tells us how the Lord said to divide the plunder the army brought back from their 

battles with the Midianites.  After counting everything, all of it was to be divided half for the soldiers who went 

into battle and half for the rest of the community.  From the half for the soldiers, 1 out of every 500 persons, 

cattle, donkeys, sheep or goats was to be given to Eleazar as tribute for the Lord.  This honored God for his 

protection of the soldiers and his enabling their victory.  Then from the half for the rest of the community, 1 out 

of every 50 was to be given to the Levites who are responsible for the care of the Tabernacle.  After the boys 

and women who had slept with a man were killed, the plunder that remained and was purified was: 675,000 

sheep, 72,000 cattle, 61,000 donkeys, and 32,000 women who had never slept with a man.  The half share for 

those who fought in the battle that was designated as tribute for the Lord was:  675 sheep, 72 cattle, 61 donkeys, 

and 32 women.  This was given to Eleazar, the High Priest.  From the half for the community, Moses took 1 out 

of every 50 and gave that to the Levites.  Then the fighting men came to Moses and said they had counted the 

soldiers and found that not a single man was missing.  So they brought an offering from all the gold articles they 

had acquired to make atonement for themselves before the Lord.  This atonement was in effect an offering of 

thanks for the sparing of their lives and was like paying God to redeem the life of a first-born son.  The weight 

of that offering was 16,750 shekels (about 420 pounds).  All of this offering was taken into the Tent of Meeting 

as an offering to the Lord. 

 

Chapter 32 

 

Verses 1 – 42.  While the community was camped on the plains of Moab, the tribes of Gad and Reuben, who 

had very large herds and flocks, saw that the land north of them was very suitable for livestock so they 

approached Moses and Eleazar and the leaders of the community and requested that land be given to them and 

that they not have to cross the Jordan.  Whether they were being selfish wanting this good land for themselves 

just as Lot had seen the fertile land and chose it when Abraham gave him a choice of lands as they separated, or 

whether they concluded that God had given the community success in defeating their enemies to this point and 

that God would continue, so they didn’t need to cross over the Jordan River to help the rest of the people secure 

their land can’t be determined.  But Moses recognized their request as a danger to the harmony of the 

community and could discourage the other tribes just as the people had been discouraged by the negative report 

from the men of ten of the twelve tribes who spied out the land had lead the whole community to reject trusting 

the Lord and entering the Promised Land at that time.  So Moses warned them about the potential for making 



the Lord angry if they did this and didn’t go into the Promised Land and conquer it as the Lord had directed.  

The men replied that if their families and animals were allowed to stay on the land they requested, they would 

willingly arm themselves and cross the Jordan to help the rest of the community to gain their possession of the 

land but would not receive any inheritance in that land.  Moses agreed but admonished Eleazar that if they 

didn’t cross over and help subdue the land then they should be forced to accept their inheritance from the land 

on the other side of the Jordan River.  So Moses gave them, along with half the tribe of Manasseh the land that 

had belonged to Sihon, king of the Amorites, and to Og, king of Bashan.  The tribes of Gad and Reuben built up 

the towns that had been captured from Sihon and Og and gave them new names.  The half tribe of Manasseh 

went to Gilead, captured it and drove out the Amorites who were there, and took the settlements for their own.  

Even through this land appeared to be very good because it would provide for their flocks and herds, the area 

lacked any defenses on the north, east, and south so the people experienced attacks from Israel’s enemies and 

control of it was lost several times in their later history during the time of the kings.  The area also separated 

those tribes from the rest of the community and was the cause of future disharmony between them.  This land, 

plus a lot more east of it, was part of what was promised to Abraham’s descendants but at this time inhabiting 

all of that land does not appear to be God’s plan.  Who know what great things the Lord might have done if all 

of the tribes had entered and subdued all of the land from the Canaanites and continued to live in it and actually 

lived as the Lord had told them to live. 

 

Chapter 33 

 

Verses 1 – 49. Moses tells us that at the Lord’s command he recorded the stages of Israel’s journey when they 

came out of Egypt. Many of the sites he mentions we have seen him mention previously, but a lot of them are 

new sites that archeologists have not been able to locate. But among this list of sites he gives us new 

information about the journey. He says that as they set out from Rameses on the fifteenth day of the first month, 

they did it boldly in full view of all the Egyptians as they were burying their firstborn whom the Lord had struck 

down as he brought judgment on their gods. He tells that they left Kadesh Barnea and camped at Mount Hor on 

the border of Edom. That means they were on the west side of the Edomite territory at that time. He says that at 

the Lord’s command Aaron went up Mount Hor and died on the first day of the fifth month of the fortieth year 

after the Israelites left Egypt and that Aaron was 123 years old.  

 

Verses 50 – 56. Moses says that when they reached the Plains of Moab God gave him some commands to give 

the Israelite community. God commands the people to drive out all the inhabitants of the land, destroy their 

carved images, cast idols, and high places (places of worship of pagan gods). They are to take possession of the 

land and settle in it.  The land is to be divided and distributed among the people accordance with the size of the 

tribe.  Then God warns them that if they don’t drive out all the inhabitants of the land, those allowed to remain 

will become barbs in their eyes and thorns in their flesh and bring trouble to them in the land.  Then God adds 

that then he will do to them as he plans to do to those inhabitants of the land. 

 

Chapter 34 

 

Verses 1 – 15.  Now God identifies the boundaries of the land they are to possess after crossing the Jordan 

River. The southern side was to include some of the Desert of Zin along the border of Edom. It was to start from 

the end of the Salt Sea (Dead Sea), cross south of Scorpion Pass, go on to Zin and south of Kadesh Barnea, go 

to Hazar Adar and over to Azmon where it will join the Wadi of Egypt and follow it to where it ends in the Sea 

(Mediterranean Sea). The western boundary was the coast of the Mediterranean Sea.  The northern boundary 

would begin at the Great Sea (Mediterranean Sea), go to Mount Hor (different from the Mount Hor on the 

border of Edom), on to Lebo Hamath, to Zedad, to Ziphron, and end at Hazar Enan.  The eastern boundary 

would begin at Hazar Enen, go to Shepham, down to Riblah on the east side of Ain, continue along the slopes 

east of the Sea of Kinnereth (Sea of Galilee), down the Jordan River, and end at the northern end of the Salt Sea 

(Dead Sea).  This area was to be given and divided among the nine and one-half tribes remaining because the 

tribes of Reuben, Gad, and the half of the tribe of Manasseh had already received land on the eastern side of the 

Jordan River. Some of these sites are still unknown to archaeologists. The reference to Hamath may be to the 



boundary of the kingdom rather than the city since 

there is no known record that the city ever belonged 

to Israel. The land encompassed by these boundaries 

would be about 150 miles long, 50 miles, and have 

an area of about 7,500 square miles.  The map to the 

right shows this area compared to what was 

promised the Abraham. 

 

Verses 16 – 29. Then God tells Moses the names of 

the individuals who are to make the assignment of 

apportioning the land among the tribes. Of course 

Joshua as the anointed leader to follow Moses would 

be one along with Eleazar the High Priest and then a 

leader from each of the tribes whom God names. 

 

Chapter 35 

 

Verses 1 – 5. Now God commands the Israelites to give the Levites towns in which to live from the inheritance 

of the tribes.  They are also to be given land around to towns as pasture land for their herds and flocks.  The 

pasture land is to extend 1500 feet out from the city wall and be 3000 feet square. 

 

Verses 6 – 15.  God specifies that six of the towns given to the Levites were to be cities of refuge.  In addition 

to those six towns the Levites were to be given another 42 for a total of 48 towns.  The towns were to come 

from the tribes according to the size of the land they inherited.  In Joshua 21 we learn that not only were the 

towns divided among the tribes but that the towns were also divided by the clans within the tribe of Levi.  And 

Joshua gives us the names of the towns and the tribes where they were located.  The Levites were responsible 

for training people about God’s commands and how to obey them, so the towns were located so that no one 

lived more than ten miles from a Levitical town.  In the book of Judges we learn that the Levites did not always 

stay in the cities they had been given and this must have frustrated God’s purpose in some ways but nothing 

surprises God so he still took care of his people as long as they trusted and obeyed. 

 

The law of retaliation reigned supreme throughout the ancient world of Moses’ time and held that if someone 

hurt you or your family in some way you needed to retaliate at least in like kind.  Often the retaliation was not 

just in like kind or proportion but greater so that the other family wouldn’t think about or maybe even be able to 

retaliate.  God commanded the Israelites in the Ten Commandments not to murder (Ex 20:13) but he also 

recognized that people will kill a murderer (Gen 4:15) and yet he told Noah after the flood that he would 

demand an accounting from animals and from humans for the life of men (Gen 9:4-5).  God told the Israelites 

not to seek revenge or even bear a grudge against another Israelite (Lev 19:18) but God knew that even if 

someone accidently killed another Israelite that some of the dead person’s family or tribe might attempt to seek 

revenge for that death.  So he established six of the Levitical cities as places of refuge to which the 

unintentional killer could flee and find safety.  The Levites of that city would hold a hearing to judge if the 

death was intentional or accidental.  If they judged it was intentional, then they would turn the person over to 

the avenger of blood (kin of the dead person) who would then kill the murderer.  But if they judged that the 

death was accidental, then the person could stay safely in the city.  He could not leave the city without putting 

his life in jeopardy.  The city of refuge effectively became the person’s prison until the high priest at that time 

died.  The act of killing a fellow Israelite, although not intentional, still made the person guilty before God for 

the shedding of blood but not of murder.  So the death of the high priest was the only atonement for that sin that 

was acceptable to God.  No animal sacrifice was sufficient atonement.  But when the sin was atoned for at the 

high priest’s death, then the person could return home “free” and no one was allowed to kill him.  If they did, 

then they would be guilty of murder and subject to death.  Three of the cities of refuge were on the west side of 

the Jordan River (Hebron, Shechem, and Kedesh) and the other three were on the east side (Bezer, Ramoth-

gilead, and Golan).  See Deut 4:41 – 43.  God also says no one who kills another person could be put to death as 



a murderer by only the testimony of one witness.  There had to be at least two witnesses to testify that the death 

was intentional rather than accidental.  He also said that no ransom could be accepted for the life of a murderer 

so that he would be allowed to go free.  And no ransom could be accepted for someone who had fled to a city of 

refuge and been found not guilty of murder so that he would be allowed to return to his home.  Only the death 

of the high priest would allow him to return home.  God says that bloodshed pollutes the land and atonement 

cannot be made except by the blood of the one who shed the other’s blood (except that the death of the high 

priest as a substitute would atone). 

 

Chapter 36 

 

Verses 1 – 13.  Remember what happened in Numbers 27 when the daughters of Zelophehad (who died during 

the 40 year stay in the wilderness without having a son) came to Moses requesting that they be allowed to 

inherit land so that their father would have a part in the Promised Land.  At that time Moses asked the Lord 

what should be done.  The Lord said they should be allowed to have a part in the inheritance.  Now Moses says 

that the other members of the tribal clan of Gilead, a descendant of Joseph, came to him worried about what 

would happen to the land given to Zelophehad’s daughters if they married outside of the clan.  They posed that 

if they married outside of the clan then when the Jubilee year (every 50 years) occurred the land would be 

removed from the tribal inheritance.  So, at the Lord’s command, Moses commanded that Zelophehad’s 

daughters had to marry within their tribe and he made it apply to all daughters from whatever tribe who, in the 

future, would inherit land in their father’s name.  For a daughter to inherit land from her father generally meant 

he had no brothers or uncles to which the land would be given by inheritance.  We are told that Zelophehad’s 

daughters married their cousins on their father’s side and thus the land would always remain within their 

father’s clan and tribe. 

 

This brings the Book of Numbers to a close on a positive note as we see the people seeking God’s guidance and 

then following what he tells them to do.  That is the type of faith the Lord desires and which he honors. 


