Reading Numbers

Numbers Overview

· Author:  Moses

· Date:  1405 B.C. (approximately one month before his death.)

· Theme:  Testing.  Will the nation of Israel obey God, or experience His discipline for its disobedience?

· Significant Features:  The book covers the 40 years of Israel’s wandering in the wilderness.

· Key verses:  14:22-23; 20:12.

· Key chapter:  14 (the nation chooses not to enter the Promised Land at Kadesh-Barnea).

Theme

While Genesis is the book of beginnings, Exodus the book of redemption, and Leviticus the book of atonement and worship, the book of Numbers is considered the book of testing. [Merrill Unger, Unger’s Bible Handbook, p. 121.]

Another writer states that the main theme of Numbers is the journey of the nation of Israel to the rest-land that God provided for them, the Promised Land. 

So we might say that the book of Numbers encompasses several things as its theme and purpose. It is a book of testing as the nation of Israel undergoes several different trials in the wilderness, and as they journey to the promised land. And therefore, the patience of the Lord is a theme as well since He continually forgives the people of their disobedience to Him time after time.  Of course it is also the book of trust, as the people must have faith that someday they will inhabit the land that God promised to their forefather Abraham.

Revelation of the character of God

There are several characteristics of the deity of God which are revealed or reemphasized in Numbers. Through the continued revelation of laws and sacrifices, God has reiterated His hatred of sin, for He will not allow sin to go unpunished (11:1-3, 33ff.; 12:10 ff.; 14:1ff, for example) and His desire for the nation to follow Him in holiness (illustrated through the laws regarding sin).  He also reiterates the covenant in several places, and in that regard, He indicates His faithfulness not only to the covenant, but also to the people, since it was for the people that the covenant was created. 

Like the book of Leviticus, the concept of holiness is important in Numbers as well. In chapter 20, for example, the sin of Aaron and Moses is told. The sin ultimately can be traced to their failure to treat God as the holy God that He is. Because they disregarded this, they ultimately faced a punishment of death. 

While it was seen earlier that there could be single key words that characterize each of the books of the Pentateuch, so there are key words that indicate the teachings about God in each of the books of the Pentateuch. For instance, Genesis teaches about God’s Sovereignty, Exodus about His Mercy, Leviticus about His Holiness, Numbers about His Patience, and Deuteronomy about His Lordship. The patience of God is graphically illustrated throughout the book of Numbers, for many times the people have demonstrated their unbelief, yet God never forsakes them, but instead still allows them to re-inhabit the land, despite their continued murmuring and unbelief. 

The Unbelief of the People

It is interesting to note the recurrence of the people’s disbelief and disobedience of God and their murmuring throughout the book, and conversely, God’s continued forgiveness of the people — for the people still eventually inhabited the land, despite their attitudes.

The unbelief and murmuring, complaining attitudes of the people begin in chapter 11, when they are upset with the adversity they face along with the lack of meat in their diet. As they had done previously, they wish they had never left the land of Egypt. This attitude continues in ch. 12 as Miriam and Aaron approach Moses with criticism of Moses, using his marriage to the Cushite woman as a pretext for their criticism.  The rebellion really seems to climax in ch. 14 as the people reject the report of Caleb and Joshua when they return from scouting the land. Rather, they accept the report of the other 10 and question the wisdom of entering the land, not believing that God will provide for them. It was because of their lack of faith and their open rebellion at this point that they spent an additional 40 years in the wilderness.

The rebellion of Korah (ch. 16) is also a major disobedience and questioning of God. In this instance, Korah, and 250 leaders of the people questioned the position of Moses over the nation. However, the punishment was much more severe than in ch. 11, for each of these men were put to death by God. Following this instance, the sin of Aaron and Moses takes place in ch. 20. This is important, for this sin prohibits them from entering the land.

Then in 21:4-9, the people again murmur and complain at the length of their journey in the wilderness, again wishing they had stayed in Egypt. Then finally, the Israelites joined the people of Moab in worshipping foreign gods (ch. 25), again in open rebellion direct disobedience to God’s law.

In each of these instances, the people were defiant of God, and chose in some way to disobey Him or question Him. However, as previously mentioned, it is important to note that the patience of God is emphasized in this book for aside from the punishments which their sins demanded, the Lord sti11 fellowshipped with His people, and allowed them to ultimately enter the land which He promised them.


The Intercession of Moses

Several times in the book of Numbers the people sinned against God and deserved to be put to death. However, on just as many occasions, Moses interceded on their behalf, and spared many of their lives. A short discussion of each instance follows:

1) 11:1 — The people grumbled about the adversity they faced in the wilderness and “the fire of the Lord burned among them.” However, in verse 2 Moses prayed to the Lord, and the fire died out.

2) 11:4 — The people desired to have meat to eat and complained to Moses, who then beseeched the Lord to provide both the meat and help for himself in dealing with the people. The Lord provided both — in vv. 16, 18.

3) 14 — The people refused to follow the advice of Caleb and Joshua; instead they failed to trust God and had to wander in the wilderness for an additional 40 years. In verses 13-19, Moses prays that the Lord would not smite them, but that instead He would pardon them, and in verse 20 Moses’ prayer is answered.

4) 16:22-24 — The followers of Korah challenged the leadership of Moses and the fact that God had placed him in command. In 22-23, Moses and Aaron pray on behalf of the nation again that the Lord would not destroy the entire congregation, and again He answers their prayer.

5) 16:45-46 — When the followers of Korah died, the people blamed Moses and Aaron, and only the quick thinking of Moses who instructed Aaron to take an offering of incense in the midst of the crowd saved the congregation. As it was, more than 14,000 perished anyway.

6) 20 — The people complained that they did not have water, and only because Moses and Aaron went before the Lord and requested the water did the people get it. However, this is where Moses and Aaron sinned, as they did not do directly as the Lord ordered them, and consequently they had to face the death that they were able to avert for so many of the people.

7) 21:4-9 — The people again complained about being in the wilderness, and the Lord sent snakes down to bite and kill them as a judgment, and only the intercession of Moses again was able to save them.

8) 25 — Phinehas, the son of Aaron, interceded for the people when they were involved with the Moabite women, by killing Zimri and Cozbi. This action again saved the entire congregation from being killed.

As is seen in all of these examples, had it not been for the intercession of Moses, the people would probably have been killed by God. However, through his actions and prayers, Moses was able to preserve the people from the judgment they deserved.

“God spoke to Moses saying…”

The importance of this statement was seen in the book of Leviticus, and once again it is important to another book, for in the book of Numbers, this phrase appears more than 80 times, and more than 100 times it says that God spoke.  As in the book of Leviticus, this verifies the Mosaic authorship of the book as well as lending credence to the authoritative aspect of the book, for the laws, sacrifices, and truths are not from Moses, they are from God.

Reiteration of Abrahamic Covenant

Because of the disobedience of the people, and their acceptance of the poor report from the 10 spies over the reports of Caleb and Joshua, the Lord judged the people in 14:29-30, saying that none of the adult people living at that time would be able to enter the promised land with the exception of Joshua and Caleb. However, it is interesting to note that in 15:2 and 18, despite the unbelief exhibited by the people, God reiterates His promise of the Abrahamic Covenant by saying, “When you enter the land…” thereby indicating that they will yet inherit the land.

There are at least a dozen more occurrences of similar types of reiterations throughout the book as well. In chapter 32, for instance, the land is already starting to be dividing among the various different tribes, despite the fact that the land has not yet been taken. Chapter 26 is also important in this regard, for although it is primarily a recounting of the census that was taken, it reemphasizes the fact that the nation was getting ready for war as it prepared to reenter the land. Consequently, despite the 40 years of wandering in the wilderness, God is promising to the people that they will inhabit the land anyway.

Conclusion

The book of Numbers, it has been seen, is important for it is the book of testing for the nation of Israel. But though the testing, the nation discovers that God is faithful to His promises and His people. In addition, the holiness aspect of His deity is further reiterated, as well as the Abrahamic covenant being reiterated several times. Also, despite the fact that the nation was disobedient seemingly throughout the book, God demonstrated His patience with them continually, although they still had to bear the punishment of their actions.
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