
An Overview Of The Bible
Numbers

I. Introduction
A. The book of Numbers has been called “The Gospel of the Old 

Testament.” In nearly every chapter there are lessons applicable to us 
today.

B. The book is called Numbers because in it the children of Israel are 
twice numbered or counted, once at the beginning of the book, and 
again toward the end.

C. The message of Numbers fits into the overall theme of the Bible by 
giving us a glimpse of the historical development of the scheme of 
redemption. God works to preserve a people (Israel) through whom 
the Savior of the world would one day appear.

II. The Book In General
A. Its nature.

1. Numbers resumes the salvation story where Exodus left off (Exodus 
40:17; Numbers 1:1-2).

2. There is a break of only one month between the erecting of the 
tabernacle at the end of Exodus, and the command to number the 
people at the beginning of Numbers (with the instructions 
concerning sanctification coming between the two in Leviticus).

3. Numbers covers the period of Israel’s history from the second 
month of the second year after the exodus (1:1), to the tenth 
month of the fortieth year (Deuteronomy 1:3).

4. A brief summary of Numbers.
a) First, the census is taken with the primary object being to 

determine Israel’s military strength. Then, the camp is 
strategically distributed with a view to facilitate mobility. The 
services of the Levites in connection with the tabernacle are 
appointed. All is ready for the advance to Canaan’s border. The 
march ensues with God leading the way. The promised land is in 
sight!

b) Then comes the tragic breakdown. Israel begins to waver in 
unbelief of her commander and rebels. Judgment falls. The 40 
years of the wandering set in; and the many thousands who 
came out of Egypt with a gleam of expectation in their eyes 
gradually die off, leaving a pathetic trail of carcasses in the 
wilderness (cf. Hebrews 3:16-19).

c) Eventually, God takes up with the new generation and the new 
numbering begins. The fresh advance takes place to Canaan and 



final preparations begin with a view to Israel’s going up, at long 
last, to possess the land.

B. Its importance.
1. Numbers shows that the greatest illustrations of the New Testament 

doctrine are found in the Old Testament (1 Corinthians 10:1-12; cf. 
Romans 15:4). The word translated “examples” in vs. 11 is the 
word tupoi which means “types.”

2. In other words, the events recorded in Numbers were typical of 
what was to come later in human history.
a) The journey to physical Canaan is a type of our journey to the 

heavenly “promised land” (Hebrews 3:16-4:1, 6, 8-11).
b) The smitten rock in chapter 20 is typical of our “Rock,” which is 

Christ according to 1 Corinthians 10:4. As water flowed from 
that rock, so today the “living water” flows abundantly from the 
“Rock of Ages” (John 4:13-14; 7:37-38).

c) The brazen serpent, which was lifted up in chapter 21 to provide 
life, is typical of the lifting up of Christ upon the cross (John 
3:14). The analogy can be extended further:
(1) There was sin by the people (vs. 5).
(2) The people suffered because of their sin (vs. 6).
(3) They made supplication to the Lord (vs. 7).
(4) They received salvation by what was lifted up (vss. 8-9).
(5) Can you see an obvious parallel between their salvation and 

ours?
C. Its message.

1. Numbers is summarized in Romans 11:22a.
a) In Numbers we see the severity of God in the old generation 

which fell in the wilderness and never entered Canaan.
b) We see the goodness of God in the new generation which was 

protected, preserved, and provided for until Canaan was 
possessed.

c) In the one case we see the awful inflexibility of divine justice. In 
the other case we see the unfailing faithfulness of God to His 
promise, purpose, and people.

2. Numbers also sets forth two warnings for us as seen in the New 
Testament.
a) Warning #1 -- against the sin of presumption (1 Corinthians 

10:12).
b) Warning #2 -- against the sin of unbelief (Hebrews 3:12-19).

3. The New Testament is actually a good commentary on Numbers.



D. Its structure.
1. Unlike Leviticus, which is geographically stationary, Numbers is a 

book of movement; and it is these movements which mark the 
divisions within the book.
a) The old generation (1-14).

(1) The numbering (1-4).
(2) The instructing (5-9).
(3) The journeying (10-14).

b) The wilderness wandering (15-20).
c) The new generation (21-36).

(1) The new journeying (21-25).
(2) The new numbering (26-27).
(3) The new instructing (28-36).

2. It is vital to realize that in Numbers we see two different 
generations of people: (1) the old generation that came up out of 
Egypt (1-14), and (2) the new generation that grew up in the 
wilderness and then entered Canaan (21-36). In between, there is 
the period of transition during which the old generation died and 
the new generation grew up.

3. Aaron’s death at the end of chapter 20 is the most important time-
mark in the book (cf. 33:38). Aaron’s death in the fortieth year 
after the exodus marks the end of the wandering and the beginning 
of God’s dealings with the new generation.

4. It is also interesting to note the relationships between the two 
generations.
a) The old generation.

(1) The census (1-4).
(2) The progress toward Canaan (10-12).
(3) The crisis (13-14).

b) The new generation.
(1) The crisis (21:4-9).
(2) The progress toward Canaan (21:10-25).
(3) The census (26-27).

III. Part One: The Old Generation (1-14)
A. The numbering (1-4).

1. The purpose of the numbering was military. What was the total 
manpower of the nation (1:45-46)? Why were the Levites not 
numbered (1:47-50)?

2. In chapter two the tribes are distributed and arranged in four 
groups of three tribes each.



a) Keep in mind that here, in this formation of Israel, some two 
million people were mobilized, and that the area occupied by the 
people was about twelve miles square!

b) It will be noted also that there are now twelve tribes besides the 
tribe of Levi, which was formerly counted as one of the twelve, 
but which was now recognized as a separate tribe connected to 
the tabernacle. There are twelve tribes without Levi, because the 
two families sprung from Joseph’s two sons, Ephraim and 
Manasseh, are now and henceforth counted as two separate 
tribes, instead of being reckoned as the one tribe of Joseph.

3. In chapter three the census of the Levites is taken.
4. From chapter four we learn that the Levites were in three families -- 

the Gershonites, Kohathites, and Merarites. These families were 
located around the tabernacle and appointed for various duties.
a) According to 3:38, Moses, Aaron, and the sons of Aaron were to 

camp in front of the door of the tabernacle.
b) Not all Levites were priests, but all priests were Levites. Only 

certain Levites were appointed as priests for spiritual duties. The 
majority served in physical functions necessary to the 
maintenance of the tabernacle. How old did one have to be to 
qualify for tabernacle duties (4:3, 23, 30)?

B. The instructing (5-10:10).
1. The first four chapters give us the outward formation of the camp. 

The next five deal with the inward condition of it. The key is in 5:3. 
There was to be no defiling of the camp. Since God was in the 
camp, it was to be holy! Do you see a parallel for the camp of 
spiritual Israel today?

2. Chapter 5 commands that lepers be quarantined; that dishonest 
gain be confessed and recompensed; and that suspect immorality 
be tested. There must be purity, honesty, and truth!

3. Chapter 6 concerns the Nazarite vow and individual separation to 
God. It was a vow of consecration and devotion to God and lasted 
anywhere from 30 days to a lifetime.

4. Chapter 7 deals with the freewill offering of the Levites. These 
offerings were strictly voluntary (vss. 1-2).

5. Chapter 8 describes the consecration of the Levites.
a) Before they could serve they must be cleansed (vs. 7).
b) Their cleansing was two-fold: partly done upon them and partly 

done by them (vs. 7).
c) Their cleansing involved the “water of purification” to cleanse sin 

(vs. 7).
d) Their cleansing involved a cutting off (vs. 7).
e) Their acceptance was on the ground of a sin-offering (vs. 12).



f) From that point they must be a separate people (vs. 14).
g) How do these points resemble the Christian’s consecration 

today?
6. Chapter 9 deals with the passover (fellowship) and the pillar of 

cloud and fire (guidance). Two points about the passover:
a) The passover was both retrospective and prospective. It was the 

memorial of a past deliverance and it was the pledge of a future 
inheritance. Similarly, the Lord’s supper is both a memorial and a 
pledge. It looks back to an accomplished redemption, and 
forward to a glorious consummation (1 Corinthians 11:26).

b) God allowed a second serving of the passover (v. 6-14). The 
passover was to be kept when Israel congregated at a specific 
time, just like the Lord’s supper is to be taken when the church 
is together on the first day of the week.
(1) Yet, when certain men were unable to assemble to partake of 

the passover at the appointed day, God made another day 
for them.

(2) The parallel teaches us that as those who could not attend 
the annual feast assembled at a later date to partake, so 
may those who cannot attend in the morning assemble in the 
evening to partake of the Lord’s supper. It is still the Lord’s 
appointed day!

(3) If we allow the Old Testament to teach us anything, the 
second serving of the passover will illustrate that something 
commanded to be done in an assembling of God’s people 
may properly be done later by those who could not be 
present -- but they may only do it at the specified time God 
designated as the alternate day for the passover. No other 
day would do. God only specified one day for the serving of 
the Lord’s supper – the first day of the week. However, we 
may offer the supper at a later time on the same day 
because it is still the specified day. No commandment is 
violated and an Old Testament precedent is recognized.

7. Chapter 10:1-10 shows the importance of trumpets. As the pillar of 
cloud and the fire gave guidance for the eye, so the trumpets gave 
guidance for the ear. There were four uses for trumpets.
a) Rallying call (vs. 3).
b) Sign for advancement (vss. 5-6).
c) Call to war (vs. 9).
d) Memorial before God (vs. 10).

C. The journeying (10:11-14).
1. All is now ready for advancement into Canaan (10:11-12). However, 

the people were prone to complaining.



a) They complained about the way they were led (11:1). They had 
to learn the hard way that those who murmur without cause are 
soon given cause to murmur!

b) They complained about the way they were fed (11:5-6). The 
result (vs. 31-33).

c) They complained about their leadership (12:1). The result 
(12:9-10). Note also the attitude of Moses in 12:13.

2. Israel disobeyed and judgment fell. The irony was that she was only 
a short distance from her prize. The result (14:28-33).
a) Ten men who failed to see God saw cities impregnably high; two 

men, “looking off” unto God, saw doom for those cities draw 
nigh.

b) Ten men who failed to see God saw giants affrightingly tall; two 
men, “looking off” unto God, saw giants as grasshoppers small.

c) Ten men who failed to see God, reported, “We’re certain to fail;” 
two men, “looking off” unto God, cried, “Up! For with God we 
prevail.”

d) Ten men who failed to see God discouraged their fellow men; 
two men, “looking off” unto God, are examples: you of the two 
or the ten?

IV. Part Two: The Wilderness Wandering (15-20)
A. This period goes from the Kadesh crisis to the death of Aaron. It took 

only 40 hours to get Israel out of Egypt, but it took 40 years to get 
Egypt out of Israel.
1. Many have the wrong concept of the wandering, thinking that the 

whole camp of Israel moved from place to place.
2. The tabernacle remained at Kadesh while the people were dispersed 

into the surrounding region. The people were regathered there in 
20:1.
a) The word “wandering” is literally “shall pasture.” The Israelites 

were to pasture in the wilderness for 40 years (cf. 14:2, 28).
b) Note in 15:1-2 that God was determined to give His people the 

land. The lesson is that man’s delay does not mean God’s defeat!
B. The lesson of Korah (16-18).

1. In chapter 16 the priesthood is attacked (vss. 32, 49).
2. In chapter 17 the priesthood is attested (vs. 10).
3. In chapter 18 the priesthood is confirmed as the Lord spoke to 

Aaron (vs. 1).
C. The red heifer (19).

1. Means were required for the cleansing of those defiled by the dead.
2. The ashes of a red heifer were used for that purpose (cf. Hebrews 

9:13-14).



D. The end of the wandering (20).
1. There are three significant events in this chapter.

a) The death of Miriam (vs. 1).
b) The sin of Moses (vss. 2-12).
c) The death of Aaron (vss. 28-29).

2. Aaron’s death marked the end of the wandering.

V. Part Three: The New Generation (21-36)
A. The delay is over. The old generation is no more. Aaron is gone and 

Eleazar is appointed the new high priest. Moses will die soon and 
Joshua is to be appointed the new commander. Israel is to prepare 
again to enter the land.

B. The new journeying (21-25).
1. Note God’s new response to Israel (21:3; cf. Deuteronomy 

1:44-46).
a) Hormah was the place of humiliating defeat at the beginning of 

the wandering (14:45). Now there is victory instead of defeat!
b) But it was too good to last. Israel soon falls into her old ways 

(21:4-9).
c) Finally, there is singing among the people of God (21:17-18).

2. Chapters 22-24 tell the story of Balaam and Balak. All the 
strategies of evil against Israel are overruled now that the nation 
marches with God.

3. Chapter 25:1-9 is sad reading. A plague, which was a judgment 
from God, kills 24,000 Israelites.

C. The new numbering (26-27).
1. The total number is the new census is 601,750 (cf. 2:32 for the old 

census).
2. Arising in connection with the new numbering is a new leader 

(27:15-23).
D. The new instructing (ch. 28-36).

1. Note in 31:49 the success of Israel as she follows these 
instructions.

2. In chapter 32, Reuben, Gad, and Manasseh request permission to 
settle in the land east of the Jordan.
a) Their request sounded reasonable but it was a compromise. 

Israel’s place was inside Canaan, not outside (32:6-7, 23).
b) They got their wish but quickly bowed to the gods of the nearby 

peoples. Is there a lesson here for us?
3. In chapter 35 the cities of refuge are given. Their number is stated 

in vs. 6 and their purpose in vss. 9-12.
4. The final chapter fittingly deals with the security of their inheritance 

in the land.



VI. Conclusion
A. Numbers relates the story of a nation that threw away its opportunity, 

a story of a generation that stood face-to-face with God. When offered 
the land of their dreams, instead of taking it, simply put their hands in 
their pockets, turned their backs, and walked away. Why?

B. They lacked faith! They were not willing to pay the price! They placed 
more confidence in what men said than in what God said. How many 
congregations of God are inactive today for the same reasons? Truly, 
the book of Numbers has a message for the church today.


