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WANDERING IN THE WILDERNESS 
A survey of Leviticus and Numbers  
 
 

Introduction to Leviticus and Numbers 
We can probably safely say that the books of Leviticus and Numbers rarely – if ever – find 
themselves listed among individual’s favorite books in the Bible. More likely, many of us might 
feel embarrassment over the seemingly arbitrary and sometimes offensive laws in Leviticus or 
confusion over the extensive genealogies that occupy a significant portion of Numbers. 
 
So what do we do with those two books?  
 
This class will address that question by surveying Leviticus and Numbers and seeking to show 
how the books occupy an important place in the Bible’s larger narrative, outlining and 
illustrating important concepts for Israel that maintain their importance even today.  
 

 

 

Tentative class outline 
The following items serve both as a schedule for our class (the bolded and underlined items 
indicate individual classes) as well as an outline of the Leviticus and Numbers. 

1. Introduction to Leviticus and Numbers. 
2. Leviticus 1-16, the holiness of the tabernacle and regulations for maintaining its 

purity. 
a. Leviticus 1-7, ritual sacrifices. 
b. Leviticus 8-10, the consecration and responsibilities of the priests. 
c. Leviticus 11-15, ritual purity laws intended to protect the tabernacle. 
d. Leviticus 16, the Day of Atonement. 

3. Leviticus 17-28, the holiness of the congregation of Israel and the regulations for 
maintaining its holiness. 

a. Leviticus 17-20, regulations for the people. 
b. Leviticus 21-24, regulations to the priests and the religious calendar. 
c. Leviticus 25-28, regulations for the land, blessings and curses, and tithes. 

4. Numbers 1-10, the Israelites at Mt. Sinai. 
5. Numbers 10-12, Israel’s first trip towards the Promised Land. 
6. Numbers 13-19, Israel in the Wilderness of Paran. 
7. Numbers 20-21, Israel’s second trip towards the Promised Land. 
8. Numbers 22-36, Israel at the plains of Moab. 
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Setting the stage 

• Exodus closes with God indwelling the completed and consecrated tabernacle and Leviticus 
opens with God speaking to Moses “from the tent of meeting”1 (Leviticus 1:1). While that 
transition might seem inconsequential, it points out the issue driving the material in the 
book of Leviticus. Consider: 

o Exodus recounts God’s rescue of the Israelites from their enslavement in Egypt in 
fulfillment of His promises to Abraham (Exodus 2:23-25; 3:7-9). 

o Part of God’s rescue centered on revealing His unique, sovereign identity to Israel, 
Egypt, and the world through His efforts on Israel’s behalf (Exodus 6:2-8; 7:5; 9:13-
16). 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 

The map to 
the left traces 
Israel’s route 

from Mt. Sinai 
(the setting of 

Leviticus) to 
Kadesh-

barnea (the 
location to 

which Israel 
traveled in 
Numbers). 
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o In addition to revealing Himself to Israel by dramatically rescuing them from Egypt, 

God also specially revealed Himself to the nation at Mt. Sinai where He entered into 
a covenant relationship with them (Exodus 19:1-20). 

o The Israelites, however, failed to submit to the terms of their covenant relationship 
with God (Exodus 20:1-6; 32:1-6).  

o While God did renew His covenant with the nation (Exodus 34:1-28), the nation’s 
rebellion created a problem in their renewed relationship with Him – God’s holy 
presence posed a danger to them (Exodus 33:1-3), a problem symbolized by Moses’ 
inability to enter the tabernacle after God indwelt it (Exodus 40:34-35). 

o Leviticus outlines a path for Israel to be holy like God so that His holy presence 
would no longer endanger them (Leviticus 19:2). 

• Numbers opens with God speaking to Moses “in the tent of meeting” (Numbers 1:1), 
indicating the laws given to the nation in Leviticus created a holiness that resolved the 
immediate dilemma in their relationship with God – Moses was able to enter into God’s 
presence (Exodus 40:34-35; Leviticus 1:1; Numbers 1:1). 

• With the problem of God’s holy presence in the midst of the Israelites addressed, the book 
of Numbers resumes the narrative of Israel’s journey from Egypt to the land God promised 
to them by telling of their journey from Mt. Sinai to the borders of Canaan. But rather than 
describing a triumphant journey of a holy people, Numbers recounts a troubled journey of 
rebellious discontents. 

o The first nineteen chapters of Numbers focus on the generation of Israelites God 
rescued from Egypt and recounts their perpetual, rebellious complaints (Numbers 
11:1-15, 31-35; 12:1-16; 13:25-14:45; 16:1-17:13). 

o The book skips over the years God sentenced the Israelites to wander in the 
wilderness as punishment for their rebellion to focus on the second generation of 
Israelites brought out of Egypt who resumed the nation’s move to Canaan (Numbers 
20-36). 

o While the second generation of Israelites fared better than their parents, they too 
struggled to be holy like God and consequently suffered as they journeyed (cf. 
Numbers 22-36). 

• The story of Israel’s struggles to be the holy people God called them to be (Exodus 19:5-6) 
raises an implied dilemma – how will God accomplish His promises to Abraham to bless the 
whole world if the people He has to work through refuse to obey Him (cf. Genesis 50:20)? 

 

Understanding law 
Both Leviticus and Numbers belong to the books commonly labeled “the books of law”. While 
that label helps us associate them with the ‘law of Moses’ recorded in them, our 
understandings of “law” create obstacles for understanding the material in the books. Consider, 
therefore, the following items: 

• First, and probably most importantly, the material in the Torah tells a story rather than 
outlining the constitution and laws governing the nation of Israel. 
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o Genesis through Deuteronomy tell the story of God’s special intentions for humanity 

(Genesis 1-2), humanity’s rebellion against His intentions (Genesis 3-11), and the 
introduction of God’s plan to restore His intentions for humanity (Genesis 12ff). 

o Exodus 19 through Leviticus 27, for example, narrate God’s presence entering 
Israel’s camp through a series of symbolic elements that form the largest part of the 
laws God gave to Israel. Consider: 

▪ Exodus 25-30 details the plans for the tabernacle, its furniture, and the 
priests who would administer it, but the setting in which God gave those 
plans to Moses indicates how they should be understood – Moses waited on 
Mt Sinai six days while God’s presence covered the mountain and on the 
seventh day Moses entered God’s presence to receive the plans for the 
tabernacle that would allow God to “dwell in their midst” (Numbers 24:15-
25:9). The setting for the tabernacle’s plans and its purpose mirror the 
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creation account in Genesis 1-2 in which God created the world in six days 
and on the seventh took up residence in it (Genesis 2:1-2; Exodus 20:8-11). 

▪ God’s plans for the tabernacle reveal that He intended it to function as a 
reference to Eden (Numbers 25:31-40; Genesis 2:9; cf. 1 Kings 6:6:29-36; 
Ezekiel 41:17-20, 25-26), symbolizing His presence in their midst as He 
indwelt Eden (Genesis 3:8; see Leviticus 23:39-43). 

▪ The material in Exodus and Leviticus further emphasize the importance of 
the tabernacle and its Edenic imagery. For example: 

• Exodus 25-30 detail plans for the tabernacle while Exodus 35-40 
describes its construction, consecration, and God’s inhabitation. 

• Because God’s holy presence entered their midst in the tabernacle 
and because they were unholy, Leviticus outlines the tabernacle-
oriented expectations of the nation that would allow God’s holy 
presence to remain in their midst (cf. Exodus 33:1-3). For example: 

o Leviticus 1-7 describes the sacrifices (offered at the 
tabernacle) that would solicit God’s attention and purify them 
so that His holy presence could remain in their midst. 

o Leviticus 8-10 narrates the responsibilities of the priests who 
were to maintain the integrity of the tabernacle and to 
instruct the people in the difference “between the holy and 
the common” (Leviticus 10:10). 

o Leviticus 11-16 outlines ritual purity laws for the people 
intended to protect the holiness of the tabernacle (Leviticus 
15:31). 

o Leviticus 16-28 describes the ways in which Israel was to 
maintain the holy identity God gave them so that He could 
remain in their midst (cf. Leviticus 19:2).  

• A bitter irony, however, exists in the material in Exodus and Leviticus; 
God returned His presence in a type of Eden, but the people were not 
permitted to enter it. The tabernacle thus both brought God’s 
presence back to His people and shielded His presence from them. 

• The tabernacle-oriented nature of the material in Exodus and Leviticus helps us then begin 
to understand some other aspects of the laws contained in those books. 

o The Torah, the law of Moses, contains 613 laws – a number far too small to legislate 
the daily lives of the Israelites. Rather than seeking to legislate rules for every 
situation in daily Jewish life, the laws outline general (and sometimes specific) 
expectations governing the relationship between Israel and God. 

o Israel’s relationship with God forms the focus of the material in Exodus through 
Deuteronomy and functions more like common ancient near eastern treaties 
between kings and vassals (cf. Exodus 19:4-6). The concern of the law, as with those 
ancient treaties, focused on establishing a relationship that glorified God (cf. Ezekiel 
36:22-23). 
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o In addition to outlining a relationship, the laws in the Torah were not statutory, 

written statues in which the wording is most important (as in our nation’s law). 
Consider, for example, Exodus 12:9; Deuteronomy 16:7; 2 Chronicles 35:13. 

o Instead, the laws in the Law of Moses contain a flexibility that allowed them to be 
adapted to the variety of situations the Israelites might encounter while maintaining 
consistency. Consider, for example, Matthew 12:1-8; 1 Samuel 21:1-6; 22:9-10; 
Leviticus 24:5-9. 

o Beginning to think about these features of the law of Moses helps explain why, in 
some cases, references to the law do not appear in judgments (cf. 2 Samuel 14; 1 
Kings 3; Jeremiah 26). 

o But, we must add, God clearly expected Israel to follow the laws (cf. Deuteronomy 
10:12-13; Exodus 20:4-6; 32:1-10); He did not permit them to disregard them or 
change them (Deuteronomy 4:2; 12:32). Nevertheless, the laws illustrate a character 
that God expected the Israelites to apply generally to all areas of their lives even 
though the law only addressed a small part of daily life. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

   

APPLICATIONS 
What do you think the material in Leviticus’ laws reveal about God and the expectations that 
attend His presence in the midst of His people? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What do you think we can learn from those expectations and apply to our identity today as 
people in whom God’s presence dwells God’s (1 Corinthians 3:16-17; 6:19-20)?   
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What dangers did God’s holy presence pose for Israel and why did it pose those risks? What 
lessons might those dangers have for us in our relationship with God? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
We have culturally shaped understandings about law that differ from the understandings in 
Leviticus and Numbers; what do you think some of those differences might be and how might 
they impact our understandings of those books? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 


