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WANDERING IN THE WILDERNESS 
A survey of Leviticus and Numbers  
 
 
After detailing the offerings that maintained the holiness of God’s tabernacle (Leviticus 1-7), the 
book of Leviticus discussed the priests’ important intermediary role through its description of 
the ordination of the priesthood, its initial service, and its failure (Leviticus 8-10). The 
priesthood’s struggle with purity (Leviticus 10:1-3) revealed both the priests and the peoples’ 
need to better understand the difference “between the holy and the common…between the 
unclean and the clean”1 (Leviticus 10:10-11) and to a series of purity laws designed to help the 
people understand that difference (Leviticus 12-15). Purity’s important place prepares readers 
for God’s instructions about the Day of Atonement, a centrally important day of worship to 
restore the people’s relationship with God by restoring the purity of the tabernacle (Leviticus 
16-17).  Purity, however, involved more than rituals; it also involved moral behavior in one’s 
relationships, morals outlined in Leviticus 18-20. God expectations for purity extended beyond 
His moral requirements for the people to include special instructions for the priests, for Israel’s 
calendar, and for Israel’s use of their land (Leviticus 21-25). The book closes with a reminder 
about the importance of obeying God’s covenant and its purity expectations (Leviticus 26). 
 

Leviticus 26-27 – blessings, curses, and vows 
• Leviticus chapter twenty-six details both the blessings and curses God would send to Israel 

based on their obedience to the covenant He made with them. 
o The section begins with a list of the blessings God would give Israel if they obeyed 

the covenant (Leviticus 26:1-13), concluding with the most significant blessing – He 
would dwell among them (something already endangered by their disobedience, 
Exodus 32:1-6; 33:1-3) and would “walk among” them in a way reminiscent of how 
He had walked with Adam and Eve in Eden (Leviticus 26:11-12; Genesis 3:8). 

o The section of cursing occupies a significantly larger section than the blessings 
section and outlines a series of escalating – and severe – punishments for Israel if 
they refused to obey the covenant (Leviticus 26:14-45). Despite the severity of the 
punishments listed, God nevertheless made two important promises at the end of 
the section; He promised that: 

▪ He would restore His covenant with the nation, and its blessings, if they 
confessed and humbled themselves (Leviticus 26:40-42). 

▪ He would not “destroy them utterly and break [His] covenant with them” 
(Leviticus 26:44-45).  

• While Leviticus’ final chapter might seem ‘tacked on’ to the end of the book, it follows the 
ancient Hebrews custom of placing important material in the middle of sections. Chapter 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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27, with its regulations about how people were to interact with things vowed to God 
(Leviticus 27:2, 9, 14, 16, 26, 28, 30) pairs with chapter 25 in which God outlined the ways 
people were to interact with the land and with one another. The final chapter thus serves as 
part of a literary bracket that emphasized the importance of obeying God’s covenant laws 
to the Jewish people to whom Moses delivered the material. 

 

Numbers 1:1-10:10 – God’s organization of Israel at Mt. Sinai 
Exodus closed with a dilemma – God indwelt the completed and consecrated tabernacle but 
Moses, who had previously been in God’s presence (cf. Leviticus 24:15-18), could not enter it 
(Exodus 40:34-35); God barred Moses entrance into the tabernacle as part of His response to 
the nation’s violation of its covenant with Him (Exodus 32:1-6). Leviticus records the material 
God communicated to Moses that taught Israel about the demands His holy presence placed on 
them and how they were to meet those demands. Numbers begins with Moses speaking to God 
inside of the tabernacle (Numbers 1:1), indicating the resolution of the problem driving 
Leviticus’ material. The book, which narrates Israel’s journey from Mount Sinai to the border of 
Canaan, begins with a record of God organizing the nation around His holy presence. 

• Numbers begins with God commanding a military census of the first generation of Israelites 
in preparation for their assumed entrance into Canaan (Numbers 1). 

• After Israel 
completed the 
census, God arranged 
the nation’s camp 
around His 
tabernacle, 
emphasizing His 
sacred and central 
place in their midst 
(Numbers 2). 

• God next ordered a 
census of the Levites, 
who were not 
included in the initial 
numbering of the 
people (Numbers 3), 
indicating the tribe’s 
special identity as the 
people chosen by 
God to minister at the 
tabernacle in order to 
protect the both it 
and its priests 
(Numbers 3:5-10). 
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• After numbering the Levites, God divided the tribe by families and assigned tabernacle 
responsibilities to them (Numbers 4). 

o The family of Kohath had the responsibility of transporting the tabernacle furniture, 
“the most holy things” (Numbers 4:4). 

o God gave the family of Gershon the task of carrying and setting up all of the fabrics 
that composed the tabernacle and its enclosure (Numbers 4:24-26). 

o The family of Merari had the task of carrying and setting up the frame for the 
tabernacle and its wall (Numbers 4:29-32). 

• After numbering and arranging the Israelites into a holy camp around His presence now 
located in the tabernacle, God gave a series of instructions about maintaining the purity of 
the camp that echo Leviticus’ purity regulations (Numbers 5-6; Leviticus 13-15). 

• Numbers chapter seven, which details events that took place before Numbers chapter one 
(Numbers 7:1; Exodus 40:17; Numbers 1:1), records the gifts the tribes brought to the 
completed and consecrated tabernacle to honor God who took up residence in their midst 
(Numbers 7). 

• The completed and consecrated tabernacle needed a workforce to accomplish the purposes 
for which God created it and Numbers 8 describes the cleansing of the Levites for that role 
as well as duration of their service while in the wilderness (Numbers 8; cf. Numbers 3:5-10). 

• After recording the nation’s celebration of their second Passover (Numbers 9:1-14), 
Numbers prepares readers for the beginning of Israel’s journey from Mount Sinai to Canaan 
by describing the nation’s movements “at the command of the LORD” (Numbers 9:15-23) 
that God announced to them through two silver trumpets (Numbers 10:1-10). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

APPLICATIONS 
The opening chapters of Numbers emphasize God’s central place in Israel (represented by the 
tabernacle) and its immediate meaning for them. Given that material, what applications do 
you think it has for our identity as God’s tabernacle/temple today (1 Corinthians 3:16-17; 
6:19)? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Peter describes Christians as God’s priesthood (1 Peter 2:9); what do you think we can learn 
about our role from the organization and responsibilities of the Levites and priests in Numbers 
chapters three and eight? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 


