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WANDERING IN THE WILDERNESS 
A survey of Leviticus and Numbers  
 
 
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 
1-10) before recording Israel’s journey from Mount Sinai to the wilderness of Paran (Numbers 
10-12). 
 

Numbers 10:11-12:16 – from Mount Sinai to Paran 
• After remaining at Mount Sinai for a little more than a year (Numbers 10:11; Exodus 12:1; 

13:4; 40:17), God ordered the Israelites to break camp and begin their journey to Canaan. 

• Numbers chapter ten dedicates a significant amount of space to detailing Israel’s 
organization for their journey (Numbers 10:11-28), showing how the camp’s preparation for 
travel followed God’s plan (Numbers 2; 4). 

• The text offers an important perspective on Israel’s journey in Numbers 10:33-36 – it 
pictures the Israelites’ movement through the wilderness as a royal procession led by God 
their king who provisioned and protected them (cf. Numbers 10:33, 35). 

• Despite the positive way in which Israel began its journey (following king God’s command to 
move and to organize themselves like He instructed them), chapters eleven and twelve use 
a repeated phrase to characterize the first part of Israel travel through the wilderness – “the 
anger of the LORD was kindled against the people” (Numbers 11:1, 10, 33; 12:9). 

o The text does not reveal the cause motivating the first instance of God’s anger, but it 
does describe God’s response – “fire from the LORD burned among them and 
consumed some outlying parts of the camp” (Numbers 11:1) – a serious, but 
relatively reserved punishment. 

o The next two instances of God’s anger offer insights into Israel’s hardened hearts 
and God’s escalating responses to their rebellion against Him (Numbers 11:4-35). 
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▪ First, Israel complained about the way God provisioned them (Numbers 11:4-

6). 

• The people “wept” that God only gave them manna and no meat 
(Numbers 11:6; cf. Numbers 21:15). They compounded their 
complaint against God by implying that Egypt provisioned them far 
better than God, claiming to remember the ‘free’ abundance of meat 
and vegetables they enjoyed in Egypt (Numbers 11:4-5, 18). 

• God responded to Israel’s complaint by promising to send them meat 
for a month until it “comes out at your nostrils and becomes 
loathsome to you” (Numbers 11:18-20); He announced His intention 
to use their lament as a punishment. 

▪ Second, Israel responded to the meat God gave them with greedy disregard 
for God (Numbers 11:31-35). 

• Even though God promised to send meat for a month (Numbers 
11:18-20), the people greedily gathered as much as they could the 
first day He sent the meat (Numbers 11:31-32). Numbers highlights 
the peoples’ greedy disregard for God’s pronouncement by 
mentioning that they spent two days stockpiling quail with “those 
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who gathered least gather[ing] ten homers” 
(Numbers 11:32, “ten homers” is, 
approximately, 2200 liters). 

• God responded to Israel’s greed and 
disregard by sending a plague against the 
nation (Numbers 11:33), escalating His 
punishment in response to their continued 
rebellion. 

o The third, and final, instance of God’s anger during the first 
part of Israel’s journey through the wilderness focused on 
Miriam and Aaron, Moses’ sister and brother (Numbers 12).  

▪ Like the nation, Miriam and Aaron complained about 
God’s leadership. In particular, they complained 
about Moses’ special role before God while claiming 
equally important roles for themselves (Numbers 
12:1-2). 

▪ Even though God did not discount Miriam and 
Aaron’s importance, He clearly described Moses’ 
special place – He spoke “mount to mouth” with 
Moses and permitted Moses behold “the form of the 
LORD” (Numbers 12:6-8). 

▪ God’s anger focused itself on Miriam (the text implies her lead in the 
situation) and, as punishment, He made her “leprous” (Numbers 12:10); a 
serious condition that made her unclean and required her to be exiled from 
the camp of Israel for seven days (Numbers 12:13-15; cf. Leviticus 13-14, esp. 
14:1-9). Miriam’s situation represented Israel’s growing rebellion and the 
looming threat of exile facing the nation if they persisted in their resistance 
to God.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPLICATIONS 
How do God’s warnings in Leviticus 26:14-45 set the stage for Numbers 10-12? What might 
God’s escalating punishments towards Israel reveal about God and about Israel? What do you 
think we can learn about our relationship with God from Israel’s experiences in Numbers 10-
12? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Why do you think God dealt with Moses’ complaint differently than He dealt with Israel’s 
complaint in Numbers 11 (cf. Numbers 11:1, 10-17)? What do you think that difference can 
teach us about our own relationship with God?  
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 


