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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). While Israel should have moved from Paran into Canaan, their failure at the border 
resulted in a forty-year long punishment (Numbers 13-19) before God permitted the next 
generation of Israelites to, once again, make their way to the borders of Canaan (Numbers 20-
36). 
 

Numbers 13-19 – the failure of the 1st generation 
• The Israelites’ complaints against God and Moses peaked when the nation camped in 

Kadesh (Numbers 13:26), a location near the borders of Canaan, the land “flowing with milk 
and honey”1 that God had promised to them (Genesis 13:14-17; Exodus 3:7-8; 6:2-8). 

• After hearing the ‘false’ report of ten of the spies sent to survey the land of Canaan who 
announced that they could not defeat the inhabitants of the rich, fertile land God promised 
them (Numbers 13:25-33), the people “despised” God and intended to return to Egypt 
(Numbers 14:1-11). 

• God responded to the people’s complaint by giving them what they wanted – He would not 
give them entrance into Canaan but would instead cause them to wander in the wilderness 
until that generation died (Numbers 14:28-32). 

• Hearing God’s severe judgment against their rebellion, the people tried – and failed – to 
‘force’ God’s blessing by trying to capture Canaan on their own (Numbers 14:39-45). 

• A Levite named Korah responded to Israel’s plight by condemning Moses and calling Israel 
to unite behind him against Moses (Numbers 16:1-15), prompting God’s dramatic, public 
defeat of Korah and the leaders who joined his rebellion (Numbers 16:20-40). 

• Despite witnessing God’s judgment against Korah, the people responded to his execution 
by, like Korah, rebelling against Moses (Numbers 16:41-42). As He did with Korah, God 

 
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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responded swiftly and decisively against the rebels in support of Moses and Aaron’s 
leadership (Numbers 16:43-17:13).  

 

Numbers 20-36 – the failures of the 2nd generation 
• The Bible does not record the majority of the forty years of wandering to which God 

sentenced the Israelites. Instead, the story moves from the failure of the first generation 
that led to that judgment (Numbers 13-17) directly to the second generation of Israelites 
who, at the end of that forty-year period, were preparing to leave the wilderness (Numbers 
20:22-29; 33:38). 

• The story of the second generation followed the pattern of the first generation despite 
witnessing God’s punishments against that generation. Consider: 

o Numbers 20:2-9 and Exodus 17:1-7. 
o Numbers 21:4-5 and Numbers 11:4-6 
o Numbers 25:1-3 and Exodus 32:1-6. 

• Even though they followed the pattern of the failed first generation of Israelites, God 
nevertheless showed mercy to the second generation. 

o He gave them victory over their enemies (Numbers 21:21-35). 
o He protected them from threats (Numbers 22-24). 
o He gave them entrance into Canaan despite their failures (cf. Numbers 33:50-54). 
o He reaffirmed His covenant promises to Abraham and His long-term plan for the 

nation (Numbers 24:15-19). 

• The book of Numbers ends on an anticipatory high note by reviewing Israel’s journey from 
Egypt to the Jordan River (Numbers 33:1-49), by giving a number of laws concerning their 
conquest of Canaan (Numbers 33:50-36:13), and by recording the settlement of the Reuben 
and Gad on the east side of the Jordan River (land opposite the property God promised to 
Israel) that anticipated Israel’s conquest of Canaan (Numbers 32). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPLICATIONS 
Why do you think God showed mercy to the second generation of Israelites but not to the first 
generation, especially considering the ways in which the book of Numbers draws similarities 
between the two generations? What do you think we can learn from His mercy? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What patterns do you see in Israel’s rebellion in the book of Numbers? In what ways do you 
think those patterns might repeat themselves in our lives? How do you think we might we 
insulate ourselves against those patterns? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 


