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IN THE WILDERNESS 
A survey of the book of Numbers 
 
 
 

Numbers in the Torah 
Reading Numbers by itself can leave readers feeling confused. Good reason exists for that 
response – God designed Numbers to be read as part of a larger, literary unit. The Torah, the 
first five books of the Hebrew Bible, form a symmetrical whole with Leviticus sitting in the 
middle, bookended by Exodus and Numbers. Reading Numbers in isolation can leave readers 
with the impression that it offers a random collection of strange, occasionally offensive laws and 
stories with sometimes tedious and sometimes horrific details. However, when one reads 
Numbers within its larger narrative setting, patterns begin to emerge that help unlocks its 
meaning.  
 
Exodus records Israel's journey through the wilderness to Mount Sinai and emphasizes the 
nation's failure to meet the standard of holiness set for them in their covenant with God (cf. 
Exodus 19:5-6). Leviticus narrates the rituals and sacrifices God gave to the nation that would 
allow them to maintain a holy status despite their failures. Numbers traces the Jewish peoples' 
journey from Mount Sinai through the wilderness and emphasizes that, despite God's provisions, 
the Israelites still failed to be a holy nation.  
 
Consider some of Exodus and Numbers' parallel features that indicate their relationship:  

• Exodus traces Israel's deliverance from a foreign king and their journey through the 
wilderness to Sinai (Pharaoh, king of Egypt). 

• Numbers traces Israel's journey from Sinai through the wilderness, where they encounter 
a foreign power from whom God delivers them (Balak, king of Moab). 

• Exodus and Numbers contain stories of the nation complaining about their lack of food, 
prompting God to give them manna and quail (Exodus 16; Numbers 11). 

• Both books record the nation's complaint about their lack of water at Meribah, 
prompting God to give them water from a rock (Exodus 17:1-7; Numbers 20:1-13). 
 

An overview of Numbers  
The relationships between Numbers' individual stories and the connections between those 
accounts and books like Exodus make it challenging to summarize the book's structure. For this 
study, we will use the following outline that focuses on three literary movements:  

• Numbers 1:1-10:10 – The first section, located at Mount Sinai, features God organizing 
the Israelites around the tabernacle in preparation for their journey through the 
wilderness. The theme of temple is central to the first literary movement. 
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• Numbers 10:11-24 – This portion of the book traces Israel's journey through the 
wilderness to the border of Canaan and transitions from the first generation of Israelites 
to the second generation. It focuses on seven narratives depicting the peoples' rebellion 
against Moses and God in the wilderness, developing the theme of test. Israel's repeated 
testing of God moved through every layer of the nation and resulted in God sentencing 
an entire generation to die in the wilderness. 

• Numbers 25-36 – The book's final section places Israel on the plains of Moab and 
narrates the second generation's preparations to enter the land of Canaan. The theme of 
the land dominates this section, describing God's instructions to the second generation 
of Israelites regarding their inhabitation of the land He promised them. 

 

Numbers 1-10 – Israel's temple-centered organization 
Numbers' first movement, chapters 1-10, makes a contrast to the nation’s failure near the end of 
Exodus (cf. Exodus 32) – Numbers 1-10 reveals a God-organized nation properly submitted to His 
rule. The section includes the following features: 

• A military census of the non-Levite males twenty years old and upward (Numbers 1:2-46). 
The numbering of the people prepared them for their eventual conquest of Canaan. 

• The organization of the nation around God's east-facing tabernacle (Numbers 2:1-34; cf. 
Genesis 2:8; 3:24). 

o God's arrangement of the tribes around the tabernacle emphasized His holy 
presence in their midst and reminded them of their need to be holy people.  

o God placed Judah in front of the tabernacle's entrance on the east side (Numbers 
2:1-9; Exodus 27:13-16), indicating the tribe's importance (cf. Genesis 49:8-12). 

 

 

• The special role given to the Levites (Numbers 1:47-54; 3:1-4:49). 
o Because of the Levites' faithfulness to God during the incident with the golden 

calf (Exodus 32:25-29), God selected the tribe as His firstborn offering and 
appointed them as His priests (Numbers 3:11-13; cf. Exodus 13:1-2, 11-15; 19:5-
6). 

A tabernacle-centered nation 
The following diagram illustrates the way God organized the nation when they camped: 
 

            (South) 
      Asher Dan Naphtali 

        Merari 
  Manasseh       Issachar 

(West)    Ephriam  Gershon         AARON  JUDAH    (East) 
  Benjamin       Zebulun 
        Kohath 

     Simeon Reuban Gad 
     (North) 

Tabernacle 



joshua Hartwigsen (Sunday morning Adult auditorium class, December 2022) 

 

151st Street Church of Christ 
13875 W 151st Street, Olathe, KS, 66062 
151cofc.com 

3 

o The Levites' special status before God exempted them from the military census 
and gave them the responsibility of caring for and protecting the tabernacle 
(Numbers 1:47-54). 

• Four laws that illustrate Israel's need for purity and commitment in their covenant 
relationship with God (Numbers 6:1-27)  

o God's holy presence in the center of the organized Israelite nation carried a risk 
for them – God would pour out His wrath on them if they failed to be holy (cf. 
Numbers 3:38; 1:53; 8:19; 16:46; 18:1-5).  

o The four laws that follow the nation's organization emphasize the demand for 
holiness that accompanies God's presence in their midst. The selected laws 
illustrate the following: 

▪ The need for purity in the camp (Numbers 5:1-4). 
▪ The wrongs people committed against one another were wrongs 

committed against God (Numbers 5:5-10). 
▪ God was active in the nation and would not tolerate any hidden sins 

(Numbers 5:11-31). 
▪ Any Israelite could be wholly committed to holiness (Numbers 6:1-21). 

• The dedication of the tabernacle, the Levites, and the celebration of the Passover 
(Numbers 7:1-9:23). 

o The events, which took place at the same time as the erection and consecration 
of the tabernacle in Exodus 40:1, revealed the people were as generous in 
dedicating it as they were in funding its construction (Numbers 7:84-88; Exodus 
35:4-29). 

o The peoples' generosity combined with their faithfulness to God's instructions (cf. 
Numbers 8:4, 22) allowed Moses to enter the tabernacle (Numbers 7:89; Exodus 
25:22; 40:34-35), indicating a healing of the rift the golden calf incident created in 
the Israelites' relationship with God (cf. Exodus 33:1-6). 

o The section ends with the celebration of the Passover, marking the beginning of 
the second year since God brought Israel out of Egypt (Numbers 9:1-14). 

• Israel's preparations to leave Mount Sinai to travel through the wilderness (Numbers 
9:15-10:10). 

 
 

Applications 
What connections do you see between Numbers and the other books in the Torah? How might 
those connections help you better understand the book? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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What applications can you make to your life and the church from the first section of Numbers 
(Numbers 1:1-10:10)? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

Notes 
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